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N e v e r  L e t  M e  G o
K a z u o Is h ig u r o

F rom t he accla imed a u t hor of “The Rem ains of t he D ay” a n d “W hen We Were 
O rp h a ns ,” a  movi ng new novel t h a t s u bt ly reim agines ou r world a n d t ime i n  a  
h a u n t i ng story of fr ien dsh ip  a n d love.

As a  ch ild , K a t h y–now t h ir ty-one years old–l ived a t H a ilsh a m , a  priva te school 
i n  t he scen ic E ngl is h  cou n tryside where t he c h i ld re n  were sheltered from t he 
ou tside world , b ro ugh t u p to believe t h a t t hey were specia l a n d t h a t t heir  
well-being was cr ucia l not o n ly  for themselves b u t for t he society t hey wou ld 
even t u a lly en ter . K a t h y h a d lo ng ago p u t t h is idy l l ic past be h i n d her , b u t 
w hen  two of her H a ilsh a m fr ien ds come back  i n to her l ife , she stops resist i ng 
t he p u ll of memory .

A n d  so, as her fr ien dsh ip  wit h  R u t h  is re k in dled , a n d as t he feeli ngs t h a t 
lo ng ago f u eled her adolescen t cr u sh  on  Tom my begi n  to deepen  i n to love, 
K a t h y reca lls t heir  years a t H a ilsh a m . S he describes h a p py scenes of boys 
a n d gir ls growi ng u p toget her , u n pert u rbed–even  com for ted–by t heir  
isola t ion . B u t she describes ot her scenes as well: of d iscord a n d 
m is u n derst a n ding t h a t h i n t  a t a  d a r k  secret be h i n d H a ilsh a m 's n u r t u r i ng 
facade. Wit h  t he d a w n i ng cla r i ty of h i n dsigh t ,  t he t h ree fr ien ds are com pelled 
to face t he t r u t h  a bou t t heir  ch i ld hood–a n d a bou t t heir  lives now .

A tale of deceptive sim plici ty , “Never Let Me Go” slowly reveals a n  
ex t r aordin a ry emotion a l dep t h  a n d reson a nce–a n d ta kes i ts place a mong 
K a z u o Ish igu ro's fi nest wor k .
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E ngla n d , la te 1990s

Par t  O n e

C h a p t e r  O n e

M y n a me is K a t h y H . I'm t h ir ty-one years old , a n d I've been  a  carer now for 
over eleven years. Th at sou n ds lo ng e no ugh ,  I k now , b u t act u a lly t hey wa n t 
me to go on  for a not her eigh t mon t hs , u n t i l  t he en d of t h is year . T h a t'l l  m a ke 
i t  a lmost exactly twelve years. Now I k now m y bei ng a  carer so lo ng is n 't  
necessarily beca use t hey t h i n k  I'm fa n tastic a t wh at I do. T here are some 
rea lly good carers w ho've been  told to stop after j u st two or t h ree years. A n d  I 
ca n  t h i n k  of one carer a t least w ho wen t on  for a ll of fou r teen  years despite 
bei ng a  com plete waste of space. So I'm not t ry i ng to boast . B u t t hen  I do 
k now for a  fact t hey've been  pleased wit h  m y wor k , a n d by a n d la rge , I h ave 
too. M y  donors h ave a lways ten ded to do m u ch  better t h a n  expected . T heir 
recovery times h ave been  im pressive, a n d h a rd ly a n y of t hem h ave been  
classified as “agita ted ,” even before fou r t h  don a t ion .  O k ay , m aybe I a m 
boast ing now . B u t i t  mea ns a  lot to me, bei ng a ble to do m y wor k  well, 
especia lly t h a t b i t  a bou t m y donors st ay i ng “calm .” I've developed a  k i n d  of 
i nst i nct a rou n d donors . I k now w hen  to h a ng a rou n d a n d com fort t hem , 
w hen  to leave t hem to themselves; w hen  to l isten  to every t h i ng t hey h ave to 
say , a n d w hen  j u st to sh r ug a n d tell t hem to sn a p ou t of i t .

A n yway , I'm not m a k i ng a n y b ig cla ims for m yself. I k now carers, wor k ing 
now , w ho are j u st as good a n d don 't  get h a lf t he credit . If yo u 're one of t hem , 
I ca n  u n dersta n d how you  m igh t  get resen tf u l–abou t m y bedsit , m y car , 
above a ll , t he way I get to p ic k  a n d choose w ho I look  a fter . A n d  I'm a 
H a ilsh a m st u den t–w hich  is e no ugh  by itself sometimes to get people's backs 
u p . K a t h y H . , t hey say , she gets to p ic k  a n d choose, a n d she a lways chooses 
her ow n k i n d : people from H a ilsh a m , or one of t he ot her p r ivi leged esta tes. 
No won der she h as a  grea t record . I've hea rd i t  sa id e no ugh ,  so I'm su re 



you 've hea rd i t  p le n ty more, a n d m aybe t here's som et h i ng i n  i t . B u t I'm not 
t he fi rst  to be a llowed to p ic k  a n d choose, a n d I dou bt if I'l l  be t he last . A n d  
a n yway , I've done m y sh are of loo k i ng after donors b ro ugh t u p i n  every k i n d  
of place. B y t he t ime I f i n is h ,  remem ber , I'l l  h ave done twelve years of t h is , 
a n d i t's o n ly  for t he last six  t hey've let  me choose.

A n d  w h y sho u ld n 't  t h ey? C arers a ren 't  m ach ines . You  t ry a n d do you r best 
for every donor , b u t i n  t he en d , i t  wears you  dow n . You  don 't  h ave u n l i m ited 
pa tience a n d energy . So w hen  you  get a  ch a nce to choose, of cou rse, you  
choose you r ow n k i n d .  T h a t's n a t u ra l . T here's no way I cou ld h ave gone on  
for as lo ng as I h ave if I'd stopped feeli ng for m y donors every step of t he way. 
A n d  a n yway , if I'd never sta rted choosi ng,  how wou ld I ever h ave got close 
aga in  to R u t h  a n d Tom my after a l l t hose yea rs?

B u t these d ays , of cou rse, t here are fewer a n d fewer donors left  w ho I 
remem ber , a n d so i n  practice, I h aven 't  been  c hoosi ng t h a t m u ch . As I say , 
t he wor k  gets a  lot h a rder w hen  you  don 't  h ave t h a t deeper l i n k  wit h  t he 
donor , a n d t ho ugh  I'l l  miss bei ng a  carer , i t  feels j u st a bou t r igh t  to be 
f i n is h i ng a t last come t he en d of t he yea r .

R u t h ,  i n ciden t a l ly ,  was o n ly  t he t h ird or fou r t h  donor I got to choose. S he 
a lrea dy h a d a  carer assigned to her a t t he t ime , a n d I remem ber i t  t a k i ng a  b i t  
of nerve on  m y part . B u t i n  t he en d I m a n aged i t , a n d t he i nst a n t I saw her 
aga in , a t  t h a t recovery cen tre i n  Dover , a l l ou r d ifferences–w hile t hey d id n 't  
exactly va n ish–seemed not nea r ly as im port a n t as a ll t he ot her t h i ngs: l i k e 
t he fact t h a t we'd grow n u p toget her a t H a ilsh a m , t he fact t h a t we k new a n d 
remem bered t h i ngs no one else d id . I t's ever since t hen , I su ppose, I sta r ted 
see k ing ou t for m y donors people from t he past , a n d w henever I cou ld , people 
from H a ilsh a m .

T here h ave been  times over t he years w hen  I've t r ied to leave H a ilsh a m 
be h i n d ,  w hen  I've told m yself I sho u ld n 't  look  back  so m u ch . B u t t hen  t here 
ca me a  poi n t  w hen  I j u st stopped resist i ng. It h a d to do wit h  t h is pa rt icu la r 
donor I h a d once , i n  m y t h ird yea r as a  carer; i t  was h is react ion  w hen  I 
men tioned I was from H a ilsh a m . H e'd j u st come t h ro ugh  h is t h ird don a t ion ,  
i t  h a d n 't  gone well, a n d he m u st h ave k now n he wasn 't  goi ng to m a ke i t . H e 
cou ld h a rd ly brea the, b u t he look ed towards me a n d said: “ H ailsh a m . I bet 
t h a t was a  bea u t if u l place.” T hen  t he nex t mor n i ng,  w hen  I was m a k i ng 
conversa tion  to keep h is m i n d  off i t  a l l , a n d I asked where h e'd grow n u p , he 
men tioned some place i n  Dorset a n d h is face benea t h  t he b lotches wen t i n to 
a  com pletely new k i n d  of grim ace. A n d  I rea lised t hen  how despera tely he 
d id n 't  wa n t remin ded . Instead , he wa n ted to hea r a bou t H a ilsh a m .

So over t he nex t five or six d ays , I told h im wh atever he wa n ted to k now , a n d 



h e'd lie t here, a l l hook ed u p , a  gen t le sm ile b rea k ing t h ro ugh .  H e'd ask me 
a bou t t he b ig t h i ngs a n d t he l i t t le t h i ngs .  Abou t ou r gu a rdia ns , a bou t how 
we each h a d ou r ow n collect ion  chests u n der ou r beds, t he footb a ll , t he 
rou n ders , t he l i t t le p a t h  t h a t took  you  a ll ro u n d t he ou tside of t he m ain  
hou se , ro u n d a ll i ts nook s a n d cra n n ies , t he d u c k  pon d , t he food , t he view 
from t he Ar t Room over t he fields on  a  foggy mor n i ng.  Sometimes h e'd m a ke 
me say t h i ngs over a n d over; t h i ngs I'd told h im o n ly  t he d ay before, h e'd ask 
a bou t l i k e I'd never told h im . “ D id you  h ave a  sports p avil ion?” “W hich  
gu a rdia n  was you r specia l favou rite?” A t fi rst  I t ho ugh t t h is was j u st t he 
d r ugs , b u t t hen  I rea lised h is m i n d  was clear e no ugh .  W h a t he wa n ted was 
not j u st to hea r a bou t H a ilsh a m , b u t to remem ber H a ilsh a m , j u st l i k e i t  h a d 
been  h is ow n ch i ld hood .  H e k new he was close to com plet i ng a n d so t h a t's 
wh at he was doi ng: get t i ng me to describe t h i ngs to h im , so t h ey'd rea lly sin k  
i n , so t h a t m aybe d u r i ng t hose sleepless n igh ts ,  wit h  t he d r ugs a n d t he p a in  
a n d t he ex h a u st ion , t he l i ne wou ld b l u r between wh at were m y memories a n d 
wh at were h is . Th at was w hen  I fi rst  u n derstood , rea lly u n derstood , j u st how 
l u c k y we'd been–Tom my , R u t h ,  me, a l l t he rest of u s .

D rivi ng a rou n d t he cou n try now , I st i l l  see t h i ngs t h a t wil l rem in d me of 
H a ilsh a m . I m igh t  pass t he cor ner of a  m isty field , or see p a r t of a  l a rge hou se 
i n  t he dista nce as I come dow n t he side of a  va lley , even a  pa rt icu la r 
a r r a ngemen t of popla r trees u p on  a  h il lside , a n d I'l l  t h i n k : “M aybe t h a t's i t! 
I've fou n d i t! Th is act u a lly is H a ilsh a m!” T hen  I see i t's im possib le a n d I go on  
d r ivi ng,  m y t ho ugh ts d r ift i ng on  elsewhere. In  pa r t icu la r , t here are t hose 
p avil ions . I spot t hem a ll over t he cou n try , s t a n d i ng on  t he far side of p l a y i ng 
fields, l i t t le w h ite prefab b u i ld i ngs wit h  a  row of win dows u n n a t u r a l ly h igh  
u p , t ucked a lmost u n der t he eaves. I t h i n k  t hey b u il t  a  w hole lot l i k e t h a t i n  
t he fift ies a n d six ties, w h ich  is p rob a bly w hen  ou rs was p u t u p . If I drive past 
one I keep loo k i ng over to i t  for as lo ng as possible, a n d one d ay I'l l  crash t he 
car l i k e t h a t , b u t I keep doi ng i t . Not lo ng ago I was d r ivi ng t h ro ugh  a n  em pty 
stretch  of Worcestersh ire a n d saw one beside a  cricket gro u n d so l i k e ou rs a t 
H a ilsh a m I act u a lly t u r ned t he car a n d wen t back  for a  secon d look .

We loved ou r sports p avil ion , m aybe beca use i t  rem in ded u s of t hose sweet 
l i t t le cottages people a lways h a d i n  p ict u re book s w hen  we were yo u ng.  I ca n  
remem ber u s back  i n  t he J u n iors ,  p lea d i ng wit h  gu a rdia ns to h old  t he nex t 
lesson  i n  t he p avil ion  i nstea d of t he u s u a l room . T hen  by t he t ime we were i n  
Se n ior  2–w hen  we were twelve, goi ng on  t h ir teen–t he p avil ion  h a d become t he 
place to h ide ou t wit h  you r best fr ien ds w hen  you  wa n ted to get away from 
t he rest of H a ilsh a m .

The p avil ion  was b ig e no ugh  to ta ke two separate grou ps wit hou t t hem 



bot her i ng each ot h er–i n  t he su m mer , a  t h ird grou p cou ld h a ng a bou t ou t on  
t he vera n da . B u t idea lly you  a n d you r fr ien ds wa n ted t he place j u st to 
you rselves, so t here was often  joc k eyi ng a n d a rgu i ng.  The gu a rdia ns were 
a lways tel l i ng u s to be civilised a bou t i t , b u t i n  practice, you  needed to h ave 
some st rong person ali t ies i n  you r grou p to st a n d a  ch a nce of get t i ng t he 
p avil ion  d u r i ng a  brea k  or free per iod . I wasn 't  exactly t he wil t i ng type m yself, 
b u t I su ppose i t  was rea lly beca use of R u t h  we got i n  t here as often  as we d id .

Us u a lly we j u st spread ou rselves a rou n d t he ch a irs a n d benches–t here'd be 
five of u s , six  if J e n n y B . ca me a long–a n d h a d a  good gossip . T here was a  
k i n d  of conversa tion  t h a t cou ld o n ly  h a ppen  w hen  you  were h id de n  away i n  
t he p avil ion ; we m igh t  discuss som et h i ng t h a t was wor ry i ng u s , or we m igh t  
en d u p screa ming wit h  la ugh ter , or i n  a  f u riou s row . Most ly , i t  was a  way to 
u n wi n d for a  w h ile wit h  you r closest fr ien ds .

O n  t he pa rt icu la r a fter noon  I'm now t h i n k i ng of, we were st a n d i ng u p on  
stools a n d benches, crowding a rou n d t he h igh  win dows. Th at gave u s a  clear 
view of t he Nor t h  Play i ng F ield where a bou t a  dozen  boys from ou r yea r a n d 
Se n ior  3 h a d ga t hered to p lay footb a ll . T here was b r igh t  s u nsh ine , b u t i t  
m u st h ave been  r a i n i ng earlier t h a t d ay beca use I ca n  remem ber how t he s u n  
was gl i n t i ng on  t he m u ddy su rface of t he grass.

Someone sa id we sho u ld n 't  be so obviou s a bou t wa tch ing, b u t we h a rd ly 
moved back  a t a l l . T hen  R u t h  said: “He doesn 't  suspect a  t h i ng.  Look  a t h im . 
H e rea lly doesn 't  suspect a  t h i ng.”

W hen she sa id t h is , I look ed a t her a n d searched for signs of d isapprova l 
a bou t wh at t he boys were goi ng to do to Tom my . B u t t he nex t secon d R u t h  
gave a  l i t t le l a ugh  a n d said: “The id iot!”

A n d  I rea lised t h a t for R u t h  a n d t he others, wh atever t he boys chose to do 
was pret ty remote from u s; w het her we approved or not d id n 't  come in to i t . 
We were ga t hered a rou n d t he win dows a t t h a t momen t not beca use we 
relished t he prospect of seeing Tom my get h u milia ted yet aga in , b u t j u st 
beca use we'd hea rd a bou t t h is la test p lot a n d were vagu ely c u r iou s to watch i t  
u n fold .  In  t hose d ays , I don 't  t h i n k  wh at t he boys d id a mongst themselves 
wen t m u ch  deeper t h a n  t h a t . F or R u t h ,  for t he others, i t  was t h a t detached , 
a n d t he ch a nces are t h a t's how i t  was for me too.

O r m aybe I'm remem bering i t  wrong. M aybe even t hen , w hen  I saw Tom my 
r u s h i ng a bou t t h a t field , u n d isgu ised del igh t  on  h is face to be accepted back  
i n  t he fold aga in , a bou t to p lay t he ga me a t w h ich  he so excelled , m aybe I d id 
feel a  l i t t le stab of p a in . W h a t I do remem ber is t h a t I not iced Tom my was 
wea ring t he l igh t  b l u e polo sh ir t  h e'd got i n  t he Sa les t he previous mon t h–t he 



one he was so prou d of. I remem ber t h i n k i ng: “ H e's rea lly st u pid , p l a y i ng 
footb a ll i n  t h a t . I t'l l  get r u ined , t hen  how's he goi ng to feel?” O u t lou d , I sa id , 
to no one i n  pa r t icu la r: “Tom my's got h is sh ir t  on . H is favou rite polo sh ir t .”

I don 't  t h i n k  a n yon e hea rd me, beca use t hey were a ll l a u gh i ng a t La u ra–t he 
b ig clow n i n  ou r gro u p–m i m ic k i ng one after t he ot her t he expressions t h a t 
appeared on  Tom my's face as he r a n , waved , ca lled , t ack led . The ot her boys 
were a ll movi ng a rou n d t he field i n  t h a t delibera tely l a ngu oro u s way t hey 
h ave w hen  t hey're wa r ming u p , b u t Tom my , i n  h is excitemen t , seemed 
a lrea dy to be goi ng f u ll pel t . I sa id , lou der t h is t ime: “ H e's goi ng to be so sic k  
if he r u ins t h a t sh ir t .” Th is t ime R u t h  hea rd me, b u t she m u st h ave t ho ugh t 
I'd mea n t i t  as some k i n d  of jok e , beca use she la ughed h a lf-hea r tedly , t hen  
m ade some q u ip of her ow n .

T hen  t he boys h a d stopped k ic k i ng t he b a ll a bou t , a n d were st a n d i ng i n  a  
pack  i n  t he m u d , t heir  chests ge n t ly  r is i ng a n d fa l l i ng as t hey waited for t he 
tea m p ic k i ng to sta rt . The two capta ins w ho emerged were from Se n ior  3 , 
t ho ugh  everyone k new Tom my was a  better p layer t h a n  a n y of t h a t year . They 
tossed for fi rst  p ic k , t hen  t he one w ho'd won  sta red a t t he grou p .

“Look  a t h im ,” someone be h i n d me said . “ H e's com pletely convinced he's 
goi ng to be fi rst  p ic k . J u st look  a t h im!”

T here was som et h i ng comical a bou t Tom my a t t h a t momen t , som et h i ng t h a t 
m ade you  t h i n k ,  well, yes, if he's goi ng to be t h a t daft , he deserves w h a t's 
coming. The ot her boys were a ll p reten d i ng to ignore t he p ic k i ng process, 
p reten d i ng t hey d id n 't  care where t hey ca me i n  t he order . Some were t a l k i ng 
q u iet ly to each ot her , some re-tying t heir  laces, ot hers j u st st a r i ng dow n a t 
t heir  feet as t hey t r a m melled t he m u d . B u t Tom my was loo k i ng eager ly a t t he 
Se n ior  3 boy , as t ho ugh  h is n a me h a d a lrea dy been  called .

La u ra  k ep t u p her perfor m a nce a ll t h ro ugh  t he tea m-pic k ing, doi ng a ll t he 
d ifferen t expressions t h a t wen t across Tom my's face: t he b r igh t  eager one a t 
t he sta rt; t he p u zzled  concer n  w hen  fou r p ic k s h a d gone by a n d he st i l l  
h a d n 't  been  chosen ; t he h u r t a n d p a n ic as i t  bega n  to d aw n on  h im wh at was 
rea lly goi ng on . I d id n 't  keep gla n ci ng ro u n d a t La u ra , t ho ugh ,  beca use I was 
wa tch ing Tom my; I o n ly  k new wh at she was doi ng beca use t he ot hers k ep t 
l a u gh i ng a n d eggi ng her on . T hen  w hen  Tom my was left  s t a n d i ng a lone , a n d 
t he boys a ll bega n  sn igger i ng,  I hea rd R u t h  say:

“It's coming. Hold i t . Seven  secon ds. Seven , six , five…”

S he never got t here. Tom my b u rst i n to t h u n derou s bellowing, a n d t he boys , 
now l a u gh i ng ope n ly ,  sta r ted to r u n  off towards t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield . 



Tom my took  a  few strides after t hem–i t  was h a rd to say w het her h is i nst i nct 
was to give a ngry ch ase or if he was p a n ic k ed a t bei ng left  be h i n d .  In  a n y 
case he soon  stopped a n d stood there, gl a r i ng after t hem , h is face scarlet . 
T hen  he bega n  to screa m a n d shou t , a  nonsensica l j u m ble of swear words 
a n d i ns u lts .

We'd a ll seen p le n ty of Tom my's t a n t r u ms by t hen , so we ca me dow n off ou r 
stools a n d spread ou rselves a rou n d t he room . We t r ied to sta rt u p a  
conversa tion  a bou t som et h i ng else, b u t t here was Tom my goi ng on  a n d on  i n  
t he b ac kgrou n d , a n d a l t ho ugh  a t fi rst  we j u st rolled ou r eyes a n d t r ied to 
ignore i t , i n  t he en d–prob a bly a  f u ll ten  m in u tes after we'd fi rst  moved 
away–we were back  u p a t t he win dows aga in .

The ot her boys were now com pletely ou t of view , a n d Tom my was no longer  
t ry i ng to direct h is com men ts i n  a n y pa rt icu la r d irect ion . H e was j u st r aving, 
f l i ngi ng h is l im bs a bou t , a t  t he s k y , a t  t he win d , a t  t he nearest fence post . 
La u ra  sa id he was m aybe “rehea rsing h is S h a kespeare.” Someone else 
poin ted ou t how each t ime he screa med som et h i ng h e'd ra ise one foot off t he 
gro u n d ,  poi n t i ng i t  ou twards, “l i k e a  dog doi ng a  pee.” Act u a lly , I'd not iced 
t he sa me foot movemen t m yself, b u t wh at h a d str uck  me was t h a t each t ime 
he sta m ped t he foot back  dow n aga in , flecks of m u d flew u p a rou n d h is 
sh ins . I t ho ugh t aga in  a bou t h is precious sh ir t , b u t he was too far away for 
me to see if h e'd got m u ch  m u d on  i t .

“I su ppose i t  is a  b i t  cr uel,” R u t h  said , “t he way t hey a lways wor k  h im u p l i k e 
t h a t . B u t i t's h is ow n fa u lt . If he lea r n t to keep h is cool , t h ey'd leave h im 
a lone .”

“T hey'd st i l l  keep on  a t h im ,” H a n n a h  said . “ G ra h a m K .'s tem per's j u st as 
b a d , b u t t h a t o n ly  m a kes t hem a ll t he more caref u l wit h  h im . The reason t hey 
go for Tom my's beca use he's a  laya bou t .”

T hen  everyone was t a l k i ng a t once , a bou t how Tom my never even t r ied to be 
creative, a bou t how he h a d n 't  even p u t a n y t h i ng i n  for t he Sp r i ng E xch a nge . 
I su ppose t he t r u t h  was, by t h a t stage, each of u s was secretly wis h i ng a  
gu a rdia n  wou ld come from t he hou se a n d ta ke h im away . A n d  a l t ho ugh  we 
h a d n 't  h a d a n y p a r t i n  t h is la test p la n  to r i le Tom my , we h a d t a k en  ou t 
r i ngside seats, a n d we were st a r t i ng to feel gu i l ty .  B u t t here was no sign  of a  
gu a rdia n , so we j u st k ep t swa pping reasons w h y Tom my deserved every t h i ng 
he got . T hen  w hen  R u t h  look ed a t her watch a n d sa id even t ho ugh  we st i l l  
h a d t ime , we shou ld get back  to t he m ain  hou se , nobody a rgu ed .

Tom my was st i l l  goi ng st rong as we ca me ou t of t he p avil ion . The hou se was 
over to ou r left , a n d since Tom my was st a n d i ng i n  t he field st r a igh t a hea d of 



u s , t here was no need to go a n yw here nea r h im . In  a n y case, he was facing 
t he ot her way a n d d id n 't  seem to register u s a t a l l . A ll t he sa me, as m y 
fr ien ds set off a long t he edge of t he field , I sta r ted to d r ift  over towards h im . I 
k new t h is wou ld p u zz le t he others, b u t I k ep t goi ng–even  w hen  I hea rd 
R u t h 's u rgen t w h isper to me to come back .

I su ppose Tom my wasn 't  used to bei ng d ist u rbed d u r i ng h is rages, beca use 
h is fi rst  response w hen  I ca me u p to h im was to sta re a t me for a  secon d , t hen  
ca r ry on  as before. It was l i k e he was doi ng S h a kespeare a n d I'd come u p on to 
t he stage i n  t he m iddle of h is perfor m a nce. E ven w hen  I sa id: “Tom my , you r 
n ice sh ir t . Yo u 'l l  get i t  a l l messed u p ,” t here was no sign  of h im h avi ng hea rd 
me .

So I reached forward a n d p u t a  h a n d  on  h is arm . Afterwards, t he ot hers 
t ho ugh t h e'd mea n t to do i t , b u t I was pret ty su re i t  was u n i n te n t ion a l .  H is 
arms were st i l l  f l a i l i ng a bou t , a n d he wasn 't  to k now I was a bou t to p u t ou t 
m y h a n d . A n yway , as he th rew u p h is arm , he k noc k ed m y h a n d  aside a n d 
h it  t he side of m y face. It d id n 't  h u r t a t  a l l , b u t I let  ou t a  gasp , a n d so d id 
most of t he gir ls be h i n d me .

T h at's w hen  a t last Tom my seemed to become aware of me, of t he others, of 
h imself, of t he fact t h a t he was t here i n  t h a t field , beh aving t he way he h a d 
been , a n d sta red a t me a  b i t  s t u p id ly .

“Tom my,” I sa id , q u ite ster n ly . “There's m u d a ll over you r sh ir t .”

“So w h at?” he m u m bled . B u t even as he sa id t h is , he look ed dow n a n d 
not iced t he b row n specks, a n d o n ly  j u st stopped h imself cry i ng ou t i n  a la rm . 
T hen  I saw t he su rprise register on  h is face t h a t I shou ld k now a bou t h is 
feeli ngs for t he polo sh ir t .

“It's n ot h i ng to worry abou t ,” I sa id , before t he silence got h u m il i a t i ng for 
h im . “It'l l  come off. If you  ca n 't  get i t  off you rself, j u st ta ke i t  to Miss Jody .”

H e went on  ex a m i n i ng h is sh ir t , t hen  sa id gr u m pily: “It's n ot h i ng to do wit h  
you  a n yway .”

H e seemed to regret im media tely t h is last rem ar k  a n d look ed a t me 
sheepish ly , as t ho ugh  expect i ng me to say som et h i ng com for t i ng back  to 
h im . B u t I'd h a d e no ugh  of h im by now , p a r t ic u la r ly wit h  t he gir ls 
wa tch ing–a n d for a ll I k new , a n y n u m ber of ot hers from t he win dows of t he 
m ain  hou se . So I t u r ned away wit h  a  sh r ug a n d rejoined m y fr ien ds .

R u t h  p u t a n  a r m a rou n d m y shou lders as we walked away . “At least you  got 



h im to p ipe dow n ,” she said . “Are you  ok ay? M a d a n im al .”



C h a p t e r  T w o

This was a ll a  lo ng t ime ago so I m igh t  h ave some of i t  wrong; b u t m y memory 
of i t  is t h a t m y a p proach ing Tom my t h a t a fter noon  was p a r t of a  p h ase I was 
goi ng t h ro ugh  a rou n d t h a t t ime–somet h ing to do wit h  com p u lsively set t i ng 
m yself ch a llenges–a n d I'd more or less forgot ten  a ll a bou t i t  w hen  Tom my 
stopped me a  few d ays la ter .

I don 't  k now how i t  was where you  were, b u t a t H a ilsh a m we h a d to h ave 
some for m of medica l a lmost every week–usu ally u p i n  Room 18 a t t he very 
top of t he hou se–wit h  ster n  N u rse Trish a , or C row F ace, as we called her . Th at 
s u n n y mor n i ng a  crowd of u s was goi ng u p t he cen tra l sta ircase to be 
ex a mined by her , w h ile a not her lot she'd j u st fi n ished wit h  was on  i ts way 
dow n . So t he sta irwell was fi l led wit h  ec hoi ng noise , a n d I was cl i m bi ng t he 
steps hea d dow n , j u st followi ng t he heels of t he person  i n  fron t , w hen  a  voice 
nea r me wen t: “ K a t h!”

Tom my , w ho was i n  t he strea m com i ng dow n , h a d stopped dead on  t he sta irs 
wit h  a  b ig open  smile t h a t im media tely i r r i t a ted me. A few years ea rlier 
m aybe , if we r a n  i n to someone we were pleased to see, we'd p u t on  t h a t sort of 
look . B u t we were t h ir teen  by t hen , a n d t h is was a  boy r u n n i ng i n to a  gi r l  i n  
a  rea lly p u blic si t u a t ion . I felt  l i k e sayi ng: “Tom my , w h y don 't  you  grow u p?” 
B u t I stopped m yself, a n d sa id instead: “Tom my , yo u 're h old i ng everyone u p . 
A n d  so a m I.”

H e gla nced u pwards a n d su re e no ugh  t he f l igh t  above was a lrea dy gr i n d i ng 
to a  h a lt . F or a  secon d he look ed p a n ic k ed , t hen  he squeezed h imself r igh t  
i n to t he wa ll nex t to me, so i t  was j u st a bou t possib le for people to p u sh  past . 
T hen  he sa id:

“ K a t h , I've been  loo k i ng a ll over for you . I mea n t to say sorry . I mea n , I'm 
rea lly , rea lly sorry . I hon est ly d id n 't  mea n  to h i t  you  t he ot her d ay . I wo u ld n 't  
drea m of h i t t i ng a  gir l , a n d even if I d id , I'd never wa n t to h i t  you . I'm rea lly , 
rea lly sorry .”

“It's ok ay . A n  acciden t , t h a t's a ll.” I gave h im a  nod a n d m ade to move away . 
B u t Tom my sa id b r igh t ly:

“The sh ir t's a ll r igh t  now . It a l l washed ou t .”

“T h at's good .”

“It d id n 't  h u r t , d id i t? W hen  I h i t  you?”



“S u re . F ract u red s k u ll . Conc u ssion , t he lot . E ven C row F ace m igh t  not ice i t . 
T h a t's if I ever get u p there.”

“ B u t ser iou sly , K a t h . No h a rd feeli ngs , r igh t? I'm aw f u lly sorry . I a m , 
honest ly .”

At last I gave h im a  smile a n d sa id wit h  no i ron y: “Look , Tom my , i t  was a n  
acciden t a n d i t's now one h u n dred percen t forgot ten . I don 't  h old  i t  aga inst 
you  one t i n y b i t .”

H e st i l l  look ed u ns u re , b u t now some older st u den ts were p u s h i ng be h i n d 
h im , tel l i ng h im to move. H e gave me a  q u ic k  smile a n d pa tted m y shou lder , 
l i k e he m igh t  do to a  yo u nger boy , a n d p u shed h is way i n to t he flow . T hen , as 
I bega n  to clim b , I hea rd h im shou t from below: “See you , K a t h!”

I'd fou n d t he w hole t h i ng m ild ly em barrassing, b u t i t  d id n 't  lea d to a n y 
teasing or gossip; a n d I m u st a d mit , if i t  h a d n 't  been  for t h a t encou n ter on  
t he sta irs, I p rob a bly wo u ld n 't  h ave t a k en  t he in terest I d id i n  Tom my's 
p roblems over t he nex t several weeks.

I saw a  few of t he i nciden ts m yself. B u t mostly I hea rd a bou t t hem , a n d w hen  
I d id , I q u izzed people u n t i l  I'd got a  more or less f u ll accou n t . T here were 
more tem per ta n tr u ms, l i k e t he t ime Tom my was su pposed to h ave heaved 
over two desks i n  Room 14 , sp i l l i ng a ll t he con ten ts on  t he floor , w h ile t he 
rest of t he class, h avi ng escaped on to t he l a n d i ng,  ba rr icaded t he door to stop 
h im com i ng ou t . T here was t he t ime Mr . C h r istop her h a d h a d to p i n  back  h is 
arms to stop h im a t t ac k ing Reggie D . d u r i ng footb a ll practice. E veryone cou ld 
see, too, w hen  t he Se n ior  2 boys wen t on  t heir  fields r u n , Tom my was t he 
o n ly  one wit hou t a  r u n n i ng p a r t ner . H e was a  good r u n ner , a n d wou ld 
q u ic k ly open  u p ten , fifteen  ya rds between h im a n d t he rest , m aybe t h i n k i ng 
t h is wou ld d isgu ise t he fact t h a t no one wa n ted to r u n  wit h  h im . T hen  t here 
were r u mou rs a lmost every d ay of p r a n k s t h a t h a d been  p layed on  h im . A lot 
of t hese were t he u s u a l st u ff–weird t h i ngs i n  h is bed , a  worm i n  h is 
cerea l–b u t some of i t  sou n ded poin t lessly n asty: l i k e t he t ime someone 
clea ned a  toilet  wit h  h is toot h br u sh  so i t  was wa it i ng for h im wit h  sh it  a l l 
over t he brist les. H is size a n d st rengt h–a n d I su ppose t h a t tem per–mea n t no 
one t r ied act u al p h ysica l b u l ly i ng,  b u t from wh at I remem ber , for a  cou ple of 
mon t hs a t least , t hese i nciden ts k ep t coming. I t ho ugh t sooner or la ter 
someone wou ld sta rt sa y i ng i t  h a d gone too far , b u t i t  j u st k ep t on , a n d no 
one sa id a n y t h i ng .

I t r ied to b r i ng i t  u p once m yself, i n  t he dor m after l igh ts-ou t . In  t he Sen iors , 
we were dow n to six per dor m , so i t  was j u st ou r l i t t le grou p , a n d we often  



h a d ou r most i n t im a te conversa tions ly i ng i n  t he d a r k  before we fell asleep . 
You  cou ld t a l k  a bou t t h i ngs t here you  wo u ld n 't  drea m of t a l k i ng a bou t a n y 
ot her place, not even i n  t he p avil ion . So one n igh t  I b ro ugh t u p Tom my . I 
d id n 't  say m u ch ; I j u st su m med u p wh at h a d been  h a p pen i ng to h im a n d 
sa id i t  wasn 't  rea lly very fa ir . W hen  I'd fi n ished , t here was a  f u n n y sort of 
silence h a ngi ng i n  t he d a r k , a n d I rea lised everyone was wa it i ng for R u t h 's 
response–w hich  was u s u a lly wh at h a ppened w henever som et h i ng a  b i t  
aw k ward ca me u p . I k ep t wa it i ng, t hen  I hea rd a  s igh  from R u t h 's side of t he 
room , a n d she sa id:

“You 've got a  poin t , K a t h y .  I t's not n ice . B u t if he wa n ts i t  to stop , he's got to 
ch a nge h is ow n a t t i t u de. H e d id n 't  h ave a  t h i ng for t he Sp r i ng E xch a nge . 
A n d  h as he got a n y t h i ng for nex t mon t h? I bet he h asn 't .”

I shou ld expla in  a  b i t  here a bou t t he E xch a nges we h a d a t H a ilsh a m . F ou r 
times a  yea r–spring, su m mer , a u t u m n , win ter–we h a d a  k i n d  of b ig 
ex h ibit ion-cu m-sa le of a l l t he t h i ngs we'd been  crea t i ng i n  t he t h ree mon t hs 
since t he last E xch a nge . Pa i n t i ngs ,  d r awings , pot tery; a l l sorts of “scu lpt u res” 
m ade from wh atever was t he craze of t he d ay–b ashed-u p ca ns, m aybe , or 
bot t le tops st uck  on to ca rdboard . F or each t h i ng you  p u t i n , you  were p a id i n  
E xch a nge Tokens–t he gu a rdia ns decided how m a n y you r pa rt icu la r 
m asterpiece meri ted–a n d t hen  on  t he d ay of t he E xch a nge you  wen t a long 
wit h  you r tok ens a n d “bough t” t he st u ff you  l i k ed . The r u le was you  cou ld 
o n ly  b u y wor k  done by st u den ts i n  you r ow n year , b u t t h a t st i l l  gave u s 
p le n ty to choose from , si nce most of u s cou ld get p ret ty p rolific over a  
t h ree-mon t h  per iod .

Loo k i ng back  now , I ca n  see w h y t he E xch a nges beca me so im porta n t to u s . 
F or a  sta rt , t hey were ou r o n ly  mea ns, aside from t he Sa les–t he Sa les were 
som et h i ng else, w h ich  I'l l  come to la ter–of b u i ld i ng u p a  collect ion  of person a l 
possessions. If, say , you  wa n ted to decora te t he walls a rou n d you r bed , or 
wa n ted som et h i ng to ca r ry a rou n d i n  you r b ag a n d place on  you r desk  from 
room to room , t hen  you  cou ld fi n d i t  a t  t he E xch a nge . I ca n  see now , too, how 
t he E xch a nges h a d a  more s u bt le effect on  u s a ll . If you  t h i n k  a bou t i t , bei ng 
depen den t on  each ot her to p rod u ce t he st u ff t h a t m igh t  become you r priva te 
t reasu res–t h a t's bo u n d to do t h i ngs to you r rela t ionsh ips . The Tom my 
b usiness was typica l . A lot of t he t ime , how you  were regarded a t H a ilsh a m , 
how m u ch  you  were l i k ed a n d respected , h a d to do wit h  how good you  were a t 
“crea ting.”

R u t h  a n d I often  fou n d ou rselves remem bering these t h i ngs a  few years ago, 
w hen  I was ca r ing for her dow n a t t he recovery cen tre i n  Dover .

“It's a ll p a r t of wh at m ade H a ilsh a m so specia l,” she sa id once . “The way we 



were encou raged to value each ot her's wor k .”

“Tr ue,” I sa id . “ B u t sometimes, w hen  I t h i n k  a bou t t he E x-ch a nges now , a  lot 
of i t  seems a  b i t  odd . The poetry , for i nst a nce . I remem ber we were a llowed to 
h a n d  i n  poems, i nstea d of a  d rawing or a  p a i n t i ng.  A n d  t he st r a nge t h i ng 
was, we a ll t ho ugh t t h a t was fi ne , we t ho ugh t t h a t m ade sense.”

“W h y sho u ld n 't  i t? Poetry's im port a n t .”

“ B u t we're t a l k i ng a bou t n ine-yea r-old st u ff, f u n n y l i t t le l i nes , a l l m isspelt , i n  
exercise book s . We'd spen d ou r precious tok ens on  a n  exercise book  f u ll of 
t h a t st u ff r a t her t h a n  on  som et h i ng rea lly n ice for a rou n d ou r beds. If we 
were so k een  on  a  person 's poetry , w h y d id n 't  we j u st borrow i t  a n d copy i t  
dow n ou rselves a n y old a fter noon? B u t you  remem ber how i t  was. A n  
E xch a nge wou ld come a long a n d we'd be st a n d i ng t here tor n  between S u sie 
K .'s poems a n d t hose gira ffes J ac k ie used to m a ke.”

“J ack ie's gira ffes,” R u t h  sa id wit h  a  l a ugh .  “T hey were so bea u t if u l . I used to 
h ave one .”

We were h avi ng t h is conversa tion  on  a  fi ne su m mer even ing, s i t t i ng ou t on  
t he l i t t le b a lcon y of her recovery room . It was a  few mon t hs after her fi rst  
don a t ion ,  a n d now she was over t he worst of i t , I'd a lways t ime m y even ing 
visits so t h a t we'd be a ble to spen d a  h a lf hou r or so ou t t here, wa tch ing t he 
s u n  go dow n over t he rooftops. You  cou ld see lots of aeria ls a n d sa telli te 
d ishes , a n d sometimes, r igh t  over i n  t he dista nce, a  gl is ten i ng l i ne t h a t was 
t he sea . I'd b r i ng m inera l water a n d biscu its, a n d we'd si t  t here t a l k i ng a bou t 
a n y t h i ng t h a t ca me in to ou r heads. The cen tre R u t h  was i n  t h a t t ime , i t's one 
of m y favou rites, a n d I wo u ld n 't  m i n d  a t a l l if t h a t's where I en ded u p . The 
recovery rooms are sm all , b u t t hey're well-designed a n d com fortable. 
E veryt h ing–t he walls, t he floor–h as been  done i n  glea m i ng w h ite t iles, w h ich  
t he cen tre keeps so clea n  w hen  you  fi rst  go i n  i t's a lmost l i k e e n ter i ng a  h a ll 
of m ir rors . O f cou rse, you  don 't  exactly see you rself reflected back  loa ds of 
t imes, b u t you  a lmost t h i n k  you  do. W hen  you  l ift  a n  arm , or w hen  someone 
sits u p i n  bed , you  ca n  feel t h is pale, sh a dowy movemen t a ll a rou n d you  i n  
t he t iles. A n yway , R u t h 's room a t t h a t cen tre, i t  a lso h a d these b ig glass 
sl id i ng p a nels , so she cou ld easily see t he ou tside from her bed . E ven wit h  
her hea d on  t he p il low she'd see a  b ig lot of s k y , a n d if i t  was warm e no ugh ,  
she cou ld get a l l t he fresh  a ir  she wa n ted by stepping ou t on to t he b a lcon y . I 
loved visi t i ng her t here, loved t hose mea n dering ta l ks we h a d , t h ro ugh  t he 
su m mer to t he ea r ly a u t u m n , s i t t i ng on  t h a t b a lcon y toget her , t a l k i ng a bou t 
H a ilsh a m , t he Cottages, wh atever else d r ifted i n to ou r t ho ugh ts .

“W h at I'm saying,” I wen t on , “is t h a t w hen  we were t h a t age , w hen  we were 



eleven , say , we rea lly weren 't  i n terested i n  each ot her's poems a t a l l . B u t 
remem ber , someone l i k e C h r isty? C h r isty h a d t h is grea t rep u ta t ion  for 
poetry , a n d we a ll look ed u p to her for i t . E ven you , R u t h ,  you  d id n 't  dare 
boss C h r isty a rou n d . A ll beca use we t ho ugh t she was grea t a t poet ry . B u t we 
d id n 't  k now a  t h i ng a bou t poet ry . We d id n 't  care a bou t i t . I t's stra nge.”

B u t R u t h  d id n 't  get m y poi n t–or m aybe she was delibera tely avoid i ng i t . 
M aybe she was deter m ined to remem ber u s a ll as more sop h ist ica ted t h a n  we 
were. O r m aybe she cou ld sense where m y t a l k  was lea ding, a n d d id n 't  wa n t 
u s to go t h a t way. A n yway , she let  ou t a  lo ng sigh  a n d sa id:

“We a ll t ho ugh t C h r isty's poems were so good . B u t I won der how t h ey'd look  
to u s now . I wish  we h a d some here , I'd love to see wh at we'd t h in k .” T hen  she 
la ughed a n d said: “I h ave st i l l  got some poems by Peter B . B u t t h a t was m u ch  
la ter , w hen  we were i n  Se n ior  4 . I m u st h ave fa ncied h im . I ca n 't  t h i n k  w h y 
else I'd h ave bo ugh t  h is poems. T hey're j u st h yster ica lly daft . Ta kes h imself so 
ser iou sly . B u t C h risty , she was good , I remem ber she was. I t's f u n n y ,  she 
wen t r igh t  off poems w hen  she sta rted her p a i n t i ng.  A n d  she was now here 
nea r as good a t t h a t .”

B u t let  me get back  to Tom my . W h a t R u t h  sa id t h a t t ime i n  ou r dor m after 
l igh ts-ou t , a bou t how Tom my h a d b ro ugh t a ll h is p roblems on  h imself, 
p rob a bly su m med u p wh at most people a t H a ilsh a m t ho ugh t a t t h a t t ime . 
B u t i t  was w hen  she sa id wh at she d id t h a t i t  occu rred to me, as I l ay t here, 
t h a t t h is w hole not ion  of h is delibera tely not t ry i ng was one t h a t h a d been  
doi ng t he rou n ds from as far back  as t he J u n iors .  A n d  i t  ca me home to me, 
wit h  a  k i n d  of ch il l , t h a t Tom my h a d been  goi ng t h ro ugh  wh at h e'd been  
goi ng t h ro ugh  not j u st for weeks or mon t hs , b u t for years.

Tom my a n d I t a l k ed a bou t a ll t h is not so lo ng ago, a n d h is ow n accou n t of 
how h is t rou bles bega n  con fi r med wh at I was t h i n k i ng t h a t n igh t .  According 
to h im , i t  h a d a ll sta r ted one a fter noon  i n  one of Miss G era ld ine's art classes. 
U n t i l t h a t d ay , Tom my told me, h e'd a lways q u ite en joyed p a i n t i ng.  B u t t hen  
t h a t d ay i n  Miss G era ld ine's class, Tom my h a d done t h is pa rt icu la r 
wa tercolou r–of a n  elep h a n t st a n d i ng i n  some t a ll gr ass–a n d t h a t was wh at 
sta rted i t  a l l off. H e'd done i t , he cla imed , as a  k i n d  of jok e . I q u izzed h im a  
lot on  t h is poi n t  a n d I suspect t he t r u t h  was t h a t i t  was l i k e a  lot of t h i ngs a t 
t h a t age: you  don 't  h ave a n y clear reason , you  j u st do i t . You  do i t  beca use 
you  t h i n k  i t  m igh t  get a  l a ugh ,  or beca use you  wa n t to see if i t'l l  ca use a  st i r . 
A n d  w hen  yo u 're asked to expla in  i t  a fterwards, i t  doesn 't  seem to m a ke a n y 
sense. We've a ll done t h i ngs l i k e t h a t . Tom my d id n 't  q u ite p u t i t  t h is way, b u t 
I'm su re t h a t's how i t  h a ppened .

A n yway , he d id h is elep h a n t , w h ich  was exactly t he sort of p ict u re a  k id t h ree 



years yo u nger m igh t  h ave done . It took  h im no more t h a n  twen ty m in u tes 
a n d i t  got a  l a ugh ,  su re e no ugh ,  t ho ugh  not q u ite t he sort h e'd expected . 
E ven so, i t  m igh t  not h ave led to a n y t h i ng–a n d t h is is a  b ig i ron y ,  I 
su ppose–if Miss G era ld ine h a d n 't  been  t a k i ng t he class t h a t d ay .

Miss G era ld ine was everyone's favou rite gu a rdia n  w hen  we were t h a t age . S he 
was gen t le , soft-spoken , a n d a lways com forted you  w hen  you  needed i t , even 
w hen  yo u 'd done som et h i ng b a d , or been  told off by a not her gu a rdia n . If she 
ever h a d to tel l you  off herself, t hen  for d ays afterwards she'd give you  lots of 
extra a t ten t ion , l i k e she owed you  somet h ing. It was u n l u c k y for Tom my t h a t 
i t  was Miss G era ld ine t a k i ng art t h a t d ay a n d not , say , Mr . Rober t or Miss 
E mily herself–t he hea d gu a rdia n–w ho often  took  art . H a d i t  been  ei t her of 
t hose two, Tom my wou ld h ave got a  b i t  of a  tel l i ng off, he cou ld h ave done h is 
smir k , a n d t he worst t he ot hers wou ld h ave t ho ugh t was t h a t i t  was a  feeble 
jok e . H e m igh t  even h ave h a d some st u den ts t h i n k  h im a  r igh t  clow n . B u t 
Miss G era ld ine bei ng Miss G era ld ine , i t  d id n 't  go t h a t way. Instead , she d id 
her best to look  a t t he p ict u re wit h  k in d ness a n d u n derst a n ding.  A n d  
prob a bly gu essing Tom my was i n  d a nger of get t i ng stick  from t he others, she 
wen t too far t he ot her way, act u a lly f i n d i ng t h i ngs to pra ise, poi n t i ng t hem 
ou t to t he class. Th at was how t he resen t men t sta rted .

“After we left  t he room ,” Tom my remem bered , “t h a t's w hen  I fi rst  hea rd t hem 
t a l k i ng.  A n d  t hey d id n 't  care I cou ld hear .”

M y guess is t h a t from some t ime before he d id t h a t elep h a n t , Tom my h a d h a d 
t he feeli ng he wasn 't  k eeping u p–t h a t h is p a i n t i ng i n  pa rt icu la r was l i k e t h a t 
of st u den ts m u ch  yo u nger t h a n  h i m–a n d h e'd been  cover ing u p t he best he 
cou ld by doi ng delibera tely c h i ld is h  pict u res. B u t after t he elep h a n t p a i n t i ng,  
t he w hole t h i ng h a d been  b ro ugh t i n to t he open , a n d now everyone was 
wa tch ing to see wh at he d id nex t . It seems he d id m a ke a n  effort for a  w h ile , 
b u t h e'd no sooner h ave sta rted on  somet h ing, t here'd be sneers a n d giggles 
a ll a rou n d h im . In  fact , t he h a rder he t r ied , t he more la ugh a ble h is efforts 
t u r ned ou t . So before lo ng Tom my h a d gone back  to h is or igi n a l defence, 
p rod u ci ng wor k  t h a t seemed delibera tely ch i ld ish ,  wor k  t h a t sa id he co u ld n 't  
care less. F rom there, t he t h i ng h a d got deeper a n d deeper .

F or a  w h ile h e'd o n ly  h a d to su ffer d u r i ng art lessons–t hough  t h a t was often  
e no ugh ,  beca use we d id a  lot of art i n  t he J u n iors .  B u t t hen  i t  grew bigger . 
H e got left  ou t of ga mes, boys ref used to si t  nex t to h im a t d i n n er ,  or 
preten ded not to hea r if he sa id a n y t h i ng i n  h is dor m after l igh ts-ou t . A t fi rst  
i t  wasn 't  so relen tless. Mon t h s cou ld go by wit hou t i nciden t , h e'd t h i n k  t he 
w hole t h i ng was be h i n d h im , t hen  som et h i ng he d id–or one of h is enemies, 
l i k e Ar t h u r H .–wou ld get i t  a l l goi ng aga in .



I'm not su re w hen  t he b ig tem per t a n t r u ms sta r ted . M y  ow n memory of i t  is 
t h a t Tom my was a lways k now n for h is tem per , even i n  t he In fa n ts, b u t he 
cla imed to me t hey o n ly  bega n  after t he teasing got b a d . A n yway , i t  was t hose 
tem per t a n t r u ms t h a t rea lly got people goi ng,  esca la t ing everyt h ing, a n d 
a rou n d t he t ime I'm t a l k i ng a bou t–t he su m mer of ou r Se n ior  2 , w hen  we were 
t h ir teen–t h a t was w hen  t he persecu tion  reached i ts pea k .

T hen  i t  a l l stopped , not over n igh t , b u t r a pid ly e no ugh .  I was, as I say , 
wa tch ing t he si t u a t ion  closely a rou n d t hen , so I saw t he signs before most of 
t he others. It sta r ted wit h  a  per iod–i t  m igh t  h ave been  a  mon t h ,  m aybe 
longer–w hen  t he p ra n k s wen t on  pret ty stea dily , b u t Tom my fa iled to lose h is 
tem per . Sometimes I cou ld see he was close to i t , b u t he somehow con trolled 
h imself; ot her t imes, h e'd q u iet ly sh r ug, or react l i k e he h a d n 't  not iced a  
t h i ng.  A t fi rst  t hese responses ca used d isa ppoin t men t; m aybe people were 
resen tf u l, even , l i k e h e'd let t hem dow n . T hen  gra d u a lly , people got bored a n d 
t he p ra n k s beca me more h a lf-hea r ted , u n t i l  one d ay i t  str uck  me t here h a d n 't  
been  a n y for over a  week .

This wo u ld n 't  necessarily h ave been  so sign if ica n t  by itself, b u t I'd spotted 
ot her ch a nges . Li t t le t h i ngs ,  l i k e A lex a n der J . a n d Peter N . wa l k ing across t he 
cou r tya rd wit h  h im towards t he fields, t he t h ree of t hem c h a t t i ng q u ite 
n a t u ra lly; a  s u bt le b u t clear difference i n  people's voices w hen  h is n a me got 
men tioned . T hen  once , towards t he en d of a n  a fter noon  brea k , a  grou p of u s 
were si t t i ng on  t he grass q u ite close to t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield where t he 
boys , as u s u a l , were p l a y i ng t heir  footb a ll . I was joi n i ng i n  ou r conversa tion , 
b u t k eeping a n  eye on  Tom my , w ho I not iced was r igh t  a t t he hea r t of t he 
ga me. A t one poi n t  he got t r ipped , a n d p ic k i ng h imself u p , placed t he b a ll on  
t he gro u n d to ta ke t he free k ic k  h imself. As t he boys spread ou t i n  
a n t icip a t ion , I saw Ar t h u r H .–one of h is b iggest tor men tors–a few ya rds 
be h i n d Tom my's back , begi n  m i m ic k i ng h im , doi ng a  daft version  of t he way 
Tom my was st a n d i ng over t he b a ll , h a n ds on  h ips . I wa tched ca ref u lly , b u t 
none of t he ot hers took  u p A r t h u r's cue. They m u st a ll h ave seen , beca use a ll 
eyes were loo k i ng towards Tom my , wa it i ng for h is k ic k , a n d Ar t h u r was r igh t  
be h i n d h i m–b u t no one was in terested . Tom my floa ted t he b a ll across t he 
grass, t he ga me went on , a n d Ar t h u r H . d id n 't  t ry a n y t h i ng else.

I was pleased a bou t a ll t hese develop men ts, b u t a lso m yst ified . T here'd been  
no real ch a nge i n  Tom my's wor k–h is rep u ta t ion  for “crea tivity” was as low as 
ever . I cou ld see t h a t a n  en d to t he t a n t r u ms was a  b ig help , b u t wh at seemed 
to be t he k ey factor was h a rder to p u t you r fi nger on . T here was som et h i ng 
a bou t Tom my h imself–t he way he carried h imself, t he way he look ed people 
i n  t he face a n d t a l k ed i n  h is open , good-n a t u red way–t h a t was d ifferen t from 
before, a n d w h ich  h a d i n  t u r n  ch a nged t he a t t i t u des of t hose a rou n d h im . 
B u t wh at h a d b ro ugh t a ll t h is on  wasn 't  clear .



I was m yst ified , a n d decided to p robe h im a  b i t  t he nex t t ime we cou ld t a l k  i n  
priva te. The ch a nce ca me a long before long,  w hen  I was l i n i ng u p for l u n c h  
a n d spotted h im a  few places a hea d i n  t he queue.

I su ppose t h is m igh t  sou n d odd , b u t a t H a ilsh a m , t he l u n c h  queue was one 
of t he better places to h ave a  priva te t a l k . It was som et h i ng to do wit h  t he 
acoustics i n  t he G reat H a ll; a l l t he h u b b u b a n d t he h igh  ceil i ngs mea n t t h a t 
so lo ng as you  lowered you r voices, stood q u ite close, a n d m ade su re you r 
neigh bo u rs were deep i n  t heir  ow n  ch a t , you  h a d a  fa ir  ch a nce of not bei ng 
over heard . In  a n y case, we weren 't  exactly spoil t  for choice. “ Q u iet” places 
were often  t he worst , beca use t here was a lways someone l i k ely to be p assing 
wi t h i n  ea rshot . A n d  as soon  as you  look ed l i k e you  were t ry i ng to snea k  off 
for a  secret t a l k , t he w hole place seemed to sense i t  w i t h i n  m in u tes , a n d yo u 'd 
h ave no ch a nce .

So w hen  I saw Tom my a  few places a hea d of me, I waved h im over–t he r u le 
bei ng t h a t t ho ugh  you  co u ld n 't  j u m p t he queue goi ng forwards i t  was fi ne to 
go back . H e ca me over wit h  a  del igh ted smile, a n d we stood toget her for a  
momen t wit hou t sa yi ng m u ch–not ou t of aw k ward ness, b u t beca use we were 
wa it i ng for a n y in terest a roused by Tom my's movi ng back  to fade. T hen  I sa id 
to h im:

“You seem m u ch  h a ppier these d ays , Tom my . T h ings seem to be goi ng m u ch  
better for you .”

“You not ice everyt h ing, don 't  you , K a t h?” H e sa id t h is com pletely wit hou t 
sarcasm . “Yea h , every t h i ng's a ll r igh t .  I'm get t i ng on  a ll r igh t .”

“So w h a t's h a ppened? D id you  fi n d God or som et h i ng?”

“ God?” Tom my was lost for a  secon d . T hen  he la ughed a n d said: “ O h , I see. 
You 're t a l k i ng a bou t me not… get t i ng so a ngry .”

“Not j u st t h a t , Tom my . You 've t u r ned t h i ngs a rou n d for you rself. I've been  
wa tch ing. So t h a t's w h y I was as k ing.”

Tom my sh r ugged . “I've grow n u p a  b i t , I su ppose. A n d  m aybe everyone else 
h as too. C a n 't  keep on  wit h  t he sa me st u ff a l l t he t ime . Gets bor i ng.”

I sa id n ot h i ng ,  b u t j u st k ep t loo k i ng r igh t  a t h im , u n t i l  he gave a not her l i t t le 
l a ugh  a n d said: “ K a t h , yo u 're so nosy . O k ay , I su ppose t here is somet h ing. 
Som et h i ng t h a t h a ppened . If you  wa n t , I'l l  tel l you .”



“Well, go on  t hen .”

“I'l l  tel l you , K a t h , b u t you  m u st n 't  spread i t , a l l r igh t? A cou ple of mon t hs 
back , I h a d t h is t a l k  wit h  Miss L u cy . A n d  I felt  m u ch  better a fterwards. I t's 
h a rd to expla in . B u t she sa id somet h ing, a n d i t  a l l felt  m u ch  better .”

“So wh at d id she say?”

“Well… The t h i ng is , i t  m igh t  sou n d st r a nge . It d id to me a t first . W h a t she 
sa id was t h a t if I d id n 't  wa n t to be creative, if I rea lly d id n 't  feel l i k e i t , t h a t 
was perfectly a ll r igh t .  Not h i ng wrong wit h  i t , she said .”

“T h at's wh at she told you?”

Tom my nodded , b u t I was a lrea dy t u r n i ng away.

“T h at's j u st r u bbish , Tom my . If yo u 're goi ng to p lay st u pid ga mes, I ca n 't  be 
bothered .”

I was gen u i nely a ngry ,  beca use I t ho ugh t he was ly i ng to me, j u st w hen  I 
deserved to be t a k en  i n to h is con fidence . Spot t i ng a  gi r l  I k new a  few places 
back , I wen t over to her , leaving Tom my st a n d i ng.  I cou ld see he was 
bewildered a n d crestfa llen , b u t after t he mon t hs I'd spen t wor ry i ng a bou t 
h im , I felt  betrayed , a n d d id n 't  care how he felt . I ch a tted wit h  m y fr ien d–I 
t h i n k  i t  was M atilda–as cheerf u lly as possible, a n d h a rd ly look ed h is way for 
t he rest of t he t ime we were i n  t he queue.

B u t as I was ca r ry i ng m y pla te to t he tables, Tom my ca me u p be h i n d me a n d 
sa id q u ic k ly:

“ K a t h , I wasn 't  t r y i ng to p u ll you r leg, if t h a t's wh at you  t h i n k .  I t's wh at 
h a ppened . I'l l  tel l you  a bou t i t  if you  give me h a lf a  ch a nce.”

“ D on 't  t a l k  r u bbish , Tom my .”

“ K a t h , I'l l  tel l you  a bou t i t . I'l l  be dow n a t t he po n d after l u n c h .  If you  come 
dow n there, I'l l  tel l you .”

I gave h im a  reproach f u l look  a n d walked off wit hou t respon ding,  b u t a lready , 
I su ppose, I'd begu n  to en ter t a in  t he possib i l i ty t h a t he wasn 't , after a l l , 
m a k i ng i t  u p a bou t Miss L u cy . A n d  by t he t ime I sat dow n wit h  m y fr ien ds , I 
was t ry i ng to figu re ou t how I cou ld snea k  off afterwards dow n to t he po n d 
wit hou t get t i ng everyone c u r iou s .



C h a p t e r  T h ree

The po n d lay to t he sou t h  of t he hou se . To get t here you  wen t ou t t he back  
en tra nce, a n d dow n t he n a rrow twist i ng p a t h , p u s h i ng past t he overgrow n 
brac k en  t h a t , i n  t he ea r ly a u t u m n , wou ld st i l l  be b loc k i ng you r way. O r if 
t here were no gu a rdia ns a rou n d , you  cou ld ta ke a  shor t c u t t h ro ugh  t he 
r h u b a rb p a tch . A n yway , once you  ca me ou t to t he pon d , yo u 'd fi n d a  t r a nq u il 
a t mosp here wa it i ng, wit h  d u c k s a n d b u lr u shes a n d pon d-weed . It wasn 't , 
t ho ugh ,  a  good place for a  discreet conversa t ion–not nea r ly as good as t he 
l u n c h  queue. F or a  sta rt you  cou ld be clea r ly seen from t he hou se . A n d  t he 
way t he sou n d travelled across t he water was h a rd to predict; if people wa n ted 
to eavesdrop , i t  was t he easiest t h i ng to walk  dow n t he ou ter p a t h  a n d crou ch  
i n  t he b u shes on  t he ot her side of t he pon d . B u t since i t  h a d been  me t h a t 
h a d c u t h im off i n  t he l u n c h  queue, I su pposed I h a d to m a ke t he best of i t . It 
was well i n to October by t hen , b u t t he s u n  was ou t t h a t d ay a n d I decided I 
cou ld j u st a bou t m a ke ou t I'd gone st rol l i ng a im lessly dow n t here a n d 
h a ppened to come across Tom my .

M aybe beca use I was k een  to keep u p t h is im pression–t hough  I'd no idea  if 
a n yon e was act u a lly wa tch ing–I d id n 't  t ry a n d si t  dow n w hen  I even t u a lly 
fou n d h im sea ted on  a  la rge fl a t  roc k  not far from t he water's edge . It m u st 
h ave been  a  F r id ay or a  weeken d , beca use I remem ber we h a d on  ou r ow n 
clothes. I don 't  remem ber exactly wh at Tom my was wea ring–prob a bly one of 
t he r aggy footb a ll sh ir ts he wore even w hen  t he weather was ch i l ly–b u t I 
def i n i tely h a d on  t he m aroon  track  s u it  top t h a t zipped u p t he fron t , w h ich  
I'd got a t a  Sa le i n  Se n ior  1 . I walked ro u n d h im a n d stood wit h  m y back  to 
t he water , facing t he hou se , so t h a t I'd see if people sta rted ga t her i ng a t t he 
win dows. T hen  for a  few min u tes we t a l k ed a bou t n ot h i ng i n  pa r t icu la r , j u st 
l i k e t he l u nch-q u e u e b usiness h a d n 't  h a ppened . I'm not su re if i t  was for 
Tom my's benefi t , or for a n y on look ers', b u t I'd k ept m y post u re loo k i ng very 
p rovision a l , a n d a t one poi n t  m ade a  move to ca r ry on  wit h  m y st roll . I saw a  
k i n d  of p a n ic cross Tom my's face t hen , a n d I im media tely felt  sorry to h ave 
teased h im , even t ho ugh  I h a d n 't  mea n t to. So I sa id , l i k e I'd j u st 
remem bered:

“ B y t he way, wh at was t h a t you  were sa yi ng earlier o n? Abou t Miss L u cy 
tel l i ng you  som et h i ng?”

“ O h…” Tom my gazed past me to t he pon d , p reten d i ng too t h is was a  topic 
h e'd forgot ten  a ll a bou t . “Miss L u cy . O h  th a t .”

Miss L u cy was t he most spor t i ng of t he gu a rdia ns a t H a ilsh a m , t ho ugh  you  
m igh t  not h ave guessed i t  from her appeara nce. S he h a d a  squ at , a lmost 



b u l ldoggy figu re , a n d her odd b lac k  h a ir , w hen  i t  grew , grew u pwards so i t  
never covered her ears or c h u n k y nec k . B u t she was rea lly st rong a n d fi t , a n d 
even w hen  we were older , most of us–even t he boys–cou ld n 't  keep u p wit h  her 
on  a  fields r u n . S he was su perb a t hoc k ey , a n d cou ld even h old  her ow n wit h  
t he Se n ior  boys on  t he footb a ll p i tch . I remem ber wa tch ing once w hen  J a mes 
B . t r ied to t r ip her as she wen t past h im wit h  t he b a ll , a n d he was t he one 
sen t f ly i ng instead . W hen  we'd been  i n  t he J u n iors ,  she'd never been  
someone l i k e Miss G era ld ine w ho you  t u r ned to w hen  you  were u pset . In  fact , 
she d id n 't  ten d to spea k  m u ch  to u s w hen  we were yo u nger .  It was o n ly  i n  
t he Sen iors , rea lly , we'd sta rted to apprecia te her b r is k  style .

“You were sa yi ng somet h ing,” I sa id to Tom my . “Som et h i ng a bou t Miss L u cy 
tel l i ng you  i t  was a ll r igh t  not to be creative.”

“S he d id say som et h i ng l i k e t h a t . S he sa id I sho u ld n 't  worry . Not m i n d  wh at 
ot her people were sayi ng.  A cou ple of mon t hs ago now . M aybe longer .”

Over a t t he hou se , a  few J u n iors h a d stopped a t one of t he u psta irs win dows 
a n d were wa tch ing u s . B u t I now crou ched dow n i n  fron t of Tom my , no 
longer  p reten d i ng a n y t h i ng .

“Tom my , t h a t's a  f u n n y t h i ng for her to say . A re you  su re you  got i t  r igh t?”

“ O f cou rse I got i t  r igh t .” H is voice lowered s u dden ly . “S he d id n 't  j u st say i t  
once . We were i n  her room a n d she gave me a  w hole t a l k  a bou t i t .”

W hen she'd fi rst  asked h im to come to her st u dy after A r t Apprecia t ion , 
Tom my expla ined , h e'd expected yet a not her lect u re a bou t how he shou ld t ry 
h a rder–t he sort of t h i ng h e'd h a d a lrea dy from various gu a rdia ns , i n cl u d i ng 
Miss E mily herself. B u t as t hey were wa l k ing from t he hou se towards t he 
O ra ngery–w here t he gu a rdia ns h a d t heir  l iv i ng qu arters–Tom my bega n  to get 
a n  i n k l i ng t h is was som et h i ng differen t . T hen , once he was sea ted i n  Miss 
L u cy's easy ch a ir–she'd rem ained st a n d i ng by t he win dow–she asked h im to 
tell her t he w hole story , as he saw i t , of wh at h a d been  h a p pen i ng to h im . So 
Tom my h a d begu n  goi ng t h ro ugh  i t  a l l . B u t before he was even h a lf way she'd 
s u d de n ly b rok en  i n  a n d sta rted to t a l k  herself. S h e'd k now n a  lot of st u den ts, 
she'd said , w ho'd for a  lo ng t ime fou n d i t  very d iffic u l t  to be creative: 
p a i n t i ng,  d r awing, poet ry , none of i t  goi ng r igh t  for years. T hen  one d ay 
t h ey'd t u r ned a  cor ner a n d blossomed . It was q u ite possib le Tom my was one 
of t hese.

Tom my h a d hea rd a ll of t h is before, b u t t here was som et h i ng a bou t Miss 
L u cy's m a n ner t h a t m ade h im keep l is ten i ng h a rd .



“I cou ld tell,” he told me, “she was lea d i ng u p to somet h ing. Som et h i ng 
differen t .”

S u re e no ugh ,  she was soon  sa yi ng t h i ngs Tom my fou n d d iffic u l t  to follow . 
B u t she k ep t repea t i ng i t  u n t i l  even t u a lly he bega n  to u n derst a n d . If Tom my 
h a d gen u i nely t r ied , she was sayi ng,  b u t he j u st co u ld n 't  be very creative, 
t hen  t h a t was q u ite a ll r igh t ,  he wasn 't  to worry a bou t i t . It was wrong for 
a n yone , w het her t hey were st u den ts or gu a rdia ns , to p u n is h  h im for i t , or 
p u t pressu re on  h im i n  a n y way. It sim ply wasn 't  h is fa u lt . A n d  w hen  Tom my 
h a d protested i t  was a ll very well Miss L u cy sa yi ng t h is , b u t everyone d id 
t h i n k  i t  was h is fa u lt , she'd given  a  s igh  a n d look ed ou t of her win dow . T hen  
she'd sa id:

“It m ay not help you  m u ch . B u t j u st you  remem ber t h is . T here's a t least one 
person  here a t H a ilsh a m w ho believes otherwise. A t least one person  w ho 
believes yo u 're a  very good st u den t , as good as a n y she's ever come across, 
never m i n d  how creative you  are.”

“S he wasn 't  h avi ng you  on , was she?” I asked Tom my . “It wasn 't  some clever 
way of tel l i ng you  off?”

“It def i n i tely wasn 't  a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t . A n yway…” F or t he fi rst  t ime he 
seemed worried a bou t bei ng over heard a n d gla nced over h is shou lder towards 
t he hou se . The J u n iors a t t he win dow h a d lost in terest a n d gone; some gir ls 
from ou r yea r were wa l k ing towards t he p avil ion , b u t t hey were st i l l  a  good 
way off. Tom my t u r ned back  to me a n d sa id a lmost i n  a  w h isper:

“A n yway , w hen  she sa id a ll t h is , she was sh a k ing.”

“W h at do you  mea n , s h a k i ng?”

“S h a k i ng.  Wit h  rage. I cou ld see her . S he was f u riou s . B u t f u riou s deep 
i nside .”

“W ho a t?”

“I wasn 't  su re. Not a t me a n yway , t h a t was t he most im port a n t t h i ng!” H e 
gave a  l a ugh ,  t hen  beca me serious aga in . “I don 't  k now w ho she was a ngry 
wit h . B u t she was a ngry a ll r igh t .”

I stood u p aga in  beca use m y calves were ac h i ng.  “It's p ret ty weird , Tom my .”

“ F u n n y t h i ng is , t h is t a l k  wit h  her , i t  d id help . H elped a  lot . W hen  you  were 
sa yi ng earlier on , a bou t how t h i ngs seemed better for me now . Well, i t's 



beca use of t h a t . Beca use a fterwards, t h i n k i ng a bou t wh at she'd said , I 
rea lised she was r igh t ,  t h a t i t  wasn 't  m y fa u lt . O k ay , I h a d n 't  h a n d led i t  well. 
B u t deep dow n , i t  wasn 't  m y fa u lt . T h a t's wh at m ade t he difference. A n d  
w henever I felt  roc k y a bou t i t , I'd ca tch sigh t of her wa l k ing a bou t , or I'd be i n  
one of her lessons, a n d she wo u ld n 't  say a n y t h i ng a bou t ou r t a l k , b u t I'd 
look  a t her , a n d she'd sometimes see me a n d give me a  l i t t le nod . A n d  t h a t's 
a ll I needed . You  were as k ing earlier if som et h i ng h a d h a ppened . Well, t h a t's 
wh at h a ppened . B u t K a t h , l isten , don 't  brea the a  word to a n yon e a bou t t h is , 
r igh t?”

I nodded , b u t asked: “ D id she m a ke you  promise t h a t?”

“No, no, she d id n 't  m a ke me promise a n y t h i ng.  B u t yo u 're not to brea the a  
word . You 've got to rea lly promise.”

“All r igh t .” The gir ls h ea d i ng for t he p avil ion  h a d spotted me a n d were waving 
a n d ca l l i ng.  I waved back  a n d sa id to Tom my: “I'd better go. We ca n  t a l k  more 
a bou t i t  soon .”

B u t Tom my ignored t h is . “There's som et h i ng else,” he wen t on . “Som et h i ng 
else she sa id I ca n 't  q u ite figu re ou t . I was goi ng to ask  you  a bou t i t . S he sa id 
we weren 't  bei ng t a ugh t e no ugh ,  som et h i ng l i k e th a t .”

“Ta ugh t e no ugh? You  mea n  she t h i n k s we shou ld be st u dyi ng even h a rder 
t h a n  we are?”

“No, I don 't  t h i n k  she mea n t t h a t . W h a t she was t a l k i ng a bou t was, you  
k now , a bou t u s . W h a t's goi ng to h a ppen  to u s one d ay . D on a t ions a n d a ll 
t h a t .”

“ B u t we h ave been  t a ugh t a bou t a ll t h a t ,” I sa id . “I won der wh at she mea n t . 
Does she t h i n k  t here are t h i ngs we h aven 't  been  told yet?”

Tom my t ho ugh t for a  momen t , t hen  shook  h is hea d . “I don 't  t h i n k  she mea n t 
i t  l i k e t h a t . S he j u st t h i n k s we a ren 't  t a ugh t a bou t i t  e no ugh .  Beca use she 
sa id she'd a  good m i n d  to t a l k  to u s a bou t i t  herself.”

“Abou t wh at ex act ly?”

“I'm not su re. M aybe I got i t  a l l wrong, K a t h , I don 't  k now . M aybe she was 
m ea n i ng som et h i ng else com pletely , som et h i ng else to do wit h  me not bei ng 
creative. I don 't  rea lly u n derst a n d i t .”

Tom my was loo k i ng a t me as t ho ugh  he expected me to come u p wit h  a n  



a nswer . I wen t on  t h i n k i ng for a  few secon ds, t hen  sa id:

“Tom my , t h i n k  back  ca ref u lly . You  sa id she got a ngry…”

“Well, t h a t's wh at i t  look ed l i k e . S he was qu iet , b u t she was sh a k ing.”

“All r igh t ,  wh atever . Let's say she got a ngry .  Was i t  w hen  she got a ngry she 
sta rted to say t h is ot her st u ff? Abou t how we weren 't  t a ugh t e no ugh  a bou t 
don a t ions a n d t he rest of i t?”

“I su ppose so…”

“Now , Tom my , t h i n k .  W h y d id she b r i ng i t  u p? S h e's t a l k i ng a bou t you  a n d 
you  not crea t i ng. T hen  s u d de n ly she sta rts u p a bou t t h is ot her st u ff. W h a t's 
t he l i n k? W h y d id she b r i ng u p don a t ions? W h a t's t h a t got to do wit h  you  
bei ng creative?”

“I don 't  k now . T here m u st h ave been  some reason , I su ppose. M aybe one 
t h i ng remin ded her of t he ot her . K a t h , yo u 're get t i ng rea lly wor ked u p a bou t 
t h is you rself now .”

I l a ughed , beca use he was r igh t : I'd been  frow n i ng,  com pletely lost i n  m y 
t ho ugh ts .  The fact was, m y m i n d  was goi ng i n  va rious d irect ions a t once . A n d  
Tom my's accou n t of h is t a l k  wit h  Miss L u cy h a d remin ded me of somet h ing, 
per h a ps a  w hole series of t h i ngs ,  l i t t le i nciden ts from t he past to do wit h  Miss 
L u cy t h a t h a d p u zzled  me a t t he t ime .

“It's j u st t h a t…” I stopped a n d sighed . “I ca n 't  q u ite p u t i t  r igh t ,  not even to 
m yself. B u t a ll t h is , wh at yo u 're sayi ng,  i t  sort of fi ts wit h  a  lot of ot her t h i ngs 
t h a t are p u zz l i ng.  I keep t h i n k i ng a bou t a ll t hese t h i ngs .  Li k e w h y M ada me 
comes a n d ta kes away ou r best pict u res. W h a t's t h a t for ex act ly?”

“It's for t he G a llery .”

“ B u t wh at is her ga l lery? S he keeps com i ng here a n d t a k i ng away ou r best 
wor k . S he m u st h ave stacks of i t  by now . I asked Miss G era ld ine once how 
lo ng M ada me's been  com i ng here , a n d she sa id for as lo ng as H a ilsh a m 's 
been  here . W h a t is t h is ga l lery? W h y shou ld she h ave a  ga llery of t h i ngs done 
by u s?”

“M aybe she sells t hem . O u tside , ou t t here, t hey sell everyt h ing.”

I shook  m y hea d . “T h at ca n 't  be i t . I t's got som et h i ng to do wit h  wh at Miss 
L u cy sa id to you . Abou t u s , a bou t how one d ay we'l l  sta rt givi ng don a t ions . I 



don 't  k now w h y , b u t I've h a d t h is feeli ng for some t ime now , t h a t i t's a ll 
l i n k ed i n , t ho ugh  I ca n 't  figu re ou t how . I'l l  h ave to go now , Tom my . Let's not 
tel l a n yon e yet , a bou t wh at we've been  saying.”

“No. A n d  don 't  tel l a n yon e a bou t Miss L u cy .”

“ B u t wil l you  tell me if she says a n y t h i ng else to you  l i k e t h a t?”

Tom my nodded , t hen  gla nced a rou n d h im aga in . “Li k e you  say , yo u 'd better 
go, K a t h . Someone's goi ng to hea r u s soon .”

The ga llery Tom my a n d I were d isc u ssing was som et h i ng we'd a ll of u s grow n 
u p wit h . E veryone t a l k ed a bou t i t  as t ho ugh  i t  existed , t ho ugh  i n  t r u t h  none 
of u s k new for su re t h a t i t  d id . I'm su re I was pret ty typ ica l i n  not bei ng a ble 
to remem ber how or w hen  I'd fi rst  hea rd a bou t i t . C er t a in ly , i t  h a d n 't  been  
from t he gu a rdia ns: t hey never men tioned t he G a llery , a n d t here was a n  
u nspok en  r u le t h a t we shou ld never even ra ise t he su bject i n  t heir  presence.

I'd su ppose now i t  was som et h i ng passed dow n t h ro ugh  t he d ifferen t 
genera t ions of H a ilsh a m st u den ts. I remem ber a  t ime w hen  I cou ld o n ly  h ave 
been  five or six , s i t t i ng a t a  low table beside A m a n d a C . , ou r h a n ds cla m m y 
wit h  modell i ng clay . I ca n 't  remem ber if t here were ot her c h i ld re n  wit h  u s , or 
w h ich  gu a rdia n  was i n  ch a rge . A ll I remem ber is A m a n d a C .–w ho was a  yea r 
older t h a n  m e–look i ng a t wh at I was m a k i ng a n d excla im ing: “T h at's rea lly , 
rea lly good , K a t h y! T h a t's so good! I bet t h a t'l l  get i n  t he G a llery!”

I m u st by t hen  h ave a lrea dy k now n a bou t t he G a llery , beca use I remem ber 
t he excitemen t a n d pr ide w hen  she sa id t h a t–a n d t hen  t he nex t momen t , 
t h i n k i ng to m yself: “T h at's r id ic u lou s . None of u s are good e no ugh  for t he 
G a llery yet .”

As we got older , we wen t on  t a l k i ng a bou t t he G a llery . If you  wa n ted to pra ise 
someone's wor k , yo u 'd say: “T h at's good e no ugh  for t he G a llery .” A n d  after we 
discovered i ron y ,  w henever we ca me across a n y l a ugh a b ly b a d wor k , we'd go: 
“ O h yes! S t r a igh t  to t he G a llery wit h  t h a t one!”

B u t d id we rea lly believe i n  t he G a l lery? Today , I'm not su re. As I've said , we 
never men tioned i t  to t he gu a rdia ns a n d loo k i ng back , i t  seems to me t h is 
was a  r u le we im posed on  ou rselves, as m u ch  as a n y t h i ng t he gu a rdia ns h a d 
decided . T here's a n  i nst a nce I ca n  remem ber from w hen  we were a bou t eleven . 
We were i n  Room 7 on  a  s u n n y win ter's mor n i ng.  We'd j u st fi n ished Mr . 
Roger's class, a n d a  few of u s h a d stayed on  to ch a t wit h  h im . We were si t t i ng 
u p on  ou r desks, a n d I ca n 't  remem ber exactly wh at we were t a l k i ng a bou t , 
b u t Mr . Roger , as u s u a l , was m a k i ng u s l a ugh  a n d l a ugh .  T hen  C a role H . 



h a d said , t h ro ugh  her giggles: “You m igh t  even get i t  p ic k ed for t he G a llery!” 
S he im media tely p u t her h a n d  over her mou t h  wit h  a n  “oops!” a n d t he 
a t mosp here rem ained l igh t-hea r ted; b u t we a ll k new , Mr . Roger i ncl u ded , 
t h a t she'd m ade a  mista ke. Not a  disaster , exactly: i t  wou ld h ave been  m u ch  
t he sa me h a d one of u s let  sl ip  a  r u de word , or used a  gu a rd ia n 's n ic k n a me 
to h is or her face. Mr . Roger smiled i n d u lge n t ly ,  as t ho ugh  to say: “Let i t  
pass, we'l l  p reten d you  never sa id t h a t ,” a n d we carried on  as before.

If for u s t he G a llery rem ained i n  a  h a zy rea lm , wh at was solid e no ugh  fact 
was M ada me's t u r n i ng u p u s u a lly twice–sometimes t h ree or fou r t imes–each  
yea r to select from ou r best wor k . We called her “M ada me” beca use she was 
F rench  or B elgia n–t here was a  d isp u te as to w h ich–a n d t h a t was wh at t he 
gu a rdia ns a lways ca lled her . S he was a  t a l l , n a r row wom a n wit h  shor t h a ir , 
p rob a bly q u ite yo u ng st i l l , t ho ugh  a t t he t ime we wo u ld n 't  h ave t ho ugh t of 
her as s u ch . S he a lways wore a  sh a rp grey s u it , a n d u n l i k e t he ga rdeners, 
u n l i k e t he drivers w ho b ro ugh t i n  ou r s u pplies–u n li k e vir t u a lly a n yon e else 
w ho ca me i n  from ou tside–she wo u ld n 't  t a l k  to u s a n d k ep t u s a t a  dista nce 
wit h  her c h i l ly  look . F or years we t ho ugh t of her as “snooty ,” b u t t hen  one 
n igh t ,  a rou n d w hen  we were eigh t , R u t h  ca me u p wit h  a not her t heory .

“S he's scared of us,” she decla red .

We were ly i ng i n  t he d a r k  i n  ou r dor m . In  t he J u n iors ,  we were fifteen  to a  
dor m , so d id n 't  ten d to h ave t he sort of lo ng i n t im a te conversa tions we d id 
once we got to t he Se n ior  dorms. B u t most of wh at beca me ou r “grou p” h a d 
beds close toget her by t hen , a n d we were a lrea dy get t i ng t he h a bit  of t a l k i ng 
i n to t he n igh t .

“W h at do you  mea n , scared of u s?” someone asked . “How ca n  she be scared of 
u s? W h a t cou ld we do to her?”

“I don 't  k now ,” R u t h  said . “I don 't  k now , b u t I'm su re she is . I used to t h i n k  
she was j u st snooty , b u t i t's som et h i ng else, I'm su re of i t  now . M ada me's 
scared of us.”

We a rgu ed a bou t t h is on  a n d off for t he nex t few d ays . Most of u s d id n 't  agree 
wit h  R u t h ,  b u t t hen  t h a t j u st m ade her a ll t he more deter m ined to prove she 
was r igh t .  So i n  t he en d we sett led on  a  p la n  to p u t her t heory to t he test t he 
nex t t ime M ada me ca me to H a ilsh a m .

Al t h o u gh  M ada me's visits were never a n nou nced , i t  was a lways pret ty 
obviou s w hen  she was d u e . The lead-u p to her a rriva l bega n  weeks before, 
wit h  t he gu a rdia ns sif t i ng t h ro ugh  a ll ou r wor k–ou r p a i n t i ngs ,  s ketches, 
pot tery , a l l ou r essays a n d poems. Th is u s u a lly wen t on  for a t least a  



for t n igh t ,  by t he en d of w h ich  fou r or five items from each J u n ior  a n d Se n ior  
yea r wou ld h ave en ded u p i n  t he b il l i a rds room . The b il l i a rds room wou ld get 
closed d u r i ng t h is per iod , b u t if you  stood on  t he low wa ll of t he terrace 
ou tside, yo u 'd be a ble to see t h ro ugh  t he win dows t he h a u l of st u ff get t i ng 
la rger a n d la rger . O nce t he gu a rdia ns sta rted l a y i ng i t  ou t nea t ly , on  tables 
a n d easels, l i k e a  m in ia t u re version  of one of ou r E xch a nges, t hen  you  k new 
M ada me wou ld be com i ng wi t h i n  a  d ay or two.

Th at a u t u m n I'm now t a l k i ng a bou t , we needed to k now not j u st t he d ay , b u t 
t he precise momen t M ada me t u r ned u p , si nce she often  stayed no longer  
t h a n  a n  hou r or two. So as soon  as we saw t he st u ff get t i ng d isplayed i n  t he 
b il l i a rds room , we decided to ta ke t u r ns k eeping look -ou t .

This was a  task  m ade m u ch  easier by t he way t he gro u n ds were la id ou t . 
H a ilsh a m stood i n  a  smoot h  hollow wit h  fields r is i ng on  a ll sides. Th at mea n t 
t h a t from almost a n y of t he classroom win dows i n  t he m ain  hou se–a n d even 
from t he p avi l ion–yo u  h a d a  good view of t he lo ng n a rrow roa d t h a t ca me 
dow n across t he fields a n d a rrived a t t he m ain  gate. The ga te itself was st i l l  a  
fa ir  dista nce off, a n d a n y veh icle wou ld t hen  h ave to ta ke t he gravelled drive, 
goi ng past sh r u bs a n d flowerbeds, before a t last reach ing t he cou r tya rd i n  
fron t of t he m ain  hou se . D ays cou ld sometimes go by wit hou t u s seeing a  
veh icle com i ng dow n t h a t n a r row roa d , a n d t he ones t h a t d id were u s u a lly 
va ns or lor r ies b r i ngi ng su pplies, ga rdeners or wor k men . A car was a  r a r i ty , 
a n d t he sigh t of one i n  t he dista nce was sometimes e no ugh  to ca use bedla m 
d u r i ng a  class.

The a fter noon  M ada me's car was spotted com i ng across t he fields, i t  was 
win dy a n d s u n n y ,  wit h  a  few storm clou ds st a r t i ng to ga t her . We were i n  
Room 9–on  t he fi rst  floor a t t he fron t of t he hou se–a n d w hen  t he w h isper 
wen t a rou n d , poor Mr . F r a n k , w ho was t ry i ng to teach u s spel l i ng,  co u ld n 't  
u n derst a n d w h y we'd s u d de n ly got so restless.

The p la n  we'd come u p wit h  to test R u t h 's t heory was very sim ple: we–t he six 
of u s i n  on  i t–wou ld l ie i n  wait for M ada me somewhere, t hen  “swarm ou t” a l l 
a rou n d her , a l l a t  once . We'd a ll rem ain  perfectly civilised a n d j u st go on  ou r 
way, b u t if we t imed i t  r igh t ,  a n d she was t a k en  off-gu ard , we'd see–R u t h  
i nsisted–t h a t she rea lly was a fra id of u s .

O u r m ain  worry was t h a t we j u st wo u ld n 't  get a n  op por t u n i ty d u r i ng t he 
shor t t ime she was a t H a ilsh a m . B u t as Mr . F r a n k 's class drew to a n  en d , we 
cou ld see M ada me, d irect ly below i n  t he cou r tya rd , p a r k i ng her car . We h a d a  
h u rr ied con ference ou t on  t he l a n d i ng,  t hen  followed t he rest of t he class 
dow n t he sta irs a n d loi tered j u st i nside t he m ain  doorway . We cou ld see ou t 
i n to t he b r igh t  cou r tya rd , where M ada me was st i l l  s i t t i ng be h i n d t he w heel, 



r u m m agi ng i n  her briefcase. E ven t u a lly she emerged from t he car a n d ca me 
towards u s , dressed i n  her u s u a l grey s u it , her briefcase held t igh t ly to 
herself i n  bot h  a rms. A t a  sign a l from R u t h  we a ll sa u n tered ou t , movi ng 
st r a igh t for her , b u t l i k e we were a ll i n  a  drea m . O n ly  w hen  she ca me to a  stiff 
h a l t  d id we each m u r m u r: “ E xcuse me, Miss,” a n d separate.

I'l l  never forget t he st r a nge ch a nge t h a t ca me over u s t he nex t i nst a n t . U n t i l 
t h a t poin t , t h is w hole t h i ng a bou t M ada me h a d been , if not a  jok e exactly , 
very m u ch  a  priva te t h i ng we'd wa n ted to settle a mong ou rselves. We h a d n 't  
t ho ugh t m u ch  a bou t how M ada me herself, or a n yon e else, wou ld come in to 
i t . W h a t I mea n  is , u n t i l  t hen , i t  h a d been  a  p ret ty l igh t-hea r ted m atter , wit h  
a  b i t  of a  dare elemen t to i t . A n d  i t  wasn 't  even as t ho ugh  M ada me did 
a n y t h i ng ot her t h a n  wh at we predicted she'd do: she j u st froze a n d waited for 
u s to pass by . S he d id n 't  sh r ie k , or even let  ou t a  gasp . B u t we were a ll so 
k een ly t u ned i n  to p ic k i ng u p her response, a n d t h a t's p rob a bly w h y i t  h a d 
s u ch  a n  effect on  u s . As she ca me to a  h a lt , I gla nced q u ic k ly a t her face–as 
d id t he others, I'm su re. A n d  I ca n  st i l l  see i t  now , t he sh u dder she seemed to 
be s u ppressing, t he real dread t h a t one of u s wou ld acciden ta lly b r u sh  
aga inst her . A n d  t ho ugh  we j u st k ep t on  wa l k ing, we a ll felt  i t ; i t  was l i k e we'd 
walked from t he s u n  r igh t  i n to c h i l ly  sh ade. R u t h  h a d been  r igh t : M ada me 
was a fra id of u s . B u t she was a fra id of u s i n  t he sa me way someone m igh t  be 
a fra id of spiders. We h a d n 't  been  rea dy for t h a t . It h a d never occu rred to u s to 
won der how we wou ld feel, bei ng seen l i k e t h a t , bei ng t he spiders.

B y t he t ime we'd crossed t he cou r tya rd a n d reached t he grass, we were a  very 
d ifferen t grou p from t he one t h a t h a d stood a bou t excited ly wa it i ng for 
M ada me to get ou t of her car . H a n n a h  look ed rea dy to b u rst i n to tears. E ven 
R u t h  look ed rea lly sh a k en . T hen  one of us–I t h i n k  i t  was La u ra–sa id:

“If she doesn 't  l i k e u s , w h y does she wa n t ou r wor k? W h y doesn 't  she j u st 
leave u s a lone? W ho asks her to come here a n yway?”

No one a nswered , a n d we carried on  over to t he p avil ion , not sa y i ng a n y t h i ng 
more a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened .

T h i n k i ng back  now , I ca n  see we were j u st a t t h a t age w hen  we k new a  few 
t h i ngs a bou t ou rselves–abou t w ho we were, how we were d ifferen t from ou r 
gu a rdia ns , from t he people ou tside–b u t h a d n 't  yet u n derstood wh at a n y of i t  
mea n t . I'm su re somew here i n  you r ch i ld hood ,  you  too h a d a n  experience l i k e 
ou rs t h a t d ay; sim ila r if not i n  t he act u al deta ils, t hen  i nside , i n  t he feeli ngs . 
Beca use i t  doesn 't  rea lly m atter how well you r gu a rdia ns t ry to prepare you : 
a ll t he ta l ks, videos, d iscussions, wa r n ings , none of t h a t ca n  rea lly b r i ng i t  
home . Not w hen  yo u 're eigh t years old , a n d yo u 're a ll toget her i n  a  place l i k e 
H a ilsh a m; w hen  you 've got gu a rdia ns l i k e t he ones we h a d; w hen  t he 



gardeners a n d t he delivery men  jok e a n d l a ugh  wit h  you  a n d ca ll you  
“sweetheart .”

All t he sa me, some of i t  m u st go i n  somewhere. It m u st go i n , beca use by t he 
t ime a  momen t l i k e t h a t comes a long,  t here's a  p a r t of you  t h a t's been  
wa it i ng. M aybe from as ea r ly as w hen  yo u 're five or six , t here's been  a  
w h isper goi ng a t t he back  of you r hea d , sayi ng: “ O ne d ay , m aybe not so lo ng 
from now , yo u 'l l  get to k now how i t  feels.” So yo u 're wa it i ng, even if you  don 't  
q u ite k now i t , wa it i ng for t he momen t w hen  you  rea lise t h a t you  rea lly are 
d ifferen t to t hem; t h a t t here are people ou t t here, l i k e M ada me, w ho don 't  
h a te you  or wish  you  a n y h a r m , b u t w ho nevert heless sh u dder a t t he very 
t ho ugh t of you–of how you  were b ro ugh t i n to t h is world a n d w h y–a n d w ho 
dread t he idea  of you r h a n d  b r u s h i ng aga inst t heirs . The fi rst  t ime you  
glim pse you rself t h ro ugh  t he eyes of a  person  l i k e t h a t , i t's a  cold momen t . 
I t's l i k e wa l k ing past a  m ir ror you 've walked past every d ay of you r l ife , a n d 
s u d de n ly i t  shows you  som et h i ng else, som et h i ng t ro u b li ng a n d st r a nge .



C h a p t e r  F o u r

I won 't  be a  carer a n y more come t he en d of t he year , a n d t ho ugh  I've got a  lot 
ou t of i t , I h ave to a d mit I'l l  welcome t he ch a nce to rest–to stop a n d t h i n k  a n d 
remem ber . I'm su re i t's a t least p a r t ly to do wit h  t h a t , to do wit h  p rep a r ing for 
t he ch a nge of pace, t h a t I've been  get t i ng t h is u rge to order a ll t hese old 
memories. W h a t I rea lly wa n ted , I su ppose, was to get st r a igh t a ll t he t h i ngs 
t h a t h a ppened between me a n d Tom my a n d R u t h  after we grew u p a n d left  
H a ilsh a m . B u t I rea lise now j u st how m u ch  of wh at occu rred la ter ca me ou t of 
ou r t ime a t H a ilsh a m , a n d t h a t's w h y I wa n t fi rst  to go over these earlier 
memories q u ite ca ref u lly . Take a ll t h is c u r iosity a bou t M ada me, for i nst a nce . 
A t one level, i t  was j u st u s k ids l a r k i ng a bou t . B u t a t a not her , as yo u 'l l  see, i t  
was t he sta rt of a  process t h a t k ep t growi ng a n d growi ng over t he years u n t i l  
i t  ca me to domin a te ou r lives.

After t h a t d ay , m e n t ion  of M ada me beca me, w h ile not t a boo exactly , p ret ty 
rare a mong u s . A n d  t h is was som et h i ng t h a t soon  spread beyon d ou r l i t t le 
grou p to j u st a bou t a ll t he st u den ts i n  ou r year . We were, I'd say , as c u r iou s 
as ever a bou t her , b u t we a ll sensed t h a t to p robe a n y f u r t her–a bou t wh at she 
d id wit h  ou r wor k , w het her t here rea lly was a  ga llery–wou ld get u s i n to 
ter r i tory we weren 't  rea dy for yet .

The topic of t he G a llery , t ho ugh ,  st i l l  cropped u p every once i n  a  w h ile , so 
t h a t w hen  a  few years la ter Tom my sta rted tel l i ng me beside t he po n d a bou t 
h is odd t a l k  wit h  Miss L u cy , I fou n d som et h i ng t u ggi ng away a t m y memory . 
It was o n ly  a fterwards, w hen  I'd left  h im si t t i ng on  h is roc k  a n d was h u r ry i ng 
towards t he fields to ca tch u p wit h  m y fr ien ds , t h a t i t  ca me back  to me .

It was som et h i ng Miss L u cy h a d once sa id to u s d u r i ng a  class. I'd 
remem bered i t  beca use i t  h a d p u zzled  me a t t he t ime , a n d a lso beca use i t  was 
one of t he few occasions w hen  t he G a llery h a d been  men tioned so delibera tely 
i n  fron t of a  gu a rdia n .

We'd been  i n  t he m iddle of wh at we la ter ca me to ca ll t he “tokens 
con troversy .” Tom my a n d I discussed t he tok ens con troversy a  few years ago, 
a n d we co u ld n 't  a t  fi rst  agree w hen  i t  h a d h a ppened . I sa id we'd been  ten  a t 
t he t ime; he t ho ugh t i t  was la ter , b u t i n  t he en d ca me ro u n d to agreeing wit h  
me. I'm pret ty su re I got i t  r igh t : we were i n  J u n ior  4–a w h ile after t h a t 
i n cide n t  wit h  M ada me, b u t st i l l  t h ree years before ou r t a l k  by t he po n d .

The tok ens con troversy was, I su ppose, a l l p a r t of ou r get t i ng more acqu isit ive 



as we grew older . F or years–I t h i n k  I've sa id a lready–we'd t ho ugh t t h a t h avi ng 
wor k  chosen  for t he b il l i a rds room , never m i n d  t a k en  away by M ada me, was a  
h uge t r i u m p h . B u t by t he t ime we were ten , we'd grow n more a m biva len t 
a bou t i t . The E xch a nges, wit h  t heir  system of tok ens as c u rrency , h a d given  
u s a  k een  eye for p r ici ng u p a n y t h i ng we prod uced . We'd become preoccu pied 
wit h  T-sh irts, wit h  decora t i ng a rou n d ou r beds, wit h  person a lisi ng ou r desks. 
A n d  of cou rse, we h a d ou r “collect ions” to t h i n k  of.

I don 't  k now if you  h a d “collect ions” where you  were. W hen  you  come across 
old st u den ts from H a ilsh a m , you  a lways fi n d t hem , sooner or la ter , get t i ng 
nosta lgic a bou t t heir  collect ions . A t t he t ime , of cou rse, we took  i t  a l l for 
gra n ted . You  each h a d a  wooden  chest wit h  you r n a me on  i t , w h ich  you  k ep t 
u n der you r bed a n d fi l led wit h  you r possessions–t he st u ff you  acqu ired from 
t he Sa les or t he E xch a nges. I ca n  remem ber one or two st u den ts not 
bot her i ng m u ch  wit h  t heir  collect ions , b u t most of u s took  enor mou s care, 
b r i ngi ng t h i ngs ou t to d isplay , p u t t i ng ot her t h i ngs away ca ref u lly .

The poi n t  is , by t he t ime we were ten , t h is w hole not ion  t h a t i t  was a  grea t 
hono u r to h ave som et h i ng t a k en  by M ada me coll ided wit h  a  feeli ng t h a t we 
were losi ng ou r most m ar ketable st u ff. Th is a ll ca me to a  hea d i n  t he tok ens 
con troversy .

It bega n  wit h  a  n u m ber of st u den ts, m a i n ly boys , m u t ter i ng t h a t we shou ld 
get tok ens to com pensa te w hen  M ada me took  som et h i ng away . A lot of 
st u den ts agreed wit h  t h is , b u t ot hers were ou tr aged by t he idea . A rgu men ts 
wen t on  between u s for some t ime , a n d t hen  one d ay Roy J .–w ho was a  yea r 
above u s , a n d h a d h a d a  n u m ber of t h i ngs t a k en  by M ada me–decided to go 
a n d see Miss E mily a bou t i t .

Miss E mily , ou r hea d gu a rdia n , was older t h a n  t he others. S he wasn 't  
especia lly t a l l , b u t som et h i ng a bou t t he way she carried herself, a lways very 
st r a igh t wit h  her hea d r igh t  u p , m ade you  t h i n k  she was. S he wore her 
silvery h a ir  t ied back , b u t stra n ds were a lways com i ng loose a n d f loa t i ng 
a rou n d her . They wou ld h ave d r iven  me m a d , b u t Miss E mily a lways ignored 
t hem , l i k e t hey were benea t h  her con tem pt . B y t he even ing, she was a  p ret ty 
st r a nge sigh t , wit h  b i ts of loose h a ir  everyw here w h ich  she wo u ld n 't  bot her to 
p u sh  away off her face w hen  she t a l k ed to you  i n  her qu iet , delibera te voice. 
We were a ll p ret ty scared of her a n d d id n 't  t h i n k  of her i n  t he way we d id t he 
ot her gu a rdia ns . B u t we considered her to be fa ir  a n d respected her 
decisions; a n d even i n  t he J u n iors ,  we prob a bly recogn ised t h a t i t  was her 
presence, i n t i m id a t i ng t ho ugh  i t  was, t h a t m ade u s a ll feel so safe a t 
H a ilsh a m .

It took  some nerve to go a n d see her wit hou t bei ng s u m moned; to go wit h  t he 



sort of dem a n ds Roy was m a k i ng seemed s u icid a l . B u t Roy d id n 't  get t he 
ter r ib le tel l i ng-off we were expect i ng, a n d i n  t he d ays t h a t followed , t here were 
reports of gu a rdia ns t a l k ing–even  a rgu ing–a bou t t he tok ens q u est ion . In  t he 
en d , i t  was a n no u nced t h a t we wou ld get tok ens , b u t not m a n y beca use i t  
was a  “most d ist i ngu ished hono u r” to h ave wor k  selected by M ada me. Th is 
d id n 't  rea lly go dow n well wit h  ei t her ca m p , a n d t he a rgu men ts r u m bled on .

It was aga inst t h is b ac kgrou n d t h a t Pol ly  T. asked Miss L u cy her q u est ion  
t h a t mor n i ng.  We were i n  t he l ib r a ry , s i t t i ng a rou n d t he b ig oa k  table. I 
remem ber t here was a  log b u r n i ng i n  t he fi replace, a n d t h a t we were doi ng a  
p lay-rea ding. A t some poin t , a  l i ne i n  t he p lay h a d led to La u ra  m a k i ng some 
wisecrack  a bou t t he tok ens b usiness, a n d we'd a ll l a ughed , Miss L u cy 
i ncl u ded . T hen  Miss L u cy h a d sa id t h a t since everyone a t H a ilsh a m was 
t a l k i ng a bou t l i t t le else, we shou ld forget t he p lay-rea ding a n d spen d t he rest 
of t he lesson  exch a ngi ng ou r views a bou t t he tok ens . A n d  t h a t's wh at we were 
doi ng w hen  Pol ly  asked , com pletely ou t of t he b l u e: “Miss, w h y does M ada me 
ta ke ou r t h i ngs a n yway?”

We a ll wen t silen t . Miss L u cy d id n 't  often  get cross, b u t w hen  she d id , you  
cer t a in ly k new a bou t i t , a n d we t ho ugh t for a  secon d Pol ly  was for i t . B u t 
t hen  we saw Miss L u cy wasn 't  a ngry ,  j u st deep i n  t ho ugh t .  I remem ber feeli ng 
f u riou s a t Pol ly  for so st u p id ly b rea k ing t he u n writ ten  r u le , b u t a t t he sa me 
t ime , bei ng ter r ib ly excited a bou t wh at a nswer Miss L u cy m igh t  give . A n d  
clea r ly I wasn 't  t he o n ly  one wit h  these m ixed emotions: vir t u a lly everybody 
shot d aggers a t Pol ly ,  before t u r n i ng eager ly to Miss L u cy–w h ich  was, I 
su ppose, p ret ty u n fa ir  on  poor Pol ly .  After wh at seemed a  very lo ng w h ile , 
Miss L u cy sa id:

“All I ca n  tell you  tod ay is t h a t i t's for a  good reason . A very im port a n t reason . 
B u t if I t r ied to expla in  i t  to you  now , I don 't  t h i n k  yo u 'd u n dersta n d . O ne 
d ay , I hope , i t'l l  be expla ined to you .”

We d id n 't  press her . The a t mosp here a rou n d t he table h a d become one of 
deep em barrassmen t , a n d c u r iou s as we were to hea r more, we wa n ted most 
for t he t a l k  to get away from t h is dodgy ter r i tory . The nex t momen t , t hen , we 
were a ll relieved to be a rgu i ng aga in–a b it  a r t ificia l ly per h aps–abou t t he 
tok ens . B u t Miss L u cy's words h a d p u zzled  me a n d I k ep t t h i n k i ng a bou t 
t hem on  a n d off for t he nex t few d ays . T h a t's w h y t h a t a fter noon  by t he pon d , 
w hen  Tom my was tel l i ng me a bou t h is t a l k  wit h  Miss L u cy , a bou t how she'd 
sa id to h im we weren 't  bei ng “t a ugh t e no ugh ” a bou t some t h i ngs ,  t he 
memory of t h a t t ime i n  t he l ib r a ry–a long wit h  m aybe one or two ot her l i t t le 
episodes l i k e t h a t–sta r ted t u ggi ng a t m y m i n d .



W hile we're on  t he su bject of t he tok ens , I wa n t j u st to say a  b i t  a bou t ou r 
Sales, w h ich  I've men tioned a  few times a lready . The Sa les were im port a n t to 
u s beca use t h a t was how we got h old  of t h i ngs from ou tside. Tom my's polo 
sh ir t , for i nst a nce , ca me from a  Sa le . T h a t's where we got ou r clothes, ou r 
toys , t he specia l t h i ngs t h a t h a d n 't  been  m ade by a not her st u den t .

O nce every mon t h ,  a  b ig w h ite va n  wou ld come dow n t h a t lo ng roa d a n d 
yo u 'd feel t he excitemen t a ll t h ro ugh  t he hou se a n d grou n ds . B y t he t ime i t  
p u lled u p i n  t he cou r tya rd t here'd be a  crowd w a it i ng–m ain ly J u n iors ,  
beca use once you  were past twelve or t h ir teen  i t  wasn 't  t he t h i ng to be get t i ng 
so obviou sly excited . B u t t he t r u t h  was we a ll were.

Loo k i ng back  now , i t's f u n n y to t h i n k  we got so wor ked u p , beca use u s u a lly 
t he Sa les were a  b ig d isa ppoin t men t . T here'd be n ot h i ng remotely specia l a n d 
we'd spen d ou r tok ens j u st renewing st u ff t h a t was wea ring ou t or b rok en  
wit h  more of t he sa me. B u t t he poi n t  was, I su ppose, we'd a ll of u s i n  t he past 
fou n d som et h i ng a t a  Sa le , som et h i ng t h a t h a d become specia l: a  jacket , a  
watch , a  p a ir  of craft scissors never used b u t k ep t p ro u d ly nex t to a  bed . We'd 
a ll fou n d som et h i ng l i k e t h a t a t one t ime , a n d so however m u ch  we t r ied to 
p reten d otherwise, we co u ld n 't  ever sh a ke off t he old feeli ngs of hope a n d 
excitemen t .

Act u a lly t here was some poi n t  i n  h a ngi ng a bou t t he va n  as i t  was bei ng 
u n loa ded . W h a t you  d id–if you  were one of t hese J u n iors–was to follow back  
a n d for t h  from t he storeroom t he two men  i n  overa lls ca r ry i ng t he b ig 
ca rdboard boxes, as k ing t hem wh at was i nside . “A lot of goodies , sweetheart ,” 
was t he u s u a l reply . T hen  if you  k ep t as k ing: “ B u t is i t  a  b u m per crop?” 
t h ey'd sooner or la ter sm ile a n d say: “ O h , I'd say so, sweetheart . A real 
b u m per crop ,” b r i ngi ng a  t h r i l led  cheer .

The boxes were often  open  a t t he top , so yo u 'd ca tch glim pses of a l l k i n ds of 
t h i ngs ,  a n d sometimes, t ho ugh  t hey weren 't  rea lly su pposed to, t he men  
wou ld let  you  move a  few items a bou t for a  better look . A n d  t h a t was w h y , by 
t he t ime of t he act u al Sa le a  week  or so la ter , a l l sorts of r u mou rs wou ld be 
goi ng a rou n d , m aybe a bou t a  pa rt icu la r track  s u it  or a  m u sic cassette, a n d if 
t here was t rou ble , i t  was a lmost a lways beca use a  few st u den ts h a d set t heir  
hearts on  t he sa me i tem .

The Sa les were a  com plete con trast to t he h u shed a t mosp here of t he 
E xch a nges. They were held i n  t he D i n i ng H a ll , a n d were crowded a n d noisy . 
In  fact t he p u s h i ng a n d s ho u t i ng was a ll p a r t of t he f u n , a n d t hey stayed for 
t he most p a r t p ret ty good-h u mou red . E xcept , as I say , every now a n d t hen , 



t h i ngs wou ld get ou t of h a n d , wit h  st u den ts gr a b b i ng a n d t u ggi ng ,  
sometimes f igh t i ng.  T hen  t he mon itors wou ld t h rea ten  to close t he w hole 
t h i ng dow n , a n d we'd a ll of u s h ave to face a  t a l k i ng to from Miss E mily a t 
assem bly t he nex t mor n i ng.

O u r d ay a t H a ilsh a m always bega n  wit h  a n  assem bly , w h ich  was u s u a lly 
p ret ty brief–a few a n nou ncemen ts , m aybe a  poem read ou t by a  st u den t . Miss 
E mily d id n 't  often  say m u ch ; she'd j u st si t  very st r a igh t on  t he stage, 
n od d i ng a t wh atever was bei ng said , occasion a lly t u r n i ng a  frosty eye towards 
a n y w h isper ing i n  t he crowd . B u t on  a  mor n i ng after a  rowdy Sa le , every t h i ng 
was differen t . S h e'd order u s to si t  dow n on  t he floor–we u s u a lly stood a t 
assem blies–a n d t here'd be no a n nou ncemen ts or perfor m a nces, j u st Miss 
E mily t a l k i ng to u s for twen ty , t h i r ty  m in u tes , sometimes even longer . S h e'd 
r a rely ra ise her voice, b u t t here was som et h i ng steely a bou t her on  these 
occasions a n d none of u s , not even t he Se n ior  5s , dared m a ke a  sou n d .

T here was a  real sense of feeli ng b a d t h a t we h a d , i n  some collective way, let  
dow n Miss E mily , b u t t ry as we m igh t ,  we co u ld n 't  rea lly follow these 
lect u res. It was p a r t ly her l a ngu age . “ U n wort h y of p r ivi lege” a n d “misuse of 
oppor t u n i ty”: t hese were two regu la r p h rases R u t h  a n d I ca me u p wit h  w hen  
we were rem in isci ng i n  her room a t t he cen tre i n  Dover . H er genera l d r ift  was 
clear e no ugh : we were a ll very specia l, bei ng H a ilsh a m st u den ts, a n d so i t  was 
a ll t he more d isa ppoin t i ng w hen  we beh aved b a dly . B eyon d t h a t t ho ugh ,  
t h i ngs beca me a  fog. Sometimes she'd be goi ng on  very i n tensely t hen  come 
to a  s u dden  stop wit h  som et h i ng l i k e: “W h at is i t? W h a t is i t? W h a t ca n  i t  be 
t h a t t h warts u s?” T hen  she'd st a n d there, eyes closed , a  frow n on  her face l i k e 
she was t ry i ng to p u zz le ou t t he a nswer . A n d  a l t ho ugh  we felt  bewildered a n d 
aw k ward , we'd si t  t here wil l i ng her on  to m a ke wh atever discovery was needed 
i n  her hea d . S he m igh t  t hen  resu me wit h  a  gen t le sigh–a sign a l t h a t we were 
goi ng to be forgiven–or j u st as easily explode ou t of her silence wit h : “ B u t I 
wil l not be coerced! O h  n o! A n d  neit her wil l H a ilsh a m!”

W hen we were remem bering these lo ng speeches, R u t h  rem ar ked how odd i t  
was t hey shou ld h ave been  so u n fa t hom a ble , si nce Miss E mily , i n  a  
classroom , cou ld be as clear as a n y t h i ng.  W hen  I men tioned how I'd 
sometimes seen t he hea d wa n dering a rou n d H a ilsh a m i n  a  drea m , t a l k i ng to 
herself, R u t h  took  offence, sa y i ng:

“S he was never l i k e t h a t! How cou ld H a ilsh a m h ave been  t he way i t  was if t he 
person  i n  ch a rge h a d been  pot ty? Miss E mily h a d a n  i n tellect you  cou ld slice 
logs wit h .”

I d id n 't  a rgu e . C er t a in ly , Miss E mily cou ld be u nca n n ily sh a rp . If, say , you  
were somew here you  sho u ld n 't  be i n  t he m ain  hou se or t he grou n ds , a n d you  



hea rd a  gu a rdia n  coming, you  cou ld often  h ide somewhere. H a ilsh a m was 
f u ll of h i d i ng places, i n doors a n d ou t: cu pboards, nook s , b ushes, hedges . B u t 
if you  saw Miss E mily coming, you r hea r t sa n k  beca use she'd a lways k now 
you  were t here h id i ng.  It was l i k e she h a d some extra sense. You  cou ld go 
i n to a  c u pboa rd , close t he door t igh t  a n d not move a  m uscle, you  j u st k new 
Miss E mily's footsteps wou ld stop ou tside a n d her voice wou ld say: “All r igh t .  
O u t you  come.”

Th at was wh at h a d h a ppened to Sylvie C . once on  t he secon d-floor l a n d i ng,  
a n d on  t h a t occasion  Miss E mily h a d gone i n to one of her rages. S he never 
shou ted l i k e , say , Miss L u cy d id w hen  she got m a d a t you , b u t if a n y t h i ng 
Miss E mily get t i ng a ngry was scarier . H er eyes n arrowed a n d she'd w h isper 
f u riou sly to herself, l i k e she was d isc u ssing wit h  a n  i nvisib le colleagu e wh at 
p u n ish m en t was awfu l e no ugh  for you . The way she d id i t  mea n t h a lf of you  
was dy i ng to hea r a n d t he ot her h a lf com pletely not wa n ting to. B u t u s u a lly 
wit h  Miss E mily n ot h i ng too awfu l wou ld come ou t of i t . S he h a rd ly ever p u t 
you  i n  deten t ion , m ade you  do chores or wit h drew privileges. A ll t he sa me, 
you  felt  dreadf u l, j u st k nowi ng yo u 'd fa llen  i n  her est im a tion , a n d you  
wa n ted to do som et h i ng st r a igh t away to redeem you rself.

B u t t he t h i ng was, t here was no predict i ng wit h  Miss E mily . Sylvie m ay h ave 
got a  f u ll por t ion  t h a t t ime , b u t w hen  La u ra  got ca ugh t r u n n i ng t h ro ugh  t he 
r h u b a rb p a tch , Miss E mily j u st sn a pped: “S ho u ld n 't  be here , gir l . O ff you  
go,” a n d walked on .

A n d  t hen  t here was t he t ime I t ho ugh t I was i n  hot water wit h  her . The l i t t le 
footp a t h  t h a t wen t a ll ro u n d t he back  of t he m ain  hou se was a  real favou rite 
of m ine . It followed a ll t he nook s , a l l t he ex tensions; you  h a d to squeeze past 
sh r u bs , you  wen t u n der two ivy-covered a rches a n d t h ro ugh  a  r usted gate. 
A n d  a ll t he t ime you  cou ld peer i n  t h ro ugh  t he win dows, one after t he ot her . I 
su ppose p a r t of t he reason I l i k ed t he p a t h  so m u ch  was beca use I was never 
su re if i t  was ou t of bou n ds . C er t a in ly , w hen  classes were goi ng on , you  
weren 't  su pposed to walk  past . B u t a t t he weeken ds or i n  t he even ings–t h a t 
was never clear . Most st u den ts avoided i t  a n yway , a n d m aybe t he feeli ng of 
get t i ng away from everyone else was a not her p a r t of t he appeal.

In  a n y case, I was doi ng t h is l i t t le walk  one s u n n y even ing. I t h i n k  I was i n  
Se n ior  3 . As u s u a l I was gla n ci ng i n to t he em pty rooms as I wen t past , a n d 
t hen  s u d de n ly I was loo k i ng i n to a  classroom wit h  Miss E mily i n  i t . S he was 
a lone , p acing slowly , t a l k i ng u n der her b rea t h , poi n t i ng a n d d irect i ng 
rem ar ks to a n  i nvisib le a u dience i n  t he room . I assu med she was rehea rsing a  
lesson  or m aybe one of her assem bly ta l ks, a n d I was a bou t to h u r ry past 
before she spotted me, b u t j u st t hen  she t u r ned a n d look ed st r a igh t a t me. I 
froze , t h i n k i ng I was for i t , b u t t hen  not iced she was ca r ry i ng on  as before, 



except now she was mo u t h i ng her address a t me. T hen , n a t u ra l as you  l i k e , 
she t u r ned away to fix  her gaze on  some ot her i m agi n a ry st u den t i n  a not her 
p a r t of t he room . I crept away a long t he p a t h , a n d for t he nex t d ay or so k ep t 
d rea ding wh at Miss E mily wou ld say w hen  she saw me. B u t she never 
men tioned i t  a t  a l l .

B u t t h a t's not rea lly wh at I wa n t to t a l k  a bou t j u st now . W h a t I wa n t to do 
now is get a  few t h i ngs dow n a bou t R u t h ,  a bou t how we met a n d beca me 
fr ien ds , a bou t ou r ea r ly d ays toget her . Beca use more a n d more these d ays , I'l l  
be d r ivi ng past fields on  a  lo ng a fter noon , or m aybe d r i n k i ng m y coffee i n  
fron t of a  h uge win dow i n  a  motorway service st a t ion , a n d I'l l  ca tch m yself 
t h i n k i ng a bou t her aga in .

S he wasn 't  someone I was fr ien ds wit h  from t he sta rt . I ca n  remem ber , a t  five 
or six , doi ng t h i ngs wit h  H a n n a h  a n d wit h  La u ra , b u t not wit h  R u t h .  I o n ly  
h ave t he one vague memory of R u t h  from t h a t ea r ly p a r t of ou r lives.

I'm playi ng i n  a  sa n dpit . T here are a  n u m ber of ot hers i n  t he sa n d wit h  me, 
i t's too crowded a n d we're get t i ng ir r i t a ted wit h  each ot her . We're i n  t he open , 
u n der a  warm s u n , so i t's p rob a bly t he sa n dpit  i n  t he In fa n ts' p lay a rea , j u st 
possib ly i t's t he sa n d a t t he en d of t he lo ng j u m p i n  t he Nor t h  Play i ng F ield . 
A n yway i t's hot a n d I'm feeli ng t h irsty a n d I'm not pleased t here are so m a n y 
of u s i n  t he sa n dpit . T hen  R u t h  is st a n d i ng there, not i n  t he sa n d wit h  t he 
rest of u s , b u t a  few feet away . S h e's very a ngry wit h  two of t he gir ls 
somew here be h i n d me, a bou t som et h i ng t h a t m u st h ave h a ppened before, 
a n d she's st a n d i ng t here gl a r i ng a t t hem . M y  guess is t h a t I k new R u t h  o n ly  
very sl igh t ly a t t h a t poin t . B u t she m u st a lrea dy h ave m ade some im pression  
on  me, beca use I remem ber ca r ry i ng on  b u si ly  wit h  wh atever I was doi ng i n  
t he sa n d , a bsol u tely d rea ding t he idea  of her t u r n i ng her gaze on  me. I d id n 't  
say a  word , b u t I was despera te for her to rea lise I wasn 't  wit h  t he gir ls be h i n d 
me, a n d h a d h a d no p a r t i n  wh atever i t  was t h a t h a d m ade her cross.

A n d  t h a t's a ll I remem ber of R u t h  from t h a t ea r ly t ime . We were t he sa me yea r 
so we m u st h ave r u n  i n to each ot her e no ugh ,  b u t aside from t he sa n dpit  
i nciden t , I don 't  remem ber h avi ng a n y t h i ng to do wit h  her u n t i l  t he J u n iors a  
cou ple of years la ter , w hen  we were seven , goi ng on  eigh t .

The So u t h  Play i ng F ield was t he one used most by t he J u n iors a n d i t  was 
there, i n  t he cor ner by t he popla rs , t h a t R u t h  ca me u p to me one l u nch t ime , 
look ed me u p a n d dow n , t hen  asked:



“ Do you  wa n t to r ide m y horse?”

I was i n  t he m idst of p l a y i ng wit h  two or t h ree ot hers a t t h a t poin t , b u t i t  was 
clear R u t h  was a ddressing o n ly  me. Th is a bsol u tely del igh ted me, b u t I m ade 
a  show of weigh i ng her u p before givi ng a  reply .

“Well, w h a t's you r horse's n a me?”

R u t h  ca me a  step closer . “My best horse,” she said , “is T h u n der . I ca n 't  let  you  
r ide on  h im . H e's m u ch  too d a ngerou s . B u t you  ca n  r ide B ra m ble , as lo ng as 
you  don 't  use you r crop on  h im . O r if you  l i k e , you  cou ld h ave a n y of t he 
others.” S he reeled off several more n a mes I don 't  now remem ber . T hen  she 
asked: “ H ave you  got a n y horses of you r ow n?”

I look ed a t her a n d t ho ugh t ca ref u lly before rep ly i ng: “No. I don 't  h ave a n y 
horses.”

“Not even one?”

“No.”

“All r igh t .  You  ca n  r ide B ra m ble , a n d if you  l i k e h im , you  ca n  h ave h im to 
keep . B u t yo u 're not to use you r crop on  h im . A n d  you 've got to come now .”

M y fr ien ds h a d , i n  a n y case, t u r ned away a n d were ca r ry i ng on  wit h  wh at 
t h ey'd been  doi ng.  So I gave a  sh r ug a n d wen t off wit h  R u t h .

The field was fi l led wit h  p l a y i ng ch ild ren , some a  lot b igger  t h a n  u s , b u t R u t h  
led t he way t h ro ugh  t hem very p u rposef u lly , a lways a  pace or two i n  fron t . 
W hen  we were a lmost a t t he wire mesh  bo u n d a ry wit h  t he ga rden , she t u r ned 
a n d sa id:

“ O k ay , we'l l  r ide t hem here . You  ta ke B ra m ble.”

I accepted t he i nvisib le rein  she was h old i ng ou t , a n d t hen  we were off, r id i ng 
u p a n d dow n t he fence, sometimes ca n ter ing, sometimes a t a  ga llop . I'd been  
correct i n  m y decision  to tel l R u t h  I d id n 't  h ave a n y horses of m y ow n , 
beca use after a  w h ile wit h  B ra m ble , she let  me t ry her va rious ot her horses 
one by one , s ho u t i ng a ll sorts of i nst r u ct ions a bou t how to h a n dle each 
a n im al's foib les .

“I told yo u ! You 've got to rea lly lea n  back  on  D a ffodil! M u ch  more t h a n  t h a t! 
S he doesn 't  l i k e i t  u n less yo u 're r igh t  back!”



I m u st h ave done well e no ugh ,  beca use even t u a lly she let  me h ave a  go on  
T h u n der , her favou rite. I don 't  k now how lo ng we spen t wit h  her horses t h a t 
d ay: i t  felt  a  s u bsta n t ia l t ime , a n d I t h i n k  we bot h  lost ou rselves com pletely i n  
ou r ga me. B u t t hen  s u dden ly , for no reason I cou ld see, R u t h  b ro ugh t i t  a l l 
to a n  en d , cl a i m i ng I was delibera tely t i r i ng ou t her horses, a n d t h a t I'd h ave 
to p u t each of t hem back  i n  i ts stable. S he poin ted to a  sect ion  of t he fence, 
a n d I bega n  lea d i ng t he horses to i t , w h ile R u t h  seemed to get crosser a n d 
crosser wit h  me, sa y i ng I was doi ng every t h i ng wrong. T hen  she asked:

“ Do you  l i k e Miss G era ld ine?”

It m igh t  h ave been  t he fi rst  t ime I'd act u a lly t ho ugh t a bou t w het her I l i k ed a  
gu a rdia n . In  t he en d I sa id: “ O f cou rse I l i k e her .”

“ B u t do you  rea lly l i k e her? Li k e she's specia l? Li k e she's you r favou rite?”

“Yes, I do. S h e's m y favou rite.”

R u t h  wen t on  loo k i ng a t me for a  lo ng t ime . T hen  f i n a l ly  she said: “All r igh t .  
In  t h a t case, I'l l  let  you  be one of her secret gu ards.”

We sta rted to walk  back  towards t he m ain  hou se t hen  a n d I waited for her to 
expla in  wh at she mea n t , b u t she d id n 't .  I fou n d ou t t ho ugh  over t he nex t 
several d ays .



C h a p t e r  F i v e

I'm not su re for how lo ng t he “secret gu a rd” b usiness carried on . W hen  R u t h  
a n d I discussed i t  w h ile I was ca r ing for her dow n i n  Dover , she cla imed i t  
h a d been  j u st a  m atter of two or t h ree weeks–b u t t h a t was a lmost cer t a in ly 
wrong. S he was prob a bly em barrassed a bou t i t  a n d so t he w hole t h i ng h a d 
s h r u n k  i n  her memory . M y  guess is t h a t i t  wen t on  for a bou t n i n e mon t hs , a  
yea r even , a rou n d w hen  we were seven , goi ng on  eigh t .

I was never su re if R u t h  h a d act u a lly i nven ted t he secret gu a rd herself, b u t 
t here was no dou bt she was t he leader . T here were between six a n d ten  of u s , 
t he figu re c h a ngi ng w henever R u t h  a llowed i n  a  new mem ber or expelled 
someone. We believed Miss G era ld ine was t he best gu a rdia n  i n  H a ilsh a m , a n d 
we wor ked on  presen ts to give her–a la rge sheet wit h  pressed flowers gl u ed 
over i t  comes to m in d . B u t ou r m ain  reason for ex ist i ng, of cou rse, was to 
protect her .

B y t he t ime I joi n ed t he gu a rd , R u t h  a n d t he ot hers h a d a lrea dy k now n for 
ages a bou t t he p lot to k id n a p Miss G era ld ine . We were never q u ite su re w ho 
was be h i n d i t . We sometimes suspected certa in  of t he Se n ior  boys , sometimes 
boys i n  ou r ow n year . T here was a  gu a rdia n  we d id n 't  l i k e m u ch–a Miss 
E ileen–w ho we t ho ugh t for a  w h ile m igh t  be t he b ra ins be h i n d i t . We d id n 't  
k now w hen  t he a bd u ct ion  wou ld ta ke place, b u t one t h i ng we felt  convinced 
a bou t was t h a t t he woods wou ld come in to i t .

The woods were a t t he top of t he h i l l  t h a t rose be h i n d H a ilsh a m House. A ll we 
cou ld see rea lly was a  d a r k  fr i nge of t rees, b u t I cer t a in ly wasn 't  t he o n ly  one 
of m y age to feel t heir  presence d ay a n d n igh t .  W hen  i t  got b a d , i t  was l i k e 
t hey cast a  sh adow over t he w hole of H a ilsh a m; a ll you  h a d to do was t u r n  
you r hea d or move towards a  win dow a n d t here t h ey'd be , loom i ng i n  t he 
dista nce. Sa fest was t he fron t of t he m ain  hou se , beca use you  co u ld n 't  see 
t hem from a n y of t he win dows. E ven so, you  never rea lly got away from t hem .

T here were a ll k i n ds of horr ib le stories a bou t t he woods. O nce , not so lo ng 
before we a ll got to H a ilsh a m , a  boy h a d h a d a  b ig row wit h  h is fr ien ds a n d 
r u n  off beyon d t he H a ilsh a m bou n d a ries . H is body h a d been  fou n d two d ays 
la ter , u p i n  t hose woods, t ied to a  tree wit h  t he h a n ds a n d feet chopped off. 
A not her r u mou r h a d i t  t h a t a  gi r l's ghost wa n dered t h ro ugh  t hose trees. 
S h e'd been  a  H a ilsh a m st u den t u n t i l  one d ay she'd clim bed over a  fence j u st 
to see wh at i t  was l i k e ou tside. Th is was a  lo ng t ime before u s , w hen  t he 
gu a rdia ns were m u ch  str icter , cr u el even , a n d w hen  she t r ied to get back  i n , 
she wasn 't  a llowed . S he k ep t h a ngi ng a rou n d ou tside t he fences, p lea d i ng to 



be let  back  i n , b u t no one let  her . E ven t u a lly , she'd gone off somew here ou t 
t here, som et h i ng h a d h a ppened a n d she'd d ied . B u t her ghost was a lways 
wa n dering a bou t t he woods, ga z i ng over H a ilsh a m , p i n i ng to be let  back  i n .

The gu a rdia ns a lways i nsisted these stories were nonsense . B u t t hen  t he 
older st u den ts wou ld tell u s t h a t was exactly wh at t he gu a rdia ns h a d told 
t hem w hen  t hey were yo u nger ,  a n d t h a t we'd be told t he gh ast ly t r u t h  soon  
e no ugh ,  j u st as t hey were.

The woods p layed on  ou r i m agin a t ions t he most after d a r k , i n  ou r dor ms as 
we were t ry i ng to fa ll asleep . You  a lmost t ho ugh t t hen  you  cou ld hea r t he 
win d r u st l i ng t he bra nches, a n d t a l k i ng a bou t i t  seemed to o n ly  m a ke t h i ngs 
worse. I remem ber one n igh t ,  w hen  we were f u riou s wit h  M arge K .–s h e'd done 
som et h i ng rea lly em barrassing to u s d u r i ng t he day–we chose to p u n is h  her 
by h a u l i ng her ou t of bed , h old i ng her face aga inst t he win dow p a ne a n d 
order i ng her to look  u p a t t he woods. A t fi rst  she k ep t her eyes screwed sh u t , 
b u t we twisted her arms a n d forced open  her eyelids u n t i l  she saw t he d ist a n t 
ou t l i ne aga inst t he moon li t  s k y , a n d t h a t was e no ugh  to ensu re for her a  
sob b i ng n igh t  of terror .

I'm not sa yi ng we necessarily wen t a rou n d t he w hole t ime a t t h a t age 
wor ry i ng a bou t t he woods. I for one cou ld go weeks h a rd ly t h i n k i ng a bou t 
t hem , a n d t here were even d ays w hen  a  defi a n t s u rge of cou rage wou ld m a ke 
me t h i n k : “How cou ld we believe r u bbish  l i k e t h a t?” B u t t hen  a ll i t  took  
wou ld be one l i t t le t h i ng–someone retel l i ng one of t hose stories, a  scary 
passage i n  a  book , even j u st a  ch a nce rem ar k  re m i n d i ng you  of t he 
woods–a n d t h a t wou ld mea n  a not her per iod of bei ng u n der t h a t sh adow . It 
was h a rd ly s u rp r isi ng t hen  t h a t we assu med t he woods wou ld be cen tra l i n  
t he p lot to abd uct Miss G era ld ine .

W hen i t  ca me dow n to i t , t ho ugh ,  I don 't  recall ou r t a k i ng m a n y practica l 
steps towards defen di ng Miss G era ld ine; ou r activit ies a lways revolved a rou n d 
ga t her i ng more a n d more evidence concer n i ng t he p lot i tself. F or some 
reason , we were sa tisfied t h is wou ld keep a n y im media te d a nger a t b ay .

Most of ou r “evidence” ca me from wit nessing t he conspira tors a t wor k . O ne 
mor n i ng,  for i nst a nce , we watched from a  secon d-floor classroom Miss E ileen  
a n d Mr . Roger t a l k i ng to Miss G era ld ine dow n i n  t he cou r tya rd . After a  w h ile 
Miss G era ld ine sa id good bye a n d wen t off towards t he O ra ngery , b u t we k ep t 
on  wa tch ing, a n d saw Miss E ileen  a n d Mr . Roger p u t t heir  heads closer 
toget her to con fer f u r t ively , t heir  gazes fixed on  Miss G era ld ine's receding 
figu re .

“Mr . Roger ,” R u t h  sighed on  t h a t occasion , s h a k i ng her hea d . “W ho'd h ave 



guessed he was i n  i t  too?”

In  t h is way we b u il t  u p a  l ist  of people we k new to be i n  on  t he p lot–gu a rdia ns 
a n d st u den ts w hom we decla red ou r swor n  enemies. A n d  yet , a l l t he t ime , I 
t h i n k  we m u st h ave h a d a n  idea  of how precarious t he fou n d a t ions of ou r 
fa n tasy were, beca use we a lways avoided a n y con fron ta t ion . We cou ld decide, 
after i n tense discussions, t h a t a  pa rt icu la r st u den t was a  p lot ter , b u t t hen  
we'd a lways fi n d a  reason not to ch a llenge h im j u st yet–to wait u n t i l  “we h a d 
i n  a ll t he evidence.” S i m il a r ly ,  we a lways agreed Miss G era ld ine herself 
sho u ld n 't  hea r a  word of wh at we'd fou n d ou t , si nce she'd get a la r med to no 
good p u rpose .

It wou ld be too easy to cla im i t  was j u st R u t h  w ho k ept t he secret gu a rd goi ng 
lo ng after we'd n a t u r a l ly ou tgrow n i t . S u re e no ugh ,  t he gu a rd was im porta n t 
to her . S h e'd k now n a bou t t he p lot for m u ch  longer  t h a n  t he rest of u s , a n d 
t h is gave her enor mou s a u t hori ty; by h i n t i ng t h a t t he real evidence ca me 
from a  t ime before people l i k e me h a d joi ned–t h a t  t here were t h i ngs she'd yet 
to reveal even to us–she cou ld j u st ify a lmost a n y decision  she m ade on  beh a lf 
of t he grou p . If she decided someone shou ld be expelled , for exa m ple, a n d she 
sensed opposit ion , she'd j u st a l l u de d a r k ly to st u ff she k new “from before.” 
T here's no q u est ion  R u t h  was k een  to keep t he w hole t h i ng goi ng.  B u t t he 
t r u t h  was, t hose of u s w ho'd grow n close to her , we each p layed ou r p a r t i n  
p reserving t he fa n tasy a n d m a k i ng i t  last for as lo ng as possible. W h a t 
h a ppened after t h a t row over t he chess il l u stra tes p ret ty well t he poi n t  I'm 
m a k i ng.

I'd assu med R u t h  was som et h i ng of a  chess expert a n d t h a t she'd be a ble to 
teach me t he ga me. Th is wasn 't  so cr azy: we'd pass older st u den ts ben t over 
chess sets, i n  win dow seats or on  t he grassy slopes, a n d R u t h  wou ld often  
pa use to st u dy a  ga me. A n d  as we walked off aga in , she'd tell me a bou t some 
move she'd spotted t h a t neit her p layer h a d seen . “A m azi ngly d im ,” she'd 
m u r m u r , s h a k i ng her hea d . Th is h a d a ll helped get me fascin a ted , a n d I was 
soon  lo ngi ng to become engrossed m yself i n  t hose or n a te pieces. So w hen  I'd 
fou n d a  chess set a t a  Sa le a n d decided to b u y it–despite i t  cost i ng a n  awfu l 
lot of tokens–I was co u n t i ng on  R u t h 's help .

F or t he nex t several d ays , t ho ugh ,  she sighed w henever I b ro ugh t t he su bject 
u p , or preten ded she h a d som et h i ng else rea lly u rgen t to do. W hen  I f i n a l ly  
cor nered her one r a i n y a fter noon , a n d we set ou t t he boa rd i n  t he b il l i a rds 
room , she proceeded to show me a  ga me t h a t was a  vague va r ia n t on  
dra ugh ts . The d ist i ngu is h i ng fea t u re of chess, according to her , was t h a t 
each piece moved i n  a n  L-sh ape–I su ppose she'd got t h is from wa tch ing t he 



k n igh t–r a t her t h a n  i n  t he lea p-frogging way of d r a ugh ts . I d id n 't  believe t h is , 
a n d I was rea lly d isa ppoin ted , b u t I m ade su re to say n ot h i ng a n d wen t a long 
wit h  her for a  w h ile . We spen t several m in u tes k noc k i ng each ot her's pieces 
off t he boa rd , a lways sl id i ng t he a t t ac k ing piece i n  a n  “L.” Th is con t in u ed 
u n t i l  t he t ime I t r ied to ta ke her a n d she cla imed i t  wo u ld n 't  cou n t beca use 
I'd slid m y piece u p to hers i n  too st r a igh t a  l i ne .

At t h is , I stood u p , packed u p t he set a n d walked off. I never sa id ou t lou d 
t h a t she d id n 't  k now how to p lay–disa ppoin ted as I was, I k new not to go t h a t 
fa r–b u t m y stor m ing off was, I su ppose, sta temen t e no ugh  for her .

It was m aybe a  d ay la ter , I ca me in to Room 20 a t t he top of t he hou se , where 
Mr . G eorge h a d h is poet ry class. I don 't  remem ber if i t  was before or after t he 
class, or how f u ll t he room was. I remem ber h avi ng book s i n  m y h a n ds , a n d 
t h a t as I moved towards where R u t h  a n d t he ot hers were t a l k i ng,  t here was a  
st rong p a tch  of s u n  across t he desk-lids t hey were si t t i ng on .

I cou ld see from t he way t hey h a d t heir  heads toget her t hey were d isc u ssing 
secret gu a rd st u ff, a n d a l t ho ugh ,  as I say , t he row wit h  R u t h  h a d been  o n ly  
t he d ay before, for some reason I wen t u p to t hem wit hou t a  secon d t ho ugh t .  
It was o n ly  w hen  I was vir t u a lly r igh t  u p to t hem–m aybe t here was a  look  
exch a nged between t hem–t h a t i t  s u d de n ly h i t  me wh at was a bou t to h a ppen . 
It was l i k e t he spli t  secon d before you  step i n to a  p u ddle , you  rea lise i t's 
there, b u t t here's n ot h i ng you  ca n  do a bou t i t . I felt  t he h u r t even before t hey 
wen t silen t a n d sta red a t me, even before R u t h  said: “ O h , K a t h y ,  how are 
yo u ? If you  don 't  m in d , we've got som et h i ng to discuss j u st now . We'l l  be 
fi n ished i n  j u st a  m in u te . Sorry .”

S h e'd h a rd ly fi n ished her sen tence before I'd t u r ned a n d was on  m y way ou t , 
a ngry more a t m yself for h avi ng walked i n to i t  t h a n  a t R u t h  a n d t he others. I 
was u pset , no dou bt a bou t i t , t ho ugh  I don 't  k now if I act u a lly cried . A n d  for 
t he nex t few d ays , w henever I saw t he secret gu a rd con fer r i ng i n  a  cor ner or 
as t hey walked across a  field , I'd feel a  fl u sh  r isi ng to m y cheeks.

T hen  a bou t two d ays after t h is sn u b i n  Room 20 , I was com i ng dow n t he 
sta irs of t he m ain  hou se w hen  I fou n d Moir a  B . j u st be h i n d me. We sta rted 
t a l k i ng–a bou t n ot h i ng specia l–a n d wa n dered ou t of t he hou se toget her . It 
m u st h ave been  t he l u n c h  brea k  beca use as we stepped i n to t he cou r tya rd 
t here were a bou t twen ty st u den ts loi ter i ng a rou n d c h a t t i ng i n  l i t t le grou ps . 
M y  eyes wen t im media tely to t he far side of t he cou r tya rd , where R u t h  a n d 
t h ree of t he secret gu a rd were st a n d i ng toget her , t heir  backs to u s , ga z i ng 
i n te n t ly towards t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield . I was t ry i ng to see wh at i t  was t hey 
were so in terested i n , w hen  I beca me aware of Moir a  beside me a lso wa tch ing 
t hem . A n d  t hen  i t  occu rred to me t h a t o n ly  a  mon t h  before she too h a d been  



a mem ber of t he secret gu a rd , a n d h a d been  expelled . F or t he nex t few 
secon ds I felt  som et h i ng l i k e acu te em barrassmen t t h a t t he two of u s shou ld 
now be st a n d i ng side by side, l i n k ed by ou r recen t h u mil i a t ions ,  act u a lly 
st a r i ng ou r reject ion  i n  t he face, as i t  were. M aybe Moir a  was exper iencing 
som et h i ng sim ila r; a n yway , she was t he one w ho brok e t he silence, sa y i ng:

“It's so st u pid , t h is w hole secret gu a rd t h i ng.  How ca n  t hey st i l l  believe i n  
som et h i ng l i k e t h a t? It's l i k e t hey're st i l l  i n  t he In fa n ts.”

E ven tod ay , I'm p u zzled  by t he sheer force of t he emotion  t h a t overtook  me 
w hen  I hea rd Moir a  say t h is . I t u r ned to her , com pletely f u riou s:

“W h at do you  k now a bou t i t? You  j u st don 't  k now a n y t h i ng,  beca use you 've 
been  ou t of i t  for ages now! If you  k new every t h i ng we'd fou n d ou t , you  
wo u ld n 't  dare say a n y t h i ng so daft!”

“ D on 't  t a l k  r u bbish .” Moir a  was never one to back  dow n easily . “It's j u st 
a not her of R u t h 's m ade-u p t h i ngs ,  t h a t's a ll .”

“T hen how come I've person a lly hea rd t hem t a l k i ng a bou t i t? T a l k ing a bou t 
how t hey're goi ng to ta ke Miss G era ld ine to t he woods i n  t he m il k  va n? How 
come I hea rd t hem p l a n n i ng i t  m yself, n ot h i ng to do wit h  R u t h  or a n yon e 
else?”

Moira  look ed a t me, u ns u re now . “You hea rd i t  you rself? How? W here?”

“I hea rd t hem t a l k i ng,  clear as a n y t h i ng,  hea rd every word , t hey d id n 't  k now I 
was there. Dow n by t he pon d , t hey d id n 't  k now I cou ld hea r . So t h a t j u st 
shows how m u ch  you  k now!”

I p u shed past her a n d as I m ade m y way across t he crowded cou r tya rd , I 
gla nced back  to t he figu res of R u t h  a n d t he others, st i l l  ga z i ng ou t towards 
t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield , u n aware of wh at h a d j u st h a ppened between me a n d 
Moir a . A n d  I not iced I d id n 't  feel a ngry a t a l l wit h  t hem a n y more; j u st h ugely 
i r r i t a ted wit h  Moir a .

E ven now , if I'm dr ivi ng on  a  lo ng grey roa d a n d m y t ho ugh ts h ave now here 
specia l to go, I m igh t  fi n d m yself t u r n i ng a ll of t h is over . W h y was I so host i le 
to Moir a  B . t h a t d ay w hen  she was, rea lly , a  n a t u ra l a l ly? W h a t i t  was, I 
su ppose, is t h a t Moir a  was s uggest i ng she a n d I cross some li ne toget her , a n d 
I wasn 't  prepared for t h a t yet . I t h i n k  I sensed how beyon d t h a t l i ne , t here 
was som et h i ng h a rder a n d dar ker a n d I d id n 't  wa n t t h a t . Not for me, not for 
a n y of u s .



B u t a t ot her t imes, I t h i n k  t h a t's wrong–t h a t i t  was j u st to do wit h  me a n d 
R u t h ,  a n d t he sort of loya l ty she i nspired i n  me i n  t hose d ays . A n d  m aybe 
t h a t's w h y , even t ho ugh  I rea lly wa n ted to on  several occasions, I never 
b ro ugh t i t  u p–a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened t h a t d ay wit h  Moir a–t he w hole t ime 
I was ca r ing for R u t h  dow n a t t he cen tre i n  Dover .

All of t h is a bou t Miss G era ld ine remin ds me of som et h i ng t h a t h a ppened 
a bou t t h ree years la ter , lo ng after t he secret gu a rd idea  h a d faded away.

We were i n  Room 5 on  t he gro u n d floor a t t he back  of t he hou se , wa it i ng for a  
class to sta rt . Room 5 was t he sm allest room , a n d especia lly on  a  win ter 
mor n i ng l i k e t h a t one , w hen  t he b ig radia tors ca me on  a n d stea med u p t he 
win dows, i t  wou ld get rea lly st u ffy . M aybe I'm ex aggera t i ng i t , b u t m y 
memory is t h a t for a  w hole class to fi t  i n to t h a t room , st u den ts l i ter a lly h a d to 
p ile on  top of each ot her .

Th at mor n i ng R u t h  h a d got a  ch a ir  be h i n d a  desk , a n d I was si t t i ng u p on  i ts 
l id , wit h  two or t h ree ot hers of ou r grou p perched or lea n i ng i n  nea rby . In  
fact , I t h i n k  i t  was w hen  I was sq u eezing u p to let  someone else i n  beside me 
t h a t I fi rst  not iced t he pencil case.

I ca n  see t he t h i ng now li k e i t's here i n  fron t of me. It was s h i n y ,  l i k e a  
polished shoe; a  deep t a n  colou r wit h  circled red dots d r ift i ng a ll over i t . The 
zip across t he top edge h a d a  f u rry pom-pom to p u ll i t . I'd a lmost sat on  t he 
pencil case w hen  I'd sh ifted a n d R u t h  q u ic k ly moved i t  ou t of m y way. B u t I'd 
seen i t , as she'd in ten ded me to, a n d I sa id:

“ O h! W here d id you  get t h a t? Was i t  i n  t he Sa le?”

It was noisy i n  t he room , b u t t he gir ls nea rby h a d hea rd , so t here were soon  
fou r or five of u s st a r i ng a d m ir i ngly a t t he pencil case. R u t h  sa id n ot h i ng for 
a  few secon ds w h ile she checked ca ref u lly t he faces a rou n d her . F i n a l ly  she 
sa id very delibera tely:

“Let's j u st agree. Let's agree I got i t  i n  t he Sale.” T hen  she gave u s a ll a  
k nowi ng smile .

This m igh t  sou n d a  p ret ty i n noc u o u s sort of response, b u t act u a lly i t  was l i k e 
she'd s u d de n ly got u p a n d h it  me, a n d for t he nex t few momen ts I felt  hot 
a n d c h i l ly  a t t he sa me t ime . I k new exactly wh at she'd mea n t by her a nswer 
a n d smile: she was cl a i m i ng t he pencil case was a  gift  from Miss G era ld ine .

T here cou ld be no mista ke a bou t t h is beca use i t  h a d been  b u i ld i ng u p for 



weeks. T here was a  certa in  smile, a  certa in  voice R u t h  wou ld use–sometimes 
accom pa n ied by a  fi nger to t he l ips or a  h a n d  ra ised stage-w hisper 
style–w henever she wa n ted to h i n t  a bou t some li t t le m ar k  of favou r Miss 
G era ld ine h a d show n her: Miss G era ld ine h a d a llowed R u t h  to p lay a  m u sic 
tape i n  t he b il l i a rds room before fou r o'cloc k  on  a  week day; Miss G era ld ine 
h a d ordered silence on  a  fields walk , b u t w hen  R u t h  h a d draw n u p beside 
her , she'd sta rted to t a l k  to her , t hen  let  t he rest of t he grou p t a l k . It was 
a lways st u ff l i k e t h a t , a n d never explici t ly cla imed , j u st im plied by her smile 
a n d “let's say no more” expression .

O f cou rse, officia l ly , gu a rdia ns weren 't  su pposed to show favou rit ism , b u t 
t here were l i t t le d isplays of a ffection  a ll t he t ime wi t h i n  certa in  para meters; 
a n d most of wh at R u t h  suggested fell easily wi t h i n  t hem . S t i l l ,  I h a ted i t  w hen  
R u t h  h i n ted  i n  t h is way. I was never su re, of cou rse, if she was tel l i ng t he 
t r u t h , b u t since she wasn 't  act u a lly “tel l i ng” i t , o n ly  h i n t i ng ,  i t  was never 
possib le to ch a llenge her . So each t ime i t  h a ppened , I'd h ave to let  i t  go, 
b i t i ng m y lip  a n d hop i ng t he momen t wou ld pass q u ic k ly .

Sometimes I'd see from t he way a  conversa tion  was movi ng t h a t one of t hese 
momen ts was coming, a n d I'd brace m yself. E ven t hen , i t  wou ld a lways h it  me 
wit h  some force, so t h a t for several m in u tes I wo u ld n 't  be a ble to concen tra te 
on  a n y t h i ng goi ng on  a rou n d me. B u t on  t h a t win ter mor n i ng i n  Room 5 , i t  
h a d come a t me st r a igh t ou t of t he b l u e . E ven after I'd seen t he pencil case, 
t he idea  of a  gu a rdia n  givi ng a  presen t l i k e t h a t was so beyon d t he bou n ds , I 
h a d n 't  seen i t  com i ng a t a l l . So once R u t h  h a d sa id wh at she'd said , I wasn 't  
able, i n  m y u s u a l way, to let  t he emotion a l fl u r ry j u st pass. I j u st sta red a t 
her , m a k i ng no a t tem pt to d isgu ise m y a nger . R u t h ,  per h a ps seeing d a nger , 
sa id to me q u ic k ly i n  a  stage w h isper: “Not a  word!” a n d smiled aga in . B u t I 
co u ld n 't  ret u r n  t he smile a n d wen t on  gl a r i ng a t her . T hen  l u c k i ly  t he 
gu a rdia n  a rrived a n d t he class sta rted .

I was never t he sort of k id w ho brooded over t h i ngs for hou rs on  en d . I've got 
t h a t way a  b i t  t hese d ays , b u t t h a t's t he wor k  I do a n d t he lo ng hou rs of q u iet 
w hen  I'm dr ivi ng across these em pty fields. I wasn 't  l i k e , say , La u ra , w ho for 
a ll her clow n i ng a rou n d cou ld worry for d ays , weeks even , a bou t some li t t le 
t h i ng someone sa id to her . B u t after t h a t mor n i ng i n  Room 5 , I d id go a rou n d 
i n  a  b i t  of a  t ra nce. I'd dr ift  off i n  t he m iddle of conversa tions; w hole lessons 
wen t by wit h  me not k nowi ng wh at was goi ng on . I was deter m ined R u t h  
sho u ld n 't  get away wit h  i t  t h is t ime , b u t for a  lo ng w h ile I wasn 't  doi ng 
a n y t h i ng constr uctive a bou t i t ; j u st p l a y i ng fa n tastic scenes i n  m y hea d 
where I'd expose her a n d force her to a d mit she'd m ade i t  u p . I even h a d one 
h a zy fa n tasy where Miss G era ld ine herself hea rd a bou t i t  a n d gave R u t h  a  
com plete d ressing-dow n i n  fron t of everyone.



After d ays of t h is I sta r ted to t h i n k  more sol id ly .  If t he pencil case h a d n 't  
come from Miss G era ld ine , where h a d i t  come from? S he m igh t  h ave got i t  
from a not her st u den t , b u t t h a t was u n l i k ely .  If i t  h a d belonged to a n yon e else 
first , even someone years above u s , a  gorgeou s i tem li k e t h a t wo u ld n 't  h ave 
gone u n noticed . R u t h  wou ld never r is k  a  story l i k e hers k nowi ng t he pencil 
case h a d a lrea dy k noc k ed a rou n d H a ilsh a m . A lmost cer t a in ly she'd fou n d i t  
a t  a  Sa le . Here, too, R u t h  r a n  t he r is k  of ot hers h avi ng seen i t  before she'd 
bo ugh t  i t . B u t if–as sometimes h a ppened , t ho ugh  i t  wasn 't  rea lly 
a l lowed–she'd hea rd a bou t t he pencil case com i ng i n  a n d reserved i t  wit h  one 
of t he mon itors before t he Sa le opened , she cou ld t hen  be reason a bly 
con fiden t h a rd ly a n yon e h a d seen i t .

U n for t u n a tely for R u t h ,  t ho ugh ,  t here were registers k ep t of every t h i ng 
bo ugh t  a t t he Sales, a long wit h  a  record of w ho'd done t he b u yi ng.  W h ile 
these registers weren 't  easily ob ta in a ble–t he mon itors took  t hem back  to Miss 
E mily's office after each Sa le–t hey weren 't  top secret ei t her . If I h u ng a rou n d a  
mon itor a t t he nex t Sa le , i t  wo u ld n 't  be d iffic u l t  to browse t h ro ugh  t he pages.

So I h a d t he ou t l i nes of a  p la n , a n d I t h i n k  I wen t on  ref i n i ng i t  for several 
d ays before i t  occu rred to me i t  wasn 't  act u a lly necessary to ca r ry ou t a ll t he 
steps. Provided I was r igh t  a bou t t he pencil case com i ng from a  Sa le , a l l I h a d 
to do was b l u ff.

Th at was how R u t h  a n d I ca me to h ave ou r conversa tion  u n der t he eaves. 
T here was fog a n d d r izz le t h a t d ay . The two of u s were wa l k ing from t he dor m 
h u ts per h a ps towards t he p avil ion , I'm not su re. A n yway , as we were crossing 
t he cou r tya rd , t he r a in  s u d de n ly got heavier a n d since we were i n  no h u r ry ,  
we t ucked ou rselves i n  u n der t he eaves of t he m ain  hou se , a  l i t t le to one side 
of t he fron t en tra nce.

We sheltered t here for a  w h ile , a n d every so often  a  st u den t wou ld come 
r u n n i ng ou t of t he fog a n d i n  t h ro ugh  t he doors of t he hou se , b u t t he r a in  
d id n 't  ease. A n d  t he longer  we con t in u ed to st a n d there, t he more tense I 
grew beca use I cou ld see t h is was t he op por t u n i ty I'd been  wa it i ng for . R u t h  
too, I'm su re, sensed som et h i ng was com i ng u p . In  t he en d , I decided to come 
st r a igh t ou t wit h  i t .

“At t he Sa le last T uesday,” I sa id . “I was j u st loo k i ng t h ro ugh  t he book . You  
k now , t he register t h i ng.”

“W h y were you  loo k i ng a t t he register?” R u t h  asked q u ic k ly . “W h y were you  
doi ng som et h i ng l i k e t h a t?”

“ O h , no reason . C h r istop her C . was one of t he mon itors , so I was j u st t a l k i ng 



to h im . H e's t he best Se n ior  boy , defi n i tely . A n d  I was j u st t u r n i ng over t he 
pages of t he register , j u st for som et h i ng to do.”

R u t h 's m in d , I cou ld tell , h a d raced on , a n d she now k new exactly wh at t h is 
was a bou t . B u t she sa id ca lm ly: “ B or i ng sort of t h i ng to look  at.”

“No, i t  was q u ite i n terest i ng rea lly . You  ca n  see a ll t he t h i ngs people h ave 
bough t .”

I'd sa id t h is st a r i ng ou t a t t he r a in . T hen  I gla nced a t R u t h  a n d got a  real 
shoc k . I don 't  k now wh at I'd expected; for a ll m y fa n tasies of t he past mon t h ,  
I'd never rea lly considered wh at i t  wou ld be l i k e i n  a  real si t u a t ion  l i k e t he 
one u n fold i ng a t t h a t momen t . Now I saw how u pset R u t h  was; how for once 
she was a t a  com plete loss for words, a n d h a d t u r ned away on  t he verge of 
tea rs. A n d  s u d de n ly m y beh aviou r seemed to me u t ter ly b a ff l i ng.  A ll t h is 
effort , a l l t h is p l a n n i ng,  j u st to u pset m y dearest fr ien d . So wh at if she'd 
fibbed a  l i t t le a bou t her pencil case? D id n 't  we a ll drea m from t ime to t ime 
a bou t one gu a rdia n  or ot her be n d i ng t he r u les a n d doi ng som et h i ng specia l 
for u s? A spon ta neou s h u g ,  a  secret let ter , a  gif t? A ll R u t h  h a d done was to 
ta ke one of t hese h ar mless daydrea ms a  step f u r t her; she h a d n 't  even 
men tioned Miss G era ld ine by n a me .

I now felt  awfu l, a n d I was con f used . B u t as we stood t here toget her st a r i ng a t 
t he fog a n d r a in , I cou ld t h i n k  of no way now to repair t he da m age I'd done . I 
t h i n k  I sa id som et h i ng p a t het ic l i k e: “It's a ll r igh t ,  I d id n 't  see a n y t h i ng 
m u ch ,” w h ich  h u ng st u p id ly i n  t he a ir . T hen  after a  few f u r t her secon ds of 
silence, R u t h  walked off i n to t he r a in .



C h a p t e r  S i x

I t h i n k  I'd h ave felt  better a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened if R u t h  h a d held i t  
aga inst me i n  some obviou s way. B u t t h is was one i nst a nce w hen  she seemed 
j u st to cave i n . It was l i k e she was too ash a med of t he m atter–too cr u shed by 
it–even to be a ngry or to wa n t to get me back . The fi rst  few times I saw her 
after t he conversa tion  u n der t he eaves, I was rea dy for a t least a  b i t  of 
h u ffi ness , b u t no, she was com pletely civi l , if a  l i t t le fla t . It occu rred to me she 
was scared I'd expose her–t he pencil case, su re e no ugh ,  va n ished from 
view–a n d I wa n ted to tel l her she'd n ot h i ng to fear from me. The t rou ble was, 
beca use none of t h is h a d act u a lly been  t a l k ed a bou t i n  t he open , I co u ld n 't  
fi n d a  way of b r i ngi ng i t  a l l u p wit h  her .

I d id m y best , mea n w h ile , to ta ke a n y op por t u n i ty to i m p ly to R u t h  she h a d a  
specia l place i n  Miss G era ld ine's heart . T here was t he t ime , for exa m ple, w hen  
a  b u n c h  of u s were despera te to go ou t a n d practise rou n ders d u r i ng brea k , 
beca use we'd been  ch a llenged by a  grou p from t he yea r above. O u r p roblem 
was t h a t i t  was r a i n i ng,  a n d i t  look ed u n l i k ely we'd be a llowed ou tside. I 
not iced t ho ugh  t h a t Miss G era ld ine was one of t he gu a rdia ns on  d u ty , a n d so 
I sa id:

“If R u t h  goes a n d asks Miss G era ld ine , t hen  we'd st a n d a  ch a nce.”

As far as I remem ber , t h is s uggest ion  wasn 't  t a k en  u p; m aybe h a rd ly a n yon e 
hea rd i t , beca use a  lot of u s were t a l k i ng a ll a t  once . B u t t he poi n t  is , I sa id i t  
s t a n d i ng r igh t  be h i n d R u t h ,  a n d I cou ld see she was pleased .

T hen  a not her t ime a  few of u s were leaving a  classroom wit h  Miss G era ld ine , 
a n d I h a ppened to fi n d m yself a bou t to go ou t t he door r igh t  after Miss 
G era ld ine herself. W h a t I d id was to slow r igh t  dow n so t h a t R u t h ,  com i ng 
be h i n d me, cou ld i nstea d pass t h ro ugh  t he door beside Miss G era ld ine . I d id 
t h is wit hou t a n y fuss, as t ho ugh  t h is were t he n a t u ra l a n d proper t h i ng a n d 
wh at Miss G era ld ine wou ld l i k e–j u st t he way I'd h ave done if, say , I'd 
acciden ta lly got m yself between two best fr ien ds . O n  t h a t occasion , as far as I 
remem ber , R u t h  look ed p u zzled  a n d su rprised for a  spli t  secon d , t hen  gave 
me a  q u ic k  nod a n d wen t past .

Lit t le t h i ngs l i k e these m igh t  well h ave pleased R u t h ,  b u t t hey were st i l l  far 
removed from wh at h a d act u a lly h a ppened between u s u n der t he eaves t h a t 
foggy d ay , a n d t he sense t h a t I'd never be a ble to sort t h i ngs j u st con t in u ed 
to grow . T here's a  pa rt icu la r memory I h ave of s i t t i ng by m yself one even ing 
on  one of t he benches ou tside t he p avil ion , t r y i ng over a n d over to t h i n k  of 
some way ou t , w h ile a  heavy m ix of remorse a n d fr u st r a t ion  b ro ugh t me 



vir t u a lly to tears. If t h i ngs h a d stayed t h a t way, I'm not su re wh at wou ld h ave 
h a ppened . M aybe i t  wou ld a ll h ave got forgot ten  even t u a lly; or m aybe R u t h  
a n d I wou ld h ave d r ifted apart . As i t  was, r igh t  ou t of t he b l u e , a  ch a nce ca me 
a long for me to p u t t h i ngs r igh t .

We were i n  t he m iddle of one of Mr . Roger's art lessons, except for some 
reason h e'd gone ou t h a lf way. So we were a ll j u st d r ift i ng a bou t a mong t he 
easels, c h a t t i ng a n d loo k i ng a t each ot her's wor k . T hen  a t one poi n t  a  gi r l  
ca lled Midge A . ca me over to where we were a n d sa id to R u t h ,  i n  a  perfectly 
fr ie n d ly way:

“W here's you r pencil case? It's so l uscious.”

R u t h  tensed a n d gla nced q u ic k ly a bou t to see w ho was presen t . It was ou r 
u s u a l ga ng wit h  per h a ps a  cou ple of ou tsiders loi ter i ng nea rby . I h a d n 't  
men tioned to a  sou l a n y t h i ng a bou t t he Sa les Register b usiness, b u t I 
su ppose R u t h  wasn 't  to k now t h a t . H er voice was softer t h a n  u s u a l w hen  she 
replied to Midge:

“I h aven 't  got i t  here . I keep i t  i n  m y collect ion  chest .”

“It's so l uscious. W here d id you  get i t?”

Midge was q u izz i ng her com pletely i n nocen t ly ,  t h a t was now obviou s . B u t 
a lmost a ll of u s w ho'd been  i n  Room 5 t he t ime R u t h  h a d fi rst  b ro ugh t ou t 
t he pencil case were here now , loo k i ng on , a n d I saw R u t h  hesita te. It was 
o n ly  la ter , w hen  I replayed i t  a l l , t h a t I apprecia ted how perfectly sh a ped a  
ch a nce i t  was for me. A t t he t ime I d id n 't  rea lly t h i n k .  I j u st ca me i n  before 
Midge or a n yon e else h a d t he ch a nce to not ice R u t h  was i n  a  c u r iou s 
q u a n d a ry .

“We ca n 't  say where i t  ca me from .”

R u t h ,  Midge , t he rest of t hem , t hey a ll look ed a t me, m aybe a  l i t t le su rprised . 
B u t I k ep t m y cool a n d wen t on , a ddressing o n ly  Midge .

“There are some very good reasons w h y we ca n 't  tel l you  where i t  ca me from .”

Midge sh r ugged . “So i t's a  mystery .”

“A b ig mystery ,” I sa id , t hen  gave her a  smile to show her I wasn 't  t r y i ng to be 
n asty to her .

The ot hers were n od d i ng to back  me u p , t ho ugh  R u t h  herself h a d on  a  vague 



expression , l i k e she'd s u d de n ly become preoccu pied wit h  som et h i ng else 
en t irely . Midge s h r ugged aga in , a n d as far as I remem ber t h a t was t he en d of 
i t . E i t her she walked off, or else she sta rted t a l k i ng a bou t som et h i ng d ifferen t .

Now , for m u ch  t he sa me reasons I'd not been  a ble to t a l k  ope n ly to R u t h  
a bou t wh at I'd done to her over t he Sa les Register b usiness, she of cou rse 
wasn 't  a b le to t h a n k  me for t he way I'd in tervened wit h  Midge . B u t i t  was 
obviou s from her m a n ner towards me, not j u st over t he nex t few d ays , b u t 
over t he weeks t h a t followed , how pleased she was wit h  me. A n d  h avi ng 
recen t ly been  i n  m u ch  t he sa me posit ion , i t  was easy to recogn ise t he signs of 
her loo k i ng a rou n d for some op por t u n i ty to do som et h i ng n ice , som et h i ng 
rea lly specia l for me. It was a  good feeli ng, a n d I remem ber even t h i n k i ng 
once or twice how i t  wou ld be better if she d id n 't  get a  ch a nce for ages, j u st so 
t he good feeli ng between u s cou ld go on  a n d on . As i t  was, a n  op por t u n i ty d id 
come a long for her , a bou t a  mon t h  after t he Midge episode, t he t ime I lost m y 
favou rite tape.

I st i l l  h ave a  copy of t h a t tape a n d u n t i l  recen t ly I'd listen  to i t  occasion a lly 
d r ivi ng ou t i n  t he open  cou n try on  a  d r izz ly d ay . B u t now t he tape m ach ine 
i n  m y car's got so dodgy ,  I don 't  dare p lay i t  i n  t h a t . A n d  t here never seems 
e no ugh  t ime to p lay i t  w hen  I'm back  i n  m y bedsit . E ven so, i t's one of m y 
most precious possessions. M aybe come t he en d of t he year , w hen  I'm no 
longer  a  carer , I'l l  be a ble to l isten  to i t  more often .

The a lb u m 's ca lled Songs After D a r k  a n d i t's by J u dy B ridgewater . W h a t I've 
got tod ay is n 't  t he act u al cassette, t he one I h a d back  t hen  a t H a ilsh a m , t he 
one I lost . I t's t he one Tom my a n d I fou n d i n  Norfol k  years a fterwards–b u t 
t h a t's a not her story I'l l  come to la ter . W h a t I wa n t to t a l k  a bou t is t he fi rst  
tape, t he one t h a t disappeared .

I shou ld expla in  before I go a n y f u r t her t h is w hole t h i ng we h a d i n  t hose d ays 
a bou t Norfol k . We k ept i t  goi ng for years a n d years–i t  beca me a  sort of 
i n -jok e , I su ppose–a n d i t  a l l sta r ted from one part icu la r lesson  we h a d w hen  
we were p ret ty yo u ng.

It was Miss E mily herself w ho t a ugh t u s a bou t t he d ifferen t cou n ties of 
E ngla n d . S h e'd p i n  u p a  b ig m a p over t he black board , a n d nex t to i t , set u p 



a n  easel. A n d  if she was t a l k i ng a bou t , say , O x fordsh ire , she'd place on  t he 
easel a  l a rge ca len dar wit h  p hotos of t he cou n ty . S he h a d q u ite a  collect ion  of 
t hese p ict u re ca len dars, a n d we got t h ro ugh  most of t he cou n ties t h is way. 
S h e'd t a p a  spot on  t he m a p wit h  her poin ter , t u r n  to t he easel a n d reveal 
a not her pict u re. T here'd be l i t t le vi l l ages wit h  strea ms goi ng t h ro ugh  t hem , 
w h ite mon u men ts on  h il lsides , old ch u rches beside fields; if she was tel l i ng 
u s a bou t a  coasta l place, t here'd be beaches crowded wit h  people , cliffs wit h  
seagu lls. I su ppose she wa n ted u s to h ave a  grasp of wh at was ou t t here 
s u r ro u n ding u s , a n d i t's a m azing, even now , after a l l t hese m iles I've covered 
as a  carer , t he ex ten t to w h ich  m y idea  of t he va rious cou n ties is st i l l  set by 
these pict u res Miss E mily p u t u p on  her easel. I'd be d r ivi ng t h ro ugh  
D erbysh ire , say , a n d ca tch m yself loo k i ng for a  pa rt icu la r vil l age green  wit h  a  
mock-T u dor p u b a n d a  war memoria l–a n d rea lise i t's t he im age Miss E mily 
showed u s t he fi rst  t ime I ever hea rd of D erbysh ire .

A n yway , t he poi n t  is , t here was a  ga p i n  Miss E mily's ca len dar collect ion : 
none of t hem h a d a  single p ict u re of Norfol k . We h a d these sa me lect u res 
repea ted a  n u m ber of t imes, a n d I'd a lways won der if t h is t ime she'd fou n d a  
p ict u re of Norfol k , b u t i t  was a lways t he sa me. S h e'd wave her poin ter over 
t he m a p a n d say , as a  sort of a fter t hough t: “A n d over here , we've got Norfol k . 
Very n ice there.”

T hen , t h a t pa rt icu la r t ime , I remem ber how she pa used a n d dr ifted off i n to 
t ho ugh t ,  m aybe beca use she h a d n 't  p l a n n ed wh at shou ld h a ppen  nex t 
i nstea d of a  pict u re. E ven t u a lly she ca me ou t of her drea m a n d tapped t he 
m a p aga in .

“You see, beca use i t's st uck  ou t here on  t he east , on  t h is h u m p j u t t i ng i n to 
t he sea , i t's not on  t he way to a n yw here . People goi ng nor t h  a n d sou th”–she 
moved t he poin ter u p a n d dow n–“t hey bypass i t  a l toget her . F or t h a t reason , 
i t's a  peacef u l cor ner of E ngla n d , r a t her n ice . B u t i t's a lso som et h i ng of a  lost 
corner .”

A lost cor ner . T h a t's wh at she ca lled i t , a n d t h a t was wh at sta rted i t . Beca use 
a t H a ilsh a m , we h a d ou r ow n “Lost Cor ner” u p on  t he t h ird floor , where t he 
lost p roper ty was k ep t; if you  lost or fou n d a n y t h i ng,  t h a t's where you  wen t . 
Someone–I ca n 't  remem ber w ho i t  was–cla imed after t he lesson  t h a t wh at 
Miss E mily h a d sa id was t h a t Norfol k  was E ngla n d 's “lost cor ner ,” where a ll 
t he lost p roper ty fou n d i n  t he cou n try en ded u p . Somehow t h is idea  ca ugh t 
on  a n d soon  h a d become accepted fact vir t u a lly t h ro ugho u t ou r en t ire yea r .

Not lo ng ago, w hen  Tom my a n d I were rem in isci ng a bou t a ll of t h is , he 
t ho ugh t we'd never rea lly believed i n  t he not ion ,  t h a t i t  was a  jok e r igh t  from 
t he sta rt . B u t I'm pret ty certa in  he was wrong there. S u re e no ugh ,  by t he 



t ime we were twelve or t h ir teen , t he Norfol k  t h i ng h a d become a  b ig jok e . B u t 
m y memory of i t–a n d R u t h  remem bered i t  t he sa me way–is t h a t a t t he 
begi n n i ng,  we believed i n  Norfol k  i n  t he most l i ter a l way; t h a t j u st as lor r ies 
ca me to H a ilsh a m wit h  ou r food a n d st u ff for ou r Sales, t here was some 
sim ila r opera t ion  goi ng on , except on  a  gra n der scale, wit h  veh icles movi ng 
a ll over E ngla n d , deliver ing a n y t h i ng left  be h i n d i n  fields a n d t r a ins to t h is 
place ca lled Norfol k . The fact t h a t we'd never seen a  p ict u re of t he place o n ly  
a dded to i ts m yst iq u e .

This m igh t  a ll sou n d daft , b u t you  h ave to remem ber t h a t to u s , a t  t h a t stage 
i n  ou r lives, a n y place beyon d H a ilsh a m was l i k e a  fa n tasy la n d; we h a d o n ly  
t he h aziest not ion s of t he world ou tside a n d a bou t wh at was a n d wasn 't  
possib le t here. Besides, we never bot hered to ex a mine ou r Norfol k  t heory i n  
a n y deta il . W h a t was im port a n t to u s , as R u t h  sa id one even ing w hen  we were 
si t t i ng i n  t h a t t i led room i n  Dover , loo k i ng ou t a t t he su nset , was t h a t “w hen  
we lost som et h i ng precious, a n d we'd look ed a n d look ed a n d st i l l  co u ld n 't  
fi n d i t , t hen  we d id n 't  h ave to be com pletely hea r tb rok en . We st i l l  h a d t h a t 
last b i t  of com fort , t h i n k i ng one d ay , w hen  we were grow n u p , a n d we were 
free to travel a rou n d t he cou n try , we cou ld a lways go a n d fi n d i t  aga in  i n  
Norfol k .”

I'm su re R u t h  was r igh t  a bou t t h a t . Norfol k  ca me to be a  real sou rce of 
com fort for u s , p rob a bly m u ch  more t h a n  we ad mit ted a t t he t ime , a n d t h a t 
was w h y we were st i l l  t a l k i ng a bou t i t–a lbeit  as a  sort of jok e–w hen  we were 
m u ch  older . A n d  t h a t's w h y , years a n d years la ter , t h a t d ay Tom my a n d I 
fou n d a not her copy of t h a t lost tape of m ine i n  a  tow n  on  t he Norfol k  coast , 
we d id n 't  j u st t h i n k  i t  p ret ty f u n n y; we bot h  felt  deep dow n some t ug, some 
old wish  to believe aga in  i n  som et h i ng t h a t was once close to ou r hearts.

B u t I wa n ted to t a l k  a bou t m y tape, Songs After D a r k  by J u dy B ridgewater . I 
su ppose i t  was or igi n a l ly  a n  LP–t he recording da te's 1956–b u t wh at I h a d was 
t he cassette, a n d t he cover p ict u re was wh at m u st h ave been  a  sca led-dow n 
version  of t he record sleeve. J u dy B ridgewater is wea r ing a  p u rple sa t i n  dress, 
one of t hose off-t he-shou lder ones pop u la r i n  t hose d ays , a n d you  ca n  see her 
from j u st above t he waist beca use she's si t t i ng on  a  ba r-stool. I t h i n k  i t's 
su pposed to be So u t h  A merica , beca use t here are p a lms be h i n d her a n d 
swarthy waiters i n  w h ite t u xedos. You 're loo k i ng a t J u dy from exactly where 
t he b a r m a n  wou ld be w hen  he's serving her d r in k s . S h e's loo k i ng back  i n  a  
fr ien d ly ,  not too sexy way, l i k e she m igh t  be f l i r t i ng j u st a  t i n y b i t , b u t yo u 're 
someone she k nows from way back . Now t he ot her t h i ng a bou t t h is cover is 
t h a t J u dy's got her elbows u p on  t he b a r a n d t here's a  ciga ret te b u r n i ng i n  
her h a n d . A n d  i t  was beca use of t h is ciga ret te t h a t I got so secretive a bou t t he 
tape, r igh t  from t he momen t I fou n d i t  a t  t he Sa le .



I don 't  k now how i t  was where you  were, b u t a t H a ilsh a m t he gu a rdia ns were 
rea lly strict a bou t s mo k i ng.  I'm su re t h ey'd h ave preferred i t  if we never fou n d 
ou t s mo k i ng even existed; b u t since t h is wasn 't  possible, t hey m ade su re to 
give u s some sort of lect u re each t ime a n y reference to ciga ret tes ca me a long.  
E ven if we were bei ng show n a  p ict u re of a  fa mous writer or world leader , a n d 
t hey h a ppened to h ave a  ciga ret te i n  t heir  h a n d , t hen  t he w hole lesson  wou ld 
gr i n d  to a  h a lt . T here was even a  r u mou r t h a t some classic book s–l i k e t he 
S herloc k  Holmes ones–weren 't  i n  ou r l ib r a ry beca use t he m ain  ch aracters 
smoked too m u ch , a n d w hen  you  ca me across a  p age tor n  ou t of a n  
i l l u st r a ted book  or m agazine , t h is was beca use t here'd been  a  p ict u re on  i t  of 
someone s mo k i ng.  A n d  t hen  t here were t he act u al lessons where t hey showed 
u s horr ib le pict u res of wh at s mo k i ng d id to t he i nsides of you r body . T h a t's 
w h y i t  was s u ch  a  shoc k  t h a t t ime M arge K . asked Miss L u cy her q u est ion .

We were si t t i ng on  t he grass after a  rou n ders m a tch  a n d Miss L u cy h a d been  
givi ng u s a  typ ica l t a l k  on  s mo k i ng w hen  M arge s u d de n ly asked if Miss L u cy 
h a d herself ever h a d a  ciga ret te. Miss L u cy wen t q u iet for a  few secon ds. T hen  
she sa id:

“I'd li k e to be a ble to say no. B u t to be honest , I d id smoke for a  l i t t le w h ile . 
F or a bou t two years, w hen  I was you nger .”

You  ca n  im agine wh at a  shoc k  t h is was. Before Miss L u cy's reply , we'd a ll 
been  gl a r i ng a t M arge , rea lly f u riou s she'd asked s u ch  a  r u de q u est ion–to u s , 
she m igh t  as well h ave asked if Miss L u cy h a d ever a t tacked a n yon e wit h  a n  
axe. A n d  for d ays afterwards I remem ber how we m ade M arge's l ife a n  u tter 
m isery; i n  fact , t h a t i n cide n t  I men tioned before, t he n igh t  we held M arge's 
face to t he dor m win dow to m a ke her look  a t t he woods, t h a t was a ll p a r t of 
wh at ca me a fterwards. B u t a t t he t ime , t he momen t Miss L u cy sa id wh at she 
d id , we were too con f used to t h i n k  a n y more a bou t M arge . I t h i n k  we a ll j u st 
sta red a t Miss L u cy i n  horror , wa it i ng for wh at she'd say nex t .

W hen she d id spea k , Miss L u cy seemed to be weigh i ng u p each word 
ca ref u lly . “It's not good t h a t I smoked . It wasn 't  good for me so I stopped i t . 
B u t wh at you  m u st u n derst a n d is t h a t for you , a l l of you , i t's m u ch , m u ch  
worse to smoke t h a n  i t  ever was for me.”

T hen  she pa used a n d wen t qu iet . Someone sa id la ter she'd gone off i n to a  
daydrea m , b u t I was pret ty su re, as was R u t h ,  t h a t she was t h i n k i ng h a rd 
a bou t wh at to say nex t . F i n a l ly  she sa id:

“You 've been  told a bou t i t . You 're st u den ts. You 're… specia l. So k eeping 
you rselves well, k eeping you rselves very h ea l t h y i nside , t h a t's m u ch  more 



im por t a n t for each of you  t h a n  i t  is for me.”

S he stopped aga in  a n d look ed a t u s i n  a  st r a nge way. Afterwards, w hen  we 
discussed i t , some of u s were su re she was dy i ng for someone to ask : “W h y? 
W h y is i t  so m u ch  worse for u s?” B u t no one d id . I've often  t ho ugh t a bou t 
t h a t d ay , a n d I'm su re now , i n  t he l igh t  of wh at h a ppened la ter , t h a t we o n ly  
needed to ask  a n d Miss L u cy wou ld h ave told u s a ll k i n ds of t h i ngs .  A ll i t  
wou ld h ave t a k en  was j u st one more q u est ion  a bou t s mo k i ng.

So w h y h a d we stayed silen t t h a t d ay? I su ppose i t  was beca use even a t t h a t 
age–we were n i n e or ten–we k new j u st e no ugh  to m a ke u s wary of t h a t w hole 
ter r i tory . I t's h a rd now to remem ber j u st how m u ch  we k new by t hen . We 
cer t a in ly k new–t ho ugh  not i n  a n y deep sense–t h a t we were d ifferen t from ou r 
gu a rdia ns , a n d a lso from t he nor m al people ou tside; we per h a ps even k new 
t h a t a  lo ng way dow n t he l i ne t here were don a t ions wa it i ng for u s . B u t we 
d id n 't  rea lly k now wh at t h a t mea n t . If we were k een  to avoid certa in  topics, i t  
was prob a bly more beca use i t  em barrassed u s . We h a ted t he way ou r 
gu a rdia ns , u s u a lly so on  top of everyt h ing, beca me so aw k ward w henever we 
ca me nea r t h is ter r i tory . It u n nerved u s to see t hem ch a nge l i k e t h a t . I t h i n k  
t h a t's w h y we never asked t h a t one f u r t her q u est ion , a n d w h y we p u n is h ed 
M arge K . so cr u elly for b r i ngi ng i t  a l l u p t h a t d ay after t he rou n ders m a tch .

A n yway , t h a t's w h y I was so secretive a bou t m y tape. I even t u r ned t he cover 
i nside ou t so yo u 'd o n ly  see J u dy a n d her ciga ret te if you  opened u p t he 
plastic case. B u t t he reason t he tape mea n t so m u ch  to me h a d n ot h i ng to do 
wit h  t he ciga ret te, or even wit h  t he way J u dy B ridgewater sa ng–she's one of 
t hose singers from her t ime , cock ta il-ba r st u ff, not t he sort of t h i ng a n y of u s 
a t H a ilsh a m li k ed . W h a t m ade t he tape so specia l for me was t h is one 
pa rt icu la r song: track  n u m ber th ree, “Never Let Me Go.”

It's slow a n d la te n igh t  a n d A merica n , a n d t here's a  b i t  t h a t keeps com i ng 
ro u n d w hen  J u dy sings: “Never let  me go… O h  b a by , b a by… Never let  me 
go…” I was eleven t hen , a n d h a d n 't  l istened to m u ch  m usic, b u t t h is one 
song, i t  rea lly got to me. I a lways t r ied to keep t he tape wou n d to j u st t h a t 
spot so I cou ld p lay t he song w henever a  ch a nce ca me by .

I d id n 't  h ave so m a n y oppor t u n it ies , m i n d  you , t h is bei ng a  few years before 
Walk m a ns sta rted a ppea r ing a t t he Sales. T here was a  b ig m ach ine i n  t he 
b il l i a rds room , b u t I h a rd ly ever p layed t he tape i n  t here beca use i t  was 
a lways f u ll of people . The Ar t Room a lso h a d a  p layer , b u t t h a t was u s u a lly 



j u st as noisy . The o n ly  place I cou ld l isten  p roperly was i n  ou r dor m .

B y t hen  we'd gone i n to t he sm all six-bed dor ms over i n  t he separate h u ts , 
a n d i n  ou rs we h a d a  por t a ble cassette p layer u p on  t he shelf above t he 
radia tor . So t h a t's where I used to go, i n  t he d ay w hen  no one else was l i k ely 
to be a bou t , to p lay m y song over a n d over .

W h at was so specia l a bou t t h is song? Well, t he t h i ng was, I d id n 't  used to 
l isten  p roperly to t he words; I j u st waited for t h a t b i t  t h a t wen t: “ B a by , b a by , 
never let  me go…” A n d  wh at I'd im agine was a  wom a n w ho'd been  told she 
co u ld n 't  h ave babies, w ho'd rea lly , rea lly wa n ted t hem a ll her l ife . T hen  
t here's a  sort of m iracle a n d she h as a  b a by , a n d she holds t h is b a by very 
close to her a n d walks a rou n d si ngi ng: “ B a by , never let  me go…” p a r t ly 
beca use she's so h a ppy , b u t a lso beca use she's so a fra id som et h i ng wil l 
h a ppen , t h a t t he b a by wil l get i l l  or be t a k en  away from her . E ven a t t he t ime , 
I rea lised t h is co u ld n 't  be r igh t ,  t h a t t h is i n terpret a t ion  d id n 't  fi t  wit h  t he rest 
of t he lyr ics . B u t t h a t wasn 't  a n  issue wit h  me. The song was a bou t wh at I 
sa id , a n d I used to l isten  to i t  aga in  a n d aga in , on  m y ow n , w henever I got t he 
ch a nce .

T here was one st r a nge i n cide n t  a rou n d t h is t ime I shou ld tell you  a bou t here . 
It rea lly u nset t led me, a n d a l t ho ugh  I wasn 't  to fi n d ou t i ts real m ea n i ng u n t i l  
years la ter , I t h i n k  I sensed , even t hen , some deeper sign ifica nce to i t .

It was a  s u n n y a fter noon  a n d I'd gone to ou r dor m to get somet h ing. I 
remem ber how b r igh t  i t  was beca use t he c u r t a ins i n  ou r room h a d n 't  been  
p u lled back  p roperly , a n d you  cou ld see t he s u n  com i ng i n  i n  b ig sh a fts a n d 
see a ll t he d u st i n  t he a ir . I h a d n 't  mea n t to p lay t he tape, b u t since I was 
t here a ll by m yself, a n  im p u lse m ade me get t he cassette ou t of m y collect ion  
box a n d p u t i t  i n to t he p layer .

M aybe t he vol u me h a d been  t u r ned r igh t  u p by w hoever h a d been  u si ng i t  
last , I don 't  k now . B u t i t  was m u ch  lou der t h a n  I u s u a lly h a d i t  a n d t h a t was 
prob a bly w h y I d id n 't  hea r her before I d id . O r m aybe I'd j u st got com placen t 
by t hen . A n yway , wh at I was doi ng was swaying a bou t slowly i n  t ime to t he 
song, h old i ng a n  i m agi n a ry b a by to m y breast . In  fact , to m a ke i t  a l l t he more 
em barrassing, i t  was one of t hose times I'd gra bbed a  p il low to st a n d i n  for 
t he b a by , a n d I was doi ng t h is slow da nce, m y eyes closed , s i ngi ng a long 
soft ly each t ime t hose l i nes ca me a rou n d aga in :

“ O h b a by , b a by , never let  me go…”

The song was a lmost over w hen  som et h i ng m ade me rea lise I wasn 't  a lone , 
a n d I opened m y eyes to fi n d m yself st a r i ng a t M ada me fra med i n  t he 



doorway .

I froze i n  shoc k . T hen  wi t h i n  a  secon d or two, I bega n  to feel a  new k i n d  of 
a la rm , beca use I cou ld see t here was som et h i ng st r a nge a bou t t he si t u a t ion . 
The door was a lmost h a lf open–i t  was a  sort of r u le we co u ld n 't  close dor m 
doors com pletely except for w hen  we were sleeping–b u t M ada me h a d n 't  nea r ly 
come u p to t he t h reshold . S he was ou t i n  t he corr idor , s t a n d i ng very st i l l , her 
hea d a ngled to one side to give her a  view of wh at I was doi ng i nside . A n d  t he 
odd t h i ng was she was cry i ng.  It m igh t  even h ave been  one of her sobs t h a t 
h a d come t h ro ugh  t he song to jer k  me ou t of m y drea m .

W hen I t h i n k  a bou t t h is now , i t  seems to me, even if she wasn 't  a  gu a rdia n , 
she was t he a d u lt , a n d she shou ld h ave sa id or done somet h ing, even if i t  was 
j u st to tel l me off. T hen  I'd h ave k now n how to beh ave. B u t she j u st wen t on  
st a n d i ng ou t t here, sob b i ng a n d sob b i ng,  st a r i ng a t me t h ro ugh  t he doorway 
wit h  t h a t sa me look  i n  her eyes she a lways h a d w hen  she look ed a t u s , l i k e 
she was seeing som et h i ng t h a t gave her t he creeps. E xcept t h is t ime t here was 
som et h i ng else, som et h i ng extra i n  t h a t look  I co u ld n 't  fa t hom .

I d id n 't  k now wh at to do or say , or wh at to expect nex t . Per h a ps she wou ld 
come in to t he room , shou t a t me, h i t  me even , I d id n 't  h ave a  clue. As i t  was, 
she t u r ned a n d t he nex t momen t I cou ld hea r her footsteps leaving t he h u t . I 
rea lised t he tape h a d gone on  to t he nex t t rack , a n d I t u r ned i t  off a n d sat 
dow n on  t he nearest bed . A n d  as I d id so, I saw t h ro ugh  t he win dow i n  fron t 
of me her figu re h u r ry i ng off towards t he m ain  hou se . S he d id n 't  gla nce back , 
b u t I cou ld tell from t he way her back  was h u n c h ed u p she was st i l l  sob b i ng.

W hen I got back  to m y fr ien ds a  few min u tes la ter , I d id n 't  tel l t hem a n y t h i ng 
a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened . Someone not iced I wasn 't  r igh t  a n d sa id 
somet h ing, b u t I j u st s h r ugged a n d k ep t qu iet . I wasn 't  ash a med exactly: b u t 
i t  was a  b i t  l i k e t h a t ea rlier t ime , w hen  we'd a ll wayla id M ada me i n  t he 
cou r tya rd as she got ou t of her car . W h a t I wished more t h a n  a n y t h i ng was 
t h a t t he t h i ng h a d n 't  h a ppened a t a l l , a n d I t ho ugh t t h a t by not m e n t ion i ng 
i t  I'd be doi ng m yself a n d everyone else a  favou r .

I d id , t ho ugh ,  t a l k  to Tom my a bou t i t  a  cou ple of years la ter . Th is was i n  
t hose d ays followi ng ou r conversa tion  by t he po n d w hen  h e'd fi rst  con fided i n  
me a bou t Miss L u cy; t he d ays d u r i ng w h ich–as I see it–we sta rted off ou r 
w hole t h i ng of won der i ng a n d as k ing questions a bou t ou rselves t h a t we k ep t 
goi ng between u s t h ro ugh  t he years. W hen  I told Tom my a bou t wh at h a d 
h a ppened wit h  M ada me i n  t he dor m , he ca me u p wit h  a  fa ir ly sim ple 
expla n a t ion . B y t hen , of cou rse, we a ll k new som et h i ng I h a d n 't  k now n back  
t hen , w h ich  was t h a t none of u s cou ld h ave babies. I t's j u st possib le I'd 
somehow pic k ed u p t he idea  w hen  I was yo u nger wit hou t f u l ly  register i ng i t , 



a n d t h a t's w h y I hea rd wh at I d id w hen  I l istened to t h a t song. B u t t here was 
no way I'd k now n properly back  t hen . As I say , by t he t ime Tom my a n d I were 
d isc u ssing i t , we'd a ll been  told clea r ly e no ugh .  None of u s , i n ciden t a l ly ,  was 
p a r t ic u la r ly bot hered a bou t i t ; i n  fact , I remem ber some people bei ng pleased 
we cou ld h ave sex wit hou t wor ry i ng a bou t a ll of t h a t–t ho ugh  proper sex was 
st i l l  some way off for most of u s a t t h a t stage. A n yway , w hen  I told Tom my 
a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened , he sa id:

“M ada me's p rob a bly not a  b a d person , even t ho ugh  she's creepy . So w hen  
she saw you  d a n ci ng l i k e t h a t , h old i ng you r b a by , she t ho ugh t i t  was rea lly 
t r agic , how you  co u ld n 't  h ave babies. T h a t's w h y she sta rted crying.”

“ B u t Tom my ,” I poin ted ou t , “how cou ld she h ave k now n t he song h a d 
a n y t h i ng to do wit h  people h avi ng b a bies? How cou ld she h ave k now n t he 
p il low I was h old i ng was su pposed to be a  b a by? Th at was o n ly  i n  m y head .”

Tom my t ho ugh t a bou t t h is , t hen  sa id o n ly  h a lf jo k i ngly : “M aybe M ada me ca n  
read m in ds . S h e's st r a nge . M aybe she ca n  see r igh t  i nside you . It wo u ld n 't  
su rprise me.”

This gave u s bot h  a  l i t t le ch il l , a n d t ho ugh  we giggled ,  we d id n 't  say a n y more 
a bou t i t .

The tape disappeared a  cou ple of mon t hs after t he i n cide n t  wit h  M ada me. I 
never l i n k ed t he two even ts a t t he t ime a n d I've no reason to l i n k  t hem now . I 
was i n  t he dor m one n igh t ,  j u st before l igh ts-ou t , a n d was r u m m agi ng 
t h ro ugh  m y collect ion  chest to pass t he t ime u n t i l  t he ot hers ca me back  from 
t he b a t h room . I t's odd b u t w hen  i t  fi rst  daw ned on  me t he tape wasn 't  t here 
a n y more, m y m ain  t ho ugh t was t h a t I m u st n 't  give away how p a n ic k ed I was. 
I ca n  remem ber act u a lly m a k i ng a  poi n t  of h u m m i ng a bsen t-m in dedly w h ile I 
wen t on  sea rch ing. I've t ho ugh t a bou t i t  a  lot a n d I st i l l  don 't  k now how to 
expla in  i t : t hese were m y closest fr ien ds i n  t h a t room wit h  me a n d yet I d id n 't  
wa n t t hem to k now how u pset I was a bou t m y tape goi ng m issing.

I su ppose i t  h a d som et h i ng to do wit h  i t  bei ng a  secret, j u st how m u ch  i t  h a d 
mea n t to me. M aybe a ll of u s a t H a ilsh a m h a d l i t t le secrets l i k e t h a t–l i t t le 
priva te nook s crea ted ou t of t h i n  a ir  where we cou ld go off a lone wit h  ou r 
fears a n d longi ngs .  B u t t he very fact t h a t we h a d s u ch  needs wou ld h ave felt  
wrong to u s a t t he t ime–l i k e somehow we were le t t i ng t he side dow n .

A n yway , once I was q u ite su re t he tape was gone , I asked each of t he ot hers 
i n  t he dor m , very casu ally , if t h ey'd seen i t . I wasn 't  yet com pletely d ist r a ugh t 
beca use t here was j u st t he ch a nce I'd left  i t  i n  t he b il l i a rds room; otherwise 



m y hope was t h a t someone h a d borrowed i t  a n d wou ld give i t  back  i n  t he 
mor n i ng.

Well, t he tape d id n 't  t u r n  u p t he nex t d ay a n d I've st i l l  no idea  wh at 
h a ppened to i t . The t r u t h  is , I su ppose, t here was far more t h ievi ng goi ng on  
a t H a ilsh a m t h a n  we–or t he gu ardia ns–ever wa n ted to a d mit . B u t t he reason 
I'm goi ng i n to a ll t h is now is to expla in  a bou t R u t h  a n d how she reacted . 
W h a t you  h ave to remem ber is t h a t I lost m y tape less t h a n  a  mon t h  after t h a t 
t ime Midge h a d q u izzed R u t h  i n  t he Ar t Room a bou t her pencil case a n d I'd 
come to t he rescue. E ver since, as I told you , R u t h  h a d been  loo k i ng ou t for 
som et h i ng n ice to do for me i n  ret u r n , a n d t he tape d isa ppea r ing gave her a  
real op por t u n i ty .  You  cou ld even say i t  wasn 't  u n t i l  after m y tape va n ished 
t h a t t h i ngs got back  to nor m al wit h  us–m aybe for t he fi rst  t ime since t h a t 
r a i n y mor n i ng I'd men tioned t he Sa les Register to her u n der t he eaves of t he 
m ain  hou se .

The n igh t  I fi rst  not iced t he tape h a d gone , I'd m ade su re to ask  everyone 
a bou t i t , a n d t h a t of cou rse h a d i ncl u ded R u t h .  Loo k i ng back , I ca n  see how 
she m u st h ave rea lised , t hen  a n d there, exactly wh at losi ng t he tape mea n t to 
me, a n d a t t he sa me t ime , how im porta n t i t  was for me t here was no fuss. So 
she'd replied t h a t n igh t  wit h  a  distracted sh r ug a n d gone on  wit h  wh at she 
was doi ng.  B u t t he nex t mor n i ng,  w hen  I was com i ng back  from t he 
b a t h room , I cou ld hea r h er–i n  a  casu al voice l i k e i t  wasn 't  a n y t h i ng 
m u ch–as k ing H a n n a h  if she was su re she h a d n 't  seen m y tape.

T hen  m aybe a  for t n igh t  la ter , w hen  I'd lo ng reconciled m yself to h avi ng t r u ly 
lost m y tape, she ca me a n d fou n d me d u r i ng t he l u n c h  brea k . It was one of 
t he fi rst  rea lly good d ays of sp r i ng t h a t year , a n d I'd been  si t t i ng on  t he grass 
t a l k i ng wit h  a  cou ple of t he older gir ls . W hen  R u t h  ca me u p a n d asked if I 
wa n ted to go for a  l i t t le st roll , i t  was obviou s she h a d som et h i ng part icu la r on  
her m in d . So I left  t he older gir ls a n d followed her to t he edge of t he Nor t h  
Play i ng F ield , t hen  u p t he nor t h  h i l l ,  u n t i l  we were st a n d i ng t here by t he 
wooden  fence loo k i ng dow n on  t he sweep of green  dot ted wit h  cl usters of 
st u den ts. T here was a  st rong breeze a t t he top of t he h i l l ,  a n d I remem ber 
bei ng su rprised by i t  beca use I h a d n 't  not iced i t  dow n on  t he grass. We stood 
t here loo k i ng over t he gro u n ds for a  w h ile , t hen  she held ou t a  l i t t le b ag to 
me. W hen  I took  i t , I cou ld tell t here was a  cassette tape i nside a n d m y hea r t 
leapt . B u t R u t h  sa id im media tely:

“ K a t h y , i t's not you r one . The one you  lost . I t r ied to fi n d i t  for you , b u t i t's 
rea lly gone .”

“Yea h ,” I sa id . “ Gone to Norfol k .”



We bot h  la ughed . T hen  I took  t he tape ou t of t he b ag wit h  a  d isa ppoin ted a ir , 
a n d I'm not su re t he d isa ppoin t men t wasn 't  st i l l  t here on  m y face w h ile I 
ex a mined i t .

I was h old i ng som et h i ng ca lled Twen ty C lassic D a nce T u nes. W hen  I p layed i t  
la ter , I d iscovered i t  was orchestra st u ff for b a ll room d a n ci ng.  O f cou rse, t he 
momen t she was givi ng i t  to me, I d id n 't  k now wh at sort of m u sic i t  was, b u t I 
d id k now i t  wasn 't  a n y t h i ng l i k e J u dy B ridgewater . T hen  aga in , a lmost 
im media tely , I saw how R u t h  wasn 't  to k now t h a t–how to R u t h ,  w ho d id n 't  
k now t he fi rst  t h i ng a bou t m usic, t h is tape m igh t  easily m a ke u p for t he one 
I'd lost . A n d  s u d de n ly I felt  t he d isa ppoin t men t eb b i ng away a n d bei ng 
replaced by a  real h a ppiness . We d id n 't  do t h i ngs l i k e h u g each ot her m u ch  
a t H a ilsh a m . B u t I squeezed one of her h a n ds i n  bot h  m ine w hen  I t h a n k ed 
her . S he said: “I fou n d i t  a t  t he last Sa le . I j u st t ho ugh t i t's t he sort of t h i ng 
yo u 'd li k e .” A n d  I sa id t h a t , yes, i t  was exactly t he sort of t h i ng.

I st i l l  h ave i t  now . I don 't  p lay i t  m u ch  beca use t he m u sic h as n ot h i ng to do 
wit h  a n y t h i ng.  I t's a n  object , l i k e a  b rooch  or a  r i ng,  a n d especia lly now R u t h  
h as gone , i t's become one of m y most precious possessions.



C h a p t e r  Se v e n

I wa n t to move on  now to ou r last years a t H a ilsh a m . I'm t a l k i ng a bou t t he 
per iod from w hen  we were t h ir teen  to w hen  we left  a t  six teen . In  m y memory 
m y life a t H a ilsh a m fa lls i n to two d ist i nct ch u n k s: t h is last era , a n d 
every t h i ng t h a t ca me before. The earlier yea rs–t he ones I've j u st been  tel l i ng 
you  a bou t–t hey ten d to b l u r i n to each ot her as a  k i n d  of golde n  t ime , a n d 
w hen  I t h i n k  a bou t t hem a t a l l , even t he not-so-grea t t h i ngs ,  I ca n 't  help 
feeli ng a  sort of glow . B u t t hose last years feel d ifferen t . They weren 't  
u n h a p py exactly–I've got p le n ty of memories I t reasu re from t hem–b u t t hey 
were more serious, a n d i n  some ways dar ker . M aybe I've exaggera ted i t  i n  m y 
m in d , b u t I've got a n  im pression  of t h i ngs c h a ngi ng r a pid ly a rou n d t hen , l i k e 
d ay movi ng i n to n igh t .

Th at t a l k  wit h  Tom my beside t he pon d: I t h i n k  of i t  now as a  k i n d  of m ar ker 
between t he two eras. Not t h a t a n y t h i ng sign if ica n t  sta rted to h a ppen  
im media tely a fterwards; b u t for me a t least , t h a t conversa tion  was a  t u r n i ng 
poin t . I def i n i tely sta rted to look  a t every t h i ng d ifferen t ly . W here before I'd 
h ave backed away from aw k ward st u ff, I bega n  instead , more a n d more, to 
ask  questions, if not ou t lou d , a t  least w i t h i n  m yself.

In  pa r t icu la r , t h a t conversa tion  got me loo k i ng a t Miss L u cy i n  a  new l igh t .  I 
wa tched her ca ref u lly w henever I cou ld , not j u st from c u riosity , b u t beca use I 
now saw her as t he most l i k ely sou rce of im por t a n t clues. A n d  t h a t's how i t  
was, over t he nex t yea r or two, I ca me to not ice va rious odd l i t t le t h i ngs she 
sa id or d id t h a t m y fr ien ds missed a l toget her .

T here was t he t ime , for exa m ple, m aybe a  few weeks after t he t a l k  by t he 
pon d , w hen  Miss L u cy was t a k i ng u s for E nglis h .  We'd been  loo k i ng a t some 
poetry , b u t h a d somehow drifted on to t a l k i ng a bou t soldiers i n  World War 
Two bei ng k ep t i n  p r ison  ca m ps. O ne of t he boys asked if t he fences a rou n d 
t he ca m ps h a d been  electr ified , a n d t hen  someone else h a d sa id how st r a nge 
i t  m u st h ave been , l iv i ng i n  a  place l i k e t h a t , where you  cou ld com mit s u icide 
a n y t ime you  l i k ed j u st by to u c h i ng a  fence. Th is m igh t  h ave been  i n ten ded 
as a  serious poin t , b u t t he rest of u s t ho ugh t i t  p ret ty f u n n y .  We were a ll 
l a u gh i ng a n d t a l k i ng a t once , a n d t hen  La u ra–typ ica l of her–got u p on  her 
seat a n d d id a  h yster ica l im person a t ion  of someone reach ing ou t a n d get t i ng 
electrocu ted . F or a  momen t t h i ngs got r iotou s , wit h  everyone s ho u t i ng a n d 
m i m ic k i ng to u c h i ng electr ic fences.

I wen t on  wa tch ing Miss L u cy t h ro ugh  a ll t h is a n d I cou ld see, j u st for a  
secon d , a  ghost ly expression  come over her face as she watched t he class i n  
fron t of her . T hen–I k ep t wa tch ing ca ref u lly–she p u lled herself toget her , 



smiled a n d said: “It's j u st as well t he fences a t H a ilsh a m a ren 't  electr ified . You  
get ter r ib le acciden ts sometimes.”

S he sa id t h is q u ite soft ly , a n d beca use people were st i l l  sho u t i ng,  she was 
more or less d row ned ou t . B u t I hea rd her clea r ly e no ugh .  “You get ter r ib le 
acciden ts sometimes.” W h a t acciden ts? W here? B u t no one p ic k ed her u p on  
i t , a n d we wen t back  to d isc u ssing ou r poem .

T here were ot her l i t t le i nciden ts l i k e t h a t , a n d before lo ng I ca me to see Miss 
L u cy as bei ng not q u ite l i k e t he ot her gu a rdia ns . I t's even possib le I bega n  to 
rea lise, r igh t  back  t hen , t he n a t u re of her worries a n d fr ustra t ions. B u t t h a t's 
p rob a bly goi ng too far; ch a nces are, a t  t he t ime , I not iced a ll t hese t h i ngs 
wit hou t k nowi ng wh at on  ea r t h  to m a ke of t hem . A n d  if t hese i nciden ts now 
seem f u ll of sign ifica nce a n d a ll of a  piece, i t's p rob a bly beca use I'm loo k i ng a t 
t hem i n  t he l igh t  of wh at ca me la ter–part icu la r ly wh at h a ppened t h a t d ay a t 
t he p avil ion  w h ile we were shelter i ng from t he dow n pou r .

We were fifteen  by t hen , a lrea dy i n to ou r last yea r a t H a ilsh a m . We'd been  i n  
t he p avil ion  get t i ng rea dy for a  ga me of rou n ders . The boys were goi ng 
t h ro ugh  a  p h ase of “en joyi ng” rou n ders i n  order to fl i r t  wit h  u s , so t here were 
over t h i r ty  of u s t h a t a fter noon . The dow n pou r h a d sta rted w h ile we were 
ch a ngi ng,  a n d we fou n d ou rselves ga t her i ng on  t he vera n da–w hich  was 
sheltered by t he p avil ion  roof–w hile we waited for i t  to stop . B u t t he r a in  k ep t 
goi ng,  a n d w hen  t he last of u s h a d emerged , t he vera n da was pret ty crowded , 
wit h  everyone m il l i ng a rou n d restlessly . I remem ber La u ra  was demonstr a t i ng 
to me a n  especia lly d isgu st i ng way of b lowi ng you r nose for w hen  you  rea lly 
wa n ted to p u t off a  boy .

Miss L u cy was t he o n ly  gu a rdia n  presen t . S he was lea n i ng over t he r a il a t  t he 
fron t , peer ing i n to t he r a in  l i k e she was t ry i ng to see r igh t  across t he p l a y i ng 
field . I was wa tch ing her as ca ref u lly as ever i n  t hose d ays , a n d even as I was 
l a u gh i ng a t La u ra , I was stea li ng gla nces a t Miss L u cy's back . I remem ber 
won der i ng if t here wasn 't  som et h i ng a  b i t  odd a bou t her post u re, t he way her 
hea d was ben t dow n j u st a  l i t t le too far so she look ed l i k e a  cro u ch i ng a n im al 
wa it i ng to pou nce . A n d  t he way she was lea n i ng forward over t he r a il mea n t 
d rops from t he over h a nging gu t ter were o n ly  j u st m issing her–b u t she 
seemed to show no sign  of ca r i ng. I remem ber act u a lly convi nci ng m yself 
t here was n ot h i ng u n u s u a l i n  a ll t h is–t h a t she was sim ply a n xiou s for t he 
r a in  to stop–a n d t u r n i ng m y a t ten t ion  back  to wh at La u ra  was sayi ng.  T hen  a  
few min u tes la ter , w hen  I'd forgot ten  a ll a bou t Miss L u cy a n d was l a u gh i ng 
m y hea d off a t  somet h ing, I s u d de n ly rea lised t h i ngs h a d gone q u iet a rou n d 
u s , a n d t h a t Miss L u cy was spea k ing.



S he was st a n d i ng a t t he sa me spot as before, b u t she'd t u r ned to face u s now , 
so her back  was aga inst t he r a il , a n d t he r a i n y s k y be h i n d her .

“No, no, I'm sorry , I'm goi ng to h ave to i n ter r u p t you ,” she was sayi ng,  a n d I 
cou ld see she was t a l k i ng to two boys si t t i ng on  t he benches im media tely i n  
fron t of her . H er voice wasn 't  exactly st r a nge , b u t she was spea k ing very 
lo u d ly ,  i n  t he sort of voice she'd use to a n nou nce som et h i ng to t he lot of u s , 
a n d t h a t was w h y we'd a ll gone qu iet . “No, Peter , I'm goi ng to h ave to stop 
you . I ca n 't  l isten  to you  a n y more a n d keep silen t .”

T hen  she ra ised her gaze to i ncl u de t he rest of u s a n d took  a  deep brea t h . “All 
r igh t ,  you  ca n  hea r t h is , i t's for a ll of you . I t's t ime someone spelt i t  ou t .”

We waited w h ile she k ep t st a r i ng a t u s . La ter , some people sa id t h ey'd 
t ho ugh t she was goi ng to give u s a  b ig tel l i ng-off; ot hers t h a t she was a bou t 
to a n nou nce a  new r u le on  how we p layed rou n ders . B u t I k new before she 
sa id a not her word i t  wou ld be som et h i ng more .

“ Boys , you  m u st forgive me for l is ten i ng.  B u t you  were r igh t  be h i n d me, so I 
co u ld n 't  help i t . Peter , w h y don 't  you  tell t he ot hers wh at you  were sa yi ng to 
G ordon  j u st now?”

Peter J . look ed bewildered a n d I cou ld see h im get t i ng rea dy h is i n j u red 
i n nocence face. B u t t hen  Miss L u cy sa id aga in , t h is t ime m u ch  more ge n t ly :

“Peter , go on . Please tell t he ot hers wh at you  were j u st saying.”

Peter sh r ugged . “We were j u st t a l k i ng a bou t wh at i t  wou ld feel l i k e if we 
beca me actors. W h a t sort of l ife i t  wou ld be.”

“Yes,” Miss L u cy said , “a n d you  were sa yi ng to G ordon  yo u 'd h ave to go to 
A merica to st a n d t he best ch a nce.”

Peter J . s h r ugged aga in  a n d m u ttered q u iet ly: “Yes, Miss L u cy .”

B u t Miss L u cy was now movi ng her gaze over t he lot of u s . “I k now you  don 't  
mea n  a n y h a r m . B u t t here's j u st too m u ch  t a l k  l i k e t h is . I hea r i t  a l l t he t ime , 
i t's been  a llowed to go on , a n d i t's not r igh t .” I cou ld see more d rops com i ng 
off t he gu t ter a n d l a n d i ng on  her shou lder , b u t she d id n 't  seem to not ice . “If 
no one else wil l t a l k  to you ,” she con t in u ed , “t hen  I wil l . The p roblem , as I see 
i t , is t h a t you 've been  told a n d not told . You 've been  told , b u t none of you  
rea lly u n derst a n d , a n d I dare say , some people are q u ite h a p py to leave i t  t h a t 
way. B u t I'm not . If yo u 're goi ng to h ave decen t lives, t hen  you 've got to k now 



a n d k now properly . None of you  wil l go to A merica , none of you  wil l be fi lm  
sta rs. A n d  none of you  wil l be wor k ing i n  su perm ar kets as I hea rd some of 
you  p l a n n i ng t he ot her d ay . You r lives are set ou t for you . Yo u 'l l  become 
ad u lts, t hen  before yo u 're old , before yo u 're even middle-aged , yo u 'l l  sta rt to 
don a te you r vi t a l orga ns . T h a t's wh at each of you  was crea ted to do. You 're 
not l i k e t he actors you  watch on  you r videos, yo u 're not even l i k e me. You  
were b ro ugh t i n to t h is world for a  p u rpose, a n d you r f u t u res, a l l of t hem , 
h ave been  decided . So yo u 're not to t a l k  t h a t way a n y more. Yo u 'l l  be leaving 
H a ilsh a m before long,  a n d i t's not so far off, t he d ay yo u 'l l  be p rep a r ing for 
you r fi rst  don a t ions . You  need to remem ber t h a t . If yo u 're to h ave decen t 
lives, you  h ave to k now w ho you  are a n d wh at l ies a hea d of you , every one of 
you .”

T hen  she wen t silen t , b u t m y im pression  was t h a t she was con t i n u i ng to say 
t h i ngs i nside her hea d , beca use for some t ime her gaze k ep t rovi ng over u s , 
goi ng from face to face j u st as if she were st i l l  spea k ing to u s . We were a ll 
p ret ty relieved w hen  she t u r ned to look  ou t over t he p l a y i ng field aga in .

“It's not so b a d now ,” she said , even t ho ugh  t he r a in  was as steady as ever . 
“Let's j u st go ou t t here. T hen  m aybe t he s u n  wil l come ou t too.”

I t h i n k  t h a t was a ll she said . W hen  I was d isc u ssing i t  wit h  R u t h  a  few years 
ago a t t he cen tre i n  Dover , she cla imed Miss L u cy h a d told u s a  lot more; t h a t 
she'd expla ined how before don a t ions we'd a ll spen d some t ime fi rst  as carers, 
a bou t t he u s u a l sequence of t he don a t ions , t he recovery cen tres a n d so 
on–b u t I'm pret ty su re she d id n 't .  O k ay , she p rob a bly i n ten ded to w hen  she 
bega n  t a l k i ng.  B u t m y guess is once she'd set off, once she'd seen t he 
p u zzled ,  u ncom for t a ble faces i n  fron t of her , she rea lised t he im possib i l i ty of 
com plet i ng wh at she'd sta rted .

It's h a rd to say clea r ly wh at sort of im pact Miss L u cy's ou tb u rst a t t he 
p avil ion  m ade. Word got ro u n d fast e no ugh ,  b u t t he t a l k  mostly focused on  
Miss L u cy herself r a t her t h a n  on  wh at she'd been  t ry i ng to tel l u s . Some 
st u den ts t ho ugh t she'd lost her m arbles for a  momen t; ot hers t h a t she'd been  
asked to say wh at she h a d by Miss E mily a n d t he ot her gu a rdia ns; t here were 
even some w ho'd act u a lly been  t here a n d w ho t ho ugh t Miss L u cy h a d been  
tel l i ng u s off for bei ng too rowdy on  t he vera n da . B u t as I say t here was 
s u rp r isi ngly l i t t le d isc u ssion  a bou t wh at she'd said . If i t  d id come u p , people 
ten ded to say: “Well so w h a t? We a lrea dy k new a ll t h a t .”

B u t t h a t h a d been  Miss L u cy's poi n t  exactly . We'd been  “told a n d not told ,” 
as she'd p u t i t . A few years ago, w hen  Tom my a n d I were goi ng over i t  a l l 
aga in , a n d I rem in ded h im of Miss L u cy's “told a n d not told” idea , he ca me 
u p wit h  a  t heory .



Tom my t ho ugh t i t  possib le t he gu a rdia ns h a d , t h ro ugho u t a ll ou r years a t 
H a ilsh a m , t imed very ca ref u lly a n d delibera tely every t h i ng t hey told u s , so 
t h a t we were a lways j u st too yo u ng to u n derst a n d properly t he la test piece of 
i n for m a t ion .  B u t of cou rse we'd ta ke i t  i n  a t some level, so t h a t before lo ng a ll 
t h is st u ff was t here i n  ou r heads wit hou t u s ever h avi ng ex a mined i t  p roper ly .

It's a  b i t  too m u ch  l i k e a  conspir acy t heory for me–I don 't  t h i n k  ou r 
gu a rdia ns were t h a t cr a fty–b u t t here's p rob a bly som et h i ng i n  i t . C er t a in ly , i t  
feels l i k e I a lways k new a bou t don a t ions i n  some vague way, even as ea r ly as 
six or seven . A n d  i t's c u r iou s , w hen  we were older a n d t he gu a rdia ns were 
givi ng u s t hose ta l ks, n ot h i ng ca me as a  com plete su rprise. It was l i k e we'd 
hea rd every t h i ng somew here before.

O ne t h i ng t h a t occu rs to me now is t h a t w hen  t he gu a rdia ns fi rst  sta r ted 
givi ng u s p roper lect u res a bou t sex , t hey ten ded to r u n  t hem toget her wit h  
t a l k  a bou t t he don a t ions . A t t h a t age–aga in , I'm t a l k i ng of a rou n d 
t h ir teen–we were a ll p ret ty worried a n d excited a bou t sex , a n d n a t u r a l ly 
wou ld h ave p u shed t he ot her st u ff i n to t he b ac kgrou n d . In  ot her words, i t's 
possib le t he gu a rdia ns m a n aged to sm uggle i n to ou r heads a  lot of t he basic 
facts a bou t ou r f u t u res.

Now to be fa ir , i t  was prob a bly n a t u ra l to r u n  these two su bjects toget her . If, 
say , t hey were tel l i ng u s how we'd h ave to be very ca ref u l to avoid diseases 
w hen  we h a d sex , i t  wou ld h ave been  odd not to m e n t ion  how m u ch  more 
im port a n t t h is was for u s t h a n  for nor m al people ou tside. A n d  t h a t , of cou rse, 
wou ld b r i ng u s on to t he don a t ions .

T hen  t here was t he w hole b usiness a bou t ou r not bei ng a ble to h ave babies. 
Miss E mily used to give a  lot of t he sex lect u res herself, a n d I remem ber once , 
she b ro ugh t i n  a  life-size s k eleton  from t he b iology class to demonstra te how 
i t  was done . We watched i n  com plete aston ish men t as she p u t t he s k eleton  
t h ro ugh  various con tor t ions , t h r u st i ng her poin ter a rou n d wit hou t t he 
sligh test self-consciousness. S he was goi ng t h ro ugh  a ll t he n u ts a n d bolts of 
how you  d id i t , wh at wen t i n  w here, t he d ifferen t va ria t ions, l i k e t h is was st i l l  
G eogr a p h y .  T hen  s u dden ly , wit h  t he s k eleton  i n  a n  obscene hea p on  t he 
desk top , she t u r ned away a n d bega n  tel l i ng u s how we h a d to be caref u l w ho 
we h a d sex wit h . Not j u st beca use of t he diseases, b u t beca use, she said , “sex 
affects emotions i n  ways yo u 'd never expect .” We h a d to be extremely ca ref u l 
a bou t h avi ng sex i n  t he ou tside world , especia lly wit h  people w ho weren 't  
st u den ts, beca use ou t t here sex mea n t a ll sorts of t h i ngs .  O u t t here people 
were even f igh t i ng a n d k i l l i ng each ot her over w ho h a d sex wit h  w hom . A n d  
t he reason i t  mea n t so m u ch–so m u ch  more t h a n , say , d a n ci ng or 
t able-ten n is–was beca use t he people ou t t here were d ifferen t from u s 



st u den ts: t hey cou ld h ave babies from sex . Th at was w h y i t  was so im port a n t 
to t hem , t h is q u est ion  of w ho d id i t  wit h  w hom . A n d  even t ho ugh ,  as we 
k new , i t  was com pletely im possib le for a n y of u s to h ave babies, ou t t here, we 
h a d to beh ave l i k e t hem . We h a d to respect t he r u les a n d trea t sex as 
som et h i ng pret ty specia l.

Miss E mily's lect u re t h a t d ay was typica l of wh at I'm t a l k i ng a bou t . We'd be 
foc u sing on  sex , a n d t hen  t he ot her st u ff wou ld creep i n . I su ppose t h a t was 
a ll p a r t of how we ca me to be “told a n d not told .”

I t h i n k  i n  t he en d we m u st h ave absorbed q u ite a  lot of i n for m a t ion ,  beca use I 
remem ber , a rou n d t h a t age , a  m ar ked ch a nge i n  t he way we approached t he 
w hole ter r i tory s u r ro u n ding t he don a t ions . U n t i l t hen , as I've said , we'd done 
every t h i ng to avoid t he su bject; we'd backed off a t  t he fi rst  s ign  we were 
e n ter i ng t h a t gro u n d ,  a n d t here'd been  severe p u n ish m en t for a n y id iot–l i k e 
M arge t h a t t ime–w ho got careless. B u t from w hen  we were t h ir teen , l i k e I say , 
t h i ngs sta rted to ch a nge . We st i l l  d id n 't  discuss t he don a t ions a n d a ll t h a t 
wen t wit h  t hem; we st i l l  fou n d t he w hole area aw k ward e no ugh .  B u t i t  
beca me som et h i ng we m ade jok es a bou t , i n  m u ch  t he way we jok ed a bou t 
sex . Loo k i ng back  now , I'd say t he r u le a bou t not d isc u ssing t he don a t ions 
ope n ly was st i l l  t here, as st rong as ever . B u t now i t  was ok ay , a lmost 
requ ired , every now a n d t hen , to m a ke some jok ey a ll u sion  to these t h i ngs 
t h a t l ay i n  fron t of u s .

A good exa m ple is wh at h a ppened t he t ime Tom my got t he gash  on  h is elbow . 
It m u st h ave been  j u st before m y t a l k  wit h  h im by t he pon d; a  t ime , I 
su ppose, w hen  Tom my was st i l l  com i ng ou t of t h a t p h ase of bei ng teased a n d 
t a u n ted .

It wasn 't  s u ch  a  b a d gash , a n d t ho ugh  he was sen t to C row F ace to h ave i t  
seen to, he was back  a lmost st r a igh t away wit h  a  squ are of d ressing plastered 
to h is elbow . No one t ho ugh t m u ch  a bou t i t  u n t i l  a  cou ple of d ays la ter , w hen  
Tom my took  off t he d ressing to reveal som et h i ng a t j u st t h a t stage between 
sea li ng a n d st i l l  bei ng a n  open  wou n d . You  cou ld see b i ts of s k in  st a r t i ng to 
bon d , a n d soft red b i ts peeping u p from u n der nea t h . We were i n  t he m iddle of 
l u n c h ,  so everyone crowded ro u n d to go “ u rgh!” T hen  C h ristop her H . , from 
t he yea r above, sa id wit h  a  dead st r a igh t face: “Pity i t's on  t h a t b i t  of t he 
elbow . J u st a bou t a n yw here else, i t  wo u ld n 't  m atter .”

Tom my look ed worr ied–C h ristop her bei ng someone he look ed u p to i n  t hose 
d ays–a n d asked wh at he mea n t . C h r istop her wen t on  ea t i ng, t hen  sa id 
nonch a la n t ly:



“ D on 't  you  k now? If i t's r igh t  on  t he elbow li k e t h a t , i t  ca n  u n zip .  A ll you  
h ave to do is ben d you r a r m q u ic k ly . Not j u st t h a t act u al b i t , t he w hole elbow , 
i t  ca n  a ll u n z ip  l i k e a  b ag ope n i ng u p . T hough t yo u 'd k now th at .”

I cou ld hea r Tom my com pla i n i ng t h a t C row F ace h a d n 't  warned h im of 
a n y t h i ng of t h a t sort , b u t C h ristop her s h r ugged a n d said: “S he t ho ugh t you  
k new , of cou rse. E veryone k nows.”

A n u m ber of people nea rby m u r m u red agreemen t . “You 've got to keep you r 
a r m dead st r a igh t ,” someone else said . “ B e n di ng i t  a t  a l l's rea lly d a ngerou s .”

The nex t d ay I cou ld see Tom my goi ng a bou t wit h  h is a r m held ou t very 
r igid ly a n d loo k i ng worried . E verybody was l a u gh i ng a t h im , a n d I was cross 
a bou t t h a t , b u t I h a d to a d mit , t here was a  f u n n y side to i t . T hen  towards t he 
en d of t he a fter noon  as we were leaving t he Ar t Room , he ca me u p to me i n  
t he corr idor a n d said: “ K a t h , ca n  I j u st h ave a  q u ic k  word?”

This was m aybe a  cou ple of weeks after t he t ime I'd gone u p to h im i n  t he 
p l a y i ng field to remin d h im a bou t h is polo sh ir t , so i t  h a d got a bou t we were 
specia l fr ien ds of some sort . A ll t he sa me, h is com i ng u p l i k e t h a t as k ing for a  
priva te t a l k  was pret ty em barrassing a n d th rew me off ba la nce. M aybe t h a t 
p a r t ly expla ins w h y I wasn 't  more help f u l t h a n  I was.

“I'm not too worried or a n yt h i ng,” he bega n , once h e'd got me aside. “ B u t I 
wa n ted to p lay safe, t h a t's a ll . We shou ld never ta ke ch a nces wit h  ou r hea lt h . 
I need someone to help , K a t h .” H e was, he expla ined , concer ned a bou t wh at 
h e'd do i n  h is sleep . H e m igh t  easily ben d h is elbow i n  t he n igh t .  “I h ave 
these drea ms a ll t he t ime where I'm f igh t i ng loa ds of Rom a n  soldiers.”

W hen I q u izzed h im a  b i t , i t  beca me obviou s a ll k i n ds of people–people w ho 
h a d n 't  been  t here t h a t l u nch-t ime–h a d been  com i ng u p to h im to repea t 
C h ristop her H .'s wa r n ing. In  fact , i t  seemed a  few h a d carried t he jok e 
f u r t her: Tom my h a d been  told of a  st u den t w ho'd gone to sleep wit h  a  c u t on  
t he elbow j u st l i k e h is a n d wok en  u p to fi n d h is w hole u pper a r m a n d h a n d  
s k elet a lly exposed , t he s k in  f lop p i ng a bou t nex t to h im “l i k e one of t hose lo ng 
gloves i n  M y  F a ir  La dy .”

W h at Tom my was as k ing me now was to help t ie a  spli n t on  t he a r m to keep i t  
r igid  t h ro ugh  t he n igh t .

“I don 't  t r ust a n y of t he others,” he said , h old i ng u p a  t h ic k  r u ler he wa n ted 
to use. “T hey m igh t  delibera tely do i t  so i t  comes u n don e i n  t he n igh t .”



H e was loo k i ng a t me i n  com plete i n nocence a n d I d id n 't  k now wh at to say . A 
p a r t of me wa n ted b a dly to tel l h im wh at was goi ng on , a n d I su ppose I k new 
t h a t to do a n y t h i ng else wou ld be to bet r ay t he tr ust we'd b u il t  u p since t he 
momen t I'd remin ded h im a bou t h is polo sh ir t . A n d  for me to strap u p h is 
a r m i n  a  spli n t wou ld h ave mea n t m y becoming one of t he m ain  perpetra tors 
of t he jok e . I st i l l  feel ash a med I d id n 't  tel l h im t hen . B u t you 've got to 
remem ber I was st i l l  yo u ng,  a n d t h a t I o n ly  h a d a  few secon ds to decide. A n d  
w hen  someone's as k ing you  to do som et h i ng i n  s u ch  a  p lea d i ng way, 
every t h i ng goes aga inst sa y i ng no.

I su ppose t he m ain  t h i ng was t h a t I d id n 't  wa n t to u pset h im . Beca use I cou ld 
see, for a ll h is a n xiety a bou t h is elbow , Tom my was tou ched by a ll t he 
concer n  he believed h a d been  show n h im . O f cou rse, I k new h e'd fi n d ou t t he 
t r u t h  sooner or la ter , b u t a t t h a t momen t I j u st co u ld n 't  tel l h im . The best I 
cou ld do was to ask :

“ D id C row F ace tell you  you  h a d to do t h is?”

“No. B u t im agine how a ngry she'd be if m y elbow slipped ou t .”

I st i l l  feel b a d a bou t i t , b u t I p romised to strap h is a r m for h i m–i n  Room 14 
h a lf a n  hou r before t he n igh t  bell–a n d watched h im go off gr a tef u l a n d 
reassu red .

As i t  h a ppened , I d id n 't  h ave to go t h ro ugh  wit h  i t  beca use Tom my fou n d ou t 
first . It was a rou n d eigh t i n  t he even ing, I was com i ng dow n t he m ain  
sta ircase, a n d hea rd a  b u rst of l a ugh ter r is i ng u p t he sta irwell from t he 
gro u n d floor . M y  hea r t sa n k  beca use I k new im media tely i t  was to do wit h  
Tom my . I pa used on  t he fi rst-floor l a n d i ng a n d look ed over t he r a il j u st as 
Tom my ca me ou t of t he b il l i a rds room wit h  t h u n derou s footsteps. I remem ber 
t h i n k i ng: “At least he's not sho u t i ng.” A n d  he d id n 't ,  t he w hole t ime he wen t 
to t he cloa k room , got h is t h i ngs a n d left  t he m ain  hou se . A n d  a ll t h a t t ime , 
l a ugh ter k ep t com i ng from t he open  doorway of t he b il l i a rds room , a n d voices 
yel l i ng t h i ngs l i k e: “If you  lose you r tem per , you r elbow will def i n i tely pop 
ou t!”

I t ho ugh t a bou t followi ng h im ou t i n to t he even ing a n d ca tch ing u p wit h  h im 
before he got to h is dor m h u t , b u t t hen  I remem bered how I'd promised to p u t 
h is a r m i n  a  spli n t for t he n igh t ,  a n d d id n 't  move. I j u st k ep t sa y i ng to 
m yself: “At least he d id n 't  h ave a  t a n t r u m . A t least he k ep t h old  of t h a t 
tem per .”

B u t I've gone off a  b i t . The reason I was t a l k i ng a bou t a ll t h is was beca use t he 
idea  of t h i ngs “ u n zip p ing” ca rried over from Tom my's elbow to become a  



r u n n i ng jok e a mong u s a bou t t he don a t ions . The idea  was t h a t w hen  t he 
t ime ca me, yo u 'd be a ble j u st to u n z ip  a  b i t  of you rself, a  k id n ey or 
som et h i ng wou ld slide ou t , a n d yo u 'd h a n d  i t  over . It wasn 't  som et h i ng we 
fou n d so f u n n y i n  itself; i t  was more a  way of p u t t i ng each ot her off ou r food . 
You  u n zip ped you r liver , say , a n d d u m ped i t  on  someone's pla te, t h a t sort of 
t h i ng.  I remem ber once G a ry B . , w ho h a d t h is u n believa ble appetite, com i ng 
back  wit h  a  t h ird h elp i ng of p u d d i ng,  a n d vir t u a lly t he w hole table 
“ u n zip p ing” b i ts of t hemselves a n d p i l i ng i t  a l l over G a ry's bowl , w h ile he 
wen t on  deter m inedly st u ffi ng h imself.

Tom my never l i k ed i t  m u ch  w hen  t he u n z ip p i ng st u ff ca me u p aga in , b u t by 
t hen  t he d ays of h is bei ng teased were past a n d no one con nected t he jok e 
wit h  h im a n y more. It was j u st done to get a  l a ugh ,  to p u t someone off t heir  
d i n ner–a n d ,  I su ppose, as some way of ac k nowledging wh at was i n  fron t of 
u s . A n d  t h is was m y or igi n a l poin t . B y t h a t t ime i n  ou r lives, we no longer  
sh ra n k  from t he su bject of don a t ions as we'd h ave done a  yea r or two earlier; 
b u t neit her d id we t h i n k  a bou t i t  very ser iou sly , or discuss i t . A ll t h a t 
b usiness a bou t “ u n zip p ing,” t h a t was typica l of t he way t he w hole su bject 
i m pi nged on  u s w hen  we were t h ir teen .

So I'd say Miss L u cy h a d i t  a bou t r igh t  w hen  she said , a  cou ple of years la ter , 
t h a t we'd been  “told a n d not told .” A n d  w h a t's more, now I t h i n k  a bou t i t , I'd 
say wh at Miss L u cy sa id to u s t h a t a fter noon  led to a  real sh ift  i n  ou r 
a t t i t u des. It was after t h a t d ay , jok es a bou t don a t ions faded away , a n d we 
sta rted to t h i n k  p roperly a bou t t h i ngs .  If a n y t h i ng,  t he don a t ions wen t back  
to bei ng a  su bject to be avoided , b u t not i n  t he way i t  h a d been  w hen  we were 
yo u nger .  Th is t ime ro u n d i t  wasn 't  aw k ward or em barrassing a n y more; j u st 
som bre a n d serious.

“It's f u n n y ,” Tom my sa id to me w hen  we were remem bering i t  a l l aga in  a  few 
years ago. “None of u s stopped to t h i n k  a bou t how she felt , Miss L u cy herself. 
We never worried if she'd got i n to t rou ble , sa y i ng wh at she d id to u s . We were 
so selfish  back  t hen .”

“ B u t you  ca n 't  b la me us,” I sa id . “We'd been  t a ugh t to t h i n k  a bou t each ot her , 
b u t never a bou t t he gu a rdia ns . The idea  t he gu a rdia ns h a d differences 
between t hem , t h a t never occu rred to us.”

“ B u t we were old enough ,” Tom my said . “ B y t h a t age , i t  shou ld h ave occu rred 
to u s . B u t i t  d id n 't .  We d id n 't  t h i n k  a bou t poor Miss L u cy a t a l l . Not even 
after t h a t t ime , you  k now , w hen  you  saw her .”

I k new st r a igh t away wh at he mea n t . H e was t a l k i ng a bou t t he mor n i ng ea r ly 
i n  ou r last su m mer a t H a ilsh a m , w hen  I'd st u m bled across her u p i n  Room 



22 . T h i n k i ng a bou t i t  now , I'd say Tom my h a d a  poin t . After t h a t momen t i t  
shou ld h ave been  clear , even to u s , how t rou bled Miss L u cy h a d become. B u t 
as he said , we never considered a n y t h i ng from her viewpoin t , a n d i t  never 
occu rred to u s to say or do a n y t h i ng to s u ppor t her .



C h a p t e r  E ig h t

M a n y of u s h a d t u r ned six teen  by t hen . It was a  mor n i ng of b r i l l i a n t  
s u n s h i n e a n d we'd a ll j u st come dow n to t he cou r tya rd after a  lesson  i n  t he 
m ain  hou se , w hen  I remem bered som et h i ng I'd left  i n  t he classroom . So I 
wen t back  u p to t he t h ird floor a n d t h a t's how t he t h i ng wit h  Miss L u cy 
h a ppened .

In  t hose d ays I h a d t h is secret ga me. W hen  I fou n d m yself a lone , I'd stop a n d 
look  for a  view–ou t of a  win dow , say , or t h ro ugh  a  doorway i n to a  room–a n y 
view so lo ng as t here were no people i n  i t . I d id t h is so t h a t I cou ld , for a  few 
secon ds a t least , crea te t he i l l u sion  t he place wasn 't  cr awling wit h  st u den ts, 
b u t t h a t i nstea d H a ilsh a m was t h is qu iet , t r a nq u il hou se where I l ived wit h  
j u st five or six others. To m a ke t h is wor k , you  h a d to get you rself i n to a  sort 
of drea m , a n d sh u t off a l l t he st r ay noises a n d voices. Us u a lly you  h a d to be 
p ret ty p a t ien t too: if, say , you  were foc u sing from a  win dow on  one pa rt icu la r 
b i t  of t he p l a y i ng field , you  cou ld wait ages for t hose cou ple of secon ds w hen  
t here wasn 't  a n yon e a t a l l i n  you r fra me. A n yway , t h a t was wh at I was doi ng 
t h a t mor n i ng after I'd fetched wh atever i t  was I'd left  i n  t he classroom a n d 
come back  ou t on to t he t h ird-floor l a n d i ng.

I was k eeping very st i l l  nea r a  win dow loo k i ng dow n on to a  sect ion  of t he 
cou r tya rd where I'd been  st a n d i ng o n ly  momen ts before. M y  fr ien ds h a d 
gone , a n d t he cou r tya rd was stea dily e m ptyi ng,  so I was wa it i ng for m y t r ic k  
to wor k , w hen  I hea rd be h i n d me wh at sou n ded l i k e gas or stea m esca ping i n  
sh a rp b u rsts.

It was a  h issi ng noise t h a t wou ld go on  for a bou t ten  secon ds, pa use, t hen  
come aga in . I wasn 't  a la r med exactly , b u t since I seemed to be t he o n ly  
person  a rou n d , I t ho ugh t I'd better go a n d investiga te.

I wen t across t he l a n d i ng towards t he sou n d , a long t he corr idor past t he 
room I'd j u st been  i n , a n d dow n to Room 22 , secon d from t he en d . The door 
was p a r t ly open , a n d j u st as I ca me u p to i t , t he h issi ng sta rted u p aga in  wit h  
a  new i n tensi ty .  I don 't  k now wh at I expected to discover as I ca u t iou sly 
p u shed t he door , b u t I was properly su rprised to fi n d Miss L u cy .

Room 22 was h a rd ly used for classes beca use i t  was so sm all a n d , even on  a  
d ay l i k e t h a t one , h a rd ly a n y l igh t  got i n . The gu a rdia ns sometimes wen t i n  
t here to m ar k  ou r wor k  or get on  wit h  rea ding. Th at mor n i ng t he room was 
dar ker t h a n  ever beca use t he b l i n ds h a d been  p u lled a lmost a ll t he way 
dow n . T here were two tables p u shed toget her for a  grou p to si t  a rou n d , b u t 
Miss L u cy was t here a lone nea r t he back . I cou ld see several loose sheets of 



d a r k , s h i n y paper scattered over t he table i n  fron t of her . S he herself was 
lea n i ng over i n  concen tr a t ion , forehead very low , a rms u p on  t he su rface, 
scr awling f u riou s l i nes over a  p age wit h  a  pencil . U n der nea t h  t he heavy b lac k  
l i nes I cou ld see nea t b l u e h a n dwri t i ng.  As I wa tched , she wen t on  scr u bbing 
t he pencil poi n t  over t he paper , a lmost i n  t he way we d id s h a d i ng i n  Ar t , 
except her movemen ts were m u ch  more a ngry ,  as if she d id n 't  m i n d  go u gi ng 
r igh t  t h ro ugh  t he sheet . T hen  I rea lised , i n  t he sa me insta n t , t h a t t h is was 
t he sou rce of t he odd noise , a n d t h a t wh at I'd t a k en  for d a r k  s h i n y paper on  
t he table h a d a lso, not lo ng before, been  pages of nea t h a n dwri t i ng.

S he was so lost i n  wh at she was doi ng,  i t  took  a  w h ile for her to rea lise I was 
there. W hen  she look ed u p wit h  a  sta rt , I cou ld see her face was fl u shed , b u t 
t here were no traces of tea rs. S he sta red a t me, t hen  p u t dow n her pencil .

“ H ello, yo u ng la dy ,” she said , t hen  took  a  deep brea t h . “W h at ca n  I do for 
you?”

I t h i n k  I t u r ned away so I d id n 't  h ave to look  a t her or a t t he papers over t he 
desk . I ca n 't  remem ber if I sa id very m u ch–if I expla ined a bou t t he noise a n d 
how I'd worried a bou t i t  bei ng gas . In  a n y case, t here was no proper 
conversa tion : she d id n 't  wa n t me t here a n d neit her d id I. I t h i n k  I m ade some 
a pology a n d wen t ou t , h a lf expect i ng her to ca ll me back . B u t she d id n 't ,  a n d 
wh at I remem ber now is t h a t I wen t dow n t he sta ircase b u r n i ng wit h  sh a me 
a n d resen t men t . A t t h a t momen t I wished more t h a n  a n y t h i ng t h a t I h a d n 't  
seen wh at I'd j u st seen , t ho ugh  if yo u 'd asked me to defi ne j u st wh at I was so 
u pset a bou t , I wo u ld n 't  h ave been  a ble to expla in . S h a me , as I say , h a d a  lot 
to do wit h  i t , a n d a lso f u ry , t ho ugh  not exactly a t Miss L u cy herself. I was 
very con f used , a n d t h a t's p rob a bly w h y I d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng a bou t i t  to m y 
fr ien ds u n t i l  m u ch  la ter .

After t h a t mor n i ng I beca me convinced som et h i ng else–per h aps som et h i ng 
aw f u l–l ay a rou n d t he cor ner to do wit h  Miss L u cy , a n d I k ep t m y eyes a n d 
ears open  for i t . B u t t he d ays passed a n d I hea rd n ot h i ng .  W h a t I d id n 't  k now 
a t t he t ime was t h a t som et h i ng pret ty sign if ica n t  h a d h a ppened o n ly  a  few 
d ays after I'd seen her i n  Room 2 2–somet h ing between Miss L u cy a n d Tom my 
t h a t h a d left  h im u pset a n d disorien ta ted . T here wou ld h ave been  a  t ime not 
so m u ch  earlier w hen  Tom my a n d I wou ld h ave im media tely reported to each 
ot her a n y news of t h is sort; b u t j u st a rou n d t h a t su m mer , va rious t h i ngs 
were goi ng on  w h ich  mea n t we weren 't  t a l k i ng so freely .

T h at's w h y I d id n 't  hea r a bou t i t  for so long.  Afterwards I cou ld h ave k ic k ed 
m yself for not gu essing, for not see k ing Tom my ou t a n d get t i ng i t  ou t of h im . 
B u t as I've said , t here was a  lot goi ng on  a rou n d t hen , between Tom my a n d 
R u t h ,  a  w hole host of ot her st u ff, a n d I'd p u t a ll t he ch a nges I'd not iced i n  



h im dow n to t h a t .

It's p rob a bly goi ng too far to say Tom my's w hole act fell apart t h a t su m mer , 
b u t t here were times w hen  I got ser iou sly worried he was t u r n i ng back  i n to 
t he aw k ward a n d ch a ngea ble figu re from several years before. O nce , for 
i nst a nce , a  few of u s were goi ng back  from t he p avil ion  towards t he dor m 
h u ts a n d fou n d ou rselves wa l k ing be h i n d Tom my a n d a  cou ple of ot her boys . 
They were j u st a  few paces a head , a n d a ll of t hem–Tom my incl u ded–look ed to 
be i n  good for m , l a u gh i ng a n d s hovi ng each ot her . In  fact , I'd say La u ra , w ho 
was wa l k ing beside me, took  her cue from t he way t he boys were l a r k i ng 
a bou t . The t h i ng was, Tom my m u st h ave been  si t t i ng on  t he gro u n d earlier , 
beca use t here was a  sizeable c h u n k  of m u d st uck  on  h is r ugby sh ir t  nea r t he 
sm all of h is back . H e was obviou sly u n aware of i t , a n d I don 't  t h i n k  h is 
fr ien ds h a d seen i t  ei t her or t h ey'd s u rely h ave m ade som et h i ng of i t . A n yway , 
La u ra  bei ng La u ra  shou ted ou t som et h i ng l i k e: “Tom my! You  got poo-poo on  
you r b ac k! W h a t h ave you  been  doi ng?”

S h e'd done t h is i n  a  com pletely fr ie n d ly way, a n d if some of t he rest of u s 
m ade a  few noises too, i t  wasn 't  a n y t h i ng more t h a n  t he sort of t h i ng 
st u den ts d id t he w hole t ime . So i t  was a  com plete shoc k  w hen  Tom my ca me 
to a  dead h a lt , w heeled ro u n d a n d sta red a t La u ra  wit h  a  face l i k e t h u n der . 
We a ll stopped too–t he boys loo k i ng as bewildered as we were–a n d for a  few 
secon ds I t ho ugh t Tom my was goi ng to b low for t he fi rst  t ime i n  years. B u t 
t hen  he a br u pt ly sta l ked off, leaving u s a ll swa pping look s a n d s h r uggi ng.

Nearly as b a d was t he t ime I showed h im Pa tricia  C .'s ca len dar . Pa tr icia  was 
two years below u s b u t everyone was i n  awe of her d rawing s k il ls , a n d her 
st u ff was a lways sough t after a t t he Ar t E xch a nges. I'd been  p a r t ic u la r ly 
pleased wit h  t he ca len dar , w h ich  I'd m a n aged to get a t t he last E xch a nge , 
beca use word h a d been  goi ng ro u n d a bou t i t  from weeks before. It wasn 't  
a n y t h i ng l i k e , say , Miss E mily's fl a ppy colou r ca len dars of t he E ngl is h  
cou n ties . Pa t r icia 's ca len dar was t i n y a n d d u m py , a n d for each mon t h  t here 
was a  st u n n i ng l i t t le pencil sketch of a  scene from H a ilsh a m life . I wish  I st i l l  
h a d i t  now , especia lly since i n  some of t he pict u res–l i k e t he ones for J u n e 
a n d for Septem ber–you  ca n  m a ke ou t t he faces of pa r t icu la r st u den ts a n d 
gu a rdia ns . I t's one of t he t h i ngs I lost w hen  I left  t he Cottages, w hen  m y m i n d  
was elsewhere a n d I wasn 't  bei ng so caref u l wh at I took  wit h  me–b u t I'l l  come 
to a ll t h a t i n  i ts place. M y  poi n t  now is t h a t Pa t r icia 's ca len dar was a  real 
ca tch , I was prou d of i t , a n d t h a t's w h y I wa n ted to show i t  to Tom my .

I'd spotted h im st a n d i ng i n  t he la te a fter noon  s u n s h i n e beside t he b ig 
syca more nea r t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield , a n d since m y ca len dar was t here i n  
m y b ag–I'd been  s howi ng i t  off d u r i ng ou r m u sic lesson–I'd gone over to h im .



H e was absorbed i n  a  footb a ll m a tch  i nvolvi ng some yo u nger boys over i n  t he 
nex t field a n d a t t h is stage h is mood seemed j u st fi ne , t r a nq u il even . H e 
smiled w hen  I ca me u p to h im a n d we ch a tted for a  m in u te a bou t n ot h i ng i n  
pa r t icu la r . T hen  I sa id: “Tom my , look  wh at I m a n aged to get .” I d id n 't  t ry to 
keep t he t r i u m p h  ou t of m y voice, a n d I m ay even h ave gone “da h-da h!” as I 
b ro ugh t i t  ou t a n d h a n ded i t  to h im . W hen  he took  t he ca len dar , t here was 
st i l l  a  sm ile on  h is feat u res, b u t as he fl ic k ed t h ro ugh  I cou ld see som et h i ng 
closing off i nside h im .

“T h at Pa tr icia ,” I bega n  to say , b u t I cou ld hea r m y ow n voice ch a ngi ng.  
“S he's so clever…”

B u t Tom my was a lrea dy h a n d i ng i t  back  to me. T hen  wit hou t a not her word 
he m arched past me off towards t he m ain  hou se .

This last i n cide n t  shou ld h ave given  me a  clue. If I'd t ho ugh t a bou t i t  wit h  
h a lf a  b ra in , I shou ld h ave guessed Tom my's recen t moods h a d som et h i ng to 
do wit h  Miss L u cy a n d h is old p roblems a bou t “being crea tive.” B u t wit h  
every t h i ng else goi ng on  j u st a t t h a t t ime , I d id n 't ,  as I say , t h i n k  i n  these 
terms a t a l l . I su ppose I m u st h ave assu med t hose old p roblems h a d been  left  
be h i n d wit h  ou r ea r ly teen  years, a n d t h a t o n ly  t he b ig issues t h a t now 
loomed so la rge cou ld possib ly p reocc u py a n y of u s .

So wh at h a d been  goi ng o n? Well, for a  sta rt , R u t h  a n d Tom my h a d h a d a  
serious b ust-u p . T hey'd been  a  cou ple for a bou t six mon t hs by t hen ; a t least , 
t h a t's how lo ng t h ey'd been  “p u blic” a bou t i t–w al k i ng a rou n d wit h  arms 
a rou n d each ot her , t h a t k i n d  of t h i ng.  They were respected as a  cou ple 
beca use t hey weren 't  show-offs. Some others, Sylvia  B . a n d Roger D . , for 
exa m ple, cou ld get stom ach-ch u r n ing, a n d you  h a d to give t hem a  chor u s of 
vom it i ng noises j u st to keep t hem i n  order . B u t R u t h  a n d Tom my never d id 
a n y t h i ng gross i n  fron t of people , a n d if sometimes t hey c u ddled or wh atever , 
i t  felt  l i k e t hey were gen u i nely doi ng i t  for each ot her , not for a n  a u dience.

Loo k i ng back  now , I ca n  see we were p ret ty con f used a bou t t h is w hole area 
a rou n d sex . T h a t's h a rd ly s u rpr ising, I su ppose, given  we were b a rely six teen . 
B u t wh at a dded to t he con f u sion–I ca n  see i t  more clea r ly now–was t he fact 
t h a t t he gu a rdia ns were themselves con f used . O n  t he one h a n d  we h a d , say , 
Miss E mily's ta l ks, w hen  she'd tell u s how im porta n t i t  was not to be 
ash a med of ou r bodies , to “respect ou r p h ysica l needs,” how sex was “a very 
bea u t if u l gift” as lo ng as bot h  people rea lly wa n ted i t . B u t w hen  i t  ca me dow n 
to i t , t he gu a rdia ns m ade i t  more or less im possib le for a n y of u s act u a lly to 
do m u ch  wit hou t b rea k ing r u les. We co u ld n 't  visi t  t he boys' dor ms after n i n e 
o'cloc k , t hey co u ld n 't  visi t  ou rs . The classrooms were a ll officia l ly “ou t of 
bou n ds” i n  t he even ings , as were t he a reas be h i n d t he sheds a n d t he 



p avil ion . A n d  you  d id n 't  wa n t to do i t  i n  t he fields even w hen  i t  was warm 
e no ugh ,  beca use yo u 'd a lmost cer t a in ly discover afterwards yo u 'd h a d a n  
a u dience wa tch ing from t he hou se p assing a rou n d b inoc u la rs . In  ot her 
words, for a ll t he t a l k  of sex bei ng bea u t if u l , we h a d t he d ist i nct im pression  
we'd be i n  t rou ble if t he gu a rdia ns ca ugh t u s a t i t .

I say t h is , b u t t he o n ly  real case I person a lly k new of l i k e t h a t was w hen  
J e n n y C . a n d Rob D . got i n ter r u p ted i n  Room 14 . They were doi ng i t  after 
l u n c h ,  r igh t  t here over one of t he desks, a n d Mr . J ac k  h a d come i n  to get 
somet h ing. According to J e n n y ,  Mr . J ac k  h a d t u r ned red a n d gone r igh t  ou t 
aga in , b u t t h ey'd been  p u t off a n d h a d stopped . T hey'd more or less dressed 
themselves w hen  Mr . J ac k  ca me back , j u st as t ho ugh  for t he fi rst  t ime , a n d 
preten ded to be su rprised a n d shoc k ed .

“It's very clear to me wh at you 've been  doi ng a n d i t's not appropria te,” h e'd 
said , a n d told t hem bot h  to go a n d see Miss E mily . B u t once t h ey'd got to 
Miss E mily's office, she'd told t hem she was on  her way to a n  im port a n t 
meet ing a n d d id n 't  h ave t ime to t a l k  to t hem .

“ B u t you  k now you  sho u ld n 't  h ave been  doi ng wh atever you  were doi ng,  a n d 
I don 't  expect yo u 'l l  do i t  aga in ,” she'd said , before r u s h i ng ou t wit h  her 
folders.

G ay sex , i n ciden t a l ly ,  was som et h i ng we were even more con f used a bou t . F or 
some reason , we ca lled i t  “ u m brella  sex”; if you  fa ncied someone you r ow n 
sex , you  were “a n  u m brella .” I don 't  k now how i t  was where you  were, b u t a t 
H a ilsh a m we def i n i tely weren 't  a t  a l l k i n d  towards a n y signs of gay st u ff. The 
boys especia lly cou ld do t he cr uellest t h i ngs .  According to R u t h  t h is was 
beca use q u ite a  few of t hem h a d done t h i ngs wit h  each ot her w hen  t h ey'd 
been  yo u nger ,  before t h ey'd rea lised wh at t hey were doi ng.  So now t hey were 
r id ic u lo u sly tense a bou t i t . I don 't  k now if she was r igh t ,  b u t for su re, 
acc u sing someone of “get t i ng a ll u m brella” cou ld easily en d i n  a  f igh t .

W hen we discussed a ll t hese t h ings–as we d id en dlessly back  t hen–we 
co u ld n 't  decide w het her or not t he gu a rdia ns wa n ted u s to h ave sex or not . 
Some people t ho ugh t t hey d id , b u t t h a t we k ep t t ry i ng to do i t  a t  a l l t he 
wrong times. H a n n a h  h a d t he t heory t h a t i t  was t heir  d u ty to m a ke u s h ave 
sex beca use otherwise we wo u ld n 't  be good donors la ter on . According to her , 
t h i ngs l i k e you r k id neys a n d pa ncreas d id n 't  wor k  p roperly u n less you  k ep t 
h avi ng sex . Someone else sa id wh at we h a d to remem ber was t h a t t he 
gu a rdia ns were “nor m als.” T h a t's w h y t hey were so odd a bou t i t ; for t hem , sex 
was for w hen  you  wa n ted babies, a n d even t ho ugh  t hey k new , i n tellect u a lly , 
t h a t we co u ld n 't  h ave babies, t hey st i l l  felt  u neasy a bou t u s doi ng i t  beca use 
deep dow n t hey co u ld n 't  q u ite believe we wo u ld n 't  en d u p wit h  babies.



A n net te B . h a d a not her t heory: t h a t t he gu a rdia ns were u ncom for t a ble a bou t 
u s h avi ng sex wit h  each ot her beca use t h ey'd t hen  wa n t to h ave sex wit h  u s . 
Mr . C h r is i n  pa r t icu la r , she said , look ed a t u s gir ls i n  t h a t way. La u ra  sa id 
t h a t wh at A n net te rea lly mea n t was she wa n ted to h ave sex wit h  Mr . C h r is . 
We a ll cracked u p a t t h is beca use t he idea  of h avi ng sex wit h  Mr . C h r is 
seemed absu rd , as well as com pletely sic k -m a k ing.

The t heory I t h i n k  ca me closest was t he one p u t forward by R u t h .  “T hey're 
tel l i ng u s a bou t sex for after we leave H ailsh a m ,” she said . “T hey wa n t u s to 
do i t  p roper ly , wit h  someone we l i k e a n d wit hou t get t i ng diseases. B u t t hey 
rea lly mea n  i t  for after we leave. They don 't  wa n t u s doi ng i t  here , beca use i t's 
too m u ch  h assle for them .”

M y guess, a n yway , is t h a t t here wasn 't  nea r ly as m u ch  sex goi ng on  as people 
m ade ou t . A lot of s n oggi ng a n d to u c h i ng u p , m aybe; a n d cou ples h i n t i ng 
t hey were h avi ng proper sex . B u t loo k i ng back , I won der how m u ch  of i t  t here 
rea lly was. If everyone w ho cla imed to be doi ng i t  rea lly h a d been , t hen  t h a t's 
a ll yo u 'd h ave seen w hen  you  walked a bou t H a ilsh a m–cou ples goi ng a t i t  left , 
r igh t  a n d cen tre.

W h at I remem ber is t h a t t here was t h is discreet agreemen t a mong u s a ll not 
to q u iz each ot her too m u ch  a bou t ou r cla ims. If, say , H a n n a h  rolled her eyes 
w hen  you  were d isc u ssing a not her gi r l  a n d m u r m u red: “Virgin ”–mea n ing “ O f 
cou rse we're not , b u t she is , so wh at ca n  you  expect?”–t hen  i t  def i n i tely 
wasn 't  on  to ask  her: “W ho did you  do i t  wit h? W hen? W here?” No, you  j u st 
nodded k nowi ngly .  It was l i k e t here was some p a ra llel u n iverse we a ll 
va n ished off to where we h a d a ll t h is sex .

I m u st h ave seen a t t he t ime how a ll t hese cla ims bei ng m ade a rou n d me 
d id n 't  a dd u p . A ll t he sa me, as t h a t su m mer approached , I bega n  to feel more 
a n d more t he odd one ou t . In  a  way, sex h a d got l i k e “being creative” h a d 
been  a  few years ea rlier . It felt  l i k e if you  h a d n 't  done i t  yet , you  o ugh t  to, a n d 
q u ic k ly . A n d  i n  m y case, t he w hole t h i ng was m ade more com plica ted by t he 
fact t h a t two of t he gir ls I was closest to def i n i tely h a d done i t . La u ra  wit h  Rob 
D . , even t ho ugh  t h ey'd never been  a  p roper cou ple . A n d  R u t h  wit h  Tom my .

F or a ll t h a t , I'd been  h old i ng i t  off for ages, repea t i ng to m yself Miss E mily's 
advice–“If you  ca n 't  fi n d someone wit h  w hom you  t r u ly wish  to sh are t h is 
experience, t hen  don 't!” B u t a rou n d t he sp r i ng of t he yea r I'm t a l k i ng a bou t 
now , I sta r ted to t h i n k  I wo u ld n 't  m i n d  h avi ng sex wit h  a  boy . Not j u st to see 
wh at i t  was l i k e , b u t a lso beca use i t  occu rred to me I needed to get fa milia r 
wit h  sex , a n d i t  wou ld be j u st as well to practise fi rst  wit h  a  boy I d id n 't  care 
a bou t too m u ch . T hen  la ter on , if I was wit h  someone specia l, I'd h ave more 



ch a nce of doi ng every t h i ng r igh t .  W h a t I mea n  is , if Miss E mily was correct 
a n d sex was t h is rea lly b ig dea l between people , t hen  I d id n 't  wa n t to be 
doi ng i t  for t he fi rst  t ime w hen  i t  was rea lly im port a n t how well i t  wen t .

So I h a d m y eye on  H a rry C . I chose h im for a  n u m ber of reasons. F irst , I 
k new h e'd def i n i tely done i t  before, wit h  S h a ron  D . Nex t , I d id n 't  fa ncy h im 
t h a t m u ch , b u t I cer t a in ly d id n 't  fi n d h im sic k -m a k ing. A lso, he was q u iet 
a n d decen t , so u n l i k ely to go ro u n d gossip i ng afterwards if i t  was a  com plete 
disaster . A n d  h e'd h i n ted  a  few times h e'd li k e to h ave sex wit h  me. O k ay , a  
lot of t he boys were m a k i ng fl i r ty noises i n  t hose d ays , b u t i t  was clear by 
t hen  wh at was a  real p roposi t ion  a n d wh at was t he u s u a l boys' st u ff.

So I'd chosen  H a rry , a n d I o n ly  delayed t hose cou ple of mon t hs beca use I 
wa n ted to m a ke su re I'd be a ll r igh t  p h ysica l ly .  Miss E mily h a d told u s i t  
cou ld be p a i n f u l a n d a  b ig fa il u re if you  d id n 't  get wet e no ugh  a n d t h is was 
m y one real worry . It wasn 't  bei ng r ipped apart dow n there, w h ich  we often  
jok ed a bou t , a n d was t he secret fear of q u ite a  few gir ls . I k ep t t h i n k i ng,  as 
lo ng as I got wet q u ic k  e no ugh ,  t here'd be no problem , a n d I d id i t  a  lot on  m y 
ow n j u st to m a ke su re.

I rea lise t h is m ay sou n d l i k e I was get t i ng obsessive, b u t I remem ber I a lso 
spen t a  lot of t ime re-rea ding passages from book s where people h a d sex , 
goi ng over t he l i nes aga in  a n d aga in , t r y i ng to tease ou t clues. The t rou ble 
was, t he book s we h a d a t H a ilsh a m weren 't  a t  a l l help f u l . We h a d a  lot of 
n ineteen t h-cen t u ry st u ff by T hom as H a rdy a n d people l i k e t h a t , w h ich  was 
more or less useless. Some moder n  book s , by people l i k e E d n a O 'B r ie n  a n d 
M argaret D ra bble , h a d some sex i n  t hem , b u t i t  wasn 't  ever very clear wh at 
was h a p pen i ng beca use t he a u t hors a lways assu med yo u 'd a lrea dy h a d a  lot 
of sex before a n d t here was no need to go i n to deta ils. So I was h avi ng a  
fr u st r a t i ng t ime wit h  t he book s , a n d t he videos weren 't  m u ch  better . We'd got 
a  video p layer i n  t he b il l i a rds room a cou ple of years ea rlier , a n d by t h a t 
sp r i ng h a d b u il t  u p q u ite a  good collect ion  of movies. A lot of t hem h a d sex i n  
t hem , b u t most scenes wou ld en d j u st as t he sex was st a r t i ng u p , or else 
yo u 'd o n ly  see t heir  faces a n d t heir  backs. A n d  w hen  t here was a  u sef u l 
scene, i t  was d iffic u l t  to see i t  more t h a n  f leet i ngly beca use t here were u s u a lly 
twen ty ot hers i n  t he room wa tch ing wit h  you . We'd evolved t h is system where 
we called for pa rt icu la r favou rite scenes to be p layed aga in–l i k e , for i nst a nce , 
t he momen t t he A merica n  j u m ps over t he barbed wire on  h is b i k e i n  The 
G reat E scape. T here'd be a  ch a n t of: “Rewin d! Rewin d!” u n t i l  someone got t he 
remote a n d we'd see t he por t ion  aga in , sometimes th ree, fou r t imes. B u t I 
cou ld h a rd ly ,  by m yself, sta rt s ho u t i ng for rewin ds j u st to see sex scenes 
aga in .

So I k ep t delayi ng week  by week , w h ile I wen t on  prep a r ing, u n t i l  t he su m mer 



ca me a n d I decided I was as rea dy as I'd ever be . B y t hen , I was even feeli ng 
reason a bly con fiden t a bou t i t , a n d bega n  d rop p i ng h i n ts to H a rry . 
E veryt h ing was goi ng fi ne a n d according to p la n , w hen  R u t h  a n d Tom my 
spli t  u p a n d i t  a l l got con f used .



C h a p t e r  N i n e

W h at h a ppened was t h a t a  few d ays after t hey spli t , I was i n  t he Ar t Room 
wit h  some ot her gir ls , wor k ing on  a  st i l l  l ife . I remem ber i t  bei ng st if l i ng t h a t 
d ay , even t ho ugh  we h a d t he fa n  r a t t l i ng be h i n d u s . We were u si ng ch arcoal, 
a n d beca use someone h a d com m a n deered a ll t he easels, we were h avi ng to 
wor k  wit h  ou r boards propped u p on  ou r laps. I was si t t i ng beside C y n t h ia  E ., 
a n d we'd j u st been  c h a t t i ng a n d com pla i n i ng a bou t t he hea t . T hen  somehow 
we'd got on to t he su bject of boys , a n d she'd said , not loo k i ng u p from her 
wor k :

“A n d Tom my . I k new i t  wo u ld n 't  last wit h  R u t h .  Well, I su ppose yo u 're t he 
n a t u ra l successor .”

S h e'd sa id i t  i n  a  t h rowaway m a n ner . B u t C y n t h ia  was a  perceptive person , 
a n d t he fact t h a t she wasn 't  p a r t of ou r grou p j u st gave her rem ar k  more 
weigh t . W h a t I mea n  is , I co u ld n 't  help t h i n k i ng she represen ted wh at a n yon e 
wit h  a n y dista nce on  t he su bject wou ld t h i n k .  After a l l , I'd been  Tom my's 
fr ien d for years u n t i l  a l l t h is cou ples st u ff h a d come u p . It was perfectly 
possib le t h a t to someone on  t he ou tside, I'd look  l i k e R u t h 's “ n a t u ra l 
successor .” I j u st let  i t  go, t ho ugh ,  a n d C y n t h ia ,  w ho wasn 't  t r y i ng to m a ke 
a n y b ig poin t , sa id n ot h i ng else a bou t i t .

T hen  m aybe a  d ay or two la ter , I was com i ng ou t of t he p avil ion  wit h  H a n n a h  
w hen  she s u d de n ly n u dged me a n d nodded towards a  grou p of boys over on  
t he Nor t h  Play i ng F ield .

“Look ,” she sa id q u iet ly . “Tom my . S i t t i ng by h imself.”

I sh r ugged , as t ho ugh  to say: “So w h at?” A n d  t h a t's a ll t here was to i t . B u t 
afterwards I fou n d m yself t h i n k i ng a  lot a bou t i t . M aybe a ll H a n n a h  h a d 
mea n t to do was poi n t  ou t how Tom my , si nce sp l i t t i ng wit h  R u t h ,  look ed a  b i t  
of a  spare part . B u t I co u ld n 't  q u ite b u y t h is; I k new H a n n a h  too well. The 
way she'd n u dged me a n d lowered her voice h a d m ade i t  a l l too obviou s she 
too was expressing some ass u m ption , p rob a bly doi ng t he rou n ds , a bou t me 
bei ng t he “ n a t u ra l successor .”

All t h is d id , as I say , p u t me i n  a  b i t  of a  con f u sion , beca use u n t i l  t hen  I'd 
been  a ll set on  m y H a rry p la n . In  fact , loo k i ng back  now , I'm su re I wou ld 
h ave h a d sex wit h  H a rry if i t  h a d n 't  been  for t h is “ n a t u ra l successor” 
b usiness. I'd h a d i t  a l l sorted , a n d m y prepara tions h a d gone well. A n d  I st i l l  
t h i n k  H a rry was a  good choice for t h a t stage i n  m y l ife . I t h i n k  he wou ld h ave 
been  considera te a n d gen t le , a n d h ave u n derstood wh at I was wa n ting from 



h im .

I saw H a rry f leet i ngly a  cou ple of years ago a t t he recovery cen tre i n  Wil tsh ire . 
H e was bei ng b ro ugh t i n  after a  don a t ion .  I wasn 't  i n  t he best of moods 
beca use m y ow n donor h a d j u st com pleted t he n igh t  before. No one was 
b l a m i ng me for t h a t–i t  h a d been  a  p a r t ic u la r ly u n t idy opera t ion–b u t I wasn 't  
feeli ng grea t a l l t he sa me. I'd been  u p most of t he n igh t ,  sor t i ng a ll t he 
a rra ngemen ts, a n d I was i n  t he fron t recept ion  get t i ng rea dy to leave w hen  I 
saw H a rry com i ng i n . H e was i n  a  w heelch a ir–beca use he was so wea k , I 
fou n d ou t la ter , not beca use he co u ld n 't  act u a lly wa l k–a n d I'm not su re he 
recogn ised me w hen  I wen t u p a n d sa id hello. I su ppose t here's no reason I 
shou ld h ave a n y specia l place i n  h is memory . We'd never h a d m u ch  to do 
wit h  each ot her apart from t h a t one t ime . To h im , if he remem bered me a t a l l , 
I'd j u st be t h is daft gi r l  w ho ca me u p to h im once , asked if he wa n ted sex , 
t hen  backed off. H e m u st h ave been  pret ty m at u re for h is age , beca use he 
d id n 't  get a n noyed or go ro u n d tel l i ng people I was a  tease, or a n y of t h a t . So 
w hen  I saw h im bei ng b ro ugh t i n  t h a t d ay , I felt  gr a tef u l to h im a n d wished I 
was h is carer . I look ed a bou t , b u t w hoever was h is carer wasn 't  even a rou n d . 
The orderlies were im p a tien t to get h im to h is room , so I d id n 't  t a l k  wit h  h im 
long.  I j u st sa id hello, t h a t I hoped h e'd feel better soon , a n d he smiled 
t i red ly . W hen  I men tioned H a ilsh a m he d id a  t h u m bs-u p , b u t I cou ld tell he 
d id n 't  recogn ise me. M aybe la ter , w hen  he wasn 't  so t i red , or w hen  t he 
medica t ion  wasn 't  so st rong, h e'd h ave t r ied to place me a n d remem bered .

A n yway , I was t a l k i ng a bou t back  t hen : a bou t how after R u t h  a n d Tom my 
spli t , a l l m y p la ns got con f used . Loo k i ng a t i t  now , I feel a  b i t  sorry for H a rry . 
After a l l t he h i n ts I'd been  d rop p i ng t he previous week , t here I was, s u d de n ly 
w h isper ing st u ff to p u t h im off. I su ppose I m u st h ave assu med he was r a r i ng 
to go, t h a t I h a d m y wor k  c u t ou t j u st to h old  h im off. Beca use w henever I 
saw h im , I'd a lways get som et h i ng i n  q u ic k , t hen  r u sh  off before he cou ld say 
a n y t h i ng back . It was o n ly  m u ch  la ter , w hen  I t ho ugh t a bou t i t , i t  occu rred to 
me he m igh t  not h ave h a d sex on  h is m i n d  a t a l l . F or a ll I k now , he m igh t  
h ave been  h a p py to forget t he w hole t h i ng,  except t h a t every t ime he saw me, 
a long a  corr idor or i n  t he grou n ds , I'd come u p a n d w h isper some excuse w h y 
I d id n 't  wa n t sex wit h  h im j u st t hen . It m u st h ave look ed pret ty daft from h is 
side, a n d if he h a d n 't  been  s u ch  a  decen t type , I'd h ave been  a  l a u gh i ng stock  
i n  no t ime . Well, a n yway , t h is era of p u t t i ng H a rry off lasted m aybe a  cou ple 
of weeks, a n d t hen  ca me R u t h 's request .



Th at su m mer , r igh t  u p u n t i l  t he warm weather faded , we developed t h is odd 
way of l is ten i ng to m u sic toget her i n  t he fields. Walk m a ns h a d sta rted 
a ppea r ing a t H a ilsh a m since t he previous yea r's Sa les a n d by t h a t su m mer 
t here were a t least six of t hem i n  circ u la t ion . The craze was for several people 
to si t  on  t he grass a rou n d a  single W al k m a n , p assing t he headset a rou n d . 
O k ay , i t  sou n ds a  st u pid way to l isten  to m usic, b u t i t  crea ted a  rea lly good 
feeli ng. You  l istened for m aybe twen ty secon ds, took  off t he headset , passed i t  
on . After a  w h ile , p rovided you  k ep t t he sa me tape goi ng over a n d over , i t  was 
s u rp r isi ng how close i t  was to h avi ng hea rd a ll of i t  by you rself. As I say , t he 
craze rea lly took  off t h a t su m mer , a n d d u r i ng t he l u n c h  brea ks yo u 'd see a ll 
t hese cl usters of st u den ts ly i ng a bou t t he grass a rou n d t he Walk m a ns. The 
gu a rdia ns weren 't  too k een , sa y i ng we'd spread ear i n fect ions , b u t t hey let  u s 
ca r ry on . I ca n 't  remem ber t h a t last su m mer wit hou t t h i n k i ng a bou t t hose 
a fter noons a rou n d t he Walk m a ns. Someone wou ld wa n der u p a n d ask : 
“W h at's t he sou n d?” a n d if t hey l i k ed t he a nswer , t h ey'd si t  dow n on  t he 
grass a n d wait t heir  t u r n . T here was a lmost a lways a  good a t mosp here 
a rou n d these sessions a n d I don 't  remem ber a n yon e bei ng ref used a  sh are of 
t he headset .

A n yway , t h a t's wh at I was u p to wit h  a  few ot her gir ls w hen  R u t h  ca me u p to 
ask  if we cou ld h ave a  t a l k . I cou ld tell i t  was som et h i ng im porta n t , so I left  
m y ot her fr ien ds a n d t he two of u s walked off, a l l t he way to ou r dor m h u t . 
W hen  we got to ou r room , I sat dow n on  R u t h 's bed , close to t he win dow–t he 
s u n  h a d warmed t he b la n k et–a n d she sat on  m ine over by t he back  wall. 
T here was a  b l u ebot t le b u zz i ng a rou n d , a n d for a  m in u te we h a d a  l a ugh  
p l a y i ng “bluebott le ten n is ,” t h rowi ng ou r h a n ds a bou t to m a ke t he demen ted 
crea t u re go from one to t he ot her of u s . T hen  i t  fou n d i ts way ou t of t he 
win dow , a n d R u t h  sa id:

“I wa n t me a n d Tom my to get back  toget her aga in . K a t h y ,  wil l you  help?” 
T hen  she asked: “W h at's t he m atter?”

“Not h i ng.  I was j u st a  b i t  su rprised , after w h a t's h a ppened . O f cou rse I'l l  
help .”

“I h aven 't  told a n ybody else a bou t wa n ting to get back  wit h  Tom my . Not even 
H a n n a h .  You 're t he o n ly  one I t r ust .”

“W h at do you  wa n t me to do?”

“J u st t a l k  to h im . You 've a lways h a d t h is way wit h  h im . H e'l l  l isten  to you . 
A n d  h e'l l  k now yo u 're not b u l ls h i t t i ng a bou t me.”



F or a  momen t we sat t here swi ngi ng ou r feet u n der ou r beds.

“It's rea lly good yo u 're tel l i ng me t h is ,” I sa id even t u a lly . “I p rob a bly a m t he 
best person . T a l k ing to Tom my a n d a ll t h a t .”

“W h at I wa n t is for u s to m a ke a  fresh  sta rt . We're a bou t evens now , we've 
bot h  done daft t h i ngs j u st to h u r t each ot her , b u t i t's e no ugh  now . M ar t h a  
b loody H . , I ask  yo u ! M aybe he d id i t  j u st to give me a  good l a ugh .  Well you  
ca n  tell h im he succeeded , a n d t he scores are a ll even aga in . I t's t ime we grew 
u p a n d sta rted a fresh . I k now you  ca n  reason wit h  h im , K a t h y .  Yo u 'l l  dea l 
wit h  i t  t he best way possible. T hen  if he's st i l l  not prepared to be sensible, I'l l  
k now t here's no poi n t  ca r ry i ng on  wit h  h im .”

I sh r ugged . “As you  say , Tom my a n d I, we've a lways been  a ble to ta l k .”

“Yea h , a n d he rea lly respects you . I k now beca use he's often  t a l k ed a bou t i t . 
How you 've got gu ts a n d how you  a lways do wh at you  say yo u 're goi ng to do. 
H e told me once if he was i n  a  cor ner , h e'd r a t her h ave you  b ac k ing h im t h a n  
a n y of t he boys .” S he d id a  q u ic k  l a ugh .  “Now you 've got to a d mit , t h a t's a  
real com plimen t . So you  see, i t's got to be you  to ou r rescue. Tom my a n d I 
were m ade for each ot her a n d h e'l l  l isten  to you . Yo u 'l l  do i t  for u s , won 't  you , 
K a t h y?”

I d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng for a  momen t . T hen  I asked: “R u t h , are you  serious 
a bou t Tom m y? I mea n , if I do persu ade h im , a n d you  get back  toget her , you  
won 't  h u r t h im aga in?”

R u t h  gave a n  im p a tien t sigh . “ O f cou rse I'm serious. We're a d u lts now . Soo n  
we'l l  be leaving H a ilsh a m . I t's not a  ga me a n y more.”

“ O k ay . I'l l  t a l k  to h im . Li k e you  say , we'l l  be leaving here soon . We ca n 't  
a fford to waste time.”

After t h a t , I remem ber u s si t t i ng on  t hose beds, t a l k i ng for some t ime . R u t h  
wa n ted to go over every t h i ng aga in  a n d aga in : how st u pid he was bei ng,  w h y 
t hey were rea lly s u ited to each ot her , how differen t ly t h ey'd do t h i ngs nex t 
t ime rou n d , how t h ey'd keep m u ch  more priva te, how t h ey'd h ave sex i n  
better places a t better t imes. We t a l k ed a bou t i t  a l l a n d she wa n ted m y advice 
on  everyt h ing. T hen  a t one poin t , I was loo k i ng ou t of t he win dow towards t he 
h i l ls i n  t he dista nce, w hen  I was sta r t led to feel R u t h ,  s u d de n ly beside me, 
squeeze m y shou lders .

“ K a t h y , I k new we cou ld depen d on  you ,” she said . “Tom my's r igh t .  You 're 



j u st t he person  to h ave w hen  yo u 're i n  a  corner .”

W h at wit h  one t h i ng a n d a not her , I d id n 't  get a  ch a nce to t a l k  to Tom my for 
t he nex t few d ays . T hen  one l u nch-t ime I spotted h im on  t he edge of t he 
So u t h  Play i ng F ield p ract ising wit h  h is footb a ll . H e'd been  h avi ng a  
k ic k a bou t ea rlier wit h  two ot her boys , b u t now he was a lone , j u ggl i ng t he b a ll 
a bou t i n  t he a ir . I wen t over a n d sat dow n on  t he grass be h i n d h im , p u t t i ng 
m y back  aga inst a  fence post . Th is co u ld n 't  h ave been  lo ng after t h a t t ime I'd 
show n h im Pa tricia  C .'s ca len dar a n d h e'd m arched off, beca use I remem ber 
we weren 't  su re how we stood wit h  each ot her . H e wen t on  wit h  h is 
b a l l- j uggl i ng,  scowling wit h  concen tr a t ion–k nee , foot , hea d , foot–w hile I sat 
t here p ic k i ng away a t clovers a n d gazi ng a t t he woods i n  t he dista nce t h a t 
we'd once been  so fr igh tened of. In  t he en d I decided to brea k  t he deadlock  
a n d sa id:

“Tom my , let's t a l k  now . T here's som et h i ng I wa n t to t a l k  to you  abou t .”

As soon  as I sa id t h is , he let  t he b a ll roll away a n d ca me to si t  dow n beside 
me. It was typica l of Tom my t h a t once he k new I was wil l i ng to t a l k , t here was 
s u d de n ly no trace left  of a n y s u l k iness; j u st a  k i n d  of gr a tef u l eager ness t h a t 
remin ded me of t he way we were back  i n  t he J u n iors w hen  a  gu a rdia n  w ho'd 
been  tel l i ng u s off wen t back  to bei ng nor m al . H e was p a n t i ng a  b i t , a n d 
t ho ugh  I k new t h is was from t he footb a ll , i t  a dded to h is overa ll im pression  of 
eager ness. In  ot her words, before we'd sa id a n y t h i ng,  h e'd a lrea dy got m y 
back  u p . T hen  w hen  I sa id to h im: “Tom my , I ca n  tell . You  h aven 't  been  too 
h a p py la tely ,” he said: “W h at do you  mea n? I'm perfectly h a ppy . I rea lly a m .” 
A n d  he d id a  b ig bea m , followed by t h is hea r ty l a ugh .  Th at was wh at d id i t . 
Years la ter , w hen  I saw a  sh adow of i t  every now a n d t hen , I'd j u st smile. B u t 
back  t hen , i t  rea lly used to get to me. If Tom my h a ppened to say to you : “I'm 
rea lly u pset a bou t it ,” h e'd h ave to p u t on  a  long,  dow ncast face, t hen  a n d 
there, to back  u p h is words. I don 't  mea n  he d id t h is i ron ica l ly .  H e act u a lly 
t ho ugh t h e'd be more convinci ng.  So now , to prove he was h a ppy , here he 
was, t r y i ng to spar k le wit h  bon hom ie .  As I say , t here wou ld come a  t ime w hen  
I'd t h i n k  t h is was sweet; b u t t h a t su m mer a ll I cou ld see was t h a t i t  
advert ised wh at a  ch ild he st i l l  was, a n d how easily you  cou ld ta ke adva n tage 
of h im . I d id n 't  k now m u ch  t hen  a bou t t he world t h a t awaited u s beyon d 
H a ilsh a m , b u t I'd guessed we'd need a ll ou r wits a bou t u s , a n d w hen  Tom my 
did a n y t h i ng l i k e t h is , I felt  som et h i ng close to p a n ic . U n t i l t h a t a fter noon  I'd 
a lways let  i t  go–i t  a lways seemed too d iffic u l t  to expla in–b u t t h is t ime I b u rst 
ou t , sa y i ng:

“Tom my , you  look  so st u pid , l a u gh i ng l i k e t h a t! If you  wa n t to p reten d yo u 're 



h a ppy , you  don 't  do i t  t h a t way! J u st ta ke i t  from me, you  don 't  do i t  t h a t 
way! You  def i n i tely don 't! Look , you 've got to grow u p . A n d  you 've got to get 
you rself back  on  track . E very t h i ng's been  fa l l i ng apart for you  j u st l a tely , a n d 
we bot h  k now w h y .”

Tom my was loo k i ng p u zzled .  W hen  he was su re I'd fi n ished , he said: “You 're 
r igh t .  T h ings h ave been  fa l l i ng apart for me. B u t I don 't  see wh at you  mea n , 
K a t h . W h a t do you  mea n , we bot h  k now? I don 't  see how you  cou ld k now . I 
h aven 't  told a n yone .”

“ O bviou sly I don 't  h ave a ll t he deta ils. B u t we a ll k now a bou t you  sp l i t t i ng 
wit h  R u t h .”

Tom my st i l l  look ed p u zzled .  F i n a l ly  he d id a not her l i t t le l a ugh ,  b u t t h is t ime 
i t  was a  real one . “I see wh at you  mea n ,” he m u m bled , t hen  pa used a  momen t 
to t h i n k  som et h i ng over . “To be honest , K a t h ,” he sa id even t u a lly , “t h a t's not 
rea lly w h a t's bot her i ng me. I t's rea lly som et h i ng else a l toget her . I j u st keep 
t h i n k i ng a bou t i t  a l l t he t ime . Abou t Miss L u cy .”

A n d  t h a t was how I ca me to hea r a bou t i t , a bou t wh at h a d h a ppened between 
Tom my a n d Miss L u cy a t t he sta rt of t h a t su m mer . La ter , w hen  I'd h a d t ime 
to t h i n k  i t  over , I wor ked ou t i t  m u st h ave h a ppened no more t h a n  a  few d ays 
after t he mor n i ng I'd seen Miss L u cy u p i n  Room 22 scrawling over her 
paperwor k . A n d  l i k e I sa id , I felt  l i k e k ic k i ng m yself I h a d n 't  fou n d ou t from 
h im earlier .

It h a d been  i n  t he a fter noon  nea r t he “dead hou r”–w hen  t he lessons were 
fi n ished b u t t here was st i l l  some t ime to go u n t i l  su pper . Tom my h a d seen 
Miss L u cy com i ng ou t of t he m ain  hou se , her arms loa ded wit h  fl ipch a r ts a n d 
box fi les, a n d beca use i t  look ed l i k e she'd drop som et h i ng a n y momen t , h e'd 
r u n  over a n d offered to help .

“Well, she gave me a  few t h i ngs to ca r ry a n d sa id we were hea ded back  to her 
st u dy wit h  i t  a l l . E ven between t he two of u s t here was too m u ch  a n d I 
d ropped a  cou ple of t h i ngs on  t he way. T hen  w hen  we were com i ng u p to t he 
O ra ngery , she s u d de n ly stopped , a n d I t ho ugh t she'd dropped som et h i ng 
else. B u t she was loo k i ng a t me, l i k e t h is , st r a igh t i n  t he face, a l l serious. 
T hen  she says we've got to h ave a  t a l k , a  good t a l k . I say fi ne , a n d so we go 
i n to t he O ra ngery , i n to her st u dy , p u t a l l t he st u ff dow n . A n d  she tells me to 
si t  dow n , a n d I en d u p exactly where I was t he last t ime , you  k now , t h a t t ime 
years ago. A n d  I ca n  tell she's remem bering t h a t t ime as well, beca use she 
sta rts t a l k i ng a bou t i t  l i k e i t  was o n ly  t he d ay before. No expla n a t ions , 
n ot h i ng ,  she j u st sta rts off sa y i ng som et h i ng l i k e: 'Tom m y , I m ade a  mista ke, 
w hen  I sa id wh at I d id to you . A n d  I shou ld h ave p u t you  r igh t  a bou t i t  lo ng 



before now .' T hen  she's sa yi ng I shou ld forget every t h i ng she told me before. 
Th at she'd done me a  b ig disservice tel l i ng me not to worry a bou t bei ng 
creative. Th at t he ot her gu a rdia ns h a d been  r igh t  a ll a long,  a n d t here was no 
excuse for m y art bei ng so r u bbish…”

“ Hold on , Tom my . D id she act u a lly say you r art was 'r u b b is h?' ”

“If i t  wasn 't  'r u b b ish ' i t  was som et h i ng l i k e i t . Negligib le .  Th at m igh t  h ave 
been  i t . O r i ncom peten t . S he m igh t  as well h ave sa id r u bbish . S he sa id she 
was sorry she'd told me wh at she h a d t he last t ime beca use if she h a d n 't ,  I 
m igh t  h ave sorted i t  a l l by now .”

“W h at were you  sa yi ng t h ro ugh  a ll t h is?”

“I d id n 't  k now wh at to say . In  t he en d , she act u a lly asked . S he said: 'Tom m y , 
wh at are you  t h i n k i ng?' So I sa id I wasn 't  su re b u t t h a t she sho u ld n 't  worry 
ei t her way beca use I was a ll r igh t  now . A n d  she said , no, I wasn 't  a l l r igh t .  M y  
art was r u bbish , a n d t h a t was p a r t ly her fa u lt  for tel l i ng me wh at she h a d . 
A n d  I sa id to her , b u t wh at does i t  m atter? I'm a ll r igh t  now , no one la ughs a t 
me a bou t t h a t a n y more. B u t she keeps s h a k i ng her hea d sayi ng: 'It  does 
m atter . I sho u ld n 't  h ave sa id wh at I d id .' So i t  occu rs to me she's t a l k i ng 
a bou t la ter , you  k now , a bou t after we leave here . So I say: ' B u t  I'l l  be a ll r igh t ,  
Miss . I'm rea lly fi t , I k now how to look  after m yself. W hen  i t's t ime for 
don a t ions , I'l l  be a ble to do i t  rea lly well .' W hen  I sa id t h is , she sta rts s h a k i ng 
her hea d , s h a k i ng i t  rea lly h a rd so I'm worried s h e'l l  get d izzy .  T hen  she says: 
'Liste n ,  Tom my , you r art , i t  is im port a n t . A n d  not j u st beca use i t's evidence. 
B u t for you r ow n sa ke. Yo u 'l l  get a  lot from it , j u st for you rself.' ”

“ Hold on . W h a t d id she mea n , 'evidence'?”

“I don 't  k now . B u t she def i n i tely sa id t h a t . S he sa id ou r art was im port a n t , 
a n d 'n ot  j u st beca use i t's evidence.' God k nows wh at she mea n t . I d id 
act u a lly ask  her , w hen  she sa id t h a t . I sa id I d id n 't  u n derst a n d wh at she was 
tel l i ng me, a n d was i t  som et h i ng to do wit h  M ada me a n d her ga l lery? A n d  
she d id a  b ig s igh  a n d said: 'M a d a me's ga llery , yes, t h a t's im port a n t . M u ch  
more im port a n t t h a n  I once t ho ugh t .  I see t h a t now .' T hen  she said: 'Loo k ,  
t here are a ll k i n ds of t h i ngs you  don 't  u n derst a n d , Tom my , a n d I ca n 't  tel l 
you  a bou t t hem . T h ings a bou t H a ilsh a m , a bou t you r place i n  t he wider 
world , a l l k i n ds of t h i ngs .  B u t per h a ps one d ay , yo u 'l l  t ry a n d fi n d ou t . They 
won 't  m a ke i t  easy for you , b u t if you  wa n t to, rea lly wa n t to, you  m igh t  fi n d 
ou t .' S he sta rted s h a k i ng her hea d aga in  after t h a t , t ho ugh  not as b a d as 
before, a n d she says: ' B u t  w h y shou ld you  be a n y d ifferen t? The st u den ts 
w ho leave here , t hey never fi n d ou t m u ch . W h y shou ld you  be a n y d ifferen t?' 
I d id n 't  k now wh at she was t a l k i ng a bou t , so I j u st sa id aga in : 'I'l l  be a ll r igh t ,  



Miss .' S he was q u iet for a  t ime , t hen  she s u d de n ly stood u p a n d k i n d  of ben t 
over me a n d h ugged me. Not i n  a  sexy way. More l i k e t hey used to do w hen  
we were l i t t le . I j u st k ep t as st i l l  as possible. T hen  she stood back  a n d sa id 
aga in  she was sorry for wh at she'd told me before. A n d  t h a t i t  wasn 't  too la te, 
I shou ld sta rt st r a igh t away , m a k i ng u p t he lost t ime . I don 't  t h i n k  I sa id 
a n y t h i ng,  a n d she look ed a t me a n d I t ho ugh t she'd h u g me aga in . B u t 
i nstea d she said: 'J u st do i t  for m y sa ke, Tom m y .' I told her I'd do m y best , 
beca use by t hen  I j u st wa n ted ou t of t here. I was prob a bly b r igh t  scarlet , 
wh at wit h  her h u ggi ng me a n d everyt h ing. I mea n , i t's not t he sa me, is i t , 
now we've got b igger .”

U n til t h is poi n t  I'd been  so engrossed i n  Tom my's story , I'd forgot ten  m y 
reason for h avi ng t h is t a l k  wit h  h im . B u t t h is reference to ou r get t i ng “bigger” 
rem in ded me of m y or igi n a l m ission .

“Look , Tom my ,” I sa id , “we'l l  h ave to t a l k  t h is over ca ref u lly soon . I t's rea lly 
i n terest i ng a n d I ca n  see how i t  m u st h ave m ade you  miserable. B u t ei t her 
way, yo u 're goi ng to h ave to p u ll you rself toget her a  b i t  more. We're goi ng to 
be leaving here t h is su m mer . You 've got to get you rself sorted aga in , a n d 
t here's one t h i ng you  ca n  st r a igh ten  ou t r igh t  now . R u t h  told me she's 
prepared to ca ll i t  q u its a n d h ave you  get back  wit h  her aga in . I t h i n k  t h a t's a  
good ch a nce for you . D on 't  mess i t  u p .”

H e was q u iet for a  few secon ds, t hen  said: “I don 't  k now , K a t h . T here are a ll 
t hese ot her t h i ngs to t h i n k  abou t .”

“Tom my , j u st l isten . You 're rea lly l u c k y . O f a l l t he people here , you 've got 
R u t h  fa n cyi ng you . After we leave, if yo u 're wit h  her , you  won 't  h ave to worry . 
S h e's t he best , yo u 'l l  be fi ne so lo ng as yo u 're wit h  her . S h e's sa yi ng she 
wa n ts a  fresh  sta rt . So don 't  b low i t .”

I waited b u t Tom my gave no response, a n d aga in  I felt  som et h i ng l i k e p a n ic 
com i ng over me. I lea ned forward a n d said: “Look , you  fool , yo u 're not goi ng 
to get m a n y more ch a nces. D on 't  you  rea lise, we won 't  be here toget her l i k e 
t h is m u ch  longer?”

To m y su rprise Tom my's response, w hen  i t  ca me, was calm a n d 
considered–t he side of Tom my t h a t was to emerge more a n d more i n  t he years 
a hea d .

“I do rea lise t h a t , K a t h . T h a t's exactly w h y I ca n 't  r u sh  back  i n to i t  wit h  R u t h .  
We've got to t h i n k  a bou t t he nex t move rea lly ca ref u lly .” T hen  he sighed a n d 
look ed r igh t  a t me. “Li k e you  say , K a t h . We're goi ng to be leaving here soon . 
I t's not l i k e a  ga me a n y more. We've got to t h i n k  ca ref u lly .”



I was s u d de n ly lost for wh at to say a n d j u st sat t here t u ggi ng away a t t he 
clovers. I cou ld feel h is eyes on  me, b u t I d id n 't  look  u p . We m igh t  h ave gone 
on  t h a t way for a  w h ile longer , except we were i n ter r u p ted . I t h i n k  t he boys 
h e'd been  p l a y i ng footb a ll wit h  ea rlier ca me back , or m aybe i t  was some 
st u den ts st rol l i ng by w ho ca me a n d sat dow n wit h  u s . A n yway , ou r l i t t le 
heart-to-heart was a t a n  en d a n d I ca me away feeli ng I h a d n 't  done wh at I'd 
set ou t to do–t h a t I'd somehow let R u t h  dow n .

I never got to assess wh at k i n d  of im pact m y t a l k  wit h  Tom my h a d h a d , 
beca use i t  was t he very nex t d ay t he news brok e . It was m idway t h ro ugh  t he 
mor n i ng a n d we'd been  i n  yet a not her C u lt u re B r ief i ng.  These were classes 
where we h a d to role p lay va rious people we'd fi n d ou t t here–waiters i n  cafés, 
policemen  a n d so on . The sessions a lways got u s excited a n d worried a ll a t  
t he sa me t ime , so we were p ret ty k eyed u p a n yway . T hen  a t t he en d of t he 
lesson , as we were f i l i ng ou t , C h a r lot te F . ca me r u s h i ng i n to t he room a n d t he 
news a bou t Miss L u cy leaving H a ilsh a m spread t h ro ugh  u s i n  a n  i nst a n t . Mr . 
C h r is , w ho'd been  t a k i ng t he class a n d w ho m u st h ave k now n a ll a long,  
sh u ffled off gu i l t i ly  before we cou ld ask  h im a n y t h i ng.  A t fi rst  we weren 't  su re 
if C h a r lot te was j u st repor t i ng a  r u mou r , b u t t he more she told u s , t he clea rer 
i t  beca me t h is was for real. E a rlier i n  t he mor n i ng,  one of t he ot her Se n ior  
classes h a d gone i n to Room 12 expect i ng M u sic Apprecia t ion  wit h  Miss L u cy . 
B u t Miss E mily h a d been  t here i nstea d a n d she'd told t hem Miss L u cy 
co u ld n 't  come j u st a t t h a t momen t , so she wou ld ta ke t he class. F or t he nex t 
twen ty m in u tes or so every t h i ng h a d gone q u ite nor m a lly .  T hen  
s u dden ly–r igh t i n  mid-sen tence, a pp a ren t ly–Miss E mily h a d brok en  off from 
t a l k i ng a bou t B eet hoven  a n d a n no u nced t h a t Miss L u cy h a d left  H a ilsh a m 
a n d wo u ld n 't  be ret u r n i ng.  Th at class h a d fi n ished several m in u tes 
ea r ly–Miss E mily h a d r u shed off wit h  a  preoccu pied frow n–a n d t he word h a d 
sta rted to go ro u n d as soon  as t he st u den ts h a d come ou t .

I im media tely set off to look  for Tom my , beca use I despera tely wa n ted h im to 
hea r i t  fi rst  from me. B u t w hen  I stepped i n to t he cou r tya rd , I saw I was too 
la te. T here was Tom my , over on  t he far side, on  t he edge of a  circle of boys , 
n od d i ng to wh at was bei ng said . The ot her boys were a n im ated , m aybe 
excited even , b u t Tom my's eyes look ed em pty . Th at very even ing, Tom my a n d 
R u t h  got back  toget her aga in , a n d I remem ber R u t h  f i n d i ng me a  few d ays 
la ter to t h a n k  me for “sor t i ng i t  a l l ou t so well.” I told her I p rob a bly h a d n 't  
helped m u ch , b u t she was h avi ng none of t h a t . I was most def i n i tely i n  her 
good book s . A n d  t h a t was more or less t he way t h i ngs stayed t h ro ugho u t ou r 
last d ays a t H a ilsh a m .



Par t  T w o

C h a p t e r  T e n

Sometimes I'l l  be d r ivi ng on  a  lo ng weaving roa d across m arsh la n d , or m aybe 
past rows of f u rrowed fields, t he s k y b ig a n d grey a n d never c h a ngi ng m ile 
after m ile , a n d I fi n d I'm t h i n k i ng a bou t m y essay , t he one I was su pposed to 
be wri t i ng back  t hen , w hen  we were a t t he Cottages. The gu a rdia ns h a d 
t a l k ed to u s a bou t ou r essays on  a n d off t h ro ugho u t t h a t last su m mer , t r y i ng 
to help each of u s choose a  topic t h a t wou ld absorb u s p roperly for a n y t h i ng 
u p to two years. B u t somehow–m aybe we cou ld see som et h i ng i n  t he 
gu a rd ia ns' m a n ner–no one rea lly believed t he essays were t h a t im port a n t , 
a n d a mong ou rselves we h a rd ly discussed t he m atter . I remem ber w hen  I 
wen t i n  to tel l Miss E mily m y chosen  topic was V ictor ia n  novels, I h a d n 't  
rea lly t ho ugh t a bou t i t  m u ch  a n d I cou ld see she k new i t . B u t she j u st gave 
me one of her sea rch ing sta res a n d sa id n ot h i ng more .

O nce we got to t he Cottages, t ho ugh ,  t he essays took  on  a  new im porta nce. In  
ou r fi rst  d ays there, a n d for some of u s a  lot longer , i t  was l i k e we were each 
cl i ngi ng to ou r essay , t h is last task  from H a ilsh a m , l i k e i t  was a  farewell gift  
from t he gu a rdia ns . Over t ime , t hey wou ld fade from ou r m in ds , b u t for a  
w h ile t hose essays helped keep u s a floa t i n  ou r new s u r ro u n dings .

W hen I t h i n k  a bou t m y essay tod ay , wh at I do is go over i t  i n  some deta il: I 
m ay t h i n k  of a  com pletely new a pproach  I cou ld h ave t a k en , or a bou t 
d ifferen t writers a n d book s I cou ld h ave focused on . I m igh t  be h avi ng coffee 
i n  a  service st a t ion , st a r i ng a t t he motorway t h ro ugh  t he b ig win dows, a n d 
m y essay wil l pop i n to m y hea d for no reason . T hen  I q u ite e n joy si t t i ng 
there, goi ng t h ro ugh  i t  a l l aga in . J u st l a tely , I've even toyed wit h  t he idea  of 
goi ng back  a n d wor k ing on  i t , once I'm not a  carer a n y more a n d I've got t he 
t ime . B u t i n  t he en d , I su ppose I'm not rea lly serious a bou t i t . I t's j u st a  b i t  of 
nosta lgia  to pass t he t ime . I t h i n k  a bou t t he essay t he sa me way I m igh t  a  
rou n ders m a tch  a t H a ilsh a m I d id p a r t ic u la r ly well i n , or else a n  a rgu men t 
from lo ng ago where I ca n  now t h i n k  of a l l t he clever t h i ngs I shou ld h ave 
said . I t's a t t h a t sort of level–daydrea m st u ff. B u t as I say , t h a t's not how i t  
was w hen  we fi rst  got to t he Cottages.

E igh t of u s w ho left  H a ilsh a m t h a t su m mer en ded u p a t t he Cottages. O t hers 
wen t to t he W h ite M a n sion  i n  t he Welsh  h il ls , or to Popla r F arm i n  Dorset . 



We d id n 't  k now t hen  t h a t a l l t hese places h a d o n ly  t he most ten uou s l i n k s 
wit h  H a ilsh a m . We a rrived a t t he Cottages expect i ng a  version  of H a ilsh a m for 
older st u den ts, a n d I su ppose t h a t was t he way we con t in u ed to see t hem for 
some t ime . We cer t a in ly d id n 't  t h i n k  m u ch  a bou t ou r lives beyon d t he 
Cottages, or a bou t w ho r a n  t hem , or how t hey fi t ted i n to t he la rger world . 
None of u s t ho ugh t l i k e t h a t i n  t hose d ays .

The Cottages were t he rem ains of a  farm t h a t h a d gone ou t of b usiness years 
before. T here was a n  old far m house, a n d a rou n d i t , b a r ns , ou thouses, stables 
a ll converted for u s to l ive i n . T here were ot her b u i ld i ngs ,  u s u a lly t he o u t ly i ng 
ones , t h a t were vir t u a lly fa l l i ng dow n , w h ich  we co u ld n 't  use for m u ch , b u t 
for w h ich  we felt  i n  some vague way responsib le–m ain ly on  accou n t of Keffers. 
H e was t h is gr u m py old g u y w ho t u r ned u p two or t h ree times a  week  i n  h is 
m u ddy va n  to look  t he place over . H e d id n 't  l i k e to t a l k  to u s m u ch , a n d t he 
way he wen t ro u n d s igh i ng a n d s h a k i ng h is hea d d isgu stedly im plied we 
weren 't  doi ng nea r ly e no ugh  to keep t he place u p . B u t i t  was never clear wh at 
more he wa n ted u s to do. H e'd show n u s a  l ist  of chores w hen  we'd fi rst  
a rr ived , a n d t he st u den ts w ho were a lrea dy t here–“t he vetera ns,” as H a n n a h  
called t hem–h a d lo ng since wor ked ou t a  rot a  w h ich  we k ep t to 
conscien t iou sly . T here rea lly wasn 't  m u ch  else we cou ld do ot her t h a n  repor t 
lea k i ng gu t ters a n d mop u p after floods .

The old fa r m house–t he hea r t of t he Cot t ages–h a d a  n u m ber of fi replaces 
where we cou ld b u r n  t he spli t  logs stacked i n  t he ou ter b a r ns . O therwise we 
h a d to m a ke do wit h  b ig boxy hea ters. The p roblem wit h  these was t hey 
wor ked on  gas ca n isters, a n d u n less i t  was rea lly cold , Keffers wo u ld n 't  b r i ng 
m a n y i n . We k ept as k ing h im to leave a  b ig s u pply wit h  u s , b u t h e'd sh a ke 
h is hea d gloom ily ,  l i k e we were bo u n d to use t hem u p fr ivolou sly or else 
ca use a n  explosion . So I remem ber a  lot of t he t ime , ou tside t he su m mer 
mon t hs , bei ng c h i l ly .  You  wen t a rou n d wit h  two, even t h ree j u m pers on , a n d 
you r jea ns felt  cold a n d stiff. We sometimes k ep t ou r Well i ngtons on  t he 
w hole d ay , leaving t r a ils of m u d a n d d a m p t h ro ugh  t he rooms. Keffers, 
observing t h is , wou ld aga in  sh a ke h is hea d , b u t w hen  we asked h im wh at 
else we were su pposed to do, t he floors bei ng i n  t he sta te t hey were, h e'd 
m a ke no reply .

I'm m a k i ng i t  sou n d pret ty b a d , b u t none of u s m in ded t he discom forts one 
b it–i t  was a ll p a r t of t he excitemen t of bei ng a t t he Cottages. If we were 
honest , t ho ugh ,  p a r t ic u la r ly nea r t he begi n n i ng,  most of u s wou ld h ave 
ad mit ted m issing t he gu a rdia ns . A few of u s , for a  t ime , even t r ied to t h i n k  of 
Keffers as a  sort of gu a rdia n , b u t he was h avi ng none of i t . You  wen t u p to 
greet h im w hen  he a rrived i n  h is va n  a n d h e'd stare a t you  l i k e you  were 
m a d . B u t t h is was one t h i ng we'd been  told over a n d over: t h a t after 
H a ilsh a m t here'd be no more gu a rdia ns , so we'd h ave to look  after each ot her . 



A n d  by a n d la rge , I'd say H a ilsh a m prepared u s well on  t h a t score.

Most of t he st u den ts I was close to a t H a ilsh a m en ded u p a t t he Cottages t h a t 
su m mer . C y n t h i a  E .–t he gi r l  w ho'd sa id a bou t me bei ng R u t h 's “ n a t u ra l 
successor” t h a t t ime i n  t he Ar t Room–I wo u ld n 't  h ave m in ded her , b u t she 
wen t to Dorset wit h  t he rest of her crowd . A n d  H a rry , t he boy I'd nea r ly h a d 
sex wit h , I hea rd he wen t to Wales. B u t a ll ou r ga ng h a d stayed toget her . A n d  
if we ever missed t he others, we cou ld tell ou rselves t here was n ot h i ng 
stop p i ng u s goi ng to visi t  t hem . F or a ll ou r m a p lessons wit h  Miss E mily , we 
h a d no real idea  a t t h a t poi n t  a bou t dista nces a n d how easy or h a rd i t  was to 
visi t  a  pa rt icu la r place. We'd t a l k  a bou t get t i ng l ifts from t he vetera ns w hen  
t hey were goi ng on  t heir  t r ips , or else how i n  t ime we'd lea r n  to drive 
ou rselves a n d t hen  we'd be a ble to see t hem w henever we pleased .

O f cou rse, i n  practice, especia lly d u r i ng t he fi rst  mon t hs , we r a rely stepped 
beyon d t he con fi nes of t he Cottages. We d id n 't  even walk  a bou t t he 
s u r ro u n ding cou n tryside or wa n der i n to t he nea rby vil l age . I don 't  t h i n k  we 
were a fra id exactly . We a ll k new no one wou ld stop u s if we wa n dered off, 
p rovided we were back  by t he d ay a n d t he t ime we en tered i n to Keffers's 
ledgerbook . Th at su m mer we a rrived , we were consta n t ly seeing vetera ns 
p ac k ing t heir  b ags a n d r ucksacks a n d goi ng off for two or t h ree d ays a t a  
t ime wit h  wh at seemed to u s scary nonch a la nce . We'd watched t hem wit h  
aston ish men t , won der i ng if by t he followi ng su m mer we'd be doi ng t he sa me. 
O f cou rse, we were, b u t i n  t hose ea r ly d ays , i t  d id n 't  seem possible. You  h ave 
to remem ber t h a t u n t i l  t h a t poi n t  we'd never been  beyon d t he gro u n ds of 
H a ilsh a m , a n d we were j u st bewildered . If yo u 'd told me t hen  t h a t w i t h i n  a  
year , I'd not o n ly  develop a  h a bit  of t a k i ng lo ng soli t a ry walks, b u t t h a t I'd 
start lea r n i ng to drive a  car , I'd h ave t ho ugh t you  were m a d .

E ven R u t h  look ed d a u n ted t h a t s u n n y d ay t he m i n ib u s dropped u s i n  fron t 
of t he far m house, circled ro u n d t he l i t t le po n d  a n d disappeared u p t he slope. 
We cou ld see h i l ls i n  t he dista nce t h a t remin ded u s of t he ones i n  t he 
dista nce a t H a ilsh a m , b u t t hey seemed to u s od d ly crooked , l i k e w hen  you  
draw a  p ict u re of a  fr ien d a n d i t's a lmost r igh t  b u t not qu ite, a n d t he face on  
t he sheet gives you  t he creeps. B u t a t least i t  was t he su m mer , not t he way 
t he Cottages wou ld get a  few mon t hs on , wit h  a ll t he p u ddles frozen  over a n d 
t he ro ugh  gro u n d frosted bone h a rd . The place look ed bea u t if u l a n d cosy , 
wit h  overgrow n grass everyw here–a novelty to u s . We stood toget her i n  a  
h u ddle , t he eigh t of u s , a n d watched Keffers go i n  a n d ou t of t he far m house, 
expect i ng h im to address u s a t a n y momen t . B u t he d id n 't ,  a n d a ll we cou ld 
ca tch was t he odd ir r i t a ted m u tter a bou t t he st u den ts w ho a lrea dy l ived 
there. O nce , as he wen t to get som et h i ng from h is va n , he gave u s a  moody 



gla nce , t hen  ret u r ned to t he far m house a n d closed t he door be h i n d h im .

Before too long,  t ho ugh ,  t he vetera ns, w ho'd been  h avi ng a  b i t  of f u n  
wa tch ing u s bei ng pa t hetic–we were to do m u ch  t he sa me t he followi ng 
su m mer–ca me ou t a n d took  u s i n  h a n d . In  fact , loo k i ng back , I see t hey rea lly 
wen t ou t of t heir  way h elp i ng u s settle i n . E ven so, t hose fi rst  weeks were 
st r a nge a n d we were gla d we h a d each ot her . We'd a lways move a bou t 
toget her a n d seemed to spen d la rge parts of t he d ay aw k wardly st a n d i ng 
ou tside t he far m house, not k nowi ng wh at else to do.

It's f u n n y now reca ll i ng t he way i t  was a t t he begi n n i ng,  beca use w hen  I 
t h i n k  of t hose two years a t t he Cottages, t h a t scared , bewildered sta rt doesn 't  
seem to go wit h  a n y of t he rest of i t . If someone men tions t he Cottages tod ay , 
I t h i n k  of easy-going d ays d r ift i ng i n  a n d ou t of each ot her's rooms, t he 
l a ngu id  way t he a fter noon  wou ld fold i n to even ing t hen  i n to n igh t .  I t h i n k  of 
m y p ile of old paperbacks, t heir  pages gone wobbly , l i k e t h ey'd once belonged 
to t he sea . I t h i n k  a bou t how I read t hem , ly i ng on  m y fron t i n  t he grass on  
warm a fter noons , m y h a ir–w hich  I was growi ng lo ng t hen–a lways fa l l i ng 
across m y vision . I t h i n k  a bou t t he mor n i ngs wa k ing u p i n  m y room a t t he 
top of t he B lac k  B a r n  to t he voices of st u den ts ou tside i n  t he field , a rgu i ng 
a bou t poet ry or p h ilosop h y; or t he lo ng win ters, t he brea k fasts i n  stea med-u p 
k i tchens , mea n dering discussions a rou n d t he table a bou t K a f k a or Picasso. It 
was a lways st u ff l i k e t h a t a t brea k fast; never w ho yo u 'd h a d sex wit h  t he 
n igh t  before, or w h y La rry a n d H elen  weren 't  t a l k i ng to each ot her a n y more .

B u t t hen  aga in , w hen  I t h i n k  a bou t i t , t here's a  sense i n  w h ich  t h a t p ict u re of 
u s on  t h a t fi rst  d ay , h u d d led toget her i n  fron t of t he far m house, is n 't  so 
i ncongr u o u s after a l l . Beca use m aybe , i n  a  way, we d id n 't  leave i t  be h i n d 
nea r ly as m u ch  as we m igh t  once h ave t ho ugh t .  Beca use somew here 
u n der nea t h , a  p a r t of u s stayed l i k e t h a t: fearf u l of t he world a rou n d u s , 
a n d–no m atter how m u ch  we despised ou rselves for i t–u n a ble q u ite to let  each 
ot her go.

The vetera ns, w ho of cou rse k new n ot h i ng a bou t t he h istory of Tom my a n d 
R u t h 's rela t ionsh ip , t rea ted t hem as a  long-esta blished cou ple , a n d t h is 
seemed to please R u t h  no en d . F or t he fi rst  weeks after we a rrived , she m ade 
a  b ig dea l of i t , a lways p u t t i ng her a r m a rou n d Tom my , sometimes s n oggi ng 
h im i n  t he cor ner of a  room w h ile ot her people were st i l l  a bou t . Well, t h is 
k i n d  of t h i ng m igh t  h ave been  fi ne a t H a ilsh a m , b u t look ed im m at u re a t t he 
Cottages. The vetera n  cou ples never d id a n y t h i ng showy i n  p u blic , goi ng 
a bou t i n  a  sensib le sort of way, l i k e a  mot her a n d fa ther m igh t  do i n  a  nor m al 
fa mily .



T here was, i n ciden t a l ly ,  som et h i ng I not iced a bou t these vetera n  cou ples a t 
t he Cot t ages–somet h ing R u t h ,  for a ll her close st u dy of t hem , fa iled to 
spot–a n d t h is was how so m a n y of t heir  m a n nerisms were copied from t he 
television . It fi rst  ca me to me wa tch ing t h is cou ple , S u sie a n d G reg–prob a bly 
t he oldest st u den ts a t t he Cottages a n d genera lly t ho ugh t to be “i n  ch arge” of 
t he place. T here was t h is pa rt icu la r t h i ng S u sie d id w henever G reg set off on  
one of h is speeches a bou t Prou st or w hoever: she'd smile a t t he rest of u s , roll 
her eyes, a n d mou t h  very em p h a tica lly , b u t o n ly  j u st a u d ib ly: “ G awd help 
us.” Television  a t H a ilsh a m h a d been  pret ty restr icted , a n d a t t he Cottages 
too–t ho ugh  t here was n ot h i ng to stop u s wa tch ing a ll d a y–no one was very 
k een  on  i t . B u t t here was a n  old set i n  t he far m house a n d a not her i n  t he 
B lac k  B a r n , a n d I'd watch every now a n d t hen . T h a t's how I rea lised t h a t t h is 
“ G awd help us” st u ff ca me from a n  A merica n  series, one of t hose wit h  a n  
a u dience l a u gh i ng a long a t every t h i ng a n yon e sa id or d id . T here was a  
ch aracter–a la rge wom a n w ho lived nex t door to t he m ain  ch aracters–w ho did 
exactly wh at S u sie d id , so w hen  her h u sb a n d wen t off on  a  b ig spiel , t he 
a u dience wou ld be wa it i ng for her to roll her eyes a n d say “ G awd help us” so 
t hey cou ld b u rst ou t wit h  t h is h uge l a ugh .  O nce I'd spotted t h is , I bega n  to 
not ice a ll k i n ds of ot her t h i ngs t he vetera n  cou ples h a d t a k en  from TV 
progra m mes: t he way t hey gest u red to each ot her , sat toget her on  sofas, even 
t he way t hey a rgu ed a n d stor med ou t of rooms .

A n yway , m y poi n t  is , i t  wasn 't  lo ng before R u t h  rea lised t he way she'd been  
ca r ry i ng on  wit h  Tom my was a ll wrong for t he Cottages, a n d she set a bou t 
c h a ngi ng how t hey d id t h i ngs i n  fron t of people . A n d  t here was i n  pa rt icu la r 
t h is one gest u re R u t h  p ic k ed u p from t he vetera ns. B ac k  a t H a ilsh a m , if a  
cou ple were p a r t i ng, even for a  few min u tes , i t  h a d been  a n  excuse for b ig 
em braces a n d s noggi ng.  A t t he Cottages, t ho ugh ,  w hen  a  cou ple were sa yi ng 
good bye to each ot her , t here'd be h a rd ly a n y words, never m i n d  em braces or 
k isses. Instead , you  slapped you r p a r t ner's a r m nea r t he elbow , l igh t ly  wit h  
t he back  of you r k n u c k les , t he way you  m igh t  do to a t tract someone's 
a t ten t ion . Us u a lly t he gi r l  d id i t  to t he boy , j u st as t hey were movi ng apart . 
Th is custom h a d faded ou t by t he win ter , b u t w hen  we a rrived , i t  was wh at 
was goi ng on  a n d R u t h  was soon  doi ng i t  to Tom my . M i n d  you , a t  first , 
Tom my d id n 't  h ave a  cl u e wh at was goi ng on , a n d wou ld t u r n  a br u pt ly to 
R u t h  a n d go: “W h at?,” so t h a t she'd h ave to gla re f u riou sly a t h im , l i k e t hey 
were i n  a  p lay a n d h e'd forgot ten  h is l i nes . I su ppose she even t u a lly h a d a  
word wit h  h im , beca use after a  week  or so t hey were m a n agi ng to do i t  r igh t ,  
more or less exactly l i k e t he vetera n  cou ples.

I'd not act u a lly seen t he sla p on  t he elbow on  t he television , b u t I was pret ty 
su re t h a t's where t he idea  h a d come from , a n d j u st as su re R u t h  h a d n 't  
rea lised i t . Th at was w h y , t h a t a fter noon  I was rea ding D a n iel D eron d a on  t he 



grass a n d R u t h  was bei ng i r r i t a t i ng,  I decided i t  was t ime someone poin ted i t  
ou t to her .

It was nea r ly a u t u m n a n d st a r t i ng to get c h i l ly .  The vetera ns were spe n d i ng 
more t ime in doors a n d genera lly goi ng back  to wh atever rou t ines t h ey'd h a d 
before t he su m mer . B u t t hose of u s w ho'd a rrived from H a ilsh a m k ept si t t i ng 
ou tside on  t he u nc u t grass–wa n ting to keep goi ng for as lo ng as possib le t he 
o n ly  rou t ine we'd got used to. E ven so, by t h a t pa rt icu la r a fter noon , t here 
were m aybe o n ly  t h ree or fou r apart from me rea ding i n  t he field , a n d since 
I'd gone ou t of m y way to fi n d a  q u iet cor ner to m yself, I'm pret ty su re wh at 
h a ppened between me a n d R u t h  wasn 't  over heard .

I was ly i ng on  a  piece of old t a rp a u li n  rea ding, as I say , D a n iel D eron d a , 
w hen  R u t h  ca me wa n dering over a n d sat dow n beside me. S he st u died t he 
cover of m y book  a n d nodded to herself. T hen  after a bou t a  m in u te , j u st as I 
k new she wou ld , she bega n  to ou t l i ne to me t he p lot of D a n iel D eron d a . U n t i l 
t h a t poin t , I'd been  i n  a  perfectly ok ay mood , a n d h a d been  pleased to see 
R u t h ,  b u t now I was ir r i t a ted . S h e'd done t h is to me a  cou ple of t imes before, 
a n d I'd seen her doi ng i t  to others. F or one t h i ng,  t here was t he m a n ner she 
p u t on : a  k i n d  of nonch a la n t  b u t sincere one as t ho ugh  she expected people 
to be rea lly gra tef u l for her assista nce. O k ay , even a t t he t ime , I was vagu ely 
aware wh at was be h i n d i t . In  t hose ea r ly mon t hs , we'd somehow developed 
t h is idea  t h a t how well you  were set t l i ng i n  a t t he Cottages–how well you  were 
coping–was somehow reflected by how m a n y book s yo u 'd read . It sou n ds odd , 
b u t t here you  are, i t  was j u st som et h i ng t h a t developed between u s , t he ones 
w ho'd a rrived from H a ilsh a m . The w hole not ion  was k ep t delibera tely h a zy–i n  
fact , i t  was pret ty remin iscen t of t he way we'd dealt wit h  sex a t H a ilsh a m . You  
cou ld go a rou n d i m p ly i ng yo u 'd read a ll k i n ds of t h i ngs ,  n od d i ng k nowi ngly 
w hen  someone men tioned , say , War a n d Peace, a n d t he u n derst a n ding was 
t h a t no one wou ld scr u tin ise you r cla im too r a t ion a l ly .  You  h ave to 
remem ber , si nce we'd been  i n  each ot her's com p a n y consta n t ly since a r r ivi ng 
a t t he Cottages, i t  wasn 't  possib le for a n y of u s to h ave read War a n d Peace 
wit hou t t he rest not ici ng.  B u t j u st l i k e wit h  t he sex a t H a ilsh a m , t here was a n  
u nspok en  agreemen t to a llow for a  mysterious d i m ension  where we wen t off 
a n d d id a ll t h is rea ding.

It was, as I say , a  l i t t le ga me we a ll i n d u lged i n  to some exten t . E ven so, i t  was 
R u t h  w ho took  i t  f u r t her t h a n  a n yon e else. S he was t he one a lways 
p reten d i ng to h ave fi n ished a n y t h i ng a n yon e h a ppened to be rea ding; a n d 
she was t he o n ly  one wit h  t h is not ion  t h a t t he way to demonstra te you r 
s u perior rea ding was to go a rou n d tel l i ng people t he p lots of novels t hey were 
i n  t he m iddle of. T h a t's w h y , w hen  she sta rted on  D a n iel D eron d a , even 



t ho ugh  I'd not been  e n joy i ng i t  m u ch , I closed t he book , sat u p a n d sa id to 
her , com pletely ou t of t he b l u e:

“R u t h , I've been  m ea n i ng to ask  you . W h y do you  a lways h it  Tom my on  t he 
a r m li k e t h a t w hen  yo u 're sa yi ng good bye? You  k now wh at I mea n .”

O f cou rse she cla imed not to, so I p a t ien t ly expla ined wh at I was t a l k i ng 
a bou t . R u t h  hea rd me ou t t hen  s h r ugged .

“I d id n 't  rea lise I was doi ng i t . I m u st h ave j u st p ic k ed i t  u p .”

A few mon t hs before I m igh t  h ave let  i t  go a t t h a t–or p rob a bly wo u ld n 't  h ave 
b ro ugh t i t  u p i n  t he fi rst  place. B u t t h a t a fter noon  I j u st pressed on , 
exp la i n i ng to her how i t  was som et h i ng from a  television  series. “It's not 
som et h i ng wort h  copyi ng,” I told her . “It's not wh at people rea lly do ou t t here, 
i n  nor m al l ife , if t h a t's wh at you  were t h i n k i ng.”

R u t h ,  I cou ld see, was now a ngry b u t u ns u re how to f igh t  back . S he look ed 
away a n d d id a not her sh r ug. “So w h at?” she said . “It's no b ig deal. A lot of u s 
do i t .”

“W h at you  mea n  is C h rissie a n d Rod n ey do i t .”

As soon  as I sa id t h is I rea lised I'd m ade a  mista ke; t h a t u n t i l  I'd men tioned 
these two, I'd h a d R u t h  i n  a  cor ner , b u t now she was ou t . It was l i k e w hen  
you  m a ke a  move i n  chess a n d j u st as you  ta ke you r fi nger off t he piece, you  
see t he mista ke you 've m ade, a n d t here's t h is p a n ic beca use you  don 't  k now 
yet t he scale of d isaster you 've left  you rself open  to. S u re e no ugh ,  I saw a  
glea m come in to R u t h 's eyes a n d w hen  she spoke aga in  i t  was i n  a n  en t irely 
new voice.

“So t h a t's i t , t h a t's w h a t's u pset t i ng poor l i t t le K a t h y .  R u t h  is n 't  p a yi ng 
e no ugh  a t ten t ion  to her . R u t h 's got b ig new fr ien ds a n d b a by sister is n 't  
get t i ng p layed wit h  so often…”

“Stop a ll t h a t . A n yway t h a t's not how i t  wor ks i n  real fa milies. You  don 't  
k now a n y t h i ng a bou t i t .”

“ O h K a t h y ,  t he grea t expert on  real fa milies. So sorry . B u t t h a t's wh at t h is is , 
is n 't  i t? You 've st i l l  got t h is idea . Us H a ilsh a m lot , we h ave to st ay toget her , a  
t igh t  l i t t le b u n c h ,  m u st never m a ke a n y new fr ien ds.”

“I've never sa id t h a t . I'm j u st t a l k i ng a bou t C h rissie a n d Rod n ey .  It look s daft , 
t he way you  copy every t h i ng t hey do.”



“ B u t I'm r igh t ,  a ren 't  I?” R u t h  wen t on . “You 're u pset beca use I've m a n aged to 
move on , m a ke new fr ien ds . Some of t he vetera ns h a rd ly remem ber you r 
n a me , a n d w ho ca n  b la me t hem? You  never t a l k  to a n yon e u n less t hey're 
H a ilsh a m . B u t you  ca n 't  expect me to h old  you r h a n d  t he w hole t ime . We've 
been  here nea r ly two mon t hs now .”

I d id n 't  ta ke t he b a it , b u t sa id instead: “Never m i n d  me, never m i n d  
H a ilsh a m . B u t you  keep leaving Tom my i n  t he l u rch . I've watched you , you 've 
done i t  a  few times j u st t h is week . You  leave h im stra n ded , loo k i ng l i k e a  
spare part . T h a t's not fa ir . You  a n d Tom my are su pposed to be a  cou ple . Th at 
mea ns you  look  ou t for h im .”

“ Q u ite r igh t ,  K a t h y ,  we're a  cou ple , l i k e you  say . A n d  if you  m u st i n t r u de , I'l l  
tel l you . We've t a l k ed a bou t t h is , a n d we've agreed . If he sometimes doesn 't  
feel l i k e doi ng t h i ngs wit h  C h rissie a n d Rod n ey ,  t h a t's h is choice. I'm not 
goi ng to m a ke h im do a n y t h i ng he's not yet rea dy for . B u t we've agreed , he 
sho u ld n 't  h old  me back . N ice of you  to be concer ned t ho ugh .” T hen  she 
added , i n  a  q u ite d ifferen t voice: “ Come to t h i n k  of i t , I su ppose you  h aven 't  
been  t h a t slow m a k i ng fr ien ds wit h  a t least some of t he vetera ns.”

S he watched me ca ref u lly , t hen  d id a  l a ugh ,  as t ho ugh  to say: “We're st i l l  
fr ien ds , a ren 't  we?” B u t I d id n 't  fi n d a n y t h i ng to l a ugh  a bou t i n  t h is last 
rem ar k  of hers . I j u st p ic k ed u p m y book  a n d walked off wit hou t a not her 
word .



C h a p t e r  E l e v e n

I shou ld expla in  w h y I got so bot hered by R u t h  sa yi ng wh at she d id . T hose 
ea r ly mon t hs a t t he Cottages h a d been  a  st r a nge t ime i n  ou r fr ien dsh ip . We 
were q u a rrell i ng over a ll k i n ds of l i t t le t h i ngs ,  b u t a t t he sa me t ime we were 
con f id i ng i n  each ot her more t h a n  ever . In  pa r t icu la r , we used to h ave these 
ta l ks, t he two of u s , u s u a lly u p i n  m y room a t t he top of t he B lac k  B a r n  j u st 
before goi ng to bed . You  cou ld say t hey were a  sort of h a ngover from t hose 
ta l ks i n  ou r dor m after l igh ts ou t . A n yway , t he t h i ng was, however m u ch  we 
m igh t  h ave fa llen  ou t d u r i ng t he d ay , come bed-time, R u t h  a n d I wou ld st i l l  
fi n d ou rselves si t t i ng side by side on  m y m attress, s ip p i ng ou r hot d r in k s , 
exch a ngi ng ou r deepest feeli ngs a bou t ou r new life l i k e n ot h i ng h a d ever 
come between u s . A n d  wh at m ade these heart-to-hearts possib le–you  m igh t  
even say wh at m ade t he w hole fr ien dsh ip  possib le d u r i ng t h a t t ime–was t h is 
u n derst a n ding we h a d t h a t a n y t h i ng we told each ot her d u r i ng these 
momen ts wou ld be trea ted wit h  ca ref u l respect: t h a t we'd hono u r con fidences, 
a n d t h a t no m atter how m u ch  we rowed , we wo u ld n 't  use aga inst each ot her 
a n y t h i ng we'd t a l k ed a bou t d u r i ng t hose sessions. O k ay , t h is h a d never been  
spelt ou t exactly , b u t i t  was defi n i tely , as I say , a n  u n derst a n ding,  a n d u n t i l  
t he a fter noon  of t he D a n iel D eron d a b usiness, nei t her of u s h a d come 
a n yw here nea r b reach ing i t . Th at was w h y , w hen  R u t h  sa id wh at she d id 
a bou t m y not bei ng slow m a k i ng fr ien ds wit h  certa in  vetera ns, I wasn 't  j u st 
cross. To me, i t  was a  betraya l. Beca use t here wasn 't  a n y dou bt wh at she'd 
mea n t by i t ; she was referr i ng to som et h i ng I'd con fided i n  her one n igh t  
a bou t me a n d sex .

As yo u 'd expect , sex was d ifferen t a t t he Cottages from how i t  h a d been  a t 
H a ilsh a m . It was a  lot more st r a igh tforward–more “grow n u p .” You  d id n 't  go 
a rou n d gossip i ng a n d giggl i ng a bou t w ho'd been  doi ng i t  wit h  w hom . If you  
k new two st u den ts h a d h a d sex , you  d id n 't  im media tely sta rt spec u la t i ng 
a bou t w het her t h ey'd become a  p roper cou ple . A n d  if a  new cou ple d id 
emerge one d ay , you  d id n 't  go a rou n d t a l k i ng a bou t i t  l i k e i t  was a  b ig even t . 
You  j u st accepted i t  q u iet ly , a n d from t hen  on , w hen  you  referred to one , you  
a lso referred to t he ot her , as i n  “ C h rissie a n d Rod n ey” or “R u t h  a n d Tom my .” 
W hen  someone wa n ted sex wit h  you , t h a t too was m u ch  more 
st r a igh tforward . A boy wou ld come u p a n d ask if you  wa n ted to spen d t he 
n igh t  i n  h is room “for a  ch a nge ,” som et h i ng l i k e t h a t , i t  was no b ig deal. 
Sometimes i t  was beca use he was in terested i n  becoming a  cou ple wit h  you ; 
ot her times i t  was j u st for a  one-n igh ter .

The a t mosp here, l i k e I say , was m u ch  more grow n u p . B u t w hen  I look  back , 



t he sex a t t he Cottages seems a  b i t  f u nct ion a l . M aybe i t  was precisely beca use 
a ll t he gossip a n d secrecy h a d gone . O r m aybe i t  was beca use of t he cold .

W hen I remem ber sex a t t he Cottages, I t h i n k  a bou t doi ng i t  i n  freezing rooms 
i n  t he p i tch  d a r k , u s u a lly u n der a  ton  of b la n k ets . A n d  t he b la n k ets often  
weren 't  even b la n k ets , b u t a  rea lly odd assort men t–old cu rta ins, even b its of 
ca rpet . Sometimes i t  got so cold you  j u st h a d to p ile a n y t h i ng you  cou ld over 
you , a n d if you  were h avi ng sex a t t he bot tom of i t , i t  felt  l i k e a  mo u n t a i n  of 
bed d i ng was po u n d i ng a t you , so t h a t h a lf t he t ime you  weren 't  su re if you  
were doi ng i t  wit h  t he boy or a ll t h a t st u ff.

A n yway , t he poi n t  is , I'd h a d a  few one-n igh ters shor t ly after get t i ng to t he 
Cottages. I h a d n 't  p l a n n ed i t  t h a t way. M y  p la n  h a d been  to ta ke m y t ime , 
m aybe become p a r t of a  cou ple wit h  someone I chose ca ref u lly . I'd never been  
i n  a  cou ple before, a n d especia lly after wa tch ing R u t h  a n d Tom my for a  w h ile , 
I was q u ite c u r iou s to give i t  a  t ry for m yself. As I say , t h a t h a d been  m y pla n , 
a n d w hen  t he one-n igh ters k ep t h a p pen i ng,  i t  u nset t led me a  b i t . Th at was 
w h y I'd decided to con fide i n  R u t h  t h a t n igh t .

It was i n  m a n y ways a  typ ica l even ing session for u s . We'd b ro ugh t u p ou r 
m ugs of tea , a n d we were si t t i ng i n  m y room , side by side on  t he m attress, 
ou r heads sl igh t ly stooped beca use of t he ra fters. We t a l k ed a bou t t he 
d ifferen t boys a t t he Cottages, a n d w het her a n y of t hem m igh t  be r igh t  for 
me. A n d  R u t h  h a d been  a t her best: enco u r aging,  f u n n y ,  t actf u l, wise. T h a t's 
w h y I decided to tel l her a bou t t he one-n igh ters . I told her how t h ey'd 
h a ppened wit hou t m y rea lly wa n ting t hem to; a n d how , even t ho ugh  we 
co u ld n 't  h ave babies from doi ng i t , t he sex h a d done f u n n y t h i ngs to m y 
feeli ngs , j u st as Miss E mily h a d warned . T hen  I sa id to her:

“R u t h , I wa n ted to ask  you . Do you  ever get so you  j u st rea lly h ave to do i t? 
Wit h  a n ybody a lmost?”

R u t h  sh r ugged , t hen  said: “I'm i n  a  cou ple . So if I wa n t to do i t , I j u st do i t  
wit h  Tom my .”

“I su ppose so. M aybe i t's j u st me a n yway . T here m igh t  be som et h i ng not q u ite 
r igh t  wit h  me, dow n there. Beca use sometimes I j u st rea lly , rea lly need to do 
i t .”

“T h at's st r a nge , K a t h y .” S he fixed me wit h  a  concer ned look , w h ich  m ade me 
feel a l l t he more worried .

“So you  don 't  ever get l i k e th a t .”



S he s h r ugged aga in . “Not so as I'd do i t  wit h  j u st a n ybody .  W h a t yo u 're 
sa yi ng does sou n d a  b i t  weird , K a t h y .  B u t m aybe i t'l l  calm dow n after a  
w h ile .”

“Sometimes i t  won 't  be t here for ages. T hen  i t  s u d de n ly comes on . It was l i k e 
t h a t , t he fi rst  t ime i t  h a ppened . H e sta rted s n oggi ng me a n d I j u st wa n ted 
h im to get off. T hen  s u d de n ly i t  j u st ca me on , ou t of now here . I j u st rea lly 
h a d to do i t .”

R u t h  shook  her hea d . “It does sou n d a  b i t  weird . B u t i t'l l  p rob a bly go away . 
I t's p rob a bly j u st to do wit h  t he d ifferen t food we're ea t i ng here.”

S he h a d n 't  been  a  h uge help , b u t she'd been  sy m p a t het ic a n d I'd felt  a  l i t t le 
better a bou t i t  a l l a fterwards. T h a t's w h y i t  was s u ch  a  jol t  to h ave R u t h  
s u d de n ly b r i ng i t  u p t he way she d id i n  t he m iddle of t he a rgu men t we were 
h avi ng t h a t a fter noon  i n  t he field . O k ay , t here was prob a bly no one to 
over hear u s , b u t even so, t here was som et h i ng not a t a l l r igh t  a bou t wh at 
she'd done . In  t hose fi rst  mon t hs a t t he Cottages, ou r fr ien dsh ip  h a d stayed 
i n t act beca use, on  m y side a t least , I'd h a d t h is not ion  t here were two q u ite 
separate R u t hs . T here was one R u t h  w ho was a lways t ry i ng to im press t he 
vetera ns, w ho wo u ld n 't  hesita te to ignore me, Tom my , a n y of t he others, if 
she t ho ugh t we'd cra m p her style . Th is was t he R u t h  I wasn 't  pleased wit h , 
t he one I cou ld see every d ay p u t t i ng on  airs a n d p reten ding–t he R u t h  w ho 
d id t he slap-on-the-elbow gest u re. B u t t he R u t h  w ho sat beside me i n  m y 
l i t t le a ttic room a t t he d ay's close, legs ou tstretched over t he edge of m y 
m attress, her stea ming m ug held i n  bot h  her h a n ds , t h a t was t he R u t h  from 
H a ilsh a m , a n d wh atever h a d been  h a p pen i ng d u r i ng t he d ay , I cou ld j u st 
p ic k  u p wit h  her where we'd left  off t he last t ime we'd sat toget her l i k e t h a t . 
A n d  u n t i l  t h a t a fter noon  i n  t he field , t here'd been  a  defi n i te u n derst a n ding 
these two R u t h s wo u ld n 't  merge; t h a t t he one I con fided i n  before bed was 
one I cou ld a bsol u tely tr ust . T h a t's w h y w hen  she sa id t h a t , a bou t m y “ not 
bei ng slow m a k i ng fr ien ds wit h  a t least some of t he vetera ns,” I got so u pset . 
T h a t's w h y I j u st p ic k ed u p m y book  a n d walked off.

B u t w hen  I t h i n k  a bou t i t  now , I ca n  see t h i ngs more from R u t h 's viewpoin t . I 
ca n  see, for i nst a nce , how she m igh t  h ave felt  I h a d been  t he one to fi rst  
viola te a n  u n derst a n ding,  a n d t h a t her l i t t le d ig h a d j u st been  a  ret a li a t ion . 
Th is never occu rred to me a t t he t ime , b u t I see now i t's a  possib il i ty , a n d a n  
expla n a t ion  for wh at h a ppened . After a l l , im media tely before she m ade t h a t 
rem ar k , I'd been  t a l k i ng a bou t t he a r m-sla pping b usiness. Now i t's a  b i t  h a rd 
to expla in  t h is , b u t some sort of u n derst a n ding h a d def i n i tely developed 
between t he two of u s a bou t t he way R u t h  beh aved i n  fron t of t he vetera ns. 
O k ay , she often  b l u ffed a n d im plied a ll sorts of t h i ngs I k new weren 't  t r ue. 
Sometimes, as I sa id , she d id t h i ngs to im press t he vetera ns a t ou r expense. 



B u t i t  seems to me R u t h  believed , a t  some level, she was doi ng a ll t h is on  
beh a lf of u s a ll . A n d  m y role , as her closest fr ien d , was to give her silen t 
s u ppor t , as if I was i n  t he fron t row of t he a u dience w hen  she was perfor ming 
on  stage. S he was st r uggli ng to become someone else, a n d m aybe felt  t he 
pressu re more t h a n  t he rest of u s beca use, as I say , she'd somehow t a k en  on  
t he responsib i l i ty for a ll of u s . In  t h a t case, t hen , t he way I'd t a l k ed a bou t her 
sla p on  t he elbow t h i ng cou ld be seen as a  betraya l, a n d she m igh t  well t hen  
h ave felt  j u st ified ret a li a t i ng as she h a d . As I say , t h is expla n a t ion  o n ly  
occu rred to me recen t ly . A t t he t ime I d id n 't  look  a t t he la rger p ict u re or a t m y 
ow n p a r t i n  i t . I su ppose, i n  genera l , I never apprecia ted i n  t hose d ays t he 
sheer effort R u t h  was m a k i ng to move on , to grow u p a n d leave H a ilsh a m 
be h i n d .  T h i n k i ng a bou t t h is now , I'm remin ded of som et h i ng she told me 
once , w hen  I was ca r ing for her i n  t he recovery cen tre a t Dover . We'd been  
si t t i ng i n  her room , wa tch ing t he su nset , as we so often  d id , e n joy i ng t he 
m inera l water a n d biscu its I'd b ro ugh t ,  a n d I'd been  tel l i ng her how I st i l l  h a d 
most of m y old H a ilsh a m collect ion  box sa fely stowed inside m y p ine chest i n  
m y bedsit . T hen–I wasn 't  t r y i ng to lea d on to a n y t h i ng,  or m a ke a n y k i n d  of 
poin t–I j u st h a ppened to say to her:

“You never h a d a  collect ion  after H a ilsh a m , d id you?”

R u t h ,  w ho was si t t i ng u p i n  bed , was q u iet for a  lo ng t ime , t he su nset fa l l i ng 
over t he t i led wa ll be h i n d her . T hen  she sa id:

“Remem ber t he gu a rdia ns , before we left , how t hey k ep t re m i n d i ng u s we 
cou ld ta ke ou r collect ions wit h  u s . So I'd t a k en  every t h i ng ou t of m y box a n d 
p u t i t  i n to t h is hold a l l  b ag. M y  p la n  was I'd fi n d a  rea lly good wooden  box for 
i t  a l l once I got to t he Cottages. B u t w hen  we got t here, I cou ld see none of t he 
vetera ns h a d collect ions . It was o n ly  u s , i t  wasn 't  nor m al . We m u st a ll h ave 
rea lised i t , I wasn 't  t he o n ly  one , b u t we d id n 't  rea lly t a l k  a bou t i t , d id we? So 
I d id n 't  go loo k i ng for a  new box . M y  t h i ngs a ll stayed i n  t he hold a l l  b ag for 
mon t hs , t hen  i n  t he en d I t h rew t hem away .”

I sta red a t her . “You p u t you r collect ion  ou t wit h  t he r u b b is h?”

R u t h  shook  her hea d , a n d for t he nex t few momen ts seemed to be goi ng 
t h ro ugh  i n  her m i n d  a ll t he d ifferen t items i n  her collect ion . F i n a l ly  she sa id:

“I p u t t hem a ll i n  a  b i n  b ag, b u t I co u ld n 't  st a n d t he idea  of p u t t i ng t hem ou t 
wit h  t he r u bbish . So I asked old Keffers, once w hen  he was a bou t to drive off, 
if h e'd ta ke t he b i n  b ag to a  shop . I k new a bou t ch a r i ty shops , I'd fou n d i t  a l l 
ou t . Keffers r u m m aged i n  t he b ag a  b i t , he d id n 't  k now wh at a n y of i t  
was–w hy shou ld h e?–a n d he d id t h is l a ugh  a n d sa id no shop he k new wou ld 
wa n t st u ff l i k e t h a t . A n d  I sa id , b u t i t's good st u ff, rea lly good st u ff. A n d  he 



cou ld see I was get t i ng a  b i t  emotion a l , a n d he ch a nged h is t u ne t hen . H e 
sa id som et h i ng l i k e: 'Al l  r igh t ,  m issy , I'l l  ta ke i t  a long to t he O x fa m people .' 
T hen  he m ade a  real effort a n d said: 'Now I've h a d a  closer look , yo u 're r igh t ,  
i t  is p ret ty good st u ff!' H e wasn 't  very convi nci ng t ho ugh .  I su ppose he j u st 
took  i t  away a n d p u t i t  i n  some b i n  somewhere. B u t a t least I d id n 't  h ave to 
k now th a t .” T hen  she smiled a n d said: “You were differen t . I remem ber . You  
were never em barrassed a bou t you r collect ion  a n d you  k ep t i t . I wish  now I'd 
done t h a t too.”

W h at I'm sa yi ng is t h a t we were a ll of u s st r uggli ng to a dj u st to ou r new life , 
a n d I su ppose we a ll d id t h i ngs back  t hen  we la ter regret ted . I was rea lly 
u pset by R u t h 's rem ar k  a t t he t ime , b u t i t's poin t less now t ry i ng to j u dge her 
or a n yon e else for t he way t hey beh aved d u r i ng t hose ea r ly d ays a t t he 
Cottages.

As t he a u t u m n ca me on , a n d I got more fa milia r wit h  ou r s u r rou n dings ,  I 
bega n  not ici ng t h i ngs I'd missed ea rlier . T here was, for i nst a nce , t he odd 
a t t i t u de to st u den ts w ho'd recen t ly left . The vetera ns were never slow com i ng 
ou t wit h  f u n n y a necdotes a bou t ch aracters t h ey'd met on  t r ips to t he W h ite 
M a n sion  or to Popla r F arm; b u t t hey h a rd ly ever men tioned st u den ts w ho, 
r igh t  u p u n t i l  j u st before we'd a rrived , m u st h ave been  t heir  i n t im a te fr ien ds .

A not her t h i ng I not iced–a n d I cou ld see i t  t ied in–was t he b ig h u s h  t h a t 
wou ld descen d a rou n d certa in  vetera ns w hen  t hey wen t off on  
“cou rses”–w hich even we k new h a d to do wit h  becoming carers. They cou ld be 
gone for fou r or five d ays , b u t were h a rd ly men tioned i n  t h a t t ime; a n d w hen  
t hey ca me back , no one rea lly asked t hem a n y t h i ng.  I su ppose t hey m igh t  
h ave t a l k ed to t heir  closest fr ien ds i n  priva te. B u t t here was def i n i tely a n  
u n derst a n ding t h a t you  d id n 't  m e n t ion  these t r ips ou t i n  t he open . I ca n  
remem ber one mor n i ng wa tch ing, t h ro ugh  t he misted-u p win dows of ou r 
k i tchen , two vetera ns leaving for a  cou rse, a n d won der i ng if by t he nex t 
sp r i ng or su m mer , t h ey'd h ave gone a l toget her , a n d we'd be t a k i ng care not 
to m e n t ion  t hem .

B u t i t's per h a ps st retch ing i t  to cla im st u den ts w ho'd left  were a n  act u al 
t a boo. If t hey h a d to be men tioned , t hey got men tioned . Most com mon ly , 
yo u 'd hea r t hem referred to i n direct ly , i n  con nect ion  wit h  a n  object or a  



chore . F or exa m ple, if repairs were needed to a  dow n pipe , t here'd be a  lot of 
d isc u ssion  a bou t “t he way Mi k e used to do it .” A n d  t here was a  tree st u m p 
ou tside t he B lac k  B a r n  everyone called “ D ave's st u m p” beca use for over t h ree 
years, u n t i l  a  few weeks before ou r a rriva l, h e'd sat on  i t  to read a n d write, 
sometimes even w hen  i t  was r a i n i ng or cold . T hen , m aybe most memora bly , 
t here was Steve. None of u s ever discovered a n y t h i ng m u ch  a bou t t he sort of 
person  Steve h a d been–except t h a t h e'd li k ed por n  m agazines .

E very now a n d aga in , yo u 'd come across a  por n  m ag a t t he Cottages, t h row n 
be h i n d a  sofa or a midst a  p ile of old news-papers. They were wh at yo u 'd ca ll 
“soft” por n , t ho ugh  we d id n 't  k now a bou t s u ch  d ist i nct ions t hen . We'd never 
come across a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t before a n d d id n 't  k now wh at to t h i n k .  The 
vetera ns u s u a lly l a ughed w hen  one showed u p a n d fl ic k ed t h ro ugh  i t  q u ic k ly 
i n  a  blasé way before t h rowi ng i t  aside, so we d id t he sa me. W hen  R u t h  a n d I 
were remem bering a ll t h is a  few years ago, she cla imed t here were dozens of 
t hese m agazines circ u la t i ng a rou n d t he Cottages. “No one ad mit ted to l i k i ng 
them ,” she said . “ B u t you  remem ber how i t  was. If one t u r ned u p i n  a  room , 
everyone preten ded to fi n d i t  dead bor i ng.  T hen  you  ca me back  h a lf a n  hou r 
la ter a n d i t  wou ld a lways be gone .”

A n yway , m y poi n t  is t h a t w henever one of t hese m agazines t u r ned u p , people 
wou ld cla im i t  was a  left-over from “Steve's collect ion .” Steve, i n  ot her words, 
was responsib le for every por n  m ag t h a t ever showed u p . As I say , we never 
fou n d ou t m u ch  else a bou t Steve. We d id , t ho ugh ,  see t he f u n n y side of i t  
even t hen , so t h a t w hen  someone poin ted a n d said: “ O h look , one of Steve's 
m agazines,” t hey d id i t  wit h  a  b i t  of i ron y .

These m agazines , i n ciden t a l ly ,  used to drive old Keffers m a d . T here was a  
r u mou r t h a t he was religiou s a n d dead aga inst not j u st por n , b u t sex i n  
genera l . Sometimes h e'd wor k  h imself i n to a  com plete sta te–you  cou ld see h is 
face u n der h is grey w h iskers b lotc h y wit h  f u ry–a n d h e'd go t h u d d i ng a rou n d 
t he place, b a rgi ng i n to people's rooms wit hou t k noc k i ng,  deter m ined to 
ro u n d u p every one of “Steve's m agazines.” We d id ou r best to fi n d h im 
a m u sing on  these occasions, b u t t here was som et h i ng t r u ly scary a bou t h im 
i n  these moods . F or one t h i ng,  t he gr u m bl i ng he u s u a lly k ep t u p s u d de n ly 
stopped a n d t h is silence a lone gave h im a n  a la r m ing a u ra .

I remem ber one pa rt icu la r t ime w hen  Keffers h a d collected u p six or seven of 
“Steve's m ags” a n d stor med ou t wit h  t hem to h is va n . La u ra  a n d I were 
wa tch ing h im from u p i n  m y room , a n d I'd been  l a u gh i ng a t som et h i ng La u ra  
h a d j u st sa id . T hen  I saw Keffers ope n i ng h is va n  door , a n d m aybe beca use 
he needed bot h  h a n ds to move some st u ff a bou t , he p u t t he m ags dow n on  
top of some br ic k s stacked ou tside t he boiler h u t–some vetera ns h a d t r ied to 
b u i ld  a  barbecue t here a  few mon t hs ea rlier . Keffers's figu re , ben t forwards, 



h is hea d a n d shou lders h id de n  i n  t he va n , wen t on  r u m m agi ng a bou t for 
ages, a n d som et h i ng told me t h a t , for a ll h is f u ry of a  momen t ago, h e'd now 
forgot ten  a bou t t he m agazines . S u re e no ugh ,  a  few min u tes la ter , I saw h im 
st r a igh ten , cl im b i n  be h i n d t he w heel, sla m t he door a n d drive off.

W hen I poin ted ou t to La u ra  t h a t Keffers h a d left  t he m agazines be h i n d ,  she 
said: “Well, t hey won 't  st ay p u t for long.  H e'l l  j u st h ave to collect t hem a ll u p 
aga in , nex t t ime he decides on  a  p u rge .”

B u t w hen  I fou n d m yself s t rol l i ng past t he boiler h u t a bou t h a lf a n  hou r 
la ter , I saw t he m agazines h a d n 't  been  tou ched . I t ho ugh t for a  momen t 
a bou t t a k i ng t hem u p to m y room , b u t t hen  I cou ld see if t hey were ever 
fou n d there, I'd get no en d of teasing; a n d how t here was no way people 
wou ld u n dersta n d m y reasons for doi ng s u ch  a  t h i ng.  Th at was w h y I p ic k ed 
u p t he m agazines a n d wen t i nside t he boiler h u t wit h  t hem .

The boiler h u t was rea lly j u st a not her b a r n , b u il t  on to t he en d of t he 
far m house, fi l led wit h  old mowers a n d pitch-for ks–st u ff Keffers rec koned 
wo u ld n 't  ca tch a l igh t  too easily if one d ay t he boiler decided to b low u p . 
Keffers a lso k ep t a  wor k bench  i n  t here, a n d so I p u t t he m agazines dow n on  
i t , p u shed aside some old r ags a n d heaved m yself u p to si t  on  t he tabletop . 
The l igh t  wasn 't  too good , b u t t here was a  gr i m y win dow somew here be h i n d 
me, a n d w hen  I opened t he fi rst  m agazine I fou n d I cou ld see well e no ugh .

T here were lots of p ict u res of gir ls h old i ng t heir  legs open  or st ic k ing t heir  
bot toms ou t . I'l l  a d mit , t here h ave been  times w hen  I've look ed a t pict u res l i k e 
t h a t a n d felt  excited , t ho ugh  I've never fa ncied doi ng i t  wit h  a  gir l . B u t t h a t's 
not wh at I was after t h a t a fter noon . I moved t h ro ugh  t he pages q u ic k ly , not 
wa n ting to be distracted by a n y b u zz of sex com i ng off t hose pages. In  fact , I 
h a rd ly saw t he con tor ted bodies , beca use I was foc u sing on  t he faces. E ven i n  
t he l i t t le adverts for videos or wh atever t ucked away to t he side, I checked 
each model's face before movi ng on .

It wasn 't  u n t i l  I was n ea r i ng t he en d of t he p ile t h a t I beca me certa in  t here 
was somebody st a n d i ng ou tside t he b a r n , j u st beside t he doorway . I'd left  t he 
door open  beca use t h a t's how i t  was nor m a lly ,  a n d beca use I wa n ted t he 
l igh t ; a n d twice a lrea dy I'd fou n d m yself gl a n ci ng u p , t h i n k i ng I'd hea rd some 
sm all noise . B u t t here'd been  no one there, a n d I'd j u st gone on  wit h  wh at I 
was doi ng.  Now I was certa in , t ho ugh ,  a n d lowering m y m agazine I m ade a  
heavy s igh i ng sou n d t h a t wou ld be clea r ly a u dib le .

I waited for giggl i ng,  or m aybe for two or t h ree st u den ts to come b u rst i ng i n to 
t he b a r n , eager to m a ke t he best of h avi ng ca ugh t me wit h  a  p ile of por n  
m ags. B u t n ot h i ng h a ppened . So I ca lled ou t , i n  wh at I t r ied to m a ke a  weary 



tone:

“ D eligh ted you  cou ld joi n  me. W h y be so sh y?”

T here was a  l i t t le ch u c k le , t hen  Tom my appeared a t t he t h reshold . “ H i , K a t h ,” 
he sa id sheepish ly .

“ Come on  i n , Tom my . Joi n  i n  t he f u n .”

H e ca me towards me ca u t iou sly , t hen  stopped a  few steps away . T hen  he 
look ed over to t he boiler , a n d said: “I d id n 't  k now you  l i k ed t h a t sort of st u ff.”

“ G ir ls are a llowed too, a ren 't  we?”

I k ep t goi ng t h ro ugh  t he pages, a n d for t he nex t few secon ds he stayed silen t . 
T hen  I hea rd h im say:

“I wasn 't  t r y i ng to spy on  you . B u t I saw you  from m y room . I saw you  come 
ou t here a n d p ic k  u p t h a t p ile Keffers left .”

“You 're very welcome to t hem w hen  I've fi n ished .”

H e la ughed aw k wardly . “It's j u st sex st u ff. I expect I've seen t hem a ll a lready .” 
H e d id a not her l a ugh ,  b u t t hen  w hen  I gla nced u p , I saw he was wa tch ing me 
wit h  a  serious expression . T hen  he asked:

“Are you  loo k i ng for somet h ing, K a t h?”

“W h at do you  mea n? I'm j u st loo k i ng a t d ir ty pict u res.”

“J u st for k ic k s?”

“I su ppose you  cou ld say th a t .” I p u t dow n one m ag a n d sta rted on  t he nex t 
one .

T hen  I hea rd Tom my's steps com i ng nearer u n t i l  he was r igh t  u p to me. W hen  
I look ed u p aga in , h is h a n ds were hover i ng fretf u lly i n  t he a ir , l i k e I was 
doi ng a  com plica ted m a n u a l task  a n d he was i tc h i ng to help .

“ K a t h , you  don 't… Well, if i t's for k icks, you  don 't  do i t  l i k e t h a t . You 've got to 
look  a t t he pict u res m u ch  more ca ref u lly . It doesn 't  rea lly wor k  if you  go t h a t 
fast .”

“How do you  k now wh at wor ks for gi r ls? O r m aybe you 've look ed these over 



wit h  R u t h .  Sor ry ,  not t h i n k i ng.”

“ K a t h , wh at are you  loo k i ng for?”

I ignored h im . I was nea r ly a t t he en d of t he p ile a n d I was now k een  to f i n is h .  
T hen  he sa id:

“I saw you  doi ng t h is once before.”

This t ime I d id stop a n d look  a t h im . “W h at's goi ng on  here , Tom m y? H as 
Keffers recr u ited you  for h is por n  p a t rol?”

“I wasn 't  t r y i ng to spy on  you . B u t I d id see you , t h a t t ime last week , after 
we'd a ll been  u p i n  C h a r ley's room . T here was one of t hese m ags there, a n d 
you  t ho ugh t we'd a ll left  a n d gone . B u t I ca me back  to get m y j u m per , a n d 
C la ire's doors were open  so I cou ld see st r a igh t t h ro ugh  to C h a r ley's room . 
T h a t's how I saw you  i n  t here, goi ng t h ro ugh  t he m agazine .”

“Well, so w h a t? We a ll h ave to get ou r k ic k s some way.”

“You weren 't  doi ng i t  for k icks. I cou ld tell , j u st l i k e I ca n  now . I t's you r face, 
K a t h . Th at t ime i n  C h a r ley's room , you  h a d a  st r a nge face. Li k e you  were sad , 
m aybe . A n d  a  b i t  scared .”

I j u m ped off t he wor k bench , ga t hered u p t he m ags a n d d u m ped t hem i n  h is 
a rms. “ Here. G ive these to R u t h .  See if t hey do a n y t h i ng for her .”

I walked past h im a n d ou t of t he b a r n . I k new h e'd be d isa ppoin ted I h a d n 't  
told h im a n y t h i ng,  b u t a t t h a t poi n t  I h a d n 't  t ho ugh t t h i ngs t h ro ugh  
properly m yself a n d wasn 't  rea dy to tel l a n yone . B u t I h a d n 't  m in ded h im 
com i ng in to t he boiler h u t after me. I h a d n 't  m in ded a t a l l . I'd felt  com forted , 
p rotected a lmost . I d id tel l h im even t u a lly , b u t t h a t wasn 't  u n t i l  a  few mon t hs 
la ter , w hen  we wen t on  ou r Norfol k  t r ip .



C h a p t e r  T we l v e

I wa n t to t a l k  a bou t t he Norfol k  t r ip , a n d a ll t he t h i ngs t h a t h a ppened t h a t 
d ay , b u t I'l l  fi rst  h ave to go back  a  b i t , to give you  t he b ac kgrou n d a n d 
expla in  w h y i t  was we wen t .

O u r fi rst  win ter was j u st a bou t over by t hen  a n d we were a ll feeli ng m u ch  
more set t led . F or a ll ou r l i t t le h icc u ps , R u t h  a n d I h a d k ep t u p ou r h a bit  of 
ro u n d i ng off t he d ay i n  m y room , t a l k i ng over ou r hot d r in k s , a n d i t  was 
d u r i ng one of t hose sessions, w hen  we were l a r k i ng a rou n d a bou t somet h ing, 
t h a t she s u d de n ly sa id:

“I su ppose you 've hea rd wh at C h rissie a n d Rod n ey h ave been  saying.”

W hen I sa id I h a d n 't ,  she d id a  l a ugh  a n d con t in u ed: “T hey're p rob a bly j u st 
h avi ng me on . T heir idea  of a  jok e . F orget I men tioned i t .”

B u t I cou ld see she wa n ted me to d rag i t  ou t of her , so I k ep t p ressing u n t i l  i n  
t he en d she sa id i n  a  lowered voice:

“You remem ber last week , w hen  C h rissie a n d Rod n ey were away? T hey'd been  
u p to t h is tow n  called C romer , u p on  t he nor t h  Norfol k  coast .”

“W h at were t hey doi ng t here?”

“ O h , I t h i n k  t hey've got a  fr ien d there, someone w ho used to l ive here . T h a t's 
not t he poin t . The poi n t  is , t hey cla im t hey saw t h is… person . Wor k i ng t here 
i n  t h is open-pla n  office. A n d , well, you  k now . They rec kon  t h is person 's a  
possible. F or me.”

T hough  most of u s h a d fi rst  come across t he idea  of “possibles” back  a t 
H a ilsh a m , we'd sensed we weren 't  su pposed to discuss i t , a n d so we 
h a d n 't–t ho ugh  for su re, i t  h a d bot h  i n t r igu ed a n d d ist u rbed u s . A n d  even a t 
t he Cottages, i t  wasn 't  a  topic you  cou ld b r i ng u p casu ally . T here was 
def i n i tely more aw k ward ness a rou n d a n y t a l k  of possibles t h a n  t here was 
a rou n d , say , sex . A t t he sa me t ime , you  cou ld tell people were 
fascin a ted–obsessed , i n  some cases–a n d so i t  k ep t com i ng u p , u s u a lly i n  
solem n a rgu men ts , a  world away from ou r ones a bou t , say , J a mes Joyce .

The basic idea  be h i n d t he possibles t heory was sim ple , a n d d id n 't  provoke 
m u ch  d isp u te . It wen t som et h i ng l i k e t h is . Since each of u s was copied a t 
some poi n t  from a  nor m al person , t here m u st be , for each of u s , somew here 
ou t t here, a  model get t i ng on  wit h  h is or her l ife . Th is mea n t , a t  least i n  



t heory , yo u 'd be a ble to fi n d t he person  you  were modelled from . T h a t's w h y , 
w hen  you  were ou t t here you rself–i n  t he tow ns, s hop pi ng cen tres, t r a nspor t 
ca fés–you  k ept a n  eye ou t for “possibles”–t he people w ho m igh t  h ave been  t he 
models for you  a n d you r fr ien ds .

B eyon d these basics, t ho ugh ,  t here wasn 't  m u ch  consensus. F or a  sta rt , no 
one cou ld agree wh at we were loo k i ng for w hen  we look ed for possibles. Some 
st u den ts t ho ugh t you  shou ld be loo k i ng for a  person  twen ty to t h i r ty  years 
older t h a n  you rself–t he sort of age a  nor m al p a ren t wou ld be . B u t ot hers 
cla imed t h is was sen t imen ta l . W h y wou ld t here be a  “n at u ra l” genera t ion  
between u s a n d ou r models? They cou ld h ave used babies, old people , wh at 
difference wou ld i t  h ave m a de? O t hers a rgu ed back  t h a t t h ey'd use for models 
people a t t he pea k  of t heir  hea lt h , a n d t h a t's w h y t hey were l i k ely to be 
“ nor m al paren t” age . B u t a rou n d here , we'd a ll sense we were nea r ter r i tory 
we d id n 't  wa n t to en ter , a n d t he a rgu men ts wou ld fizzle ou t .

T hen  t here were t hose questions a bou t w h y we wa n ted to track  dow n ou r 
models a t a l l . O ne b ig idea  be h i n d f i n d i ng you r model was t h a t w hen  you  d id , 
yo u 'd glim pse you r f u t u re. Now I don 't  mea n  a n yon e rea lly t ho ugh t t h a t if 
you r model t u r ned ou t to be , say , a  g u y wor k ing a t a  r a ilway st a t ion , t h a t's 
wh at yo u 'd en d u p doi ng too. We a ll rea lised i t  wasn 't  t h a t sim ple . 
Nevertheless, we a ll of u s , to va ry i ng degrees, believed t h a t w hen  you  saw t he 
person  you  were copied from , yo u 'd get some i n sigh t  i n to w ho you  were deep 
dow n , a n d m aybe too, yo u 'd see som et h i ng of wh at you r l ife held i n  store.

T here were some w ho t ho ugh t i t  st u pid to be concer ned a bou t possibles a t a l l . 
O u r models were a n  ir releva nce, a  tech n ica l necessity for b r i ngi ng u s i n to t he 
world , n ot h i ng more t h a n  t h a t . It was u p to each of u s to m a ke of ou r lives 
wh at we cou ld . Th is was t he ca m p R u t h  a lways cla imed to side wit h , a n d I 
p rob a bly d id too. A ll t he sa me, w henever we hea rd reports of a  
possible–w hoever i t  was for–we co u ld n 't  help get t i ng c u r iou s .

The way I remem ber i t , sigh t i ngs of possibles ten ded to come i n  ba tches. 
Weeks cou ld go by wit h  no one m e n t ion i ng t he su bject , t hen  one reported 
sigh t i ng wou ld t r igger off a  w hole spate of others. Most of t hem were 
obviou sly not wor t h  p u rs u i ng: someone seen i n  a  car goi ng by , st u ff l i k e t h a t . 
B u t every now a n d t hen , a  sigh t i ng seemed to h ave su bsta nce to i t–l i k e t he 
one R u t h  told me a bou t t h a t n igh t .

According to R u t h ,  C h r issie a n d Rod n ey h a d been  b u sy exp lor i ng t h is 
seaside tow n t h ey'd gone to a n d h a d spli t  u p for a  w h ile . W hen  t h ey'd met u p 
aga in , Rod n ey was a ll excited a n d h a d told C h rissie how h e'd been  wa n dering 



t he side-streets off t he H igh  Street , a n d h a d gone past a n  office wit h  a  la rge 
glass fron t . Inside h a d been  a  lot of people , some of t hem a t t heir  desks, some 
wa l k ing a bou t a n d ch a t t i ng. A n d  t h a t's where h e'd spotted R u t h 's possib le .

“ C h rissie ca me a n d told me as soon  as t hey got back . S he m ade Rod n ey 
describe everyt h ing, a n d he d id h is best , b u t i t  was im possib le to tel l 
a n y t h i ng.  Now t hey keep t a l k i ng a bou t d r ivi ng me u p there, b u t I don 't  k now . 
I don 't  k now if I o ugh t  to do a n y t h i ng a bou t i t .”

I ca n 't  remem ber exactly wh at I sa id to her t h a t n igh t ,  b u t I was a t t h a t poi n t  
p ret ty sceptica l. In  fact , to be honest , m y guess was t h a t C h rissie a n d Rod n ey 
h a d m ade t he w hole t h i ng u p . I don 't  rea lly wa n t to s uggest C h rissie a n d 
Rod n ey were b a d people–t h a t wou ld be u n fa ir . In  m a n y ways, I act u a lly l i k ed 
t hem . B u t t he fact was, t he way t hey regarded u s newcomers, a n d R u t h  i n  
pa r t icu la r , was far from stra igh tforward .

C h rissie was a  t a l l gi r l  w ho was q u ite bea u t if u l w hen  she stood u p to her f u ll 
h eigh t ,  b u t she d id n 't  seem to rea lise t h is a n d spen t her t ime cro u ch i ng to be 
t he sa me as t he rest of u s . T h a t's w h y she often  look ed more l i k e t he Wicked 
Witch  t h a n  a  movie sta r–a n im pression  rein forced by her i r r i t a t i ng way of 
j a b b i ng you  wit h  a  fi nger t he secon d before she sa id som et h i ng to you . S he 
a lways wore lo ng sk ir ts r a t her t h a n  jea ns, a n d l i t t le glasses pressed too far 
i n to her face. S h e'd been  one of t he vetera ns w ho'd rea lly welcomed u s w hen  
we'd fi rst  a rrived i n  t he su m mer , a n d I'd a t fi rst  been  rea lly t a k en  by her a n d 
look ed to her for gu id a nce . B u t as t he weeks h a d passed , I'd begu n  to h ave 
reserva tions. T here was som et h i ng odd a bou t t he way she was a lways 
m e n t ion i ng t he fact t h a t we'd come from H a ilsh a m , l i k e t h a t cou ld expla in  
a lmost a n y t h i ng to do wit h  u s . A n d  she was a lways as k ing u s questions 
a bou t H a ilsh a m–a bou t l i t t le deta ils, m u ch  l i k e m y donors do now–a n d 
a l t ho ugh  she t r ied to m a ke ou t these were very casu al, I cou ld see t here was a  
w hole ot her d i m ension  to her in terest . A not her t h i ng t h a t got to me was t he 
way she a lways seemed to wa n t to separate u s: t a k i ng one of u s aside w hen  a  
few of u s were doi ng som et h i ng toget her , or else i n vi t i ng two of u s to joi n  i n  
som et h i ng w h ile leaving a not her two stra n ded–t h a t sort of t h i ng.

You 'd h a rd ly ever see C h rissie wit hou t her boyfr ien d , Rod n ey .  H e wen t 
a rou n d wit h  h is h a ir  t ied back  i n  a  pon yt a i l ,  l i k e a  roc k  m u sicia n  from t he 
seven ties, a n d t a l k ed a  lot a bou t t h i ngs l i k e reinca r n a t ion . I act u a lly got to 
q u ite l i k e h im , b u t he was pret ty m u ch  u n der C h rissie's i n fl u ence . In  a n y 
d isc u ssion , you  k new h e'd back  u p C h rissie's a ngle , a n d if C h r issie ever sa id 
a n y t h i ng m ild ly a m u sing, h e'd be chor t l i ng a n d s h a k i ng h is hea d l i k e he 
co u ld n 't  believe how f u n n y i t  was.

O k ay , I'm m aybe bei ng a  b i t  h a rd on  these two. W hen  I was remem bering 



t hem wit h  Tom my not so lo ng ago, he t ho ugh t t hey were p ret ty decen t people . 
B u t I'm tel l i ng you  a ll t h is now to expla in  w h y I was so sceptica l a bou t t heir  
reported sigh t i ng of R u t h 's possible. As I say , m y fi rst  i nst i nct was not to 
believe i t , a n d to su ppose C h rissie was u p to som et h i ng.

The ot her t h i ng t h a t m ade me dou btf u l a bou t a ll t h is h a d to do wit h  t he 
act u al descr ip t ion  given  by C h rissie a n d Rod n ey: t heir  p ict u re of a  wom a n 
wor k ing i n  a  n ice glass-fron ted office. To me, a t  t he t ime , t h is seemed j u st too 
close a  m a tch  to wh at we t hen  k new to be R u t h 's “drea m f u t u re.”

I su ppose i t  was m a i n ly u s newcomers w ho t a l k ed a bou t “drea m f u t u res” t h a t 
win ter , t ho ugh  a  n u m ber of vetera ns d id too. Some older ones–especia lly 
t hose w ho'd sta rted t heir  t r a i n i ng–wou ld s igh  q u iet ly a n d leave t he room 
w hen  t h is sort of t a l k  bega n , b u t for a  lo ng t ime we d id n 't  even not ice t h is 
h a p pen i ng.  I'm not su re wh at was goi ng on  i n  ou r heads d u r i ng t hose 
discussions. We prob a bly k new t hey co u ld n 't  be serious, b u t t hen  aga in , I'm 
su re we d id n 't  rega rd t hem as fa n tasy ei t her . M aybe once H a ilsh a m was 
be h i n d u s , i t  was possible, j u st for t h a t h a lf yea r or so, before a ll t he t a l k  of 
becoming carers, before t he d r ivi ng lessons, a l l t hose ot her t h i ngs ,  i t  was 
possib le to forget for w hole stretches of t ime w ho we rea lly were; to forget wh at 
t he gu a rdia ns h a d told u s; to forget Miss L u cy's ou tb u rst t h a t r a i n y 
a fter noon  a t t he p avil ion , as well as a ll t hose t heories we'd developed a mongst 
ou rselves over t he years. It co u ld n 't  last , of cou rse, b u t l i k e I say , j u st for 
t hose few mon t hs , we somehow m a n aged to l ive i n  t h is cosy sta te of 
s u spension  i n  w h ich  we cou ld pon der ou r lives wit hou t t he u s u a l bou n d a ries . 
Loo k i ng back  now , i t  feels l i k e we spen t ages i n  t h a t stea med-u p k i tchen  after 
brea k fast , or h u d d led a rou n d h a lf-dead fires i n  t he sm all hou rs , lost i n  
conversa tion  a bou t ou r p la ns for t he f u t u re .

M i n d you , none of u s p u shed i t  too far . I don 't  remem ber a n yon e sa yi ng t hey 
were goi ng to be a  movie star or a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t . The t a l k  was more l i k ely 
to be a bou t becoming a  post m a n  or wor k ing on  a  farm . Q u ite a  few st u den ts 
wa n ted to be drivers of one sort or ot her , a n d often , w hen  t he conversa tion  
wen t t h is way, some vetera ns wou ld begi n  com p aring pa rt icu la r scen ic rou tes 
t h ey'd travelled , favou rite roadside cafés, d iffic u l t  rou n d a bou ts , t h a t sort of 
t h i ng.  Today , of cou rse, I'd be a ble to t a l k  t he lot of t hem u n der t he table on  
t hose topics. B ac k  t hen , t ho ugh ,  I used to j u st l isten , not sa y i ng a  t h i ng,  
d r i n k i ng i n  t heir  t a l k . Sometimes, if i t  was la te, I'd close m y eyes a n d nestle 
aga inst t he a r m of a  sofa–or of a  boy , if i t  was d u r i ng one of t hose b r ief p h ases 
I was officia l ly “with” someone–a n d dr ift  i n  a n d ou t of sleep , le t t i ng im ages of 
t he roads move t h ro ugh  m y hea d .

A n yway , to get back  to m y poin t , w hen  t h is sort of t a l k  was goi ng on , i t  was 
often  R u t h  w ho took  i t  f u r t her t h a n  a n ybody–especia lly w hen  t here were 



vetera ns a rou n d . S h e'd been  t a l k i ng a bou t offices r igh t  from t he sta rt of t he 
win ter , b u t w hen  i t  rea lly took  on  l ife , w hen  i t  beca me her “drea m f u t u re,” 
was after t h a t mor n i ng she a n d I walked i n to t he vil l age .

It was d u r i ng a  b i t ter ly cold spell , a n d ou r boxy gas hea ters h a d been  givi ng 
u s t rou ble . We'd spen d ages t ry i ng to get t hem to l igh t ,  cl ic k i ng away wit h  no 
resu lt , a n d we'd h a d to give u p on  more a n d more–a n d a long wit h  t hem , t he 
rooms t hey were su pposed to hea t . Keffers ref used to dea l wit h  i t , cl a i m i ng i t  
was ou r responsib il i ty , b u t i n  t he en d , w hen  t h i ngs were get t i ng rea lly cold , 
h e'd h a n ded u s a n  envelope wit h  money a n d a  note of some ign i ter  f u el we 
h a d to b u y . So R u t h  a n d I h a d volu n teered to walk  to t he vil l age to get i t , a n d 
t h a t's w h y we were goi ng dow n t he la ne t h a t frosty mor n i ng.  We'd reached a  
spot where t he hedges were h igh  on  bot h  sides, a n d t he gro u n d was covered 
i n  frozen  cowpats, w hen  R u t h  s u d de n ly stopped a  few steps be h i n d me .

It took  me a  momen t to rea lise, so t h a t by t he t ime I t u r ned back  to her she 
was b rea t h i ng over her fi ngers a n d loo k i ng dow n , engrossed by som et h i ng 
beside her feet . I t ho ugh t m aybe i t  was some poor crea t u re dead i n  t he frost , 
b u t w hen  I ca me u p , I saw i t  was a  colou r m agazi ne–not one of “Steve's 
m agazines,” b u t one of t hose b r igh t  cheerf u l t h i ngs t h a t come free wit h  
newspapers. It h a d fa llen  open  a t t h is glossy dou ble p age advert , a n d t ho ugh  
t he paper h a d gone soggy a n d t here was m u d a t one cor ner , you  cou ld see i t  
well e no ugh .  It showed t h is bea u t if u lly moder n  open-pla n  office wit h  t h ree or 
fou r people w ho wor ked i n  i t  h avi ng some k i n d  of jok e wit h  each ot her . The 
place look ed sp a r k l i ng a n d so d id t he people . R u t h  was st a r i ng a t t h is p ict u re 
a n d , w hen  she not iced me beside her , sa id: “Now t h a t wou ld be a  p roper place 
to wor k .”

T hen  she got self-conscious–m aybe even cross t h a t I'd ca ugh t her l i k e 
t h a t–a n d set off aga in  m u ch  faster t h a n  before.

B u t a  few even ings la ter , w hen  several of u s were si t t i ng a rou n d a  fi re i n  t he 
far m house, R u t h  bega n  tel l i ng u s a bou t t he sort of office she'd idea lly wor k  
i n , a n d I im media tely recogn ised i t . S he wen t i n to a ll t he deta ils–t he p la n ts , 
t he glea m i ng eq u ip men t , t he ch a irs wit h  t heir  swivels a n d castors–a n d i t  was 
so vivid everyone let  her t a l k  u n in ter r u pted for ages. I was wa tch ing her 
closely , b u t i t  never seemed to occu r to her I m igh t  m a ke t he 
con nect ion–m aybe she'd even forgot ten  herself where t he im age h a d come 
from . S he even t a l k ed a t one poi n t  a bou t how t he people i n  her office wou ld 
a ll be “dy n a mic , go-a hea d types,” a n d I remem bered clea r ly t hose sa me words 
wri t ten  i n  b ig let ters across t he top of t he advert: “Are you  t he dy n a mic , 
go-a hea d type?”–somet h ing l i k e t h a t . O f cou rse, I d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng.  In  fact , 
l is ten i ng to her , I even sta rted won der i ng if m aybe i t  was a ll feasible: if one 
d ay we m igh t  a ll of u s move i n to a  place l i k e t h a t a n d ca r ry on  ou r lives 



toget her .

C h rissie a n d Rod n ey were t here t h a t n igh t ,  of cou rse, h a ngi ng on to every 
word . A n d  t hen  for d ays a fterwards, C h r issie k ep t t ry i ng to get R u t h  to t a l k  
some more a bou t i t . I'd pass t hem si t t i ng toget her i n  t he cor ner of a  room a n d 
C h rissie wou ld be as k ing: “Are you  su re you  wo u ld n 't  p u t each ot her off, 
wor k ing a ll toget her i n  a  place l i k e t h a t?” j u st to get R u t h  goi ng on  i t  aga in .

The poi n t  a bou t C h rissie–a n d t h is a pplied to a  lot of t he vetera ns–was t h a t for 
a ll her sl igh t ly p a t ron isi ng m a n ner towards u s w hen  we'd fi rst  a rr ived , she 
was awestr uck  a bou t ou r bei ng from H a ilsh a m . It took  me a  lo ng t ime to 
rea lise t h is . Take t he b usiness a bou t R u t h 's office: C h rissie wou ld never 
herself h ave t a l k ed a bou t wor k ing i n  a n y office, never m i n d  one l i k e t h a t . B u t 
beca use R u t h  was from H a ilsh a m , somehow t he w hole not ion  ca me wi t h i n  
t he rea lms of t he possible. T h a t's how C h rissie saw i t , a n d I su ppose R u t h  d id 
say a  few t h i ngs every now a n d t hen  to encou rage t he idea  t h a t , su re e no ugh ,  
i n  some mysterious way, a  separate set of r u les a pplied to u s H a ilsh a m 
st u den ts. I never hea rd R u t h  act u a lly l ie to vetera ns; i t  was more to do wit h  
not de n yi ng certa in  t h i ngs ,  i m p ly i ng others. T here were occasions w hen  I 
cou ld h ave b ro ugh t t he w hole t h i ng dow n over her hea d . B u t if R u t h  was 
sometimes em barrassed , ca tch ing m y eye i n  t he m iddle of some story or 
ot her , she seemed con fiden t I wo u ld n 't  give her away . A n d  of cou rse, I d id n 't .

So t h a t was t he b ac kgrou n d to C h rissie a n d Rod n ey's cla im to h ave seen 
R u t h 's “possible,” a n d you  ca n  m aybe see now w h y I was wary a bou t i t . I 
wasn 't  k een  on  R u t h  goi ng wit h  t hem to Norfol k , t ho ugh  I co u ld n 't  rea lly say 
w h y . A n d  once i t  beca me clear she was com pletely set on  goi ng,  I told her I'd 
come too. A t first , she d id n 't  seem too deligh ted , a n d t here was even a  h i n t  
t h a t she wo u ld n 't  let  Tom my come wit h  her ei t her . In  t he en d , t ho ugh ,  we a ll 
wen t , t he five of u s: C h rissie , Rod n ey ,  R u t h ,  Tom my a n d me .



C h a p t e r  T h i r t e e n

Rod n ey ,  w ho h a d a  d r iver's licence, h a d m ade a n  a r r a ngemen t to borrow a  
car for t he d ay from t he farm-wor kers a t Metch ley a  cou ple of m iles dow n t he 
roa d . H e'd regu la r ly got cars t h is way i n  t he past , b u t t h is pa rt icu la r t ime , t he 
a r r a ngemen t b rok e dow n t he d ay before we were d u e to set off. T hough  t h i ngs 
got sorted ou t fa ir ly easi ly–Rod ney walked over to t he farm a n d got a  promise 
on  a not her ca r–t he i n terest i ng t h i ng was t he way R u t h  respon ded d u r i ng 
t hose few hou rs w hen  i t  look ed l i k e t he t r ip m igh t  h ave to be ca lled off.

U n til t hen , she'd been  m a k i ng ou t t he w hole t h i ng was a  b i t  of a  jok e , t h a t if 
a n y t h i ng she was goi ng a long wit h  i t  to please C h rissie . A n d  she'd t a l k ed a  
lot a bou t how we weren 't  exp lor i ng ou r freedom nea r ly e no ugh  since leaving 
H a ilsh a m; how a n yway she'd a lways wa n ted to go to Norfol k  to “fi n d a ll ou r 
lost t h ings .” In  ot her words, she'd gone ou t of her way to let  u s k now she 
wasn 't  very serious a bou t t he prospect of f i n d i ng her “possible.”

Th at d ay before we wen t , I remem ber R u t h  a n d I h a d been  ou t for a  st roll , a n d 
we ca me in to t he far m house k i tchen  where F ion a a n d a  few vetera ns were 
m a k i ng a  h uge stew . A n d  i t  was F ion a herself, not loo k i ng u p from wh at she 
was doi ng,  w ho told u s how t he farm boy h a d come i n  ea rlier wit h  t he 
message. R u t h  was st a n d i ng j u st i n  fron t of me, so I co u ld n 't  see her face, b u t 
her w hole post u re froze u p . T hen  wit hou t a  word , she t u r ned a n d p u shed 
past me ou t of t he cottage. I got a  glim pse of her face t hen , a n d t h a t's w hen  I 
rea lised how u pset she was. F ion a sta rted to say som et h i ng l i k e: “ O h , I d id n 't  
k now…” B u t I sa id q u ic k ly: “T h at's not wh at R u t h 's u pset a bou t . I t's a bou t 
som et h i ng else, som et h i ng t h a t h a ppened earlier on .” It wasn 't  very good , b u t 
i t  was t he best I cou ld do on  t he sp u r of t he momen t .

In  t he en d , as I sa id , t he veh icle crisis got resolved , a n d ea r ly t he nex t 
mor n i ng,  i n  t he p i tch  d a r k , t he five of u s got i nside a  b ashed b u t perfectly 
decen t Rover car . The way we sat was wit h  C h rissie u p fron t nex t to Rod n ey ,  
a n d t he t h ree of u s i n  t he back . Th at was wh at h a d felt  n a t u ra l , a n d we'd got 
i n  l i k e t h a t wit hou t t h i n k i ng a bou t i t . B u t after o n ly  a  few min u tes , once 
Rod n ey h a d b ro ugh t u s ou t of t he d a r k  wi n d i ng la nes on to t he p roper roads, 
R u t h ,  w ho was i n  t he m iddle , lea ned forward , p u t her h a n ds on  t he fron t 
seats, a n d bega n  t a l k i ng to t he two vetera ns. S he d id t h is i n  a  way t h a t 
mea n t Tom my a n d I, on  ei t her side of her , co u ld n 't  hea r a n y t h i ng t hey were 
sayi ng,  a n d beca use she was between u s , co u ld n 't  t a l k  to or even see each 
ot her . Sometimes, on  t he rare occasions she d id lea n  back , I t r ied to get 
som et h i ng goi ng between t he t h ree of u s , b u t R u t h  wo u ld n 't  p ic k  u p on  i t , 
a n d before long,  she'd be crou ched forwards aga in , her face st uck  between 



t he two fron t sea ts.

After a bou t a n  hou r , wit h  d ay st a r t i ng to brea k , we stopped to stretch  ou r 
legs a n d let  Rod n ey go for a  pee. We'd p u lled over beside a  b ig em pty field , so 
we j u m ped over t he d i tch  a n d spen t a  few min u tes r u b b i ng ou r h a n ds 
toget her a n d wa tch ing ou r brea ths rise. A t one poin t , I not iced R u t h  h a d 
dr ifted away from t he rest of u s a n d was ga zi ng across t he field a t t he s u n rise . 
So I wen t over to her a n d m ade t he s uggest ion  t h a t , si nce she o n ly  wa n ted to 
t a l k  to t he vetera ns, she swap seats wit h  me. Th at way she cou ld go on  
t a l k i ng a t least wit h  C h rissie , a n d Tom my a n d I cou ld h ave some sort of 
conversa tion  to w h ile away t he jo u r n ey .  I'd h a rd ly fi n ished before R u t h  sa id 
i n  a  w h isper:

“W h y do you  h ave to be d iffic u l t? Now of a l l t imes! I don 't  get i t . W h y do you  
wa n t to m a ke t rou ble?” T hen  she ya n k ed me ro u n d so bot h  ou r backs were to 
t he ot hers a n d t hey wo u ld n 't  see if we sta rted to a rgu e . It was t he way she d id 
t h is , r a t her t h a n  her words, t h a t s u d de n ly m ade me see t h i ngs her way; I 
cou ld see t h a t R u t h  was m a k i ng a  b ig effort to presen t not j u st herself, b u t a ll 
of u s , i n  t he r igh t  way to C h rissie a n d Rod n ey; a n d here I was, t h rea ten ing to 
u n der mine her a n d sta rt a n  em barrassing scene. I saw a ll t h is , a n d so I 
tou ched her on  t he shou lder a n d wen t off back  to t he others. A n d  w hen  we 
ret u r ned to t he car , I m ade su re t he t h ree of u s sat exactly as before. B u t now , 
as we drove on , R u t h  stayed more or less silen t , s i t t i ng r igh t  back  i n  her sea t , 
a n d even w hen  C h rissie or Rod n ey shou ted t h i ngs to u s from t he fron t , 
respon ded o n ly  i n  s u l k y monosylla b les .

T h ings cheered u p considera bly , t ho ugh ,  once we a rrived i n  ou r seaside tow n . 
We got t here a rou n d l u nch-t ime a n d left  t he Rover i n  a  car p a r k  beside a  
m i n i-golf cou rse f u ll of f l u t ter i ng fl ags . It h a d t u r ned i n to a  crisp , s u n n y d ay , 
a n d m y memory of i t  is t h a t for t he fi rst  hou r we a ll felt  so ex h ila r a ted to be 
ou t a n d a bou t we d id n 't  give m u ch  t ho ugh t to wh at h a d b ro ugh t u s there. A t 
one poi n t  Rod n ey act u a lly let  ou t a  few w hoops , waving h is arms a rou n d as 
he led t he way u p a  roa d cl i m bi ng stea dily past rows of hou ses a n d t he 
occasion al shop , a n d you  cou ld sense j u st from t he h uge s k y , t h a t you  were 
wa l k ing towards t he sea .

Act u a lly , w hen  we d id reach t he sea , we fou n d we were st a n d i ng on  a  roa d 
carved i n to a  cliff edge . It seemed a t fi rst  t here was a  sheer d rop dow n to t he 
sa n ds, b u t once you  lea n t over t he r a il , you  cou ld see z igz aggi ng footp a t hs 
lea d i ng you  dow n t he cliff-face to t he sea fron t .

We were st a rving by now a n d wen t i n to a  l i t t le café perched on  t he cliff j u st 
where one of t he footp a t hs bega n . W hen  we wen t i n , t he o n ly  people i nside 
were t he two c h u b by women i n  a prons w ho wor ked there. They were s mo k i ng 



ciga ret tes a t one of t he tables, b u t t hey q u ic k ly got u p a n d disappeared i n to 
t he k i tchen , so t hen  we h a d t he place to ou rselves.

We took  t he table r igh t  a t t he b ac k–w hich  mea n t t he one st uck  ou t closest to 
t he cliff edge–a n d w hen  we sat dow n i t  felt  l i k e we were vir t u a lly suspen ded 
over t he sea . I d id n 't  h ave a n y t h i ng to com pare i t  wit h  a t t he t ime , b u t I 
rea lise now t he café was t i n y ,  wit h  j u st t h ree or fou r l i t t le t ables. T hey'd left  a  
win dow open–prob a bly to stop t he place f i l l i ng u p wit h  fry i ng smells–so t h a t 
every now a n d t hen  a  gu st wou ld pass t h ro ugh  t he room m a k i ng a ll t he signs 
a dver t isi ng t heir  good deals fl u t ter a bou t . T here was one ca rdboard not ice 
p i n n ed over t he cou n ter t h a t h a d been  done i n  colou red felt-t ips, a n d a t t he 
top of i t  was t he word “look” wit h  a  st a r i ng eye d raw n inside each “o.” I see t he 
sa me t h i ng so often  these d ays I don 't  even register i t , b u t back  t hen  I h a d n 't  
seen i t  before. So I was loo k i ng a t i t  a d m ir i ngly ,  t hen  ca ugh t R u t h 's eye, a n d 
rea lised she too was loo k i ng a t i t  a m azed , a n d we bot h  b u rst ou t l a ugh i ng.  
Th at was a  cosy l i t t le momen t , w hen  i t  felt  l i k e we'd left  be h i n d t he b a d 
feeli ng t h a t h a d grow n between u s i n  t he car . As i t  t u r ned ou t , t ho ugh ,  i t  was 
j u st a bou t t he last momen t l i k e t h a t between me a n d R u t h  for t he rest of t h a t 
o u t i ng.

We h a d n 't  men tioned t he “possible” a t  a l l si nce a r r ivi ng i n  t he tow n , a n d I'd 
assu med w hen  we sat dow n we'd f i n a l ly  discuss t he m atter p roper ly . B u t once 
we'd sta rted on  ou r sa n dwiches, Rod n ey bega n  t a l k i ng a bou t t heir  old fr ien d , 
M ar t i n , w ho'd left  t he Cottages t he yea r before a n d was now l iv i ng somew here 
i n  t he tow n . C h r issie eager ly took  u p t he su bject a n d soon  bot h  vetera ns were 
com i ng ou t wit h  a necdotes a bou t a ll t he h ila r iou s t h i ngs M ar t i n  h a d got u p 
to. We co u ld n 't  follow m u ch  of i t , b u t C h rissie a n d Rod n ey were rea lly 
e n joy i ng themselves. They k ep t exch a ngi ng gla nces a n d l a ugh i ng,  a n d 
a l t ho ugh  t hey preten ded i t  was for ou r benefi t , i t  was clear t hey were 
remem bering for each ot her . T h i n k i ng a bou t i t  now , i t  occu rs to me t he 
near-taboo a t t he Cottages s u r ro u n ding people w ho'd left  m igh t  well h ave 
stopped t hem t a l k i ng a bou t t heir  fr ien d even to each ot her , a n d i t  was o n ly  
once we'd come away t h ey'd felt  a b le to i n d u lge themselves i n  t h is way.

W henever t hey la ughed , I l a ughed too j u st to be poli te . Tom my seemed to be 
u n derst a n ding t h i ngs even less t h a n  me a n d was le t t i ng ou t hesit a n t l i t t le 
h a lf-la ughs t h a t l agged some way be h i n d .  R u t h ,  t ho ugh ,  was l a u gh i ng a n d 
l a ugh i ng,  a n d k ep t n od d i ng to every t h i ng bei ng sa id a bou t M ar t i n  j u st l i k e 
she too was remem bering t hem . T hen  once , w hen  C h rissie m ade a  rea lly 
obscu re reference–she'd sa id som et h i ng l i k e: “ O h , yes, t he t ime he p u t ou t h is 
jea ns!”–R u t h  gave a  b ig l a ugh  a n d sign a lled i n  ou r d irect ion , as t ho ugh  to 
say to C h rissie: “ Go on , expla in  i t  to t hem so t hey ca n  e n joy i t  too.” I let  t h is 



a ll go, b u t w hen  C h rissie a n d Rod n ey sta rted d isc u ssing w het her we shou ld 
go ro u n d to M a r t i n 's fla t , I f i n a l ly  said , m aybe a  b i t  cold ly:

“W h at exactly is he doi ng here? W h y's he got a  fl a t?”

T here was a  silence, t hen  I hea rd R u t h  let  ou t a n  exaspera ted sigh . C h r issie 
lea ned over t he table towards me a n d sa id q u iet ly , l i k e she was exp la i n i ng to 
a  ch ild: “ H e's bei ng a  carer . W h a t else do you  t h i n k  h e'd be doi ng here? H e's 
a  p roper carer now .”

T here was a  b i t  of sh ift i ng,  a n d I sa id: “T h at's wh at I mea n . We ca n 't  j u st go 
a n d visi t  h im .”

C h rissie sighed . “ O k ay . We're not su pposed to visi t  carers. Absol u tely st r ict ly 
spea k ing. C er t a i n ly not encou raged .”

Rod n ey ch u c k led a n d added: “ D efi n i tely not encou raged . N a ugh ty n a ugh ty to 
go a n d visi t  h im .”

“Very n a ugh ty ,” C h r issie sa id a n d m ade a  t u t t i ng noise .

T hen  R u t h  joi n ed i n , sayi ng: “ K a t h y h ates to be n a ugh ty .  So we'd better not 
go a n d visi t  h im .”

Tom my was loo k i ng a t R u t h ,  clea r ly p u zzled  a bou t whose side she'd t a k en , 
a n d I wasn 't  su re ei t her . It occu rred to me she d id n 't  wa n t t he expedit ion  
side-tracked a n d was rel u cta n t ly sid i ng wit h  me, so I sm iled a t her , b u t she 
d id n 't  ret u r n  m y look . T hen  Tom my asked s u d de n ly:

“W hereabou ts was i t  you  saw R u t h 's possible, Rod n ey?”

“ O h…” Rod n ey d id n 't  seem nea r ly so in terested i n  t he possib le now we were 
i n  t he tow n , a n d I cou ld see a n xiety cross R u t h 's face. F i n a l ly  Rod n ey said: “It 
was a  t u r n i ng off t he H igh  Street , somew here u p t he ot her en d . O f cou rse, i t  
m igh t  be her d ay off.” T hen  w hen  no one sa id a n y t h i ng,  he added: “T hey do 
h ave d ays off, you  k now . T hey're not a lways a t t heir  wor k .”

F or a  momen t , as he sa id t h is , t he fear passed t h ro ugh  me t h a t we'd 
m isj u dged t h i ngs b a dly; t h a t for a ll we k new , vetera ns often  used t a l k  of 
possibles j u st as a  pretext to go on  t r ips , a n d d id n 't  rea lly expect to ta ke i t  
a n y f u r t her . R u t h  m igh t  well h ave been  t h i n k i ng a long t he sa me li nes , 
beca use she was now loo k i ng def i n i tely worried , b u t i n  t he en d she d id a  l i t t le 
l a ugh ,  l i k e Rod n ey h a d m ade a  jok e .



T hen  C h rissie sa id i n  a  new voice: “You k now , R u t h ,  we m igh t  be com i ng here 
i n  a  few yea rs' t ime to visi t  you . Wor k i ng i n  a  n ice office. I don 't  see how 
a n yon e cou ld stop u s visi t i ng you  t hen .”

“T h at's r igh t ,” R u t h  sa id q u ic k ly . “You ca n  a ll come a n d see me.”

“I su ppose,” Rod n ey said , “t here a ren 't  a n y r u les a bou t visi t i ng people if 
t hey're wor k ing i n  a n  office.” H e la ughed s u dden ly . “We don 't  k now . It h as n 't  
rea lly h a ppened wit h  u s before.”

“It'l l  be a ll r igh t ,” R u t h  said . “T hey let  you  do i t . You  ca n  a ll come a n d visi t  
me. E xcept Tom my , t h a t is.”

Tom my look ed shocked . “W h y ca n 't  I come?”

“Beca use yo u 'l l  a l rea dy be wit h  me, st u pid ,” R u t h  said . “I'm k eeping you .”

We a ll l a ughed , Tom my aga in  a  l i t t le be h i n d t he rest of u s .

“I hea rd a bou t t h is gi r l  u p i n  Wales,” C h r issie said . “S he was H a ilsh a m , 
m aybe a  few years before you  lot . App a ren t ly she's wor k ing i n  t h is clot hes 
shop r igh t  now . A rea lly sm art one .”

T here were m u r m u rs of approval a n d for a  w h ile we a ll look ed drea mily ou t a t 
t he clou ds .

“T h at's H a ilsh a m for you ,” Rod n ey sa id even t u a lly , a n d shook  h is hea d as 
t ho ugh  i n  a m azemen t .

“A n d t hen  t here was t h a t ot her person”–C h rissie h a d t u r ned to R u t h–“t h a t 
boy you  were tel l i ng u s a bou t t he ot her d ay . The one a  cou ple of years above 
you  w ho's a  p a r k  keeper now .”

R u t h  was n od d i ng t ho ugh t f u l ly .  It occu rred to me t h a t I shou ld shoot Tom my 
a  w a r n i ng gla nce , b u t by t he t ime I'd t u r ned to h im , h e'd a lrea dy sta rted to 
spea k .

“W ho was t h a t?” he asked i n  a  bewildered voice.

“You k now w ho i t  is , Tom my ,” I sa id q u ic k ly . It was too r is k y to k ic k  h im , or 
even to m a ke m y voice win k -win k : C h rissie wou ld h ave p ic k ed i t  u p i n  a  
fl ash . So I sa id i t  dead st r a igh t , wit h  a  b i t  of weariness, l i k e we were a ll fed u p 
wit h  Tom my forget t i ng a ll t he t ime . B u t t h is j u st mea n t Tom my st i l l  d id n 't  
twig.



“Someone we k new?”

“Tom my , let's not go t h ro ugh  t h is aga in ,” I sa id . “You 'l l  h ave to h ave you r 
b ra ins tested .”

At last t he pe n n y seemed to d rop , a n d Tom my sh u t u p .

C h rissie said: “I k now how l u c k y I a m , get t i ng to be a t t he Cottages. B u t you  
H a ilsh a m lot , yo u 're rea lly l u c k y . You  k now…” S he lowered her voice a n d 
lea ned forward aga in . “There's som et h i ng I've been  wa n ting to t a l k  to you  lot 
a bou t . I t's j u st t h a t back  there, a t  t he Cottages, i t's im possib le . E veryone 
a lways l is ten i ng i n .”

S he look ed a rou n d t he table, t hen  fixed her gaze on  R u t h .  Rod n ey s u d de n ly 
tensed a n d he too lea ned forward . A n d  som et h i ng told me we were com i ng to 
wh at was, for C h rissie a n d Rod n ey ,  t he cen tra l p u rpose of t h is w hole 
expedit ion .

“W hen Rod n ey a n d I, we were u p i n  Wales,” she said . “The sa me t ime we 
hea rd a bou t t h is gi r l  i n  t he clot hes shop . We hea rd som et h i ng else, 
som et h i ng a bou t H a ilsh a m st u den ts. W h a t t hey were sa yi ng was t h a t some 
H a ilsh a m st u den ts i n  t he past , i n  specia l circu msta nces, h a d m a n aged to get 
a  deferra l. Th at t h is was som et h i ng you  cou ld do if you  were a  H a ilsh a m 
st u den t . You  cou ld ask  for you r don a t ions to be p u t back  by th ree, even fou r 
years. It wasn 't  easy , b u t j u st sometimes t h ey'd let you  do i t . So lo ng as you  
cou ld convince t hem . So lo ng as you  qu alified .”

C h rissie pa used a n d look ed a t each of u s , m aybe for dra m atic effect, m aybe to 
check  u s for signs of recogn i t ion .  Tom my a n d I p rob a bly h a d p u zzled  look s , 
b u t R u t h  h a d on  one of her faces where you  co u ld n 't  tel l wh at was goi ng on .

“W h at t hey sa id ,” C h r issie con t in u ed , “was t h a t if you  were a  boy a n d a  gir l , 
a n d you  were i n  love wit h  each ot her , rea lly , p roper ly i n  love, a n d if you  cou ld 
show i t , t hen  t he people w ho r u n  H a ilsh a m , t hey sorted i t  ou t for you . They 
sorted i t  ou t so you  cou ld h ave a  few years toget her before you  bega n  you r 
don a t ions .”

T here was now a  st r a nge a t mosp here a rou n d t he table, a  k i n d  of t i ngle goi ng 
ro u n d .

“W hen we were i n  Wales,” C h r issie wen t on , “t he st u den ts a t t he W h ite 
M a n sion .  T hey'd hea rd of t h is H a ilsh a m cou ple , t he g u y h a d o n ly  a  few weeks 
left  before he beca me a  carer . A n d  t hey wen t to see someone a n d got 



every t h i ng p u t back  t h ree years. They were a llowed to go on  l iv i ng t here 
toget her , u p a t t he W h ite M a n sion ,  t h ree years st r a igh t , d id n 't  h ave to go on  
wit h  t heir  t r a i n i ng or a n y t h i ng.  T h ree years j u st to themselves, beca use t hey 
cou ld prove t hey were p roperly i n  love.”

It was a t t h is poi n t  I not iced R u t h  n od d i ng wit h  a  lot of a u t hori ty . C h r issie 
a n d Rod n ey not iced too a n d for a  few secon ds t hey watched her l i k e t hey were 
h yp not ised .  A n d  I h a d a  k i n d  of vision  of C h r issie a n d Rod n ey ,  back  a t t he 
Cottages, i n  t he mon t hs lea d i ng u p to t h is momen t , p rob i ng a n d p rod d i ng 
t h is su bject between t hem . I cou ld see t hem b r i ngi ng i t  u p , a t  fi rst  very 
ten ta t ively , s h r uggi ng,  p u t t i ng i t  to one side, b r i ngi ng i t  u p aga in , never a ble 
q u ite to leave i t  a lone . I cou ld see t hem toyi ng wit h  t he idea  of t a l k i ng to u s 
a bou t i t , see t hem ref i n i ng how t h ey'd do i t , wh at exactly t h ey'd say . I look ed 
aga in  a t C h rissie a n d Rod n ey i n  fron t of me, ga z i ng a t R u t h ,  a n d t r ied to read 
t heir  faces. C h r issie look ed bot h  a fra id a n d hopef u l . Rod n ey look ed on  edge , 
l i k e he d id n 't  t r ust h imself not to b l u r t ou t som et h i ng he wasn 't  su pposed to.

This wasn 't  t he fi rst  t ime I'd come across t he r u mou r a bou t deferra ls. Over 
t he past several weeks, I'd ca ugh t more a n d more sn a tches of i t  a t  t he 
Cottages. It was a lways vetera ns t a l k i ng a mong themselves, a n d w hen  a n y of 
u s showed u p , t h ey'd look  aw k ward a n d go qu iet . B u t I'd hea rd e no ugh  to get 
t he gist of i t ; a n d I k new i t  h a d specifica lly to do wit h  u s H a ilsh a m st u den ts. 
E ven so, i t  was o n ly  t h a t d ay , i n  t h a t sea fron t café, t h a t i t  rea lly ca me home 
to me how im porta n t t h is w hole not ion  h a d become for some vetera ns.

“I su ppose,” C h r issie wen t on , her voice wob bli ng sl igh t ly ,  “you  lot wou ld 
k now a bou t i t . The r u les, a l l t h a t sort of t h i ng.”

S he a n d Rod n ey look ed a t each of u s i n  t u r n , t hen  t heir  gazes sett led back  on  
R u t h .

R u t h  sighed a n d said: “Well, t hey told u s a  few t h i ngs ,  obviou sly . B u t”–she 
gave a  sh r ug–“i t's not som et h i ng we k now m u ch  a bou t . We never t a l k ed 
a bou t i t  rea lly . A n yway , we shou ld get goi ng soon .”

“W ho is i t  you  go to?” Rod n ey s u d de n ly asked . “W ho did t hey say you  h a d to 
go to if you  wa n ted , you  k now , to a pply?”

R u t h  s h r ugged aga in . “Well, I told you . It wasn 't  som et h i ng we t a l k ed a bou t 
m u ch .” A lmost i nst i nct ively she look ed to me a n d Tom my for s u ppor t , w h ich  
was prob a bly a  mista ke, beca use Tom my sa id:

“To be honest , I don 't  k now wh at yo u 're a ll t a l k i ng a bou t . W h a t r u les are 
t hese?”



R u t h  sta red d aggers a t h im , a n d I sa id q u ic k ly: “You k now , Tom my . A ll t h a t 
t a l k  t h a t used to go ro u n d a t H a ilsh a m .”

Tom my shook  h is hea d . “I don 't  remem ber it ,” he sa id fl a t ly . A n d  t h is t ime I 
cou ld see–a n d R u t h  cou ld too–t h a t he wasn 't  bei ng slow . “I don 't  remem ber 
a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t a t H a ilsh a m .”

R u t h  t u r ned away from h im . “W h at you 've got to realise,” she sa id to C h rissie , 
“is t h a t even t ho ugh  Tom my was a t H a ilsh a m , he is n 't  l i k e a  real H a ilsh a m 
st u den t . H e was left  ou t of every t h i ng a n d people were a lways l a u gh i ng a t 
h im . So t here's no poi n t  i n  as k ing h im a bou t a n y t h i ng l i k e t h is . Now , I wa n t 
to go a n d fi n d t h is person  Rod n ey saw.”

A look  h a d appeared i n  Tom my's eyes t h a t m ade me ca tch m y brea t h . It was 
one I h a d n 't  seen for a  lo ng t ime a n d t h a t belonged to t he Tom my w ho'd h a d 
to be ba rricaded i nside a  classroom w h ile he k ic k ed over desks. T hen  t he look  
faded , he t u r ned to t he s k y ou tside a n d let  ou t a  heavy b rea t h .

The vetera ns h a d n 't  not iced a n y t h i ng beca use R u t h ,  a t  t he sa me momen t , 
h a d r isen  to her feet a n d was f id d l i ng wit h  her coat . T hen  t here was a  b i t  of 
con f u sion  as t he rest of u s a ll moved back  ou r ch a irs from t he l i t t le table a ll 
a t  once . I'd been  p u t i n  ch a rge of t he spe n d i ng money , so I wen t u p to p ay . 
The ot hers fi led ou t be h i n d me, a n d w h ile I was wa it i ng for t he ch a nge , I 
wa tched t hem t h ro ugh  one of t he b ig m isty win dows, sh u ff l i ng a bou t i n  t he 
s u nsh ine , not t a l k i ng,  loo k i ng dow n a t t he sea .



C h a p t e r  F o u r t e e n

W hen I got ou tside, i t  was obviou s t he excitemen t from w hen  we'd fi rst  a rrived 
h a d evapora ted com pletely . We walked i n  silence, Rod n ey lea d i ng t he way, 
t h ro ugh  l i t t le backstreets h a rd ly penetra ted by t he s u n , t he pavemen ts so 
n a rrow we often  h a d to sh u ffle a long i n  single fi le . It was a  relief to come ou t 
on to t he H igh  Street where t he noise m ade ou r rot ten  mood less obviou s . As 
we crossed a t a  pelica n  to t he s u n n ier side, I cou ld see Rod n ey a n d C h rissie 
con fer r i ng a bou t som et h i ng a n d I won dered how m u ch  of t he b a d a t mosp here 
h a d to do wit h  t heir  believing we were h old i ng back  on  some b ig H a ilsh a m 
secret, a n d how m u ch  was j u st to do wit h  R u t h 's h avi ng a  go a t Tom my .

T hen  once we'd crossed t he H igh  Street , C h r issie a n no u nced she a n d Rod n ey 
wa n ted to go s hop pi ng for b i r t h d ay cards. R u t h  was st u n ned by t h is , b u t 
C h rissie j u st wen t on :

“We li k e b u yi ng t hem i n  b ig ba tches. I t's a lways cheaper i n  t he lo ng r u n . A n d  
you 've a lways got one h a n dy w hen  i t's someone's b ir t h d ay .” S he poin ted to 
t he en tra nce of a  Woolwort h 's shop . “You ca n  get p ret ty good cards i n  t here 
rea lly cheap .”

Rod n ey was nod di ng,  a n d I t ho ugh t t here was som et h i ng a  l i t t le b i t  moc k i ng 
a rou n d t he edges of h is smile. “ O f cou rse,” he said , “you  en d u p wit h  a  lot of 
cards t he sa me, b u t you  ca n  p u t you r ow n il l u st r a t ions on  t hem . You  k now , 
person alise them .”

Bot h  vetera ns were now st a n d i ng i n  t he m iddle of t he pavemen t , le t t i ng 
people wit h  p u shch a irs move ro u n d t hem , wa it i ng for u s to p u t u p a  
ch a llenge . I cou ld tell R u t h  was f u riou s , b u t wit hou t Rod n ey's co-opera tion  
t here wasn 't  m u ch  t h a t cou ld be done a n yway .

So we wen t i n to t he Woolwort h 's , a n d im media tely I felt  m u ch  more cheerf u l. 
E ven now , I l i k e places l i k e t h a t: a  l a rge store wit h  lots of a isles d isp layi ng 
b r igh t  plastic toys , greet i ng cards, loa ds of cosmetics, m aybe even a  p hoto 
boot h . Today , if I'm i n  a  tow n a n d fi n d m yself wit h  some t ime to k il l , I'l l  st roll 
i n to somew here j u st l i k e t h a t , where you  ca n  h a ng a rou n d a n d e n joy 
you rself, not b u yi ng a  t h i ng,  a n d t he assista n ts don 't  m i n d  a t a l l .

A n yway , we wen t i n  a n d before lo ng we'd wa n dered apart to look  a t d ifferen t 
a isles. Rod n ey h a d stayed nea r t he en tra nce beside a  b ig rack  of ca rds, a n d 
f u r t her i nside , I spotted Tom my u n der a  b ig pop-grou p poster , r u m m agi ng 
t h ro ugh  t he m u sic cassettes. After a bou t ten  m in u tes , w hen  I was somew here 



nea r t he back  of t he store, I t ho ugh t I hea rd R u t h 's voice a n d wa n dered 
towards i t . I'd a lrea dy t u r ned i n to t he a isle–one wit h  fl u ffy a n im als a n d b ig 
boxed jigsaws–before I rea lised R u t h  a n d C h rissie were st a n d i ng toget her a t 
t he en d of i t , h avi ng some sort of tête-à-tête. I wasn 't  su re wh at to do: I d id n 't  
wa n t to i n ter r u p t , b u t i t  was t ime we were leaving a n d I d id n 't  wa n t to t u r n  
a n d walk  off aga in . So I j u st stopped where I was, p reten ded to ex a mine a  
j igsaw a n d waited for t hem to not ice me .

Th at was w hen  I rea lised t hey were back  on  t he su bject of t h is r u mou r . 
C h r issie was sayi ng,  i n  a  lowered voice, som et h i ng l i k e:

“ B u t a ll t h a t t ime you  were there, I'm a m azed you  d id n 't  t h i n k  more a bou t 
how yo u 'd do i t . Abou t w ho yo u 'd go to, a l l of t h a t .”

“You don 't  u n dersta n d ,” R u t h  was sayi ng.  “If you  were from H a ilsh a m , t hen  
yo u 'd see. I t's never been  s u ch  a  b ig dea l for u s . I su ppose we've a lways 
k now n if we ever wa n ted to look  i n to i t , a l l we'd h ave to do is get word back  to 
H a ilsh a m…”

R u t h  saw me a n d brok e off. W hen  I lowered t he j igsaw a n d t u r ned to t hem , 
t hey were bot h  loo k i ng a t me a ngr i ly .  A t t he sa me t ime , i t  was l i k e I'd ca ugh t 
t hem doi ng som et h i ng t hey sho u ld n 't ,  a n d t hey moved apart self-consciously .

“It's t ime we were off,” I sa id , p reten d i ng to h ave hea rd n ot h i ng .

B u t R u t h  wasn 't  fooled . As t hey ca me past , she gave me a  rea lly d ir ty look .

So by t he t ime we set off aga in , followi ng Rod n ey i n  search of t he office where 
h e'd seen R u t h 's possib le t he mon t h  before, t he a t mosp here between u s was 
worse t h a n  ever . T h ings weren 't  helped ei t her by Rod n ey repea tedly t a k i ng u s 
dow n t he wrong streets. A t least fou r t imes, he led u s con f iden t ly dow n a  
t u r n i ng off t he H igh  Street , o n ly  for t he shops a n d offices to r u n  ou t , a n d 
we'd h ave to t u r n  a n d come back . Before long,  Rod n ey was loo k i ng defensive 
a n d on  t he verge of givi ng u p . B u t t hen  we fou n d i t .

Aga i n ,  we'd t u r ned a n d were h ea d i ng back  towards t he H igh  Street , w hen  
Rod n ey h a d stopped s u dden ly . T hen  h e'd in dica ted si le n t ly a n  office on  t he 
ot her side of t he street .

T here i t  was, su re e no ugh .  It wasn 't  exactly l i k e t he m agazine advert we'd 
fou n d on  t he gro u n d t h a t d ay , b u t t hen  i t  wasn 't  so far off ei t her . T here was a  
b ig glass fron t a t street-level, so a n yon e goi ng by cou ld see r igh t  i n to i t : a  
l a rge open-pla n  room wit h  m aybe a  dozen  desks a r r a nged i n  i r regu la r 
L-pa t ter ns. T here were t he pot ted palms, t he s h i n y m ach ines a n d swooping 



desk  la m ps. People were movi ng a bou t between desks, or lea n i ng on  a  
p a r t i t ion , c h a t t i ng a n d s h a r i ng jokes, w h ile ot hers h a d p u lled t heir  swivel 
ch a irs close to each ot her a n d were e n joy i ng a  coffee a n d sa n dwich .

“Look ,” Tom my said . “It's t heir  l u n c h  brea k , b u t t hey don 't  go ou t . D on 't  
b la me t hem eit her .”

We k ept on  st a r i ng, a n d i t  look ed l i k e a  sm art , cosy , self-con ta ined world . I 
gla nced a t R u t h  a n d not iced her eyes movi ng a n x io u sly a rou n d t he faces 
be h i n d t he glass .

“ O k ay , Rod ,” C h r issie said . “So w h ich  one's t he possib le?”

S he sa id t h is a lmost sa rcastica lly , l i k e she was su re t he w hole t h i ng wou ld 
t u r n  ou t to be a  b ig mista ke on  h is part . B u t Rod n ey sa id q u iet ly , wit h  a  
tremor of excitemen t:

“There. Over i n  t h a t cor ner . In  t he b l u e ou tfi t . H er , t a l k i ng now to t he b ig red 
wom a n .”

It wasn 't  obviou s , b u t t he longer  we k ep t loo k i ng,  t he more i t  seemed he h a d 
somet h ing. The wom a n was a rou n d fifty , a n d h a d k ep t her figu re p ret ty well. 
H er h a ir  was dar ker t h a n  R u t h 's–t ho ugh  i t  cou ld h ave been  dyed–a n d she 
h a d i t  t ied back  i n  a  sim ple pon y-t a il t he way R u t h  u s u a lly d id . S he was 
l a u gh i ng a t som et h i ng her fr ien d i n  t he red ou tfi t  was sayi ng,  a n d her face, 
especia lly w hen  she was f i n is h i ng her l a ugh  wit h  a  sh a ke of her hea d , h a d 
more t h a n  a  h i n t  of R u t h  a bou t i t .

We a ll k ep t on  wa tch ing her , not sa y i ng a  word . T hen  we beca me aware t h a t 
i n  a not her p a r t of t he office, a  cou ple of t he ot her women h a d not iced u s . O ne 
ra ised a  h a n d  a n d gave u s a n  u ncer t a in  wave. Th is b rok e t he spell a n d we 
took  to ou r heels i n  giggly  p a n ic .

We stopped aga in  f u r t her dow n t he street , t a l k i ng excited ly a ll a t  once . E xcept 
for R u t h ,  t h a t is , w ho rem ained silen t i n  t he m iddle of i t . It was h a rd to read 
her face a t t h a t momen t: she cer t a in ly wasn 't  d isa ppoin ted , b u t t hen  she 
wasn 't  ela ted ei t her . S he h a d on  a  h a lf-smile, t he sort a  mot her m igh t  h ave i n  
a n  ord i n a ry fa mily , weigh i ng t h i ngs u p w h ile t he c h i ld re n  j u m ped a n d 
screa med a rou n d her as k ing her to say , yes, t hey cou ld do wh atever . So t here 
we were, a l l com i ng ou t wit h  ou r views, a n d I was gla d I cou ld say honest ly ,  
a long wit h  t he others, t h a t t he wom a n we'd seen was by no mea ns ou t of t he 
q u est ion . The t r u t h  was, we were a ll relieved: wit hou t q u ite rea lisi ng i t , we'd 



been  bracing ou rselves for a  let-dow n . B u t now we cou ld go back  to t he 
Cottages, R u t h  cou ld ta ke encou ragemen t from wh at she'd seen , a n d t he rest 
of u s cou ld back  her u p . A n d  t he office l ife t he wom a n appeared to be lea d i ng 
was a bou t as close as you  cou ld hope to t he one R u t h  h a d often  described for 
herself. Regardless of wh at h a d been  goi ng on  between u s t h a t d ay , deep 
dow n , none of u s wa n ted R u t h  to ret u r n  home despon den t , a n d a t t h a t 
momen t we t ho ugh t we were safe. A n d  so we wou ld h ave been , I'm pret ty 
su re, h a d we p u t a n  en d to t he m atter a t t h a t poi n t .

B u t t hen  R u t h  said: “Let's si t  over t here, over on  t h a t wall. J u st for a  few 
min u tes . O nce t hey've forgot ten  a bou t u s , we ca n  go a n d h ave a not her look .”

We agreed to t h is , b u t as we walked towards t he low wa ll a rou n d t he sm all car 
p a r k  R u t h  h a d i n dica ted , C h r issie said , per h a ps a  l i t t le too eager ly:

“ B u t even if we don 't  get to see her aga in , we're a ll agreed she's a  possible. 
A n d  i t's a  lovely office. It rea lly is.”

“Let's j u st wait a  few min u tes,” R u t h  said . “T hen we'l l  go back .”

I d id n 't  si t  on  t he wa ll m yself beca use i t  was d a m p a n d cr u m bli ng,  a n d 
beca use I t ho ugh t someone m igh t  appear a n y m in u te a n d shou t a t u s for 
si t t i ng there. B u t R u t h  d id si t  on  i t , k nees on  ei t her side l i k e she was astride 
a  horse . A n d  tod ay I h ave these vivid im ages of t he ten , fifteen  m in u tes we 
waited there. No one's t a l k i ng a bou t t he possib le a n y more. We're p reten d i ng 
i nstea d t h a t we're j u st k i l l i ng a  b i t  of t ime , m aybe a t a  scen ic spot d u r i ng a  
carefree d ay-t r ip . Rod n ey's doi ng a  l i t t le da nce to demonstra te wh at a  good 
feeli ng t here is . H e gets u p on  t he wall, ba la nces a long i t  t hen  delibera tely 
fa lls off. Tom my's m a k i ng jok es a bou t some passers-by , a n d t ho ugh  t hey're 
not very f u n n y ,  we're a ll l a ugh i ng.  J u st R u t h ,  i n  t he m iddle , astr ide t he wall, 
rem ains silen t . S he keeps t he smile on  her face, b u t h a rd ly moves. T here's a  
breeze messing u p her h a ir , a n d t he b r igh t  win ter s u n 's m a k i ng her cr i n k le 
u p her eyes, so yo u 're not su re if she's s m il i ng a t ou r a n tics, or j u st 
gr i m aci ng i n  t he l igh t .  These are t he pict u res I've k ep t of t hose momen ts we 
waited by t h a t car p a r k . I su ppose we were wa it i ng for R u t h  to decide w hen  i t  
was t ime to go back  for a  secon d look . Well, she never got to m a ke t h a t 
decision  beca use of wh at h a ppened nex t .

Tom my , w ho h a d been  m u c k i ng a bou t on  t he wa ll wit h  Rod n ey ,  s u d de n ly 
j u m ped dow n a n d wen t st i l l . T hen  he said: “T h at's her . T h a t's t he sa me one .”

We a ll stopped wh at we were doi ng a n d watched t he figu re com i ng from t he 
d irect ion  of t he office. S he was now wea ring a  crea m-colou red overcoat , a n d 
st r uggli ng to fasten her briefcase as she walked . The b u c k le was givi ng her 



t rou ble , so she k ep t slowing dow n a n d st a r t i ng aga in . We wen t on  wa tch ing 
her i n  a  k i n d  of t ra nce as she wen t past on  t he ot her side. T hen  as she was 
t u r n i ng i n to t he H igh  Street , R u t h  leapt u p a n d said: “Let's see where she 
goes.”

We ca me ou t of ou r tra nce a n d were off after her . In  fact , C h r issie h a d to 
remin d u s to slow dow n or someone wou ld t h i n k  we were a  ga ng of m uggers 
goi ng after t he wom a n . We followed a long t he H igh  Street a t a  reason able 
dista nce, giggl i ng,  dodgi ng past people , sep a ra t i ng a n d com i ng toget her 
aga in . It m u st h ave been  a rou n d two o'cloc k  by t hen , a n d t he pavemen t was 
b u sy wit h  shoppers. A t t imes we nea r ly lost sigh t of her , b u t we k ep t u p , 
loi ter i ng i n  fron t of win dow displays w hen  she wen t i n to a  shop , sq u eezing 
past p u shch a irs a n d old people w hen  she ca me ou t aga in .

T hen  t he wom a n t u r ned off t he H igh  Street i n to t he l i t t le l a nes nea r t he 
sea fron t . C h r issie was worried she'd not ice u s away from t he crowds, b u t 
R u t h  j u st k ep t goi ng,  a n d we followed be h i n d her .

E ven t u a lly we ca me in to a  n a r row side-street t h a t h a d t he occasion al shop , 
b u t was m a i n ly j u st ord i n a ry houses. We h a d to walk  aga in  i n  single fi le , a n d 
once w hen  a  va n  ca me t he ot her way, we h a d to press ou rselves i n to t he 
hou ses to let  i t  pass. Before lo ng t here was o n ly  t he wom a n a n d u s i n  t he 
en t ire street , a n d if she'd gla nced back , t here was no way she wo u ld n 't  h ave 
not iced u s . B u t she j u st k ep t wa l k ing, a  dozen  or so steps a head , t hen  wen t 
i n  t h ro ugh  a  door–i n to “The Portway St u dios .”

I've been  back  to t he Portway St u dios a  n u m ber of t imes since t hen . It 
ch a nged ow ners a  few years ago a n d now sells a ll k i n ds of a r ty t h i ngs: pots, 
p la tes, clay a n im als . B ac k  t hen , i t  was two b ig w h ite rooms j u st wit h  
p a in t i ngs–bea u t if u lly d isplayed wit h  p le n ty of spaces between t hem . The 
wooden  sign  h a ngi ng over t he door is st i l l  t he sa me one t ho ugh .  A n yway , we 
decided to go i n  after Rod n ey poin ted ou t how suspicious we look ed i n  t h a t 
q u iet l i t t le street . Inside t he shop , we cou ld a t least p reten d we were loo k i ng 
a t t he pict u res.

We ca me i n  to fi n d t he wom a n we'd been  followi ng t a l k i ng to a  m u ch  older 
wom a n wit h  silver h a ir , w ho seemed to be i n  ch a rge of t he place. They were 
si t t i ng on  ei t her side of a  sm all desk  nea r t he door , a n d apart from t hem , t he 
ga llery was em pty . Neit her wom a n p a id m u ch  a t ten t ion  as we fi led past , 
spread ou t a n d t r ied to look  fascin a ted by t he pict u res.

Act u a lly , p reoccu pied t ho ugh  I was wit h  R u t h 's possible, I d id begi n  to e n joy 
t he p a i n t i ngs a n d t he sheer peacefu lness of t he place. It felt  l i k e we'd come a  
h u n dred m iles from t he H igh  Street . The walls a n d ceil i ngs were pepper min t , 



a n d here a n d there, yo u 'd see a  b i t  of f is h i ng net , or a  rotted piece from a  boa t 
st uck  u p h igh  nea r t he cor n ici ng.  The p a i n t i ngs too–mostly oils i n  deep b l u es 
a n d greens–h a d sea t hemes. M aybe i t  was t he t ired ness s u d de n ly ca tch ing u p 
wit h  us–a fter a l l , we'd been  t r avell i ng since before d aw n–b u t I wasn 't  t he o n ly  
one w ho went off i n to a  b i t  of a  drea m i n  there. We'd a ll wa n dered i n to 
d ifferen t cor ners, a n d were st a r i ng a t one p ict u re after a not her , o n ly  
occasion a lly m a k i ng t he odd h u shed rem ar k  l i k e: “ Come a n d look  a t t h is!” A ll 
t he t ime , we cou ld hea r R u t h 's possib le a n d t he silver-h a ired la dy t a l k i ng on  
a n d on . They weren 't  especia lly lou d , b u t i n  t h a t place, t heir  voices seemed to 
fi l l  t he en t ire space. They were d isc u ssing some m a n  t hey bot h  k new , how he 
d id n 't  h ave a  cl u e wit h  h is ch ild ren . A n d  as we k ep t l is ten i ng to t hem , 
stea li ng t he odd gla nce i n  t heir  d irect ion , b i t  by b i t , som et h i ng sta rted to 
ch a nge . It d id for me, a n d I cou ld tell i t  was h a p pen i ng for t he others. If we'd 
left  i t  a t  seeing t he wom a n t h ro ugh  t he glass of her office, even if we'd 
followed her t h ro ugh  t he tow n t hen  lost her , we cou ld st i l l  h ave gone back  to 
t he Cottages excited a n d t r i u m p h a n t .  B u t now , i n  t h a t ga llery , t he wom a n 
was too close, m u ch  closer t h a n  we'd ever rea lly wa n ted . A n d  t he more we 
hea rd her a n d look ed a t her , t he less she seemed li k e R u t h .  It was a  feeli ng 
t h a t grew a mong u s a lmost t a ngib ly ,  a n d I cou ld tell t h a t R u t h ,  absorbed i n  a  
p ict u re on  t he ot her side of t he room , was feeli ng i t  as m u ch  as a n yone . Th at 
was prob a bly w h y we wen t on  sh u ff l i ng a rou n d t h a t ga llery for so long; we 
were delayi ng t he momen t w hen  we'd h ave to con fer .

T hen  s u d de n ly t he wom a n h a d left , a n d we a ll k ep t st a n d i ng a bou t , avoid i ng 
each ot her's eyes. B u t none of u s h a d t ho ugh t to follow t he wom a n , a n d as 
t he secon ds k ep t t ic k i ng on , i t  beca me li k e we were agreeing, wit hou t 
spea k ing, a bou t how we now saw t he si t u a t ion .

E ven t u a lly t he silver-h a ired la dy ca me ou t from be h i n d her desk  a n d sa id to 
Tom my , w ho was t he nearest to her: “T h at's a  p a r t ic u la r ly lovely wor k . Th at 
one's a  favou rite of m ine .”

Tom my t u r ned to her a n d let  ou t a  l a ugh .  T hen  as I was h u r ry i ng over to help 
h im ou t , t he la dy asked: “Are you  art st u den ts?”

“Not exactly ,” I sa id before Tom my cou ld respon d . “We're j u st , well, keen .”

The silver-h a ired la dy bea med , t hen  sta rted to tel l u s how t he a rtist whose 
wor k  we were loo k i ng a t was rela ted to her , a n d a ll a bou t t he a r t ist's career 
t h u s far . Th is h a d t he effect, a t  least , of b rea k ing t he t r a nce-li k e sta te we'd 
been  i n , a n d we ga t hered ro u n d her to l isten , t he way we m igh t  h ave done a t 
H a ilsh a m w hen  a  gu a rdia n  sta rted to spea k . Th is rea lly got t he silver-h a ired 
la dy goi ng,  a n d we k ep t n od d i ng a n d excla im ing w h ile she t a l k ed a bou t 
where t he p a i n t i ngs h a d been  done , t he times of d ay t he a rtist l i k ed to wor k , 



how some h a d been  done wit hou t sketches. T hen  t here ca me a  k i n d  of 
n a t u ra l en d to her lect u re, a n d we a ll gave a  sigh , t h a n k ed her a n d wen t ou t .

The street ou tside bei ng so n arrow , we co u ld n 't  t a l k  p roper ly for a  w h ile 
longer , a n d I t h i n k  we were a ll gr a tef u l for t h a t . As we walked away from t he 
ga llery i n  single fi le , I cou ld see Rod n ey ,  u p a t t he fron t , t hea t r ica lly 
st retch ing ou t h is a rms, l i k e he was ex h ila r a ted t he way h e'd been  w hen  we'd 
fi rst  a rrived i n  t he tow n . B u t i t  wasn 't  convinci ng,  a n d once we ca me ou t on to 
a  wider street , we a ll sh u ffled to a  h a lt .

We were once aga in  nea r a  cliff edge . A n d  l i k e before, if you  peered over t he 
r a il , you  cou ld see t he p a t hs z igz aggi ng dow n to t he sea fron t , except t h is t ime 
you  cou ld see t he p romen a de a t t he bot tom wit h  rows of boarded-u p sta lls.

We spen t a  few momen ts j u st loo k i ng ou t , le t t i ng t he win d h it  u s . Rod n ey was 
st i l l  t r y i ng to be cheerf u l, l i k e h e'd decided not to let  a n y of t h is b usiness 
spoil a  good o u t i ng.  H e was poi n t i ng ou t to C h rissie som et h i ng i n  t he sea , 
way off on  t he hor izon .  B u t C h rissie t u r ned away from h im a n d sa id:

“Well, I t h i n k  we're agreed , a ren 't  we? Th at is n 't  R u t h .” S he gave a  sm all 
l a ugh  a n d la id a  h a n d  on  R u t h 's shou lder . “I'm sorry . We're a ll sor ry . B u t we 
ca n 't  b la me Rod n ey rea lly . It wasn 't  t h a t wild a  t ry . You 've got to a d mit , w hen  
we saw her t h ro ugh  t hose win dows, i t  d id look…” S he t r a iled off, t hen  
tou ched R u t h  on  t he shou lder aga in .

R u t h  sa id n ot h i ng ,  b u t gave a  l i t t le sh r ug, a lmost as if to sh r ug off t he tou ch . 
S he was sq u i n t i ng i n to t he dista nce, a t  t he s k y r a t her t h a n  t he water . I cou ld 
tell she was u pset , b u t someone w ho d id n 't  k now her well m igh t  well h ave 
su pposed she was bei ng t ho ugh t f u l .

“Sorry , R u t h ,” Rod n ey said , a n d he too gave R u t h  a  p a t on  t he shou lder . B u t 
he h a d a  smile on  h is face l i k e he d id n 't  expect for one momen t to be b la med 
for a n y t h i ng.  It was t he way someone a pologised w hen  t h ey'd t r ied to do you  
a  favou r , b u t i t  h a d n 't  wor ked ou t .

W atch ing C h rissie a n d Rod n ey a t t h a t momen t , I remem ber t h i n k i ng,  yes, 
t hey were ok ay . They were k i n d  i n  t heir  way a n d were t ry i ng to cheer R u t h  
u p . A t t he sa me t ime , t ho ugh ,  I remem ber feeli ng–even  t ho ugh  t hey were t he 
ones doi ng t he t a l k i ng,  a n d Tom my a n d I were silen t–a sort of resen t men t 
towards t hem on  R u t h 's beh a lf. Beca use however sy m p a t het ic t hey were, I 
cou ld see t h a t deep dow n t hey were relieved . They were relieved t h i ngs h a d 
t u r ned ou t t he way t hey h a d; t h a t t hey were i n  a  posit ion  to com fort R u t h ,  
i nstea d of bei ng left  be h i n d i n  t he wa ke of a  d izzy i ng boost to her hopes . They 
were relieved t hey wo u ld n 't  h ave to face, more st a r k ly t h a n  ever , t he not ion  



w hich  fascin a ted a n d n agged a n d scared t hem: t h is not ion  of t heirs t h a t 
t here were a ll k i n ds of possib il i t ies open  to u s H a ilsh a m st u den ts t h a t weren 't  
open  to t hem . I remem ber t h i n k i ng t hen  how differen t t hey act u a lly were, 
C h r issie a n d Rod n ey ,  from t he t h ree of u s .

T hen  Tom my said: “I don 't  see wh at difference i t  m a kes. It was j u st a  b i t  of f u n  
we were h aving.”

“A bit  of f u n  for you  m aybe , Tom my ,” R u t h  sa id cold ly , st i l l  ga z i ng st r a igh t 
a hea d of her . “You wo u ld n 't  t h i n k  so if i t  was you r possib le we'd been  loo k i ng 
for .”

“I t h i n k  I wou ld ,” Tom my said . “I don 't  see how i t  m atters. E ven if you  fou n d 
you r possible, t he act u al model t hey got you  from . E ven t hen , I don 't  see wh at 
difference i t  m a kes to a n yt h i ng.”

“T h a n k  you  for you r p rofo u n d con t r ib u t ion ,  Tom my ,” sa id R u t h .

“ B u t I t h i n k  Tom my's r igh t ,” I sa id . “It's daft to assu me yo u 'l l  h ave t he sa me 
sort of l ife as you r model . I agree wit h  Tom my . I t's j u st a  b i t  of f u n . We 
sho u ld n 't  get so serious a bou t i t .”

I too reached ou t a n d tou ched R u t h  on  t he shou lder . I wa n ted her to feel t he 
con trast to w hen  C h rissie a n d Rod n ey h a d tou ched her , a n d I delibera tely 
chose exactly t he sa me spot . I expected some response, some sign a l t h a t she 
accepted u n derst a n ding from me a n d Tom my i n  a  way she d id n 't  from t he 
vetera ns. B u t she gave me n ot h i ng ,  not even t he sh r ug she'd given  C h rissie .

Somew here be h i n d me I cou ld hea r Rod n ey p acing a bou t , m a k i ng noises to 
s uggest he was get t i ng c h i l ly  i n  t he st rong win d . “How a bou t goi ng to visi t  
M ar t i n  now?” he said . “ H is fl a t's j u st over t here, be h i n d t hose houses.”

R u t h  s u d de n ly sighed a n d t u r ned to u s . “To be honest ,” she said , “I k new a ll 
a long i t  was st u pid .”

“Yea h ,” sa id Tom my , eager ly . “J u st a  b i t  of f u n .”

R u t h  gave h im a n  ir r i t a ted look . “Tom my , please sh u t u p wit h  a ll t h is 'b i t  of 
f u n ' st u ff. No one's l isten ing.” T hen  t u r n i ng to C h rissie a n d Rod n ey she wen t 
on : “I d id n 't  wa n t to say w hen  you  fi rst  told me a bou t t h is . B u t look , i t  was 
never on . They don 't  ever , ever , use people l i k e t h a t wom a n . T h in k  a bou t i t . 
W h y wou ld she wa n t to? We a ll k now i t , so w h y don 't  we a ll face i t . We're not 
modelled from t h a t sort…”



“R u t h ,” I c u t i n  fi r m ly . “R u t h , don 't .”

B u t she j u st ca rried on : “We a ll k now i t . We're modelled from trash . J u n k ies , 
p rostit u tes, winos , t r a m ps. Convicts , m aybe , j u st so lo ng as t hey a ren 't  
psychos . T h a t's wh at we come from . We a ll k now i t , so w h y don 't  we say i t? A 
wom a n li k e t h a t? Come on . Yea h , r igh t ,  Tom my . A b i t  of f u n . Let's h ave a  b i t  
of f u n  p reten d ing.  Th at ot her wom a n i n  t here, her fr ien d , t he old one i n  t he 
ga llery . A r t  st u den ts, t h a t's wh at she t ho ugh t we were. Do you  t h i n k  she'd 
h ave t a l k ed to u s l i k e t h a t if she'd k now n wh at we rea lly were? W h a t do you  
t h i n k  she'd h ave sa id if we'd asked her? 'E xcuse me, b u t do you  t h i n k  you r 
fr ien d was ever a  clone model?' S h e'd h ave t h row n u s ou t . We k now i t , so we 
m igh t  as well j u st say i t . If you  wa n t to look  for possibles, if you  wa n t to do i t  
p roper ly , t hen  you  look  i n  t he gu t ter . You  look  i n  r u bbish  b ins . Look  dow n 
t he toilet , t h a t's where yo u 'l l  fi n d where we a ll ca me from .”

“R u t h ”–Rod ney's voice was steady a n d h a d a  w a r n i ng i n  i t–“let's forget a bou t 
i t  a n d go a n d see M ar t i n . H e's off t h is a fter noon . Yo u 'l l  l i k e h im , he's a  real 
l a ugh .”

C h rissie p u t a n  a r m a rou n d R u t h .  “ Come on , R u t h .  Let's do wh at Rod n ey 
says.”

R u t h  got to her feet a n d Rod n ey sta rted to walk .

“Well, you  lot ca n  go,” I sa id q u iet ly . “I'm not goi ng.”

R u t h  t u r ned a n d look ed a t me ca ref u lly . “Well, wh at do you  k now? W ho's t he 
u pset one now?”

“I'm not u pset . B u t sometimes you  spea k  ga rb age , R u t h .”

“ O h , look  w ho's u pset now . Poor K a t h y .  S he never l i k es st r a igh t t a l k ing.”

“It's n ot h i ng to do wit h  t h a t . I don 't  wa n t to visi t  a  carer . We're not su pposed 
to a n d I don 't  even k now t h is gu y .”

R u t h  s h r ugged a n d exch a nged gla nces wit h  C h rissie . “Well,” she said , 
“t here's no reason we've got to go ro u n d toget her t he w hole t ime . If l i t t le Miss 
here doesn 't  wa n t to joi n  u s , she doesn 't  h ave to. Let her go off by herself.” 
T hen  she lea ned over to C h rissie a n d sa id i n  a  stage w h isper: “T h at's a lways 
t he best way w hen  K a t h y's i n  a  mood . Leave her a lone a n d s h e'l l  walk  i t  off.”

“Be back  a t t he car by fou r o'cloc k ,” Rod n ey sa id to me. “ O therwise yo u 'l l  
h ave to h i tch-h i k e .” T hen  he d id a  l a ugh .  “ Come on , K a t h y ,  don 't  get i n  a  



s u l k . Come wit h  us.”

“No. You  go on . I don 't  feel l i k e i t .”

Rod n ey s h r ugged a n d sta rted to move off aga in . R u t h  a n d C h rissie followed , 
b u t Tom my d id n 't  move. O n ly  w hen  R u t h  sta red a t h im did he say:

“I'l l  st ay wit h  K a t h . If we're sp l i t t i ng,  t hen  I'l l  st ay wit h  K a t h .”

R u t h  gla red a t h im i n  f u ry , t hen  t u r ned a n d strode off. C h r issie a n d Rod n ey 
look ed a t Tom my aw k wardly , t hen  t hey too bega n  wa l k ing aga in .



C h a p t e r  F i f t e e n

Tom my a n d I lea ned on  t he r a il a n d sta red a t t he view u n t i l  t he ot hers h a d 
gone ou t of sigh t .

“It's j u st ta l k ,” he sa id even t u a lly . T hen  after a  pa use: “It's j u st wh at people 
say w hen  t hey're feeli ng sorry for themselves. I t's j u st t a l k . The gu a rdia ns 
never told u s a n y t h i ng l i k e th a t .”

I sta r ted to wal k–t he opposite way to t he ot hers–a n d let Tom my fa ll i n  step 
beside me .

“It's not wor t h  get t i ng u pset abou t ,” Tom my went on . “R u t h 's a lways doi ng 
t h i ngs l i k e t h a t now . I t's j u st her le t t i ng off stea m . A n yway , l i k e we were 
tel l i ng her , even if i t's tr ue, even a  l i t t le b i t  t r ue, I don 't  see how i t  m a kes a n y 
difference. O u r models, wh at t hey were l i k e , t h a t's n ot h i ng to do wit h  u s , 
K a t h . I t's j u st not wor t h  get t i ng u pset abou t .”

“ O k ay ,” I sa id , a n d delibera tely b u m ped m y shou lder i n to h is . “ O k ay , ok ay .”

I h a d t he im pression  we were wa l k ing towards t he tow n cen tre, t ho ugh  I 
co u ld n 't  be su re. I was t ry i ng to t h i n k  of a  way to ch a nge t he su bject , w hen  
Tom my sa id fi rst :

“You k now w hen  we were i n  t h a t Woolwort h 's place ea r lier? W hen  you  were 
dow n a t t he back  wit h  t he ot hers? I was t ry i ng to fi n d somet h ing. Som et h i ng 
for you .”

“A presen t?” I look ed a t h im i n  su rprise. “I'm not su re R u t h  wou ld approve of 
t h a t . Not u n less you  got her a  b igger  one .”

“A sort of presen t . B u t I co u ld n 't  fi n d i t . I wasn 't  goi ng to tel l you , b u t now , 
well, I've got a not her ch a nce to fi n d i t . E xcept you  m igh t  h ave to help me. I'm 
not very good a t shop pi ng.”

“Tom my , wh at are you  t a l k i ng a bou t? You  wa n t to get me a  presen t , b u t you  
wa n t me to help you  choose i t…”

“No, I k now wh at i t  is . I t's j u st t h a t…” H e la ughed a n d sh r ugged . “ O h , I m igh t  
as well tel l you . In  t h a t shop we were i n , t hey h a d t h is shelf wit h  loa ds of 
records a n d tapes. So I was loo k i ng for t he one you  lost t h a t t ime . Do you  
remem ber , K a t h? E xcept I co u ld n 't  remem ber wh at i t  was a n y more.”



“My ta pe? I d id n 't  rea lise you  ever k new a bou t i t , Tom my .”

“ O h yea h . R u t h  was get t i ng people to look  for i t  a n d sa yi ng you  were rea lly 
u pset a bou t losi ng i t . So I t r ied to fi n d i t . I never told you  a t t he t ime , b u t I 
d id t ry rea lly h a rd . I t ho ugh t t here'd be places I cou ld look  where you  
co u ld n 't .  In  boys' dorms, st u ff l i k e t h a t . I remem ber loo k i ng for ages, b u t I 
co u ld n 't  fi n d i t .”

I gla nced a t h im a n d felt  m y rot ten  mood eva pora t i ng. “I never k new t h a t , 
Tom my . Th at was rea lly sweet of you .”

“Well, i t  d id n 't  help m u ch . B u t I rea lly wa n ted to fi n d i t  for you . A n d  w hen  i t  
look ed i n  t he en d l i k e i t  wasn 't  goi ng to t u r n  u p , I j u st sa id to m yself, one d ay 
I'l l  go to Norfol k  a n d I'l l  fi n d i t  t here for her .”

“The lost cor ner of E ngla n d ,” I sa id , a n d look ed a rou n d me. “A n d here we are!”

Tom my too look ed a rou n d h im , a n d we ca me to a  h a lt . We were i n  a not her 
side-street , not as n a rrow as t he one wit h  t he ga llery . F or a  momen t we bot h  
k ep t gl a n ci ng a rou n d t hea t r ica lly , t hen  giggled .

“So i t  wasn 't  s u ch  a  daft idea ,” Tom my said . “T h at Woolwort h 's shop earlier , i t  
h a d a ll t hese tapes, so I t ho ugh t t hey were bo u n d to h ave you rs . B u t I don 't  
t h i n k  t hey d id .”

“You don 't  t h i n k  t hey d id? O h , Tom my , you  mea n  you  d id n 't  even look  
properly!”

“I d id , K a t h . I t's j u st t h a t , well, i t's rea lly a n n oyi ng b u t I co u ld n 't  remem ber 
wh at i t  was ca lled . A ll t h a t t ime a t H a ilsh a m , I was ope n i ng boys' collect ion  
chests a n d everyt h ing, a n d now I ca n 't  remem ber . It was J u lie B r idges or 
somet h ing…”

“J u dy B ridgewater . Songs After D ar k .”

Tom my shook  h is hea d solem n ly . “T hey def i n i tely d id n 't  h ave th a t .”

I l a ughed a n d p u nched h is arm . H e look ed p u zzled  so I sa id: “Tom my , t hey 
wo u ld n 't  h ave som et h i ng l i k e t h a t i n  Woolwort h 's . They h ave t he la test h i ts . 
J u dy B ridgewater , she's someone from ages ago. It j u st h a ppened to t u r n  u p , 
a t  one of ou r Sales. I t's not goi ng to be i n  Woolwort h 's now , you  id iot!”

“Well, l i k e I sa id , I don 't  k now a bou t t h i ngs l i k e t h a t . B u t t hey h a d so m a n y 
tapes…”



“T hey h a d some, Tom my . O h , never m in d . It was a  sweet idea . I'm rea lly 
tou ched . It was a  grea t idea . Th is is Norfol k , after a l l .”

We sta rted wa l k ing aga in  a n d Tom my sa id hesit a n t ly: “Well, t h a t's w h y I h a d 
to tel l you . I wa n ted to su rprise you , b u t i t's useless. I don 't  k now where to 
look , even if I do k now t he n a me of t he record . Now I've told you , you  ca n  help 
me. We ca n  look  for i t  together .”

“Tom my , wh at are you  t a l k i ng a bou t?” I was t ry i ng to sou n d reproach f u l , b u t 
I co u ld n 't  help l a u gh i ng .

“Well, we've got over a n  hou r . Th is is a  real ch a nce.”

“Tom my , you  id iot . You  rea lly believe i t , don 't  yo u ? All t h is lost-cor ner st u ff.”

“I don 't  necessarily believe i t . B u t we m igh t  as well look  now we're here . I 
mea n , yo u 'd li k e to fi n d i t  aga in , wo u ld n 't  yo u ? W h a t h ave we got to lose?”

“All r igh t .  You 're a  com plete id iot , b u t a l l r igh t .”

H e opened h is arms ou t help lessly . “Well, K a t h , where do we go? Li k e I say , 
I'm no good a t shop pi ng.”

“We h ave to look  i n  secon d-h a n d places,” I sa id , after a  momen t's t ho ugh t .  
“Places f u ll of old clothes, old book s . T hey'l l  sometimes h ave a  box f u ll of 
records a n d tapes.”

“ O k ay . B u t where are these shops?”

W hen I t h i n k  of t h a t momen t now , s t a n d i ng wit h  Tom my i n  t he l i t t le 
side-street a bou t to begi n  ou r search , I feel a  warmth well i ng u p t h ro ugh  me. 
E veryt h ing s u d de n ly felt  perfect: a n  hou r set aside, st retch ing a hea d of u s , 
a n d t here wasn 't  a  better way to spen d i t . I h a d to rea lly h old  m yself back  
from giggl i ng st u pid ly , or j u m pi ng u p a n d dow n on  t he pavemen t l i k e a  l i t t le 
k id . Not lo ng ago, w hen  I was ca r ing for Tom my , a n d I b ro ugh t u p ou r 
Norfol k  t r ip , he told me h e'd felt  exactly t he sa me. Th at momen t w hen  we 
decided to go sea rch ing for m y lost tape, i t  was l i k e s u d de n ly every clou d h a d 
b low n away , a n d we h a d n ot h i ng b u t f u n  a n d la ugh ter before u s .

At t he sta rt , we k ep t goi ng i n to t he wrong sort of p laces: secon d-h a n d 
book shops , or shops f u ll of old vacu u m clea ners, b u t no m u sic a t a l l . After a  
w h ile Tom my decided I d id n 't  k now a n y better t h a n  he d id a n d a n no u nced he 
wou ld lea d t he way. As i t  h a ppened , by sheer l u c k  rea lly , he discovered 



st r a igh t away a  street wit h  fou r shops of j u st t he k i n d  we were a fter , s t a n d i ng 
vir t u a lly i n  a  row . T heir fron t win dows were f u ll of dresses, h a n db ags , 
ch i ld ren 's a n n u a ls , a n d w hen  you  wen t i nside , a  sweet sta le smell. T here were 
p iles of creased paperbacks, d u sty boxes f u ll of postca rds or t r i n k ets . O ne 
shop specia lised i n  h ip p ie st u ff, w h ile a not her h a d war medals a n d p hotos of 
soldiers i n  t he desert . B u t t hey a ll h a d somew here a  b ig ca rdboard box or two 
wit h  LPs a n d cassette tapes. We r u m m aged a rou n d t hose shops , a n d i n  a ll 
honesty , after t he fi rst  few min u tes , I t h i n k  J u dy B ridgewater h a d more or 
less slipped from ou r m in ds . We were j u st e n joy i ng loo k i ng t h ro ugh  a ll t hose 
t h i ngs toget her; d r ift i ng apart t hen  f i n d i ng ou rselves side by side aga in , 
m aybe com peting for t he sa me box of bric-a-brac i n  a  d u sty cor ner l i t  u p by a  
sh a ft  of s u n .

T hen  of cou rse I fou n d i t . I'd been  f l ic k i ng t h ro ugh  a  row of cassette cases, m y 
m i n d  on  ot her t h i ngs ,  w hen  s u d de n ly t here i t  was, u n der m y fi ngers , loo k i ng 
j u st t he way i t  h a d a ll t hose years ago: J u dy ,  her ciga ret te, t he coquett ish  
look  for t he b a r m a n , t he b l u r red p a lms i n  t he b ac kgrou n d .

I d id n 't  excla im , t he way I'd been  doi ng w hen  I'd come across ot her items t h a t 
h a d m ild ly excited me. I stood t here q u ite st i l l , loo k i ng a t t he plastic case, 
u ns u re w het her or not I was deligh ted . F or a  secon d , i t  even felt  l i k e a  
mista ke. The tape h a d been  t he perfect excuse for a ll t h is f u n , a n d now i t  h a d 
t u r ned u p , we'd h ave to stop . M aybe t h a t was w h y , to m y ow n su rprise, I k ep t 
silen t a t first; w h y I t ho ugh t a bou t p reten d i ng never to h ave seen i t . A n d  now 
i t  was t here i n  fron t of me, t here was som et h i ng vagu ely em barrassing a bou t 
t he tape, l i k e i t  was som et h i ng I shou ld h ave grow n ou t of. I act u a lly wen t as 
far as f l ic k i ng t he cassette on  a n d le t t i ng i ts neigh bo u r fa ll on  i t . B u t t here 
was t he spine , loo k i ng u p a t me, a n d i n  t he en d I ca lled Tom my over .

“Is t h a t i t?” H e seemed gen u i nely sceptica l, per h a ps beca use I wasn 't  m a k i ng 
more fuss. I p u lled i t  ou t a n d held i t  i n  bot h  h a n ds . T hen  s u d de n ly I felt  a  
h uge pleasu re–a n d som et h i ng else, som et h i ng more com plica ted t h a t 
t h rea tened to m a ke me b u rst i n to tears. B u t I got a  h old  of t he emotion , a n d 
j u st gave Tom my's a r m a  t ug.

“Yes, t h is is it ,” I sa id , a n d for t he fi rst  t ime smiled excited ly . “ C a n  you  believe 
i t? We've rea lly fou n d i t!”

“ Do you  t h i n k  i t  cou ld be t he sa me one? I mea n , t he act u al one . The one you  
lost?”

As I t u r ned i t  i n  m y fi ngers , I fou n d I cou ld remem ber a ll t he design  deta ils 
on  t he back , t he t it les of t he tracks, every t h i ng.



“ For a ll I k now , i t  m igh t  be,” I sa id . “ B u t I h ave to tel l you , Tom my , t here 
m igh t  be t hou sa n ds of t hese k noc k i ng abou t .”

T hen  i t  was m y t u r n  to not ice Tom my wasn 't  as t r i u m p h a n t as he m igh t  be .

“Tom my , you  don 't  seem very pleased for me,” I sa id , t ho ugh  i n  a n  obviou sly 
jok ey voice.

“I a m pleased for you , K a t h . I t's j u st t h a t , well, I wish  I'd fou n d it .” T hen  he 
d id a  sm all l a ugh  a n d wen t on : “ B ack  t hen , w hen  you  lost i t , I used to t h i n k  
a bou t i t , i n  m y hea d , wh at i t  wou ld be l i k e , if I fou n d i t  a n d b ro ugh t i t  to you . 
W h a t yo u 'd say , you r face, a l l of t h a t .”

H is voice was softer t h a n  u s u a l a n d he k ep t h is eyes on  t he plastic case i n  m y 
h a n d . A n d  I s u d de n ly beca me very conscious of t he fact t h a t we were t he o n ly  
people i n  t he shop , except for t he old g u y be h i n d t he cou n ter a t t he fron t 
engrossed i n  h is paperwor k . We were r igh t  a t t he back  of t he shop , on  a  
ra ised p la tfor m where i t  was dar ker a n d more seclu ded , l i k e t he old g u y 
d id n 't  wa n t to t h i n k  a bou t t he st u ff i n  ou r area a n d h a d men ta lly c u r t a ined i t  
off. F or several secon ds, Tom my stayed i n  a  sort of t r a nce, for a ll I k now 
p lay i ng over i n  h is m i n d  one of t hese old fa n tasies of givi ng me back  m y lost 
tape. T hen  s u d de n ly he sn a tched t he case ou t of m y h a n d .

“Well a t  least I ca n  b u y i t  for you ,” he sa id wit h  a  gr i n ,  a n d before I cou ld stop 
h im , h e'd sta rted dow n t he floor towards t he fron t .

I wen t on  browsing a rou n d t he back  of t he shop w h ile t he old g u y searched 
a rou n d for t he tape to go wit h  t he case. I was st i l l  feeli ng a  p a ng of regret t h a t 
we'd fou n d i t  so q u ic k ly , a n d i t  was o n ly  la ter , w hen  we were back  a t t he 
Cottages a n d I was a lone i n  m y room , t h a t I rea lly apprecia ted h avi ng t he 
t a pe–a n d t h a t song–b ac k  aga in . E ven t hen , i t  was m a i n ly a  nosta lgia  t h i ng,  
a n d tod ay , if I h a ppen  to get t he tape ou t a n d look  a t i t , i t  b r i ngs back  
memories of t h a t a fter noon  i n  Norfol k  every b i t  as m u ch  as i t  does ou r 
H a ilsh a m d ays .

As we ca me ou t of t he shop , I was k een  to rega in  t he carefree, a lmost si l ly  
mood we'd been  i n  before. B u t w hen  I m ade a  few li t t le jokes, Tom my was lost 
i n  h is t ho ugh ts a n d d id n 't  respon d .

We bega n  goi ng u p a  steeply cl i m bi ng p a t h , a n d we cou ld see–m aybe a  
h u n dred ya rds f u r t her u p–a k i n d  of viewing area r igh t  on  t he cliff edge wit h  
benches facing ou t to sea . It wou ld h ave m ade a  n ice spot i n  t he su m mer for 



a n  ord i n a ry fa mily to si t  a n d eat a  p icn ic . Now , despite t he c h i l ly  win d , we 
fou n d ou rselves wa l k ing u p towards i t , b u t w hen  t here was st i l l  some way left  
to go, Tom my slowed to a  dawdle a n d sa id to me:

“ C h rissie a n d Rod n ey ,  t hey're rea lly obsessed wit h  t h is idea . You  k now , t he 
one a bou t people h avi ng t heir  don a t ions deferred if t hey're rea lly i n  love. 
T hey're convinced we k now a ll a bou t i t , b u t no one sa id a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t a t 
H a ilsh a m . A t least , I never hea rd a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t , d id you , K a t h? No, i t's 
j u st som et h i ng goi ng a rou n d recen t ly a mong t he vetera ns. A n d  people l i k e 
R u t h ,  t hey've been  sto k i ng i t  u p .”

I look ed a t h im ca ref u lly , b u t i t  was h a rd to tel l if h e'd j u st spok en  wit h  
misch ievous a ffection  or else a  k i n d  of d isgu st . I cou ld see a n yway t here was 
som et h i ng else on  h is m in d , n ot h i ng to do wit h  R u t h ,  so I d id n 't  say 
a n y t h i ng a n d waited . E ven t u a lly he ca me to a  com plete h a lt  a n d sta rted to 
pok e a rou n d wit h  h is foot a  squ ashed paper c u p on  t he gro u n d .

“Act u a lly , K a t h ,” he said , “I've been  t h i n k i ng a bou t i t  for a  w h ile . I'm su re 
we're r igh t ,  t here was no t a l k  l i k e t h a t w hen  we were a t H a ilsh a m . B u t t here 
were a  lot of t h i ngs t h a t d id n 't  m a ke sense back  t hen . A n d  I've been  t h i n k i ng,  
if i t's tr ue, t h is r u mou r , t hen  i t  cou ld expla in  q u ite a  lot . S t u ff we used to 
p u zz le over .”

“W h at do you  mea n? W h a t sort of st u ff?”

“The G a llery , for insta nce.” Tom my h a d lowered h is voice a n d I stepped i n  
closer , j u st as t ho ugh  we were st i l l  a t  H a ilsh a m , t a l k i ng i n  t he d i n n er  queue 
or beside t he pon d . “We never got to t he bot tom of i t , wh at t he G a llery was 
for . W h y M ada me took  away a ll t he best wor k . B u t now I t h i n k  I k now . K a t h , 
you  remem ber t h a t t ime everyone was a rgu i ng a bou t tok ens? W het her t hey 
shou ld get t hem or not to m a ke u p for st u ff t h ey'd h a d t a k en  away by 
M a d a me? A n d  Roy J . wen t i n  to see Miss E mily a bou t i t? Well, t here was 
som et h i ng Miss E mily sa id t hen , som et h i ng she let  d rop , a n d t h a t's w h a t's 
been  m a k i ng me t h i n k .”

Two women were p assing by wit h  dogs on  leads, a n d a l t ho ugh  i t  was 
com pletely st u pid , we bot h  stopped t a l k i ng u n t i l  t h ey'd gone f u r t her u p t he 
slope a n d ou t of ea rshot . T hen  I sa id:

“W h at t h i ng,  Tom m y? W h a t t h i ng Miss E mily let  d rop?”

“W hen Roy J . asked her w h y M ada me took  ou r st u ff away . Do you  remem ber 
wh at she's su pposed to h ave sa id?”



“I remem ber her sa yi ng i t  was a  p r ivi lege , a n d we shou ld be p rou d…”

“ B u t t h a t wasn 't  a ll.” Tom my's voice was now dow n to a  w h isper . “W h at she 
told Roy ,  wh at she let  sl ip , w h ich  she prob a bly d id n 't  mea n  to let  sl ip , do you  
remem ber , K a t h? S he told Roy t h a t t h i ngs l i k e pict u res, poet ry , a l l t h a t k i n d  
of st u ff, she sa id t hey revea led wh at you  were l i k e i nside . S he sa id t hey 
revea led you r sou l .”

W hen he sa id t h is , I s u d de n ly remem bered a  d rawing La u ra  h a d done once of 
her i n test i nes a n d la ughed . B u t som et h i ng was com i ng back  to me .

“T h at's r igh t ,” I sa id . “I remem ber . So wh at are you  get t i ng a t?”

“W h at I t h in k ,” sa id Tom my slowly , “is t h is . S u ppose i t's tr ue, wh at t he 
vetera ns are sayi ng.  S u ppose some specia l a r r a ngemen t h as been  m ade for 
H a ilsh a m st u den ts. S u ppose two people say t hey're t r u ly i n  love, a n d t hey 
wa n t extra t ime to be toget her . T hen  you  see, K a t h , t here h as to be a  way to 
j u dge if t hey're rea lly tel l i ng t he t r u t h . Th at t hey a ren 't  j u st sa y i ng t hey're i n  
love, j u st to defer t heir  don a t ions . You  see how diffic u l t  i t  cou ld be to decide? 
O r a  cou ple m igh t  rea lly believe t hey're i n  love, b u t i t's j u st a  sex t h i ng.  O r 
j u st a  cr u sh . You  see wh at I mea n , K a t h? It'l l  be rea lly h a rd to j u dge , a n d i t's 
p rob a bly im possib le to get i t  r igh t  every t ime . B u t t he poi n t  is , w hoever 
decides, M ada me or w hoever i t  is , t hey need som et h i ng to go on .”

I nodded slowly . “So t h a t's w h y t hey took  away ou r art…”

“It cou ld be . M ada me's got a  ga llery somew here fi l led wit h  st u ff by st u den ts 
from w hen  t hey were t i n y .  S u ppose two people come u p a n d say t hey're i n  
love. S he ca n  fi n d t he art t hey've done over years a n d years. S he ca n  see if 
t hey go. If t hey m atch . D on 't  forget , K a t h , wh at she's got reveals ou r sou ls. 
S he cou ld decide for herself w h a t's a  good m a tch  a n d w h a t's j u st a  st u pid 
cr ush .”

I sta r ted to walk  slowly aga in , h a rd ly loo k i ng i n  fron t of me. Tom my fell i n  
step , wa it i ng for m y response.

“I'm not su re,” I sa id i n  t he en d . “W h at yo u 're sa yi ng cou ld cer t a in ly expla in  
Miss E mily , wh at she sa id to Roy .  A n d  I su ppose i t  expla ins too w h y t he 
gu a rdia ns a lways t ho ugh t i t  was so im port a n t for u s , to be a ble to p a in t a n d 
a ll of t h a t .”

“ E xactly . A n d  t h a t's w h y…” Tom my sighed a n d wen t on  wit h  some effort . 
“T h at's w h y Miss L u cy h a d to a d mit she'd been  wrong, tel l i ng me i t  d id n 't  
rea lly m atter . S h e'd sa id t h a t beca use she was sorry for me a t t he t ime . B u t 



she k new deep dow n i t  d id m atter . The t h i ng a bou t bei ng from H a ilsh a m was 
t h a t you  h a d t h is specia l ch a nce. A n d  if you  d id n 't  get st u ff i n to M ada me's 
ga llery , t hen  you  were as good as t h rowi ng t h a t ch a nce away .”

It was after he sa id t h is t h a t i t  s u d de n ly daw ned on  me, wit h  a  real ch il l , 
where t h is was lea ding. I stopped a n d t u r ned to h im , b u t before I cou ld 
spea k , Tom my let ou t a  l a ugh .

“If I've got t h is r igh t ,  t hen , well, i t  look s l i k e I m igh t  h ave b low n m y ch a nce.”

“Tom my , d id you  ever get a n y t h i ng i n to t he G a l lery? W hen  you  were m u ch  
yo u nger m aybe?”

H e was a lrea dy s h a k i ng h is hea d . “You k now how useless I was. A n d  t hen  
t here was t h a t st u ff wit h  Miss L u cy . I k now she mea n t well. S he was sorry for 
me a n d she wa n ted to help me. I'm su re she d id . B u t if m y t heory's r igh t ,  
well…”

“It's o n ly  a  t heory , Tom my ,” I sa id . “You k now wh at you r t heories are l i k e .”

I'd wa n ted to l igh te n  t h i ngs a  b i t , b u t I co u ld n 't  get t he tone r igh t ,  a n d i t  
m u st h ave been  obviou s I was st i l l  t h i n k i ng h a rd a bou t wh at h e'd j u st said . 
“M aybe t hey've got a ll sorts of ways to j u dge ,” I sa id after a  momen t . “M aybe 
t he a r t's j u st one ou t of a l l k i n ds of d ifferen t ways.”

Tom my shook  h is hea d aga in . “Li k e w h a t? M ada me never got to k now u s . S he 
wo u ld n 't  remem ber u s i n d ivid u a lly .  Besides, i t's p rob a bly not j u st M ada me 
t h a t decides. T here's p rob a bly people h igh er  u p t h a n  her , people w ho never 
set foot i n  H a ilsh a m . I've t ho ugh t a bou t t h is a  lot , K a t h . It a l l fi ts. T h a t's w h y 
t he G a llery was so im port a n t , a n d w h y t he gu a rdia ns wa n ted u s to wor k  so 
h a rd on  ou r art a n d ou r poetry . K a t h , wh at are you  t h i n k i ng?”

S u re e no ugh ,  I'd dr ifted off a  b i t . Act u a lly , I was t h i n k i ng a bou t t h a t 
a fter noon  I'd been  a lone i n  ou r dor m , p l a y i ng t he tape we'd j u st fou n d; how 
I'd been  swaying a rou n d , cl u tch i ng a  p il low to m y breast , a n d how M ada me 
h a d been  wa tch ing me from t he doorway , tears i n  her eyes. E ven t h is episode, 
for w h ich  I'd never yet fou n d a  convi nci ng expla n a t ion , seemed to fi t  Tom my's 
t heory . In  m y hea d , I'd been  i m agi n i ng I was h old i ng a  b a by , b u t of cou rse, 
t here'd h ave been  no way for M ada me to k now t h a t . S h e'd h ave su pposed I 
was h old i ng a  lover i n  m y arms. If Tom my's t heory was r igh t ,  if M ada me was 
con nected to u s for t he sole p u rpose of deferr i ng ou r don a t ions w hen , la ter 
on , we fell i n  love, t hen  i t  m ade sense–for a ll her u s u a l cold ness towards 
u s–she'd be rea lly moved st u m bli ng on  a  scene l i k e t h a t . A ll t h is fl ashed 
t h ro ugh  m y min d , a n d I was on  t he poi n t  of b l u r t i ng i t  a l l ou t to Tom my . B u t 



I held back  beca use I wa n ted now to p lay dow n h is t heory .

“I was j u st t h i n k i ng over wh at you  said , t h a t's a ll,” I sa id . “We shou ld sta rt 
goi ng back  now . It m igh t  ta ke u s a  w h ile to fi n d t he car par k .”

We bega n  to retrace ou r steps dow n t he slope, b u t we k new we st i l l  h a d t ime 
a n d d id n 't  h u r ry .

“Tom my,” I asked , after we'd been  wa l k ing for a  w h ile . “ H ave you  sa id a n y of 
t h is to R u t h?”

H e shook  h is hea d a n d wen t on  wa l k ing. E ven t u a lly he said: “The t h i ng is , 
R u t h  believes i t  a l l , every t h i ng t he vetera ns are sayi ng.  O k ay , she l i k es to 
p reten d she k nows m u ch  more t h a n  she does. B u t she does believe i t . A n d  
sooner or la ter , she's goi ng to wa n t to ta ke i t  f u rther .”

“You mea n , s h e'l l  wa n t to…”

“Yea h . S h e'l l  wa n t to a pply . B u t she h as n 't  t ho ugh t i t  t h ro ugh  yet . Not t he 
way we j u st d id .”

“You 've never told her you r t heory a bou t t he G a llery?”

H e shook  h is hea d aga in , b u t sa id n ot h i ng .

“If you  tell her you r t heory ,” I sa id , “a n d she b u ys i t… Well, she's goi ng to be 
f u rious.”

Tom my seemed t ho ugh t f u l ,  b u t st i l l  d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng.  It wasn 't  u n t i l  we 
were back  dow n i n  t he n a rrow side-streets t h a t he spoke aga in , a n d t hen  h is 
voice was s u d de n ly sheepish .

“Act u a lly , K a t h ,” he said , “I h ave been  doi ng some st u ff. J u st i n  case. I 
h aven 't  told a n yone , not even R u t h .  I t's j u st a  sta rt .”

Th at was w hen  I fi rst  hea rd a bou t h is i m agi n a ry a n im als . W hen  he sta rted to 
describe wh at h e'd been  doi ng–I d id n 't  act u a lly see a n y t h i ng u n t i l  a  few 
weeks la ter–I fou n d i t  h a rd to show m u ch  en t h u siasm . In  fact , I h ave to 
a d mit , I was remin ded of t he or igi n a l elep h a n t-in -t he-grass p ict u re t h a t h a d 
sta rted off a l l Tom my's p roblems a t H a ilsh a m . The i nsp ir a t ion ,  he expla ined , 
h a d come from a n  old ch i ld ren 's book  wit h  t he back  cover m issing w h ich  h e'd 
fou n d be h i n d one of t he sofas a t t he Cottages. H e'd t hen  persu aded Keffers to 
give h im one of t he l i t t le b lac k  notebook s he scr ibbled h is figu res i n , a n d 
since t hen , Tom my h a d fi n ished a t least a  dozen  of h is fa n tastic crea t u res.



“The t h i ng is , I'm doi ng t hem rea lly sm all . T in y . I'd never t ho ugh t of t h a t a t 
H a ilsh a m . I t h i n k  m aybe t h a t's where I wen t wrong. If you  m a ke t hem t i n y ,  
a n d you  h ave to beca use t he pages are o n ly  a bou t t h is b ig, t hen  every t h i ng 
ch a nges . I t's l i k e t hey come to l ife by themselves. T hen  you  h ave to draw i n  a ll 
t hese d ifferen t deta ils for t hem . You  h ave to t h i n k  a bou t how t h ey'd protect 
t hemselves, how t h ey'd reach t h i ngs .  Honest , K a t h , i t's n ot h i ng l i k e a n y t h i ng 
I ever d id a t H a ilsh a m .”

H e sta rted descr ib ing h is favou rites, b u t I co u ld n 't  rea lly concen tra te; t he 
more excited he got tel l i ng me a bou t h is a n im als , t he more u neasy I was 
growi ng.  “Tom my,” I wa n ted to say to h im , “you 're goi ng to m a ke you rself a  
l a u gh i ng stock  a ll over aga in . Im agin a ry a n im als? W h a t's u p wit h  you?” B u t I 
d id n 't .  I j u st look ed a t h im ca u t iou sly a n d k ep t sayi ng: “T h at sou n ds rea lly 
good , Tom my .”

T hen  he sa id a t one poin t: “Li k e I sa id , K a t h , R u t h  doesn 't  k now a bou t t he 
a n im als.” A n d  w hen  he sa id t h is , he seemed to remem ber every t h i ng else, a n d 
w h y we'd been  t a l k i ng a bou t h is a n im als i n  t he fi rst  place, a n d t he energy 
faded from h is face. T hen  we were wa l k ing i n  silence aga in , a n d as we ca me 
ou t on to t he H igh  Street , I sa id:

“Well, even if t here's som et h i ng to you r t heory , Tom my , t here's a  lot more 
we'l l  h ave to fi n d ou t . F or one t h i ng,  how's a  cou ple su pposed to a p p ly? W h a t 
are t hey su pposed to do? T here a ren 't  exactly forms ly i ng abou t .”

“I've been  won der i ng a bou t a ll of t h a t too.” H is voice was q u iet a n d solem n 
aga in . “As far as I ca n  see, t here's o n ly  one obviou s way forward . A n d  t h a t's to 
fi n d M ada me.”

I gave t h is a  t h i n k ,  t hen  said: “T h at m igh t  not be so easy . We don 't  rea lly 
k now a  t h i ng a bou t her . We don 't  even k now her n a me . A n d  you  remem ber 
how she was? S he d id n 't  l i k e u s even com i ng nea r her . E ven if we d id ever 
track  her dow n , I don 't  see her h elp i ng m u ch .”

Tom my sighed . “I k now ,” he said . “Well, I su ppose we've got t ime . None of u s 
are i n  a n y pa rt icu la r h u rry .”

B y t he t ime we got back  to t he car p a r k , t he a fter noon  h a d clou ded over a n d 
was growi ng pret ty c h i l ly .  T here was no sign  of t he ot hers yet , so Tom my a n d 
I lea ned aga inst ou r car a n d look ed towards t he m i n i-golf cou rse. No one was 
p l a y i ng a n d t he fl ags were f l u t ter i ng away i n  t he win d . I d id n 't  wa n t to t a l k  



a n y more a bou t M ada me, t he G a llery or a n y of t he rest of i t , so I got t he J u dy 
B ridgewater tape ou t from its l i t t le b ag a n d gave i t  a  good look-over .

“T h a n ks for b u yi ng t h is for me,” I sa id .

Tom my smiled . “If I'd got to t h a t tape box a n d you  were on  t he LPs , I'd h ave 
fou n d i t  first . It was b a d l u c k  for poor old Tom my .”

“It doesn 't  m a ke a n y difference. We o n ly  fou n d i t  beca use you  sa id to look  for 
i t . I'd forgot ten  a bou t a ll t h is lost-cor ner st u ff. After R u t h  goi ng on  l i k e t h a t , I 
was i n  s u ch  a  mood . J u dy B ridgewater . M y  old fr ien d . I t's l i k e she's never 
been  away . I won der w ho stole i t  back  t hen?”

F or a  momen t , we t u r ned towards t he street , loo k i ng for t he ot hers .

“You k now ,” Tom my said , “w hen  R u t h  sa id wh at she d id ea rl-ier on , a n d I saw 
how u pset you  look ed…”

“Leave i t , Tom my . I'm a ll r igh t  a bou t i t  now . A n d  I'm not goi ng to b r i ng i t  u p 
wit h  her w hen  she comes back .”

“No, t h a t's not wh at I was get t i ng a t .” H e took  h is weigh t off t he car , t u r ned 
a n d pressed a  foot aga inst t he fron t tyre as t ho ugh  to test i t . “W h at I mea n t 
was, I rea lised t hen , w hen  R u t h  ca me ou t wit h  a ll t h a t , I rea lised w h y you  
keep loo k i ng t h ro ugh  t hose por n  m ags. O k ay , I h aven 't  rea lised . I t's j u st a  
t heory . A not her of m y t heories. B u t w hen  R u t h  sa id wh at she d id ea rlier on , 
i t  k i n d  of clicked .”

I k new he was loo k i ng a t me, b u t I k ep t m y eyes st r a igh t a hea d a n d m ade no 
response.

“ B u t I st i l l  don 't  rea lly get i t , K a t h ,” he sa id even t u a lly . “ E ven if wh at R u t h  
says is r igh t ,  a n d I don 't  t h i n k  i t  is , w h y are you  loo k i ng t h ro ugh  old por n  
m ags for you r possib les? W h y wou ld you r model h ave to be one of t hose 
gir ls?”

I sh r ugged , st i l l  not loo k i ng a t h im . “I don 't  cla im i t  m a kes sense. I t's j u st 
som et h i ng I do.” T here were tears f i l l i ng m y eyes now a n d I t r ied to h ide t hem 
from Tom my . B u t m y voice wobbled as I sa id: “If i t  a n noys you  so m u ch , I 
won 't  do i t  a n y more.”

I don 't  k now if Tom my saw t he tears. In  a n y case, I'd got t hem u n der con trol 
by t he t ime he ca me close to me a n d gave m y shou lders a  squeeze. Th is was 
som et h i ng h e'd done before from t ime to t ime , i t  wasn 't  a n y t h i ng specia l or 



new . B u t somehow I d id feel better a n d gave a  l i t t le l a ugh .  H e let  go of me 
t hen , b u t we stayed a lmost to u ch i ng,  side by side aga in , ou r backs to t he car.

“ O k ay , t here's no sense i n  it ,” I sa id . “ B u t we a ll do i t , don 't  we? We a ll 
won der a bou t ou r model . After a l l , t h a t's w h y we ca me ou t here tod ay . We a ll 
do i t .”

“ K a t h , you  k now , don 't  you , I h aven 't  told a n yone . Abou t t h a t t ime i n  t he 
boiler h u t . Not R u t h ,  not a n yone . B u t I j u st don 't  get i t . I don 't  get wh at i t's 
abou t .”

“All r igh t ,  Tom my . I'l l  tel l you . It m ay not m a ke a n y more sense after you 've 
hea rd i t , b u t you  ca n  hea r i t  a n yway . I t's j u st t h a t sometimes, every now a n d 
aga in , I get t hese rea lly st rong feeli ngs w hen  I wa n t to h ave sex . Sometimes i t  
j u st comes over me a n d for a n  hou r or two i t's scary . F or a ll I k now , I cou ld 
en d u p doi ng i t  wit h  old Keffers, i t's t h a t b a d . T h a t's w h y… t h a t's t he o n ly  
reason I d id i t  wit h  H ugh ie .  A n d  wit h  O liver . It d id n 't  mea n  a n y t h i ng deep 
dow n . I don 't  even l i k e t hem m u ch . I don 't  k now wh at i t  is , a n d a fterwards, 
w hen  i t's passed over , i t's j u st scary . T h a t's w h y I sta r ted t h i n k i ng,  well, i t  
h as to come from somewhere. It m u st be to do wit h  t he way I a m .” I stopped , 
b u t w hen  Tom my d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng,  I wen t on : “So I t ho ugh t if I fi n d her 
pict u re, i n  one of t hose m agazines , i t'l l  a t  least expla in  i t . I wo u ld n 't  wa n t to 
go a n d fi n d her or a n y t h i ng.  It wou ld j u st , you  k now , k i n d  of expla in  w h y I 
a m t he way I a m .”

“I get i t  too sometimes,” sa id Tom my . “W hen I rea lly feel l i k e doi ng i t . I rec kon  
everyone does, if t hey're honest . I don 't  t h i n k  t here's a n y t h i ng d ifferen t a bou t 
you , K a t h . In  fact , I get l i k e t h a t q u ite a  lot…” H e b rok e off a n d la ughed , b u t I 
d id n 't  l a ugh  wit h  h im .

“W h at I'm t a l k i ng a bou t's differen t ,” I sa id . “I've watched ot her people . They 
get i n  t he mood for i t , b u t t h a t doesn 't  m a ke t hem do t h i ngs .  They never do 
t h i ngs l i k e I've done , goi ng wit h  people l i k e t h a t H ugh ie…”

I m igh t  h ave sta rted cry i ng aga in , beca use I felt  Tom my's a r m goi ng back  
a rou n d m y shou lders . U pset as I was, I rem ained conscious of where we were, 
a n d I m ade a  k i n d  of check  i n  m y m i n d  t h a t if R u t h  a n d t he ot hers ca me u p 
t he street , even if t hey saw u s a t t h a t momen t , t here'd be no room for 
m is u n derst a n ding.  We were st i l l  side by side, lea n i ng aga inst t he car , a n d 
t h ey'd see I was u pset a bou t som et h i ng a n d Tom my was j u st com for t i ng me. 
T hen  I hea rd h im say:

“I don 't  t h i n k  i t's necessarily a  b a d t h i ng.  O nce you  fi n d someone, K a t h , 
someone you  rea lly wa n t to be wit h , t hen  i t  cou ld be rea lly good . Remem ber 



wh at t he gu a rdia ns used to tel l u s? If i t's wit h  t he r igh t  person , i t  m a kes you  
feel rea lly good .”

I m ade a  movemen t wit h  m y shou lder to get Tom my's a r m off me, t hen  took  a  
deep brea t h . “Let's forget i t . A n yway , I've got m u ch  better a t con t rol l i ng these 
moods w hen  t hey come on . So let's j u st forget i t .”

“All t he sa me, K a t h , i t's st u pid loo k i ng t h ro ugh  t hose m agazines .”

“It's st u pid , ok ay . Tom my , let's leave i t . I'm a ll r igh t  now .”

I don 't  remem ber wh at else we t a l k ed a bou t u n t i l  t he ot hers showed u p . We 
d id n 't  discuss a n y more of t hose serious t h i ngs ,  a n d if t he ot hers sensed 
som et h i ng st i l l  i n  t he a ir , t hey d id n 't  rem ar k  on  i t . They were i n  good spir its, 
a n d R u t h  i n  pa rt icu la r seemed deter m ined to m a ke u p for t he b a d scene 
earlier on . S he ca me u p a n d tou ched m y cheek , m a k i ng some jok e or ot her , 
a n d once we got i n  t he car , she m ade su re t he jovia l mood k ept goi ng.  S he 
a n d C h rissie h a d fou n d every t h i ng a bou t M ar t i n  comical a n d were rel ish i ng 
t he ch a nce to l a ugh  ope n ly a bou t h im now t h ey'd left  h is fla t . Rod n ey look ed 
d isa pproving, a n d I rea lised R u t h  a n d C h rissie were m a k i ng a  song a n d 
da nce of i t  m a i n ly to tease h im . It a l l seemed good-n a t u red e no ugh .  B u t wh at 
I not iced was t h a t w hereas before R u t h  wou ld h ave t a k en  t he op por t u n i ty to 
keep me a n d Tom my i n  t he d a r k  a bou t a ll t he jok es a n d references, 
t h ro ugho u t t he jo u r n ey back , she k ep t t u r n i ng to me a n d exp la i n i ng 
ca ref u lly every t h i ng t hey were t a l k i ng a bou t . In  fact i t  got a  b i t  t i r i ng after a  
w h ile beca use i t  was l i k e every t h i ng bei ng sa id i n  t he car was for ou r–or a t 
least my–specia l benefi t . B u t I was pleased R u t h  was m a k i ng s u ch  a  fuss. I 
u n derstood–as d id Tom my–t h a t she'd recogn ised she'd beh aved b a dly before, 
a n d t h is was her way of a d m it t i ng i t . We were si t t i ng wit h  her i n  t he m iddle , 
j u st as we'd done on  t he jo u r n ey ou t , b u t now she spen t a ll her t ime t a l k i ng 
to me, t u r n i ng occasion a lly to her ot her side to give Tom my a  l i t t le squeeze or 
t he odd k iss. It was a  good a t mosp here, a n d no one b ro ugh t u p R u t h 's 
possib le or a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t . A n d  I d id n 't  m e n t ion  t he J u dy B ridgewater 
tape Tom my h a d bo ugh t  me. I k new R u t h  wou ld fi n d ou t a bou t i t  sooner or 
la ter , b u t I d id n 't  wa n t her to fi n d ou t j u st yet . O n  t h a t jo u r n ey home , wit h  
t he dar k ness set t i ng i n  over t hose lo ng em pty roads, i t  felt  l i k e t he t h ree of u s 
were close aga in  a n d I d id n 't  wa n t a n y t h i ng to come a long a n d brea k  t h a t 
mood .



C h a p t e r  S i x t e e n

The odd t h i ng a bou t ou r Norfol k  t r ip was t h a t once we got back , we h a rd ly 
t a l k ed a bou t i t . So m u ch  so t h a t for a  w h ile a ll k i n ds of r u mou rs wen t a rou n d 
a bou t wh at we'd been  u p to. E ven t hen , we k ep t p ret ty qu iet , u n t i l  even t u a lly 
people lost in terest .

I'm stil l  not su re w h y t h is h a ppened . Per h a ps we felt  i t  was u p to R u t h ,  t h a t i t  
was her ca ll how m u ch  got told , a n d we were wa it i ng to ta ke ou r cue from 
her . A n d  R u t h ,  for one reason or a not her–m aybe she was em barrassed how 
t h i ngs h a d t u r ned ou t wit h  her possible, m aybe she was e n joy i ng t he 
m ystery–h a d rem ained com pletely closed on  t he su bject . E ven a mong 
ou rselves, we avoided t a l k i ng a bou t t he t r ip .

This a ir  of secrecy m ade i t  easier for me to keep from tel l i ng R u t h  a bou t 
Tom my b u yi ng me t he J u dy B ridgewater tape. I d id n 't  go as far as act u a lly 
h id i ng t he t h i ng.  It was a lways t here i n  m y collect ion , i n  one of m y l i t t le p iles 
nex t to t he s k i r t i ng boa rd . B u t I a lways m ade su re not to leave i t  ou t or on  
top of a  p ile . T here were times w hen  I wa n ted b a dly to tel l her , w hen  I wa n ted 
u s to remin isce a bou t H a ilsh a m wit h  t he tape p l a y i ng i n  t he b ac kgrou n d . B u t 
t he f u r t her away we got from t he Norfol k  t r ip , a n d I st i l l  h a d n 't  told her , t he 
more i t  ca me to feel l i k e a  gu i l t y  secret. O f cou rse, she d id spot t he tape i n  t he 
en d , m u ch  la ter , a n d i t  was prob a bly a  m u ch  worse t ime for her to fi n d i t , b u t 
t h a t's t he way you r l u c k  sometimes goes .

As sp r i ng ca me on , t here seemed to be more a n d more vetera ns leaving to 
sta rt t heir  t r a i n i ng,  a n d t ho ugh  t hey left  wit hou t fuss i n  t he u s u a l way, t he 
increased n u m bers m ade t hem im possib le to ignore . I'm not su re wh at ou r 
feeli ngs were, wit nessing these depart u res. I su ppose to some ex ten t we 
envied t he people leaving. It d id feel l i k e t hey were hea ded for a  b igger , more 
excit i ng world . B u t of cou rse, wit hou t a  dou bt , t heir  goi ng m ade u s 
i ncreasingly u neasy .

T hen , I t h i n k  i t  was a rou n d April , A lice F . beca me t he fi rst  of ou r H a ilsh a m 
b u n c h  to leave, a n d not lo ng after t h a t G ordon  C . d id too. T hey'd bot h  asked 
to sta rt t heir  t r a i n i ng,  a n d wen t off wit h  cheerf u l smiles, b u t after t h a t , for 
ou r lot a n yway , t he a t mosp here a t t he Cottages ch a nged forever .

M a n y vetera ns, too, seemed affected by t he fl u r ry of depart u res, a n d m aybe as 
a  direct resu lt , t here was a  fresh  spate of r u mou rs of t he sort C h rissie a n d 
Rod n ey h a d spok en  a bou t i n  Norfol k . Talk  wen t a rou n d of st u den ts, 



somew here else i n  t he cou n try , get t i ng deferra ls beca use t h ey'd show n t hey 
were i n  love–a n d now , j u st sometimes, t he t a l k  was of st u den ts wit h  no 
con nect ions to H a ilsh a m . Here aga in , t he five of u s w ho'd been  to Norfol k  
backed away from these topics: even C h rissie a n d Rod n ey ,  w ho'd once been  
a t t he cen tre of j u st t h is sort of t a l k , now look ed aw k wardly away w hen  these 
r u mou rs got goi ng.

The “Norfol k  effect” even got to me a n d Tom my . I'd been  ass u ming, once we 
were back , we'd be t a k i ng l i t t le oppor t u n it ies , w henever we were a lone , to 
exch a nge more t ho ugh ts on  h is t heory a bou t t he G a llery . B u t for some 
reason–a n d i t  wasn 't  a n y more h im t h a n  me–t h is never rea lly h a ppened . The 
one except ion , I su ppose, was t h a t t ime i n  t he goosehou se , t he mor n i ng w hen  
he showed me h is i m agi n a ry a n im als .

The b a r n  we called t he Goosehouse was on  t he ou ter fr i nges of t he Cottages, 
a n d beca use t he roof lea ked b a dly a n d t he door was per m a nen tly off i ts 
h i nges ,  i t  wasn 't  used for a n y t h i ng m u ch  ot her t h a n  as a  place for cou ples to 
snea k  off to i n  t he warmer mon t hs . B y t hen  I'd t a k en  to goi ng for lo ng 
soli t a ry walks, a n d I t h i n k  I was set t i ng ou t on  one of t hese, a n d h a d j u st 
gone past t he goosehou se , w hen  I hea rd Tom my ca l l i ng me. I t u r ned to see 
h im i n  h is bare feet , perched aw k wardly on  a  b i t  of d ry gro u n d s u rrou n ded 
by h uge p u ddles , one h a n d  on  t he side of t he b a r n  to keep h is ba la nce.

“W h at h a ppened to you r Wellies, Tom my?” I asked . Aside from h is bare feet , 
he was dressed i n  h is u s u a l t h ic k  j u m per a n d jea ns .

“I was, you  k now , d r awing…” H e la ughed , a n d held u p a  l i t t le b lac k  notebook  
sim ila r to t he ones Keffers a lways wen t a rou n d wit h . It was by t hen  over two 
mon t hs since t he Norfol k  t r ip , b u t I rea lised as soon  as I saw t he notebook  
wh at t h is was a bou t . B u t I waited for h im to say:

“If you  l i k e , K a t h , I'l l  show you .”

H e led t he way i n to t he goosehou se , h op p i ng over t he j aggy gro u n d .  I'd 
expected i t  to be d a r k  i nside , b u t t he s u n l igh t  was po u r i ng t h ro ugh  t he 
s k yl igh ts .  Pu shed aga inst one wa ll were va rious b its of f u r n it u re heaved ou t 
over t he past yea r or so–brok en  tables, old fr idges , t h a t k i n d  of t h i ng.  Tom my 
appeared to h ave d ragged in to t he m iddle of t he floor a  two-seater settee wit h  
st u ffi ng po k i ng ou t of i ts b lac k  plastic, a n d I guessed h e'd been  si t t i ng i n  i t  
doi ng h is d rawing w hen  I'd gone past . J u st nea rby , h is Well i ngtons were 
ly i ng fa llen  on  t heir  sides, h is footb a ll socks pee k ing ou t of t he tops .



Tom my j u m ped back  on to t he settee, n u rsi ng h is b ig toe. “Sorry m y feet poo a  
b i t . I took  every t h i ng off wit hou t rea lisi ng. I t h i n k  I've c u t m yself now . K a t h , 
do you  wa n t to see t hese? R u t h  look ed a t t hem last week , so I've been  
m ea n i ng to show you  ever since. No one's seen t hem apart from R u t h .  H ave a  
look , K a t h .”

Th at was w hen  I fi rst  saw h is a n im als . W hen  h e'd told me a bou t t hem i n  
Norfol k , I'd seen i n  m y m i n d  sca led-dow n versions of t he sort of p ict u res we'd 
done w hen  we were sm all . So I was t a k en  aback  a t how densely deta iled each 
one was. In  fact , i t  took  a  momen t to see t hey were a n im als a t a l l . The fi rst  
im pression  was l i k e one yo u 'd get if you  took  t he back  off a  r a dio set: t i n y 
ca n als, weaving ten dons , m in ia t u re screws a n d w heels were a ll d r aw n wit h  
obsessive p recision , a n d o n ly  w hen  you  held t he p age away cou ld you  see i t  
was some k i n d  of a r m a dil lo, say , or a  b ird .

“It's m y secon d book ,” Tom my said . “There's no way a n yon e's seeing t he fi rst  
one! It took  me a  w h ile to get goi ng.”

H e was ly i ng back  on  t he settee now , t u ggi ng a  sock  over h is foot a n d t ry i ng 
to sou n d casu al, b u t I k new he was a n xiou s for m y reaction . E ven so, for 
some t ime , I d id n 't  come u p wit h  w holehearted pra ise. M aybe i t  was p a r t ly m y 
worry t h a t a n y a rtwor k  was l i a b le to get h im in to t rou ble a ll over aga in . B u t 
a lso, wh at I was loo k i ng a t was so d ifferen t from a n y t h i ng t he gu a rdia ns h a d 
t a ugh t u s to do a t H a ilsh a m , I d id n 't  k now how to j u dge i t . I d id say 
som et h i ng l i k e:

“ God , Tom my , t hese m u st ta ke so m u ch  concen tr a t ion . I'm su rprised you  ca n  
see well e no ugh  i n  here to do a ll t h is t i n y st u ff.” A n d  t hen , as I fl ic k ed 
t h ro ugh  t he pages, per h a ps beca use I was st i l l  s t r uggli ng to fi n d t he r igh t  
t h i ng to say , I ca me ou t wit h : “I won der wh at M ada me wou ld say if she saw 
these.”

I'd sa id i t  i n  a  jok ey tone , a n d Tom my respon ded wit h  a  l i t t le sn igger , b u t 
t hen  t here was som et h i ng h a ngi ng i n  t he a ir  t h a t h a d n 't  been  t here before. I 
wen t on  t u r n i ng t he pages of t he notebook–i t  was a bou t a  qu arter f u ll–not 
loo k i ng u p a t h im , w is h i ng I'd never b ro ugh t u p M ada me. F i n a l ly  I hea rd h im 
say:

“I su ppose I'l l  h ave to get a  lot better before she gets to see a n y of i t .”

I wasn 't  su re if t h is was a  cue for me to say how good t he d rawings were, b u t 
by t h is t ime , I was becoming gen u i nely d raw n to these fa n tastica l crea t u res i n  
fron t of me. F or a ll t heir  b u sy , meta llic feat u res, t here was som et h i ng sweet, 
even v u lnera ble a bou t each of t hem . I remem bered h im tel l i ng me, i n  Norfol k , 



t h a t he worried , even as he crea ted t hem , how t h ey'd protect t hemselves or be 
a ble to reach a n d fetch t h i ngs ,  a n d loo k i ng a t t hem now , I cou ld feel t he sa me 
sort of concer ns. E ven so, for some reason I co u ld n 't  fa t hom , som et h i ng 
con t in u ed to stop me com i ng ou t wit h  pra ise. T hen  Tom my sa id:

“A n yway , i t's not o n ly  beca use of a l l t h a t I'm doi ng t he a n im als . I j u st l i k e 
doi ng t hem . I was won dering, K a t h , if I shou ld go on  k eeping i t  secret. I was 
t h i n k i ng,  m aybe t here's no h a r m i n  people k nowi ng I do these. H a n n a h  st i l l  
does her watercolou rs, a  lot of t he vetera ns do st u ff. I don 't  mea n  I'm goi ng to 
go ro u n d s howi ng everyone exactly . B u t I was t h i n k i ng,  well, t here's no 
reason w h y I shou ld keep i t  a l l secret a n y more.”

At last I was a ble to look  u p a t h im a n d say wit h  some convict ion : “Tom my , 
t here's no reason , no reason a t a l l . These are good . Rea lly , rea lly good . In  fact , 
if t h a t's w h y yo u 're h id i ng i n  here now , i t's rea lly daft .”

H e d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng i n  response, b u t a  k i n d  of sm ir k  appeared over h is 
face, l i k e he was e n joy i ng a  jok e wit h  h imself, a n d I k new how h a p py I'd m ade 
h im . I don 't  t h i n k  we spoke m u ch  more to each ot her after t h a t . I t h i n k  before 
lo ng he got h is Well i ngtons on , a n d we bot h  left  t he goosehou se . As I say , 
t h a t was a bou t t he o n ly  t ime Tom my a n d I tou ched d irect ly on  h is t heory t h a t 
sp r i ng.

T hen  t he su m mer ca me, a n d t he one yea r poi n t  from w hen  we'd fi rst  a rr ived . 
A b a tch  of new st u den ts t u r ned u p i n  a  m in ib u s , m u ch  as we'd done , b u t 
none of t hem were from H a ilsh a m . Th is was i n  some ways a  relief: I t h i n k  
we'd a ll been  get t i ng a n xiou s a bou t how a  fresh  lot of H a ilsh a m st u den ts 
m igh t  com plica te t h i ngs .  B u t for me a t least , t h is non-appeara nce of 
H a ilsh a m st u den ts j u st a dded to a  feeli ng t h a t H a ilsh a m was now far away i n  
t he past , a n d t h a t t he ties b i n d i ng ou r old crowd were fr ayi ng.  It wasn 't  j u st 
t h a t people l i k e H a n n a h  were a lways t a l k i ng a bou t followi ng Alice's exa m ple 
a n d st a r t i ng t heir  t r a i n i ng; others, l i k e La u ra , h a d fou n d boyfr ien ds w ho 
weren 't  H a ilsh a m a n d you  cou ld a lmost forget t h ey'd ever h a d m u ch  to do 
wit h  u s .

A n d  t hen  t here was t he way R u t h  k ep t p reten d i ng to forget t h i ngs a bou t 
H a ilsh a m . O k ay , t hese were mostly t r ivia l t h i ngs ,  b u t I got more a n d more 
i r r i t a ted wit h  her . T here was t he t ime , for i nst a nce , we were si t t i ng a rou n d t he 
k i tchen  table after a  lo ng brea k fast , R u t h ,  me a n d a  few vetera ns. O ne of t he 
vetera ns h a d been  t a l k i ng a bou t how ea t i ng cheese la te a t n igh t  a lways 
d ist u rbed you r sleep , a n d I'd t u r ned to R u t h  to say som et h i ng l i k e: “You 
remem ber how Miss G era ld ine a lways used to tel l u s t h a t?” It was j u st a  



casu al aside, a n d a ll i t  needed was for R u t h  to smile or nod . B u t she m ade a  
poi n t  of st a r i ng back  a t me b la n k ly ,  l i k e she d id n 't  h ave t he fain test wh at I 
was t a l k i ng a bou t . O n ly  w hen  I sa id to t he vetera ns, by way of expla n a t ion : 
“ O ne of ou r gu a rdia ns ,” d id R u t h  give a  frow n i ng nod , as t ho ugh  she'd j u st 
t h a t momen t remem bered .

I let  her get away wit h  i t  t h a t t ime . B u t t here was a not her occasion  w hen  I 
d id n 't ,  t h a t even ing we were si t t i ng ou t i n  t he r u ined b u s shelter . I got a ngry 
t hen  beca use i t  was one t h i ng to p lay t h is ga me i n  fron t of vetera ns; q u ite 
a not her w hen  i t  was j u st t he two of u s , i n  t he m iddle of a  serious t a l k . I'd 
referred , j u st i n  p assing, to t he fact t h a t a t H a ilsh a m , t he short-cu t dow n to 
t he po n d t h ro ugh  t he r h u b a rb p a tch  was ou t of bou n ds . W hen  she p u t on  
her p u zzled  look , I a b a n doned wh atever poi n t  I'd been  t ry i ng to m a ke a n d 
said: “R u t h , t here's no way you 've forgot ten . So don 't  give me th a t .”

Per h a ps if I h a d n 't  p u lled her u p so sh a rply–per h a ps if I'd j u st m ade a  jok e of 
i t  a n d carried on–s h e'd h ave seen how a bs u rd i t  was a n d la ughed . B u t 
beca use I'd sn a pped a t her , R u t h  gla red back  a n d sa id:

“W h at does i t  m atter a n yway? W h a t's t he r h u b a rb p a tch  got to do wit h  a n y of 
t h is? J u st get on  wit h  wh at you  were saying.”

It was get t i ng la te, t he su m mer even ing was fa ding, a n d t he old b u s shelter 
felt  m u sty a n d d a m p after a  recen t t h u n derstor m . So I d id n 't  h ave t he hea d to 
go i n to w h y i t  m attered so m u ch . A n d  t ho ugh  I d id j u st d rop i t  a n d ca r ry on  
wit h  t he d isc u ssion  we'd been  h avi ng,  t he a t mosp here h a d gone c h i l ly ,  a n d 
cou ld h a rd ly h ave helped u s get t h ro ugh  t he d iffic u l t  m atter i n  h a n d .

B u t to expla in  wh at we were t a l k i ng a bou t t h a t even ing, I'l l  h ave to go back  a  
l i t t le b i t . In  fact , I'l l  h ave to go back  several weeks, to t he ea rlier p a r t of t he 
su m mer . I'd been  h avi ng a  rela t ionsh ip wit h  one of t he vetera ns, a  boy ca lled 
Le n n y ,  w h ich , to be honest , h a d been  m a i n ly a bou t t he sex . B u t t hen  h e'd 
s u d de n ly op ted to sta rt h is t r a i n i ng a n d left . Th is u nset t led me a  l i t t le , a n d 
R u t h  h a d been  grea t a bou t i t , wa tch ing over me wit hou t seeming to m a ke a  
fuss, a lways rea dy to cheer me u p if I seemed gloom y .  S he a lso k ep t doi ng 
l i t t le favou rs for me, l i k e m a k i ng me sa n dwiches, or t a k i ng on  parts of m y 
clea n i ng rota .

T hen  a bou t a  for t n igh t  after Le n n y h a d gone , t he two of u s were si t t i ng i n  m y 
a ttic room some t ime after m id n igh t  c h a t t i ng over m ugs of tea , a n d R u t h  got 
me rea lly l a u gh i ng a bou t Le n n y .  H e h a d n 't  been  s u ch  a  b a d g u y ,  b u t once I'd 
sta rted tel l i ng R u t h  some of t he more i n t im a te t h i ngs a bou t h im , i t  d id seem 
li k e every t h i ng to do wit h  h im was h ila r iou s , a n d we j u st k ep t l a u gh i ng a n d 
l a ugh i ng.  T hen  a t one poi n t  R u t h  was r u n n i ng a  fi nger u p a n d dow n t he 



cassettes stacked i n  l i t t le p iles a long m y s k i r t i ng boa rd . S he was doi ng t h is i n  
a n  absen t-min ded sort of way w h ile she k ep t l a ugh i ng,  b u t a fterwards, I wen t 
t h ro ugh  a  spell of s u spect i ng i t  h a d n 't  been  by ch a nce a t a l l; t h a t she'd 
not iced i t  t here m aybe d ays before, per h a ps even ex a mined i t  to m a ke su re, 
t hen  h a d waited for t he best t ime to “fi n d” i t . Years la ter , I ge n t ly  h i n ted  t h is 
to R u t h ,  a n d she d id n 't  seem to k now wh at I was t a l k i ng a bou t , so m aybe I 
was wrong. A n yway , t here we were, l a u gh i ng a n d l a u gh i ng each t ime I ca me 
ou t wit h  a not her deta il a bou t poor Le n n y ,  a n d t hen  s u d de n ly i t  was l i k e a  
p l u g h a d been  p u lled ou t . T here was R u t h ,  ly i ng on  her side across m y r ug, 
peer ing a t t he spines of t he cassettes i n  t he low l igh t ,  a n d t hen  t he J u dy 
B ridgewater tape was i n  her h a n ds . After wh at seemed a n  eter n ity , she sa id:

“So how lo ng h ave you  h a d t h is aga in?”

I told her , as ne u tr a lly as I cou ld , a bou t how Tom my a n d I h a d come across i t  
t h a t d ay w h ile she'd been  gone wit h  t he others. S he wen t on  ex a m i n i ng i t , 
t hen  sa id:

“So Tom my fou n d i t  for you .”

“No. I fou n d i t . I saw i t  first .”

“Neit her of you  told me.” S he sh r ugged . “At least , if you  d id , I never heard .”

“The Norfol k  t h i ng was tr ue,” I sa id . “You k now , a bou t i t  bei ng t he lost cor ner 
of E ngla n d .”

It d id fl ash  t h ro ugh  m y m i n d  R u t h  wou ld p reten d not to remem ber t h is 
reference, b u t she nodded t ho ugh t f u l ly .

“I shou ld h ave remem bered a t t he t ime,” she said . “I m igh t  h ave fou n d m y red 
scarf t hen .”

We bot h  la ughed a n d t he u neasiness seemed to pass. B u t t here was 
som et h i ng a bou t t he way R u t h  p u t t he tape back  wit hou t d isc u ssing i t  a n y 
f u r t her t h a t m ade me t h i n k  i t  wasn 't  fi n ished wit h  yet .

I don 't  k now if t he way t he conversa tion  wen t after t h a t was som et h i ng 
con trolled by R u t h  i n  t he l igh t  of her discovery , or if we were hea ded t h a t way 
a n yway , a n d t h a t i t  was o n ly  afterwards R u t h  rea lised she cou ld do wit h  i t  
wh at she d id . We wen t back  to d isc u ssing Le n n y ,  i n  pa rt icu la r a  lot of st u ff 
a bou t how he h a d sex , a n d we were l a u gh i ng away aga in . A t t h a t poin t , I 
t h i n k  I was j u st relieved she'd f i n a l ly  fou n d t he tape a n d not m ade a  h uge 
scene a bou t i t , a n d so m aybe I wasn 't  bei ng as ca ref u l as I m igh t  h ave been . 



Beca use before long,  we'd dr ifted from l a u gh i ng a bou t Le n n y to l a u gh i ng 
a bou t Tom my . A t fi rst  i t  h a d a ll felt  good-n a t u red e no ugh ,  l i k e we were j u st 
bei ng a ffection a te towards h im . B u t t hen  we were l a u gh i ng a bou t h is 
a n im als .

As I say , I've never been  su re w het her or not R u t h  delibera tely moved t h i ngs 
ro u n d to t h is . To be fa ir , I ca n 't  even say for certa in  she was t he one w ho fi rst  
men tioned t he a n im als . A n d  once we sta r ted , I was l a u gh i ng j u st as m u ch  as 
she was–abou t how one of t hem look ed l i k e i t  was wea ring u n derp a n ts , how 
a not her h a d to h ave been  i nspired by a  squ ashed hedgehog.  I su ppose I 
shou ld h ave sa id i n  t here somew here t h a t t he a n im als were good , t h a t h e'd 
done rea lly well to h ave got where he h a d wit h  t hem . B u t I d id n 't .  Th at was 
p a r t ly beca use of t he tape; a n d m aybe , if I h ave to be honest , beca use I was 
pleased by t he not ion  t h a t R u t h  wasn 't  t a k i ng t he a n im als ser iou sly , a n d 
every t h i ng t h a t im plied . I t h i n k  w hen  we even t u a lly b rok e u p for t he n igh t ,  
we felt  as close as we'd ever done . S he tou ched m y cheek  on  her way ou t , 
sayi ng: “It's rea lly good t he way you  a lways keep you r spir i ts u p , K a t h y .”

So I wasn 't  prepared a t a l l for wh at h a ppened a t t he ch u rch ya rd several d ays 
la ter . R u t h  h a d discovered t h a t su m mer a  lovely old ch u rch  a bou t h a lf a  m ile 
from t he Cottages, w h ich  h a d be h i n d i t  r a m bli ng gro u n ds wit h  very old 
gravestones lea n i ng i n  t he grass. E veryt h ing was overgrow n , b u t i t  was rea lly 
peacef u l a n d R u t h  h a d t a k en  to doi ng a  lot of her rea ding there, nea r t he 
back  r a i l i ngs ,  on  a  bench  u n der a  b ig willow . I h a d n 't  a t  fi rst  been  too k een  
on  t h is develop men t , remem bering how t he previous su m mer we'd a ll sat 
a rou n d toget her i n  t he grass r igh t  ou tside t he Cottages. A ll t he sa me, if I was 
hea ded t h a t way on  one of m y walks, a n d I k new R u t h  was l i k ely to be there, 
I'd fi n d m yself goi ng t h ro ugh  t he low wooden  ga te a n d a long t he overgrow n 
p a t h  past t he gravestones. O n  t h a t a fter noon , i t  was warm a n d st i l l , a n d I'd 
come dow n t he p a t h  i n  a  d rea m y mood , rea ding off n a mes on  t he stones, 
w hen  I saw not o n ly  R u t h ,  b u t Tom my , on  t he bench  u n der t he wil low .

R u t h  was act u a lly si t t i ng on  t he bench , w h ile Tom my was st a n d i ng wit h  one 
foot u p on  i ts r u sty a r m rest , doi ng a  k i n d  of st retch ing exercise as t hey 
ta l ked . It d id n 't  look  l i k e t hey were h avi ng a n y b ig conversa tion  a n d I d id n 't  
hesita te to go u p to t hem . M aybe I shou ld h ave p ic k ed u p som et h i ng i n  t he 
way t hey greeted me, b u t I'm su re t here wasn 't  a n y t h i ng obviou s . I h a d some 
gossip I was dy i ng to tel l t hem–somet h ing a bou t one of t he newcomers–a n d 
so for a  w h ile i t  was j u st me b la b b i ng on  w h ile t hey nodded a n d asked t he 
odd q u est ion . It was some t ime before i t  occu rred to me som et h i ng wasn 't  
r igh t ,  a n d even t hen , w hen  I pa used a n d asked: “ D id I i n ter r u p t som et h i ng 
here?” i t  was i n  a  jok ey sort of way.

B u t t hen  R u t h  said: “Tom my's been  tel l i ng me a bou t h is b ig t heory . H e says 



he's a lrea dy told you . Ages ago. B u t now , very k i n d ly ,  he's a l lowi ng me to 
sh are i n  i t  too.”

Tom my gave a  s igh  a n d was a bou t to say somet h ing, b u t R u t h  sa id i n  a  moc k  
w h isper: “Tom my's b ig G a llery t heory!”

T hen  t hey were bot h  loo k i ng a t me, l i k e I was now i n  ch a rge of every t h i ng a n d 
i t  was u p to me wh at h a ppened nex t .

“It's not a  b a d t heory ,” I sa id . “It m igh t  be r igh t ,  I don 't  k now . W h a t do you  
t h i n k ,  R u t h?”

“I h a d to rea lly d ig i t  ou t of Sweet Boy here . Not very k een  a t a l l on  le t t i ng me 
i n  on  i t , were you , sweety gu ms? It was o n ly  w hen  I k ep t p ressing h im to tell 
me wh at was be h i n d a ll t h is art .”

“I'm not doi ng i t  j u st for th a t ,” Tom my sa id s u l k i ly .  H is foot was st i l l  u p on  
t he a r m rest a n d he k ep t on  wit h  h is st retch ing. “All I sa id was, if i t  was r igh t ,  
a bou t t he G a llery , t hen  I cou ld a lways t ry a n d p u t i n  t he a n im als…”

“Tom my , sweety , don 't  m a ke a  fool of you rself i n  fron t of ou r fr ien d . Do i t  to 
me, t h a t's a ll r igh t .  B u t not i n  fron t of ou r dear K a t h y .”

“I don 't  see w h y i t's s u ch  a  joke,” Tom my said . “It's as good a  t heory as 
a n yon e else's.”

“It's not t he t heory people wil l fi n d f u n n y ,  sweety gu ms . They m igh t  well b u y 
t he t heory , r igh t  e no ugh .  B u t t he idea  t h a t yo u 'l l  swing i t  by s howi ng 
M ada me you r l i t t le a n im als…” R u t h  smiled a n d shook  her hea d .

Tom my sa id n ot h i ng a n d con t in u ed wit h  h is st retch ing. I wa n ted to come to 
h is defence a n d was t ry i ng to t h i n k  of j u st t he r igh t  t h i ng t h a t wou ld m a ke 
h im feel better wit hou t m a k i ng R u t h  even more a ngry .  B u t t h a t was w hen  
R u t h  sa id wh at she d id . It felt  b a d e no ugh  a t t he t ime , b u t I h a d no idea  i n  
t he ch u rch ya rd t h a t d ay how fa r-reach ing t he repercussions wou ld be . W h a t 
she sa id was:

“It's not j u st me, sweety . K a t h y here fi n ds you r a n im als a  com plete hoot .”

M y fi rst  i nst i nct was to den y i t , t hen  j u st to l a ugh .  B u t t here was a  real 
a u t hor i ty a bou t t he way R u t h  h a d spok en , a n d t he t h ree of u s k new each 
ot her well e no ugh  to k now t here h a d to be som et h i ng be h i n d her words. So 
i n  t he en d I stayed silen t , w h ile m y m i n d  searched back  fr a n t ica lly , a n d wit h  
a  cold horror , set t led on  t h a t n igh t  u p i n  m y room wit h  ou r m ugs of tea . T hen  



R u t h  sa id:

“As lo ng as people t h i n k  yo u 're doi ng t hose l i t t le crea t u res as a  k i n d  of jok e , 
fi ne . B u t don 't  give ou t yo u 're serious a bou t i t . Please.”

Tom my h a d stopped h is st retch ing a n d was loo k i ng q u est ion ingly a t me. 
S u d de n ly he was rea lly ch ild-l i k e aga in , wit h  no fron t w h atsoever , a n d I cou ld 
see too som et h i ng d a r k  a n d t ro u b li ng ga t her i ng be h i n d h is eyes.

“Look , Tom my , you 've got to u n dersta n d ,” R u t h  wen t on . “If K a t h y a n d I h ave 
a  good l a ugh  a bou t you , i t  doesn 't  rea lly m atter . Beca use t h a t's j u st u s . B u t 
please, let's not b r i ng everyone else i n  on  i t .”

I've t ho ugh t a bou t t hose momen ts over a n d over . I shou ld h ave fou n d 
som et h i ng to say . I cou ld h ave j u st den ied i t , t ho ugh  Tom my prob a bly 
wo u ld n 't  h ave believed me. A n d  to t ry to expla in  t he t h i ng t r u t h f u lly wou ld 
h ave been  too com plica ted . B u t I cou ld h ave done somet h ing. I cou ld h ave 
ch a llenged R u t h ,  told her she was twist i ng t h i ngs ,  t h a t even if I m igh t  h ave 
la ughed , i t  wasn 't  i n  t he way she was i m p ly i ng.  I cou ld even h ave gone u p to 
Tom my a n d h ugged h im , r igh t  t here i n  fron t of R u t h .  T h a t's som et h i ng t h a t 
ca me to me years la ter , a n d prob a bly wasn 't  a  real op t ion  a t t he t ime , given  
t he person  I was, a n d t he way t he t h ree of u s were wit h  each ot her . B u t t h a t 
m igh t  h ave done i t , where words wou ld o n ly  h ave got u s i n  deeper .

B u t I d id n 't  say or do a n y t h i ng.  It was p a r t ly , I su ppose, t h a t I was so floored 
by t he fact t h a t R u t h  wou ld come ou t wit h  s u ch  a  t r ic k . I remem ber a  h uge 
t ired ness com i ng over me, a  k i n d  of le t h a rgy i n  t he face of t he t a ngled mess 
before me. It was l i k e bei ng given  a  m a t hs p roblem w hen  you r b ra in 's 
ex h a usted , a n d you  k now t here's some far-off sol u t ion , b u t you  ca n 't  wor k  u p 
t he energy even to give i t  a  go. Som et h i ng i n  me j u st gave u p . A voice wen t: 
“All r igh t ,  let  h im t h i n k  t he absolu te worst . Let h im t h i n k  i t , let  h im t h i n k  it .” 
A n d  I su ppose I look ed a t h im wit h  resign a t ion , wit h  a  face t h a t said: “Yes, i t's 
tr ue, wh at else d id you  expect?” A n d  I ca n  recall now , as fresh  as a n y t h i ng,  
Tom my's ow n face, t he a nger receding for t he momen t , bei ng replaced by a n  
expression  a lmost of won der , l i k e I was a  rare b u t terfly h e'd come across on  a  
fence-post .

It wasn 't  t h a t I t ho ugh t I'd b u rst i n to tears or lose m y tem per or a n y t h i ng l i k e 
t h a t . B u t I decided j u st to t u r n  a n d go. E ven la ter t h a t d ay , I rea lised t h is was 
a  b a d mista ke. A ll I ca n  say is t h a t a t t he t ime wh at I feared more t h a n  
a n y t h i ng was t h a t one or t he ot her of t hem wou ld sta l k  off first , a n d I'd be left  
wit h  t he re m a i n i ng one . I don 't  k now w h y , b u t i t  d id n 't  seem a n  op t ion  for 
more t h a n  one of u s to storm off, a n d I wa n ted to m a ke su re t h a t one was me. 
So I t u r ned a n d m arched back  t he way I'd come, past t he gravestones towards 



t he low wooden  gate, a n d for several m in u tes , I felt  as t ho ugh  I'd t r i u m p hed; 
t h a t now t h ey'd been  left  i n  each ot her's com p a n y , t hey were s u ffer ing a  fate 
t hey t horo ugh ly deserved .



C h a p t e r  Se v e n t e e n

As I've said , i t  wasn 't  u n t i l  a  lo ng t ime a fterwards–long after I'd left  t he 
Cottages–t h a t I rea lised j u st how sign if ica n t  ou r l i t t le encou n ter i n  t he 
ch u rch ya rd h a d been . I was u pset a t t he t ime , yes. B u t I d id n 't  believe i t  to be 
a n y t h i ng so d ifferen t from ot her tiffs we'd h a d . It never occu rred to me t h a t 
ou r lives, u n t i l  t hen  so closely in terwoven , cou ld u n ravel a n d separate over a  
t h i ng l i k e t h a t .

B u t t he fact was, I su ppose, t here were powerf u l t ides t u ggi ng u s apart by 
t hen , a n d i t  o n ly  needed som et h i ng l i k e t h a t to f i n is h  t he task . If we'd 
u n derstood t h a t back  t hen–w ho k nows?–m aybe we'd h ave k ep t a  t igh ter h old  
of one a not her .

F or one t h i ng,  more a n d more st u den ts were goi ng off to be carers, a n d 
a mong ou r old H a ilsh a m crowd , t here was a  growi ng feeli ng t h is was t he 
n a t u ra l cou rse to follow . We st i l l  h a d ou r essays to f i n is h ,  b u t i t  was well 
k now n we d id n 't  rea lly h ave to f i n is h  t hem if we chose to sta rt ou r t r a i n i ng.  
In  ou r ea r ly d ays a t t he Cottages, t he idea  of not f i n is h i ng ou r essays wou ld 
h ave been  u n t h in k a b le .  B u t t he more d ist a n t H a ilsh a m grew , t he less 
im port a n t t he essays seemed . I h a d t h is idea  a t t he t ime–a n d I was prob a bly 
r igh t–t h a t  if ou r sense of t he essays bei ng im port a n t was a llowed to seep 
away , t hen  so too wou ld wh atever bo u n d u s toget her as H a ilsh a m st u den ts. 
T h a t's w h y I t r ied for a  w h ile to keep goi ng ou r en t h u siasm for a ll t he rea ding 
a n d note-t a k ing. B u t wit h  no reason to su ppose we'd ever see ou r gu a rdia ns 
aga in , a n d wit h  so m a n y st u den ts movi ng on , i t  soon  bega n  to feel l i k e a  lost 
ca use.

A n yway , i n  t he d ays after t h a t t a l k  i n  t he ch u rch ya rd , I d id wh at I cou ld to 
p u t i t  be h i n d u s . I beh aved towards bot h  Tom my a n d R u t h  as t ho ugh  
n ot h i ng specia l h a d occu rred , a n d t hey d id m u ch  t he sa me. B u t t here was 
a lways som et h i ng t here now , a n d i t  wasn 't  j u st between me a n d t hem . 
T hough  t hey st i l l  m ade a  show of bei ng a  cou ple–t hey st i l l  d id t he 
p u nch ing-on-t he-a r m t h i ng w hen  t hey parted–I k new t hem well e no ugh  to 
see t h ey'd grow n q u ite d ist a n t from each ot her .

O f cou rse I felt  b a d a bou t i t  a l l , especia lly a bou t Tom my's a n im als . B u t i t  
wasn 't  as sim ple a n y more as goi ng to h im a n d sa yi ng sorry a n d exp la i n i ng 
how t h i ngs rea lly were. A few years ea rlier , even six mon t hs ea rlier , i t  m igh t  
h ave wor ked ou t t h a t way. Tom my a n d I wou ld h ave t a l k ed i t  over a n d sorted 
i t  ou t . B u t somehow , by t h a t secon d su m mer , t h i ngs were differen t . M aybe i t  
was beca use of t h is rela t ionsh ip wit h  Le n n y ,  I don 't  k now . A n yway , t a l k i ng to 
Tom my wasn 't  so easy a n y more. O n  t he su rface, a t  least , i t  was m u ch  l i k e 



before, b u t we never men tioned t he a n im als or wh at h a d h a ppened i n  t he 
ch u rch ya rd .

So t h a t was wh at h a d been  h a p pen i ng j u st before I h a d t h a t conversa tion  
wit h  R u t h  i n  t he old b u s shelter , w hen  I got so a n noyed wit h  her for 
p reten d i ng to forget a bou t t he r h u b a rb p a tch  a t H a ilsh a m . Li k e I sa id , I'd 
prob a bly not h ave got nea r ly so cross if i t  h a d n 't  come u p i n  t he m iddle of 
s u ch  a  serious conversa tion . O k ay , we'd got t h ro ugh  a  lot of t he meat of i t  by 
t hen , b u t even so, even if we were j u st easing off a n d c h a t t i ng by t h a t poin t , 
t h a t was st i l l  a l l p a r t of ou r t ry i ng to sort t h i ngs wit h  each ot her , a n d t here 
was no room for a n y p reten d st u ff l i k e t h a t .

W h at h a d h a ppened was t h is . A l t h o u gh  som et h i ng h a d come between me a n d 
Tom my , i t  h a d n 't  q u ite got l i k e t h a t wit h  R u t h–or a t least t h a t's wh at I'd 
t ho ugh t–a n d I'd decided i t  was t ime I t a l k ed wit h  her a bou t wh at h a d 
h a ppened i n  t he ch u rch ya rd . We'd j u st h a d one of t hose su m mer d ays of r a in  
a n d t h u n derstor ms , a n d we'd been  cooped u p i n doors despite t he h u m id i ty .  
So w hen  i t  appeared to clear for t he even ing, wit h  a  n ice p i n k  su nset , I 
suggested to R u t h  we get a  b i t  of a ir . T here was a  steep footp a t h  I'd discovered 
lea d i ng u p a long t he edge of t he va lley a n d j u st where i t  ca me ou t on to t he 
roa d was a n  old b u s shelter . The b uses h a d stopped com i ng ages ago, t he b u s 
stop sign  h a d been  t a k en  away , a n d on  t he wa ll a t  t he back  of t he shelter , 
t here was left  o n ly  t he fra me of wh at m u st h ave once been  a  glassed-in  not ice 
d isp layi ng a ll t he b u s times. B u t t he shelter i tself–w hich  was l i k e a  lovi ngly 
constr ucted wooden  h u t wit h  one side open  to t he fields goi ng dow n t he 
va lleyside–was st i l l  s t a n d i ng,  a n d even h a d i ts bench  i n t act . So t h a t's where 
R u t h  a n d I were si t t i ng to get ou r b rea t h  back , loo k i ng a t t he cobwebs u p on  
t he ra fters a n d t he su m mer even ing ou tside. T hen  I sa id som et h i ng l i k e:

“You k now , R u t h ,  we shou ld t ry a n d sort i t  ou t , wh at h a ppened t he ot her 
d ay .”

I'd m ade m y voice concil i a tory , a n d R u t h  respon ded . S he sa id im media tely 
how daft i t  was, t he t h ree of u s h avi ng rows over t he most st u pid t h i ngs .  S he 
b ro ugh t u p ot her times we'd rowed a n d we la ughed a  b i t  a bou t t hem . B u t I 
d id n 't  rea lly wa n t R u t h  j u st to b u ry t he t h i ng l i k e t h a t , so I sa id , st i l l  i n  t he 
least c h a l le ngi ng voice I cou ld:

“R u t h , you  k now , I t h i n k  sometimes, w hen  yo u 're i n  a  cou ple , you  don 't  see 
t h i ngs as clea r ly as m aybe someone ca n  from t he ou tside. J u st sometimes.”

S he nodded . “T h at's p rob a bly r igh t .”

“I don 't  wa n t to in terfere. B u t sometimes, j u st l a tely , I t h i n k  Tom my's been  



q u ite u pset . You  k now . Abou t certa in  t h i ngs you 've sa id or done .”

I was worried R u t h  wou ld get a ngry ,  b u t she nodded a n d sighed . “I t h i n k  
yo u 're r igh t ,” she sa id i n  t he en d . “I've been  t h i n k i ng a bou t i t  a  lot too.”

“T hen m aybe I sho u ld n 't  h ave b ro ugh t i t  u p . I shou ld h ave k now n yo u 'd see 
wh at was h a p pen i ng.  I t's not m y b usiness rea lly .”

“ B u t i t  is , K a t h y .  You 're rea lly one of u s , a n d so i t's a lways you r b usiness. 
You 're r igh t ,  i t  h as n 't  been  good . I k now wh at you  mea n . Th at st u ff t he ot her 
d ay , a bou t h is a n im als . Th at wasn 't  good . I told h im I was sorry a bou t th a t .”

“I'm gla d you  t a l k ed i t  over . I d id n 't  k now if you  h a d .”

R u t h  h a d been  p ic k i ng a t some mo u ld i ng fla kes of wood on  t he bench  beside 
her , a n d for a  momen t she seemed com pletely absorbed i n  t h is task . T hen  she 
sa id:

“Look , K a t h y ,  i t's good we're t a l k i ng now a bou t Tom my . I've been  wa n ting to 
tel l you  somet h ing, b u t I've never q u ite k now n how to say i t , or w hen , rea lly . 
K a t h y ,  promise you  won 't  be too cross wit h  me.”

I look ed a t her a n d said: “As lo ng as i t's not a bou t t hose T-sh irts aga in .”

“No, ser iou sly . Promise you  won 't  get too cross. Beca use I've got to tel l you  
t h is . I wo u ld n 't  forgive m yself if I k ep t q u iet m u ch  longer .”

“ O k ay , wh at is i t?”

“ K a t h y , I've been  t h i n k i ng t h is for some t ime . You 're no fool , a n d you  ca n  see 
t h a t m aybe me a n d Tom my , we m igh t  not be a  cou ple forever . T h a t's no 
t r agedy . We were r igh t  for each ot her once . W het her we a lways wil l be , t h a t's 
a n yon e's guess. A n d  now t here's a ll t h is t a l k , a bou t cou ples get t i ng deferra ls 
if t hey ca n  prove, you  k now , t h a t t hey're rea lly r igh t .  O k ay , look , wh at I 
wa n ted to say , K a t h y ,  is t h is . I t'd be com pletely n a t u ra l if yo u 'd t ho ugh t 
a bou t , you  k now , wh at wou ld h a ppen  if me a n d Tom my decided we sho u ld n 't  
be toget her a n y more. We're not a bou t to spli t , don 't  get me wrong. B u t I'd 
t h i n k  i t  was com pletely nor m al if you  a t least won dered a bou t i t . Well, K a t h y ,  
wh at you  h ave to rea lise is t h a t Tom my doesn 't  see you  l i k e t h a t . H e rea lly , 
rea lly l i k es you , he t h i n k s yo u 're rea lly grea t . B u t I k now he doesn 't  see you  
l i k e , you  k now , a  p roper gi r lfr ien d .  Besides…” R u t h  pa used , t hen  sighed . 
“ Besides, you  k now how Tom my is . H e ca n  be fussy .”

I sta red a t her . “W h at do you  mea n?”



“You m u st k now wh at I mea n . Tom my doesn 't  l i k e gir ls w ho've been  wit h… 
well, you  k now , wit h  t h is person  a n d t h a t . I t's j u st a  t h i ng he h as . I'm sorry , 
K a t h y ,  b u t i t  wo u ld n 't  be r igh t  not to h ave told you .”

I t ho ugh t a bou t i t , t hen  said: “It's a lways good to k now these t h i ngs .”

I felt  R u t h  tou ch  m y arm . “I k new yo u 'd ta ke i t  t he r igh t  way. W h a t you 've got 
to u n derst a n d , t ho ugh ,  is t h a t he t h i n k s t he world of you . H e rea lly does.”

I wa n ted to ch a nge t he su bject , b u t for t he momen t m y m i n d  was a  b la n k . I 
su ppose R u t h  m u st h ave p ic k ed u p on  t h is , beca use she stretched ou t her 
arms a n d d id a  k i n d  of yaw n , sa y i ng:

“If I ever lea r n  to drive a  car , I'd ta ke u s a ll on  a  t r ip to some wild place. 
D a r t moor , say . The t h ree of u s , m aybe La u ra  a n d H a n n a h  too. I'd love to see 
a ll t he bogs a n d st u ff.”

We spen t t he nex t several m in u tes t a l k i ng a bou t wh at we'd do on  a  t r ip l i k e 
t h a t if we ever wen t on  one . I asked where we'd stay , a n d R u t h  sa id we cou ld 
borrow a  b ig ten t . I poin ted ou t t he win d cou ld get rea lly fierce i n  places l i k e 
t h a t a n d ou r ten t cou ld easily b low away i n  t he n igh t .  None of t h is was t h a t 
serious. B u t i t  was a rou n d here I remem bered t he t ime back  a t H a ilsh a m , 
w hen  we'd st i l l  been  J u n iors a n d we were h avi ng a  p icn ic by t he po n d wit h  
Miss G era ld ine . J a mes B . h a d been  sen t to t he m ain  hou se to fetch t he ca ke 
we'd a ll b a k ed ea rlier , b u t as he was ca r ry i ng i t  back , a  st rong gu st of win d 
h a d t a k en  off t he w hole top layer of sponge , tossing i t  i n to t he r h u b a rb 
leaves. R u t h  sa id she cou ld o n ly  vagu ely remem ber t he i nciden t , a n d I'd said , 
t r y i ng to cl i n c h  i t  for her memory:

“The t h i ng was, he got i n to t rou ble beca use t h a t proved h e'd been  com i ng 
dow n t h ro ugh  t he r h u b a rb pa tch .”

A n d  t h a t was w hen  R u t h  look ed a t me a n d said: “W h y? W h a t was wrong wit h  
t h a t?”

It was j u st t he way she sa id i t , s u d de n ly so false even a n  on look er , if t here'd 
been  one , wou ld h ave seen t h ro ugh  i t . I sighed wit h  i r r i t a t ion  a n d sa id:

“R u t h , don 't  give me t h a t . T here's no way you 've forgot ten . You  k now t h a t 
rou te was ou t of bou n ds .”

M aybe i t  was a  b i t  sh a rp , t he way I sa id i t . A n yway , R u t h  d id n 't  back  dow n . 
S he con t in u ed p reten d i ng to remem ber n ot h i ng ,  a n d I got a ll t he more 



i r r i t a ted . A n d  t h a t was w hen  she sa id:

“W h at does i t  m atter a n yway? W h a t's t he r h u b a rb p a tch  got to do wit h  
a n y t h i ng? J u st get on  wit h  wh at you  were saying.”

After t h a t I t h i n k  we wen t back  to t a l k i ng i n  a  more or less fr ie n d ly way, a n d 
t hen  before lo ng we were m a k i ng ou r way dow n t he footp a t h  i n  t he h a lf-l igh t  
back  to t he Cottages. B u t t he a t mosp here never q u ite r igh ted itself, a n d w hen  
we sa id ou r good n igh ts i n  fron t of t he B lac k  B a r n , we parted wit hou t ou r 
u s u a l l i t t le touches on  t he arms a n d shou lders .

It wasn 't  lo ng after t h a t I m ade m y decision , a n d once I'd m ade i t , I never 
wavered . I j u st got u p one mor n i ng a n d told Keffers I wa n ted to sta rt m y 
t r a i n i ng to become a  carer . It was s u rp r isi ngly easy . H e was wa l k ing across 
t he ya rd , h is Well i ngtons covered i n  m u d , gr u m bl i ng to h imself a n d h old i ng 
a  piece of p ip i ng.  I wen t u p a n d told h im , a n d he j u st look ed a t me l i k e I'd 
bot hered h im a bou t more fi rewood . T hen  he m u m bled som et h i ng a bou t 
com i ng to see h im la ter t h a t a fter noon  to go t h ro ugh  t he forms. It was t h a t 
easy.

It took  a  l i t t le w h ile after t h a t , of cou rse, b u t t he w hole t h i ng h a d been  set i n  
motion , a n d I was s u d de n ly loo k i ng a t every t h i ng–t he Cottages, everybody 
t here–i n  a  d ifferen t l igh t .  I was now one of t he ones leaving, a n d soon  
e no ugh ,  everyone k new i t . M aybe R u t h  t ho ugh t we'd be spe n d i ng hou rs 
t a l k i ng a bou t m y f u t u re; m aybe she t ho ugh t she'd h ave a  b ig i n fl u ence on  
w het her or not I ch a nged m y min d . B u t I k ep t a  certa in  dista nce from her , 
j u st as I d id from Tom my . We d id n 't  rea lly t a l k  p roper ly aga in  a t t he Cottages, 
a n d before I k new i t , I was sa yi ng m y goodbyes .



Par t  T h ree

C h a p t e r  E ig h t e e n

F or t he most p a r t bei ng a  ca rer's s u ited me fi ne . You  cou ld even say i t's 
b ro ugh t t he best ou t of me. B u t some people j u st a ren 't  c u t ou t for i t , a n d for 
t hem t he w hole t h i ng becomes a  real st r uggle . They m igh t  sta rt off posit ively 
e no ugh ,  b u t t hen  comes a ll t h a t t ime spen t so close to t he p a in  a n d t he 
worry . A n d  sooner or la ter a  donor doesn 't  m a ke i t , even t ho ugh ,  say , i t's o n ly  
t he secon d don a t ion  a n d no one a n t icip a ted com plica t ions . W hen  a  donor 
com pletes l i k e t h a t , ou t of t he b l u e , i t  doesn 't  m a ke m u ch  difference wh at t he 
n u rses say to you  a fterwards, a n d neit her does t h a t let ter sa y i ng how t hey're 
su re you  d id a ll you  cou ld a n d to keep u p t he good wor k . F or a  w h ile a t least , 
yo u 're demora lised . Some of u s lea r n  p ret ty q u ic k  how to dea l wit h  i t . B u t 
ot hers–l i k e La u ra , say–t hey never do.

T hen  t here's t he soli t u de . You  grow u p s u rrou n ded by crowds of people , 
t h a t's a ll you 've ever k now n , a n d s u d de n ly yo u 're a  carer . You  spen d hou r 
after hou r , on  you r ow n , d r ivi ng across t he cou n try , cen tre to cen tre, hospit a l 
to hospit a l , sleeping i n  over n igh ts , no one to t a l k  to a bou t you r worries, no 
one to h ave a  l a ugh  wit h . J u st now a n d aga in  you  r u n  i n to a  st u den t you  
k now–a carer or donor you  recogn ise from t he old d ays–b u t t here's never 
m u ch  t ime . You 're a lways i n  a  r u sh , or else yo u 're too ex h a usted to h ave a  
p roper conversa tion . Soo n  e no ugh ,  t he lo ng hou rs , t he t r avell i ng, t he b rok en  
sleep h ave a ll crept i n to you r bei ng a n d become p a r t of you , so everyone ca n  
see i t , i n  you r post u re, you r gaze , t he way you  move a n d t a l k .

I don 't  cla im I've been  im m u ne to a ll of t h is , b u t I've lea r n t to l ive wit h  i t . 
Some carers, t ho ugh ,  t heir  w hole a t t i t u de lets t hem dow n . A lot of t hem , you  
ca n  tell , are j u st goi ng t h ro ugh  t he motions , wa it i ng for t he d ay t hey're told 
t hey ca n  stop a n d become donors . It rea lly gets me, too, t he way so m a n y of 
t hem “sh rin k ” t he momen t t hey step i nside a  hospit a l . They don 't  k now wh at 
to say to t he w h itecoa ts, t hey ca n 't  m a ke themselves spea k  u p on  beh a lf of 
t heir  donor . No won der t hey en d u p feeli ng fr ustra ted a n d b l a m i ng 
themselves w hen  t h i ngs go wrong. I t ry not to m a ke a  n u isa nce of m yself, b u t 
I've figu red ou t how to get m y voice hea rd w hen  I h ave to. A n d  w hen  t h i ngs go 
b a dly , of cou rse I'm u pset , b u t a t least I ca n  feel I've done a ll I cou ld a n d keep 
t h i ngs i n  perspective.



E ven t he soli t u de , I've act u a lly grow n to q u ite l i k e . T h a t's not to say I'm not 
loo k i ng forward to a  b i t  more com p a n ionsh ip come t he en d of t he yea r w hen  
I'm fi n ished wit h  a ll of t h is . B u t I do l i k e t he feeli ng of get t i ng i n to m y li t t le 
car , k nowi ng for t he nex t cou ple of hou rs I'l l  h ave o n ly  t he roads, t he b ig grey 
s k y a n d m y daydrea ms for com p a n y . A n d  if I'm i n  a  tow n somew here wit h  
several m in u tes to k il l , I'l l  e n joy m yself wa n dering a bou t loo k i ng i n  t he shop 
win dows. Here i n  m y bedsit , I've got these fou r desk-la m ps, each a  d ifferen t 
colou r , b u t a l l t he sa me design–t hey h ave these r ibbed necks you  ca n  ben d 
w h ichever way you  wa n t . So I m igh t  go loo k i ng for a  shop wit h  a not her la m p 
li k e t h a t i n  i ts win dow–not to b u y , b u t j u st to com pare wit h  m y ones a t home .

Sometimes I get so im mersed i n  m y ow n com p a n y , if I u nexpectedly r u n  i n to 
someone I k now , i t's a  b i t  of a  shoc k  a n d ta kes me a  w h ile to adjust . T h a t's 
t he way i t  was t he mor n i ng I was wa l k ing across t he win dswept car p a r k  of 
t he service st a t ion  a n d spotted La u ra , s i t t i ng be h i n d t he wheel of one of t he 
par ked cars, loo k i ng vaca n t ly towards t he motorway . I was st i l l  some way 
away , a n d j u st for a  secon d , even t ho ugh  we h a d n 't  met since t he Cottages 
seven years before, I was tem pted to ignore her a n d keep wa l k ing. A n  odd 
reaction , I k now , consider i ng she'd been  one of m y closest fr ien ds . As I say , i t  
m ay h ave been  p a r t ly beca use I d id n 't  l i k e bei ng b u m ped ou t of m y 
daydrea ms. B u t a lso, I su ppose, w hen  I saw La u ra  sl u m ped i n  her car l i k e 
t h a t , I saw im media tely she'd become one of t hese carers I've j u st been  
descr ib ing, a n d a  p a r t of me j u st d id n 't  wa n t to fi n d ou t m u ch  more a bou t i t .

B u t of cou rse I d id go to her . T here was a  c h i l ly  win d b lowi ng aga inst me as I 
walked over to her h a tch b ac k , par ked away from t he ot her veh icles. La u ra  
was wea ring a  sh apeless b l u e a nora k , a n d her h a ir–a lot shor ter t h a n  
before–was st ic k ing to her forehead . W hen  I tapped on  her win dow , she d id n 't  
sta rt , or even look  su rprised to see me after a l l t h a t t ime . It was a lmost l i k e 
she'd been  si t t i ng t here wa it i ng, if not for me precisely , t hen  for someone 
more or less l i k e me from t he old d ays . A n d  now I'd show n u p , her fi rst  
t ho ugh t seemed to be: “At last!” Beca use I cou ld see her shou lders move i n  a  
k i n d  of sigh , t hen  wit hou t f u r t her a do, she reached over to open  t he door for 
me .

We ta l k ed for a bou t twen ty m in u tes: I d id n 't  leave u n t i l  t he last possib le 
momen t . A lot of i t  was a bou t her , how ex h a usted she'd been , how diffic u l t  
one of her donors was, how m u ch  she loa t hed t h is n u rse or t h a t doctor . I 
waited to see a  fl ash  of t he old La u ra , wit h  t he misch ievous gr i n  a n d 
i nevit a b le wisecrack , b u t none of t h a t ca me. S he t a l k ed faster t h a n  she used 
to, a n d a l t ho ugh  she seemed pleased to see me, I sometimes got t he 
im pression  i t  wo u ld n 't  h ave m attered m u ch  if i t  wasn 't  me, b u t someone else, 
so lo ng as she got to t a l k .



M aybe we bot h  felt  t here was som et h i ng d a ngerou s a bou t b r i ngi ng u p t he old 
d ays , beca use for ages we avoided a n y m e n t ion  of t hem . In  t he en d , t ho ugh ,  
we fou n d ou rselves t a l k i ng a bou t R u t h ,  w ho La u ra  h a d r u n  i n to a t a  cli n ic a  
few years ea rlier , w hen  R u t h  was st i l l  a  ca rer . I bega n  q u izz i ng her a bou t how 
R u t h  h a d been , b u t she was so u n for t hcoming,  i n  t he en d I sa id to her:

“Look , you  m u st h ave t a l k ed a bou t somet h ing.”

La u ra  let  ou t a  lo ng sigh . “You k now how i t  gets,” she said . “We were bot h  i n  
a  h u rry .” T hen  she added: “A n yway , we h a d n 't  parted t he best of fr ien ds , back  
a t t he Cottages. So m aybe we weren 't  so del igh ted to see one a not her .”

“I d id n 't  rea lise yo u 'd fa llen  ou t wit h  her too,” I sa id .

S he sh r ugged . “It wasn 't  a n y b ig deal. You  remem ber t he way she was back  
t hen . If a n y t h i ng,  after you  left , she got worse. You  k now , a lways tel l i ng 
everyone wh at to do. So I was k eeping ou t of her way, t h a t was a ll . We never 
h a d a  b ig f igh t  or a n y t h i ng.  So you  h aven 't  seen her since t hen?”

“No. F u n n y ,  b u t I've never even glim psed her .”

“Yea h , i t's f u n n y .  You 'd t h i n k  we'd a ll r u n  i n to each ot her m u ch  more. I've 
seen H a n n a h  a  few times. A n d  Mich ael H . too.” T hen  she said: “I hea rd t h is 
r u mou r , t h a t R u t h  h a d a  rea lly b a d fi rst  don a t ion .  J u st a  r u mou r , b u t I 
hea rd i t  more t h a n  once.”

“I hea rd t h a t too,” I sa id .

“Poor R u t h .”

We were q u iet for a  momen t . T hen  La u ra  asked: “Is i t  r igh t ,  K a t h y? Th at t hey 
let  you  choose you r donors now?”

S h e'd not asked i n  t he acc u sing way people do sometimes, so I nodded a n d 
said: “Not every t ime . B u t I d id well wit h  a  few donors , so yea h , I get to h ave a  
say every now a n d t hen .”

“If you  ca n  choose,” La u ra  said , “w h y don 't  you  become R u t h 's carer?”

I sh r ugged . “I've t ho ugh t a bou t i t . B u t I'm not su re i t's s u ch  a  grea t idea .”

La u ra  look ed p u zzled .  “ B u t you  a n d R u t h ,  you  were so close.”

“Yea h , I su ppose so. B u t l i k e wit h  you , La u ra . S he a n d I weren 't  s u ch  grea t 



fr ien ds by t he en d .”

“ O h , b u t t h a t was back  t hen . S h e's h a d a  b a d t ime . A n d  I've hea rd she's h a d 
t rou ble wit h  her carers too. T hey've h a d to ch a nge t hem a rou n d a  lot for her .”

“Not s u rp r isi ng rea lly ,” I sa id . “ C a n  you  i m agi n e? B ei ng R u t h 's carer?”

La u ra  la ughed , a n d for a  secon d a  look  ca me in to her eyes t h a t m ade me 
t h i n k  she was f i n a l ly  goi ng to come ou t wit h  a  crack . B u t t hen  t he l igh t  d ied , 
a n d she j u st wen t on  si t t i ng t here loo k i ng t i red .

We ta l k ed a  l i t t le more a bou t La u ra 's p roblems–i n  pa rt icu la r a bou t a  certa in  
n u rsi ng sister w ho seemed to h ave i t  i n  for her . T hen  i t  was t ime for me to go, 
a n d I reached for t he door a n d was tel l i ng her we'd h ave to t a l k  more t he nex t 
t ime we met . B u t we were bot h  of u s by t hen  ac u tely aware of som et h i ng we'd 
not yet men tioned , a n d I t h i n k  we bot h  sensed t here'd be som et h i ng wrong 
a bou t u s p a r t i ng l i k e t h a t . In  fact , I'm pret ty su re now , a t  t h a t momen t , ou r 
m in ds were r u n n i ng a long exactly t he sa me li nes . T hen  she sa id:

“It's weird . T h i n k i ng i t's a ll gone now .”

I t u r ned i n  m y seat to face her aga in . “Yea h , i t's rea lly stra nge,” I sa id . “I ca n 't  
rea lly believe i t's not t here a n y more.”

“It's so weird ,” La u ra  said . “I su ppose i t  sho u ld n 't  m a ke a n y difference to me 
now . B u t somehow i t  does.”

“I k now wh at you  mea n .”

It was t h a t exch a nge , w hen  we f i n a l ly  men tioned t he closing of H a ilsh a m , 
t h a t s u d de n ly b ro ugh t u s close aga in , a n d we h ugged ,  q u ite spon ta neou sly , 
not so m u ch  to com fort one a not her , b u t as a  way of a ffi r m ing H a ilsh a m , t he 
fact t h a t i t  was st i l l  t here i n  bot h  ou r memories. T hen  I h a d to h u r ry off to m y 
ow n car.

I'd fi rst  sta r ted h ea r i ng r u mou rs a bou t H a ilsh a m closing a  yea r or so before 
t h a t meet ing wit h  La u ra  i n  t he car p a r k . I'd be t a l k i ng to a  donor or a  carer 
a n d t h ey'd b r i ng i t  u p i n  p assing, l i k e t hey expected me to k now a ll a bou t i t . 
“You were a t H a ilsh a m , weren 't  yo u ? So is i t  rea lly t r u e?” Th at sort of t h i ng.  
T hen  one d ay I was com i ng ou t of a  cl i n ic i n  S u ffol k  a n d r a n  i n to Roger C . , 
w ho'd been  i n  t he yea r below , a n d he told me wit h  com plete cer t a in ty i t  was 
a bou t to h a ppen . H a ilsh a m was goi ng to close a n y d ay a n d t here were p la ns 
to sell t he hou se a n d gro u n ds to a  hotel ch a in . I remem ber m y fi rst  response 
w hen  he told me t h is . I sa id: “ B u t w h a t'l l  h a ppen  to a ll t he st u den ts?” Roger 



obviou sly t ho ugh t I'd mea n t t he ones st i l l  t here, t he l i t t le ones depen den t on  
t heir  gu a rdia ns , a n d he p u t on  a  t rou bled face a n d bega n  spec u la t i ng how 
t h ey'd h ave to be t r a nsferred to ot her hou ses a rou n d t he cou n try , even 
t ho ugh  some of t hese wou ld be a  far cry from H a ilsh a m . B u t of cou rse, t h a t 
wasn 't  wh at I'd mea n t . I'd mea n t u s , a l l t he st u den ts w ho'd grow n u p wit h  me 
a n d were now spread across t he cou n try , ca rers a n d donors , a l l separa ted 
now b u t st i l l  somehow l i n k ed by t he place we'd come from .

Th at sa me n igh t ,  t r y i ng to get to sleep i n  a n  over n igh t , I k ep t t h i n k i ng a bou t 
som et h i ng t h a t h a d h a ppened to me a  few d ays ea rlier . I'd been  i n  a  seaside 
tow n i n  Nor t h  Wales. It h a d been  r a i n i ng h a rd a ll mor n i ng,  b u t after l u n c h ,  i t  
h a d stopped a n d t he s u n  h a d come ou t a  b i t . I was wa l k ing back  to where I'd 
left  m y car , a long one of t hose lo ng st r a igh t sea fron t roads. T here was h a rd ly 
a n yon e else a bou t , so I cou ld see a n  u n bro k e n  l i ne of wet p aving stones 
st retch ing on  i n  fron t of me. T hen  after a  w h ile a  va n  p u lled u p , m aybe t h i r ty  
ya rds a hea d of me, a n d a  m a n  got ou t dressed as a  clow n . H e opened t he 
back  of t he va n  a n d took  ou t a  b u n c h  of heli u m b a lloons , a bou t a  dozen  of 
t hem , a n d for a  momen t , he was h old i ng t he b a lloons i n  one h a n d , w h ile he 
ben t dow n a n d r u m m aged a bou t i n  h is veh icle wit h  t he ot her . As I ca me 
closer , I cou ld see t he b a lloons h a d faces a n d sh a ped ears, a n d t hey look ed 
l i k e a  l i t t le t r ibe , bob b i ng i n  t he a ir  above t heir  ow ner , wa it i ng for h im .

T hen  t he clow n st r a igh tened , closed u p h is va n  a n d sta rted wa l k ing, i n  t he 
sa me direct ion  I was wa l k ing, several paces a hea d of me, a  sm all su itcase i n  
one h a n d , t he b a lloons i n  t he ot her . The sea fron t con t in u ed lo ng a n d 
st r a igh t , a n d I was wa l k ing be h i n d h im for wh at seemed li k e ages. Sometimes 
I felt  aw k ward a bou t i t , a n d I even t ho ugh t t he clow n m igh t  t u r n  a n d say 
somet h ing. B u t since t h a t was t he way I h a d to go, t here wasn 't  m u ch  else I 
cou ld do. So we j u st k ep t wa l k ing, t he clow n a n d me, on  a n d on  a long t he 
deserted pavemen t st i l l  wet from t he mor n i ng,  a n d a ll t he t ime t he b a lloons 
were b u m pi ng a n d gr i n n i ng dow n a t me. E very so often , I cou ld see t he m a n 's 
fist , where a ll t he b a l loon  st r i ngs converged , a n d I cou ld see he h a d t hem 
secu rely twisted toget her a n d i n  a  t igh t  gr ip . E ven so, I k ep t wor ry i ng t h a t 
one of t he st r i ngs wou ld come u n ravelled a n d a  single b a l loon  wou ld sa il off 
u p i n to t h a t clou dy s k y .

Ly i ng awa ke t h a t n igh t  after wh at Roger h a d told me, I k ep t seeing t hose 
b a lloons aga in . I t ho ugh t a bou t H a ilsh a m closing, a n d how i t  was l i k e 
someone com i ng a long wit h  a  p a ir  of shears a n d s n ip p i ng t he b a l loon  st r i ngs 
j u st where t hey en twined above t he m a n 's fist . O nce t h a t h a ppened , t here'd 
be no real sense i n  w h ich  t hose b a lloons belonged wit h  each ot her a n y more. 
W hen  he was tel l i ng me t he news a bou t H a ilsh a m , Roger h a d m ade a  rem ar k , 
sa y i ng he su pposed i t  wo u ld n 't  m a ke so m u ch  difference to t he l i k es of u s 
a n y more. A n d  i n  certa in  ways, he m igh t  h ave been  r igh t .  B u t i t  was 



u n nervi ng,  to t h i n k  t h i ngs weren 't  st i l l  goi ng on  back  there, j u st as a lways; 
t h a t people l i k e Miss G era ld ine , say , weren 't  lea d i ng grou ps of J u n iors 
a rou n d t he Nor t h  Play i ng F ield .

In  t he mon t hs after t h a t t a l k  wit h  Roger , I k ep t t h i n k i ng a bou t i t  a  lot , a bou t 
H a ilsh a m closing a n d a ll t he im plica t ions . A n d  i t  sta r ted to d aw n on  me, I 
su ppose, t h a t a  lot of t h i ngs I'd a lways assu med I'd p le n ty of t ime to get 
ro u n d to doi ng,  I m igh t  now h ave to act on  pret ty soon  or else let  t hem go 
forever . I t's not t h a t I sta r ted to p a n ic , exactly . B u t i t  def i n i tely felt  l i k e 
H a ilsh a m 's goi ng away h a d sh ifted every t h i ng a rou n d u s . T h a t's w h y wh at 
La u ra  sa id to me t h a t d ay , a bou t m y becoming R u t h 's carer , h a d s u ch  a n  
im pact on  me, even t ho ugh  I'd stone-walled her a t t he t ime . It was a lmost l i k e 
a  p a r t of me h a d a lrea dy m ade t h a t decision , a n d La u ra 's words h a d sim ply 
p u lled away a  veil t h a t h a d been  cover ing i t  over .

I fi rst  t u r ned u p a t R u t h 's recovery cen tre i n  Dover–t he moder n  one wit h  t he 
w h ite t i led walls–j u st a  few weeks after t h a t t a l k  wit h  La u ra . It h a d been  
a rou n d two mon t hs since R u t h 's fi rst  don a t ion–w h ich ,  as La u ra  h a d said , 
h a d n 't  gone a t a l l well. W hen  I ca me in to her room , she was si t t i ng on  t he 
edge of her bed i n  her n igh t-dress a n d gave me a  b ig smile. S he got u p to give 
me a  h u g ,  b u t a lmost im media tely sat dow n aga in . S he told me I was loo k i ng 
better t h a n  ever , a n d t h a t m y h a ir  s u ited me rea lly well. I sa id n ice t h i ngs 
a bou t her too, a n d for t he nex t h a lf hou r or so, I t h i n k  we were gen u i nely 
del igh ted to be wit h  each ot her . We t a l k ed a bou t a ll k i n ds of 
t h i ngs–H ailsh a m ,  t he Cottages, wh at we'd been  doi ng since t h e n–a n d i t  felt  
l i k e we cou ld t a l k  a n d t a l k  forever . In  ot her words, i t  was a  rea lly enco u r aging 
sta rt–better t h a n  I'd dared expect .

E ven so, t h a t fi rst  t ime , we d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng a bou t t he way we'd parted . 
M aybe if we'd tack led i t  a t  t he sta rt , t h i ngs wou ld h ave p layed ou t d ifferen t ly , 
w ho k nows? As i t  was, we j u st s k ipped over i t , a n d once we'd been  t a l k i ng for 
a  w h ile , i t  was as if we'd agreed to p reten d none of t h a t h a d ever h a ppened .

Th at m ay h ave been  fi ne as far as t h a t fi rst  meet ing was concer ned . B u t once 
I officia l ly beca me her carer , a n d I bega n  to see her regu la r ly , t he sense of 
som et h i ng not bei ng r igh t  grew st ronger a n d st ronger . I developed a  rou t ine 
of com i ng i n  t h ree or fou r times a  week  i n  t he la te a fter noon , wit h  m inera l 
water a n d a  packet of her favou rite biscu its, a n d i t  shou ld h ave been  
won derf u l , b u t a t t he begi n n i ng i t  was a n y t h i ng b u t t h a t . We'd start t a l k i ng 
a bou t somet h ing, som et h i ng com pletely i n nocen t ,  a n d for no obviou s reason 



we'd come to a  h a lt . O r if we d id m a n age to keep u p a  conversa tion , t he 
longer  we wen t on , t he more st i l ted a n d gu a rded i t  beca me.

T hen  one a fter noon , I was com i ng dow n her corr idor to see her a n d hea rd 
someone i n  t he shower room opposite her door . I guessed i t  was R u t h  i n  
t here, so I let  m yself i n to her room , a n d was st a n d i ng wa it i ng for her , loo k i ng 
a t t he view from her win dow over a ll t he rooftops. Abou t five m in u tes passed , 
t hen  she ca me i n  wrapped i n  a  towel. Now to be fa ir , she wasn 't  expect i ng me 
for a not her hou r , a n d I su ppose we a ll feel a  b i t  v u lnera ble after a  shower 
wit h  j u st a  towel on . E ven so, t he look  of a la rm t h a t wen t across her face took  
me aback . I h ave to expla in  t h is a  b i t . O f cou rse, I was expect i ng her to be a  
l i t t le su rprised . B u t t he t h i ng was, after she'd t a k en  i t  i n  a n d seen i t  was me, 
t here was a  clear secon d , m aybe more, w hen  she wen t on  loo k i ng a t me if not 
wit h  fear , t hen  wit h  a  real wariness. It was l i k e she'd been  wa it i ng a n d 
wa it i ng for me to do som et h i ng to her , a n d she t ho ugh t t he t ime h a d now 
come.

The look  was gone t he nex t i nst a n t a n d we j u st ca rried on  as u s u a l , b u t t h a t 
i n cide n t  gave u s bot h  a  jol t . It m ade me rea lise R u t h  d id n 't  t r ust me, a n d for 
a ll I k now , m aybe she herself h a d n 't  f u l ly  rea lised i t  u n t i l  t h a t momen t . In  
a n y case, after t h a t d ay , t he a t mosp here got even worse. It was l i k e we'd let 
som et h i ng ou t i n to t he open , a n d far from clea r ing t he a ir , i t  h a d m ade u s 
more aware t h a n  ever of every t h i ng t h a t h a d come between u s . It got to t he 
stage where before I wen t i n  to see her , I'd si t  i n  m y car for several m in u tes 
wor k ing m yself u p for t he ordeal. After one pa rt icu la r session , w hen  we d id a ll 
t he checks on  her i n  ston y silence, t hen  afterwards j u st sat t here i n  more 
silence, I was a bou t rea dy to repor t to t hem t h a t i t  h a d n 't  wor ked ou t , t h a t I 
shou ld stop bei ng R u t h 's carer . B u t t hen  every t h i ng ch a nged aga in , a n d t h a t 
was beca use of t he boa t .

God k nows how these t h i ngs wor k . Sometimes i t's a  pa rt icu la r jok e , 
sometimes a  r u mou r . It t r avels from cen tre to cen tre, r igh t  t he way across t he 
cou n try i n  a  m atter of d ays , a n d s u d de n ly every donor's t a l k i ng a bou t i t . 
Well, t h is t ime i t  was to do wit h  t h is boa t . I'd fi rst  hea rd a bou t i t  from a  
cou ple of m y donors u p i n  Nor t h  Wales. T hen  a  few d ays la ter , R u t h  too 
sta rted tel l i ng me a bou t i t . I was j u st relieved we'd fou n d som et h i ng to t a l k  
a bou t , a n d encou raged her to go on .

“T his boy on  t he nex t floor ,” she said . “ H is carer's act u a lly been  to see i t . H e 
says i t's not far from t he roa d , so a n yon e ca n  get to i t  wit hou t m u ch  bot her . 
Th is boa t , i t's j u st si t t i ng there, stra n ded i n  t he m arshes.”



“How did i t  get t here?” I asked .

“How do I k now? M aybe t hey wa n ted to d u m p i t , w hoever ow ned i t . O r m aybe 
sometime, w hen  every t h i ng was flooded , i t  j u st d r ifted i n  a n d got itself 
beached . W ho k nows? It's su pposed to be t h is old f is h i ng boa t . Wit h  a  l i t t le 
ca bin  for a  cou ple of fisher men  to squeeze i n to w hen  i t's stor my .”

The nex t few times I ca me to see her , she a lways m a n aged to b r i ng u p t he 
boa t aga in . T hen  one a fter noon , w hen  she bega n  tel l i ng me how one of t he 
ot her donors a t t he cen tre h a d been  t a k en  by her carer to see i t , I sa id to her:

“Look , i t's not p a r t ic u la r ly nea r , you  k now . It wou ld ta ke a n  hou r , m aybe a n  
hou r a n d a  h a lf to drive.”

“I wasn 't  s uggest i ng a n y t h i ng.  I k now you 've got ot her donors to worry 
abou t .”

“ B u t yo u 'd li k e to see i t . You 'd li k e to see t h is boa t , wo u ld n 't  you , R u t h?”

“I su ppose so. I su ppose I wou ld . You  spen d d ay after d ay i n  t h is place. Yea h , 
i t 'd be good to see som et h i ng l i k e th a t .”

“A n d do you  su ppose”–I sa id t h is ge n t ly ,  wit hou t a  h i n t  of sa rcasm–“if we're 
d r ivi ng a ll t h a t way, we shou ld t h i n k  a bou t ca l l i ng i n  on  Tom m y? Seei ng h is 
cen tre's j u st dow n t he roa d from where t h is boa t's mea n t to be?”

R u t h 's face d id n 't  show a n y t h i ng a t first . “I su ppose we cou ld t h i n k  a bou t it ,” 
she said . T hen  she la ughed a n d added: “ Honest , K a t h y ,  t h a t wasn 't  t he o n ly  
reason I've been  goi ng on  a bou t t he boa t . I do wa n t to see i t , for i ts ow n sa ke. 
A ll t h is t ime i n  a n d ou t of hospit a l . T hen  cooped u p here . T h ings l i k e t h a t 
m atter more t h a n  t hey once d id . B u t a ll r igh t ,  I d id k now . I k new Tom my was 
a t t he K i ngsf ield  cen tre.”

“Are you  su re you  wa n t to see h i m?”

“Yes,” she said , no hesit a t ion , loo k i ng st r a igh t a t me. “Yes, I do.” T hen  she 
sa id q u iet ly: “I h aven 't  seen t h a t boy for a  lo ng t ime . Not since t he Cottages.”

T hen , a t  last , we t a l k ed a bou t Tom my . We d id n 't  go i n to t h i ngs i n  a  b ig way 
a n d I d id n 't  lea r n  m u ch  I d id n 't  k now a lready . B u t I t h i n k  we bot h  felt  better 
we'd f i n a l ly  b ro ugh t h im u p . R u t h  told me how , by t he t ime she left  t he 
Cottages t he a u t u m n after me, she a n d Tom my h a d more or less d r ifted apart .

“Since we were goi ng d ifferen t places to do ou r t r a i n i ng a nyway ,” she said , “i t  



d id n 't  seem wort h  i t , to spli t  u p p roperly . So we j u st stayed toget her u n t i l  I 
left .”

A n d  a t t h a t stage, we d id n 't  say m u ch  more a bou t i t  t h a n  t h a t .

As for t he t r ip ou t to see t he boa t , I nei t her agreed nor disagreed to i t , t h a t 
fi rst  t ime we discussed i t . B u t over t he nex t cou ple of weeks, R u t h  k ep t 
b r i ngi ng i t  u p , a n d ou r p la ns somehow grew fi r mer , u n t i l  i n  t he en d , I sen t a  
message to Tom my's carer t h ro ugh  a  con tact , sa y i ng t h a t u n less we hea rd 
from Tom my tel l i ng u s not to, we'd show u p a t t he K i ngsf ie ld  on  a  pa rt icu la r 
a fter noon  t he followi ng week .



C h a p t e r  N i n e t e e n

I'd h a rd ly ever been  to t he K i ngsf ield  i n  t hose d ays , so R u t h  a n d I h a d to 
cons u lt  t he m a p a  n u m ber of t imes on  t he way a n d we st i l l  a rrived several 
m in u tes la te. I t's not very well-appoin ted as recovery cen tres go, a n d if i t  
wasn 't  for t he associa t ions i t  now h as for me, i t's not somew here I'd look  
forward to visi t i ng. I t's ou t of t he way a n d aw k ward to get to, a n d yet w hen  
yo u 're t here, t here's no real sense of peace a n d qu iet . You  ca n  a lways hea r 
t ra ffic on  t he b ig roads beyon d t he fencing, a n d t here's a  genera l feeli ng t hey 
never p roper ly fi n ished conver t i ng t he place. A lot of t he donors' rooms you  
ca n 't  get to wit h  a  w heelch a ir , or else t hey're too st u ffy or too d r a ugh ty .  T here 
a ren 't  nea r ly e no ugh  b a t h rooms a n d t he ones t here are are h a rd to keep 
clea n , get freezing i n  win ter a n d are genera lly too far from t he donors' rooms. 
The K ingsf ield ,  i n  ot her words, fa lls way shor t of a  place l i k e R u t h 's cen tre i n  
Dover , wit h  i ts glea m i ng t i les a n d dou ble-glazed win dows t h a t seal a t  t he 
twist of a  h a n dle .

La ter on , after t he K i ngsf ield  beca me t he fa milia r a n d precious place i t  d id , I 
was i n  one of t he a d min  b u i ld i ngs a n d ca me across a  fra med black -a n d-w h ite 
p hoto of t he place t he way i t  was before i t  was converted , w hen  i t  was st i l l  a  
hol id ay ca m p for ord i n a ry fa milies. The p ict u re was prob a bly t a k en  i n  t he la te 
fift ies or ea r ly six t ies, a n d shows a  b ig rect a ngu la r swim ming pool wit h  a ll 
t hese h a p py people–ch ild ren , p a ren ts–splash ing a bou t h avi ng a  grea t t ime . 
I t's concrete a ll a rou n d t he pool , b u t people h ave set u p deck  ch a irs a n d s u n  
lou ngers , a n d t hey've got l a rge parasols to keep t hem i n  t he sh ade. W hen  I 
fi rst  saw t h is , i t  took  me a  w h ile to rea lise I was loo k i ng a t wh at t he donors 
now ca ll “t he Squ are”–t he place where you  drive i n  w hen  you  fi rst  a rrive a t 
t he cen tre. O f cou rse, t he pool's fi l led i n  now , b u t t he o u t l i n e's st i l l  t here, a n d 
t hey've left  s t a n d i ng a t one en d–a n  exa m ple of t h is u n f i n ished 
a t mosp here–t he metal fra me for t he h igh  d ivi ng boa rd . It was o n ly  w hen  I saw 
t he p hoto i t  occu rred to me wh at t he fra me was a n d w h y i t  was there, a n d 
tod ay , each t ime I see i t , I ca n 't  help p ict u r i ng a  swim mer t a k i ng a  d ive off t he 
top o n ly  to crash i n to t he cemen t .

I m igh t  not h ave easily recogn ised t he Sq u a re i n  t he p hoto, except for t he 
w h ite b u n k er-l i k e two-storey b u i ld i ngs i n  t he b ac kgrou n d , on  a ll t h ree visib le 
sides of t he pool a rea . Th at m u st h ave been  where t he fa milies h a d t heir  
hol id ay apart men ts, a n d t ho ugh  I'd guess t he i n ter iors h ave ch a nged a  lot , 
t he ou tsides look  m u ch  t he sa me. In  some ways, I su ppose, t he Sq u a re tod ay 
is n 't  so d ifferen t to wh at t he pool was back  t hen . I t's t he socia l h u b  of t he 
place, where donors come ou t of t heir  rooms for a  b i t  of a ir  a n d a  ch a t . T here 
are a  few wooden  p icn ic benches a rou n d t he Squ are, b u t–especia lly w hen  t he 
s u n 's too hot , or i t's r a i n i ng–t he donors prefer to ga t her u n der t he 



over h a nging fl a t  roof of t he recrea tion  h a ll a t  t he far en d be h i n d t he old 
d ivi ng boa rd fra me.

Th at a fter noon  R u t h  a n d I wen t to t he K ingsf ield ,  i t  was overcast a n d a  b i t  
c h i l ly ,  a n d as we drove i n to t he Sq u a re i t  was deserted except for a  grou p of 
six  or seven sh a dowy figu res u n der nea t h  t h a t roof. As I b ro ugh t t he car to a  
stop somew here over t he old pool–w h ich  of cou rse I d id n 't  k now a bou t 
t h e n–on e figu re detached itself from t he grou p a n d ca me towards u s , a n d I 
saw i t  was Tom my . H e h a d on  a  faded green  track  s u it  top a n d look ed a bou t a  
stone heavier t h a n  w hen  I'd last seen h im .

Beside me R u t h ,  for a  secon d , seemed to p a n ic . “W h at do we do?” she wen t . 
“ Do we get ou t? No, no, let's not get ou t . D on 't  move, don 't  move.”

I don 't  k now wh at I'd been  i n te n d i ng to do, b u t w hen  R u t h  sa id t h is , for some 
reason , wit hou t rea lly t h i n k i ng a bou t i t , I j u st stepped ou t of t he car . R u t h  
stayed where she was, a n d t h a t was w h y , w hen  Tom my ca me u p to u s , h is 
gaze fell on  me a n d w h y i t  was me he h ugged first . I cou ld smell a  fa in t odou r 
of som et h i ng medica l on  h im w h ich  I co u ld n 't  iden t ify .  T hen , t ho ugh  we 
h a d n 't  yet sa id a n y t h i ng to each ot her , we bot h  sensed R u t h  wa tch ing u s 
from t he car a n d p u lled away.

T here was a  lot of s k y reflected i n  t he win dscreen , so I co u ld n 't  m a ke her ou t 
very well. B u t I got t he im pression  R u t h  h a d on  a  serious, a lmost frozen  look , 
l i k e Tom my a n d I were people i n  a  p lay she was wa tch ing. T here was 
som et h i ng odd a bou t t he look  a n d i t  m ade me u neasy . T hen  Tom my was 
wa l k ing past me to t he car . H e opened a  rear door , got i n to t he back  sea t , a n d 
t hen  i t  was m y t u r n  to watch t hem , i nside t he car , exch a ngi ng words, t hen  
poli te l i t t le k isses on  t he cheeks.

Across t he Squ are, t he donors u n der t he roof were a lso wa tch ing, a n d t ho ugh  
I felt  n ot h i ng host i le a bou t t hem , I s u d de n ly wa n ted to get ou t of t here 
q u ic k ly . B u t I m ade m yself ta ke m y t ime get t i ng back  i n to t he car , so t h a t 
Tom my a n d R u t h  cou ld h ave a  l i t t le longer  to themselves.

We bega n  by d r ivi ng t h ro ugh  n arrow , twist i ng la nes. T hen  we ca me ou t i n to 
open , feat u reless cou n tryside a n d travelled on  a long a  near-em pty roa d . W h a t 
I remem ber a bou t t h a t p a r t of ou r t r ip to t he boa t was t h a t for t he fi rst  t ime i n  
ages t he s u n  sta rted to sh ine wea k ly t h ro ugh  t he grey ness; a n d w henever I 
gla nced a t R u t h  beside me, she h a d on  a  q u iet l i t t le smile. As for wh at we 
t a l k ed a bou t , well, m y memory is t h a t we beh aved m u ch  as if we'd been  
seeing each ot her regu la r ly , a n d t here was no need to t a l k  a bou t a n y t h i ng 



ot her t h a n  wh at we h a d im media tely i n  fron t of u s . I asked Tom my if h e'd 
been  to see t he boa t a lready , a n d he sa id no, he h a d n 't ,  b u t a  lot of t he ot her 
donors a t t he cen tre h a d . H e'd h a d a  few oppor t u n it ies , b u t h a d n 't  t a k en  
t hem .

“I wasn 't  not wa n ting to go,” he said , lea n i ng forward from t he back . “I 
co u ld n 't  be bot hered rea lly . I was goi ng to go once , wit h  a  cou ple of ot hers 
a n d t heir  carers, b u t t hen  I got a  b i t  of b leed i ng a n d co u ld n 't  go a n y more. 
Th at was ages ago now . I don 't  get a n y t rou ble l i k e t h a t a n y more.”

T hen  a  l i t t le f u r t her on , as we con t in u ed across t he em pty cou n tryside , R u t h  
t u r ned r igh t  ro u n d i n  her seat u n t i l  she was facing Tom my , a n d j u st k ep t 
loo k i ng a t h im . S he st i l l  h a d on  her l i t t le smile, b u t sa id n ot h i ng ,  a n d I cou ld 
see i n  m y m ir ror Tom my loo k i ng d ist i nct ly u ncom fortable. H e k ep t loo k i ng 
ou t of t he win dow beside h im , t hen  back  a t her , t hen  back  ou t of t he win dow 
aga in . After a  w h ile , wit hou t t a k i ng her gaze off h im , R u t h  sta rted on  a  
r a m bli ng a necdote a bou t someone or ot her , a  donor a t her cen tre, someone 
we'd never hea rd of, a n d a ll t he t ime she k ep t loo k i ng a t Tom my , t he gen t le 
sm ile never leaving her face. Per h a ps beca use I was get t i ng bored by her 
a necdote, per h a ps beca use I wa n ted to help Tom my ou t , I i n ter r u p ted after a  
m in u te or so, sa y i ng:

“Yea h , ok ay , we don 't  need to hea r every last t h i ng a bou t her .”

I sa id t h is wit hou t a n y m alice, a n d rea lly h a d n 't  i n ten ded a n y t h i ng by i t . B u t 
even before R u t h  pa used , a lmost as I was st i l l  spea k ing, Tom my m ade a  
s u dden  l a u gh i ng noise , a  k i n d  of explosion , a  noise I'd never hea rd h im m a ke 
before. A n d  he sa id:

“T h at's exactly wh at I was a bou t to say . I lost track  of i t  a  w h ile ago.”

M y eyes were on  t he roa d , so I wasn 't  su re if h e'd addressed me or R u t h .  In  
a n y case, R u t h  stopped t a l k i ng a n d slowly t u r ned back  i n  her seat u n t i l  she 
was facing t he fron t aga in . S he d id n 't  seem p a r t ic u la r ly u pset , b u t t he smile 
h a d gone , a n d her eyes look ed far away , fixed somew here on  t he s k y a hea d of 
u s . B u t I h ave to be honest: a t  t h a t i nst a n t I wasn 't  rea lly t h i n k i ng a bou t 
R u t h .  M y  hea r t h a d done a  l i t t le leap , beca use i n  a  single stroke, wit h  t h a t 
l i t t le l a ugh  of agreemen t , i t  felt  as t ho ugh  Tom my a n d I h a d come close 
toget her aga in  after a l l t he years.

I fou n d t he t u r n i ng we needed a rou n d twen ty m in u tes after we'd set off from 
t he K ingsf ield .  We wen t dow n a  n a rrow c u rving roa d sh rou ded by hedges , 
a n d par ked beside a  cl u m p of syca mores. I led t he way to where t he woods 
bega n , b u t t hen , faced wit h  t h ree d ist i nct p a t hs t h ro ugh  t he trees, h a d to 



stop to cons u lt  t he sheet of d irect ions I'd b ro ugh t wit h  me. W h ile I stood t here 
t ry i ng to decip her t he person 's h a n dwri t i ng,  I was s u d de n ly conscious of 
R u t h  a n d Tom my st a n d i ng be h i n d me, not t a l k i ng,  wa it i ng a lmost l i k e 
c h i ld re n  to be told w h ich  way to go.

We en tered t he woods, a n d t ho ugh  i t  was pret ty easy wa l k ing, I not iced 
R u t h 's b rea t h  com i ng less a n d less easily . Tom my , by con trast , d id n 't  seem to 
be exper iencing a n y d iffic u l ty , t ho ugh  t here was a  h i n t  of a  l im p i n  h is ga it . 
T hen  we ca me to a  barbed wire fence, w h ich  was t i l ted a n d r usted , t he wire 
itself ya n k ed a ll over t he place. W hen  R u t h  saw i t , she ca me to a n  a br u pt 
h a lt .

“ O h no,” she said , a n x io u sly .  T hen  she t u r ned to me: “You d id n 't  say 
a n y t h i ng a bou t t h is . You  d id n 't  say we h a d to get past barbed wire!”

“It's not goi ng to be d iffic u l t ,” I sa id . “We ca n  go u n der i t . We j u st h ave to h old  
i t  for each ot her .”

B u t R u t h  look ed rea lly u pset a n d d id n 't  move. A n d  i t  was t hen , as she stood 
there, her shou lders r is i ng a n d fa l l i ng wit h  her b rea t h i ng,  t h a t Tom my 
seemed to become aware for t he fi rst  t ime j u st how fr a il she was. M aybe h e'd 
not iced before, a n d h a d n 't  wa n ted to ta ke i t  i n . B u t now he sta red a t her for a  
good few secon ds. T hen  I t h i n k  wh at h a ppened nex t–t ho ugh  of cou rse I ca n 't  
k now for certa in–was t h a t t he bot h  of u s , Tom my a n d I, we remem bered wh at 
h a d h a ppened i n  t he car , w hen  we'd more or less ga nged u p on  her . A n d  
a lmost as a n  i nst i nct , we bot h  wen t to her . I took  a n  arm , Tom my s u ppor ted 
her elbow on  t he ot her side, a n d we bega n  ge n t ly  g u id i ng her towards t he 
fence.

I let  go of R u t h  o n ly  to pass t h ro ugh  t he fence m yself. T hen  I held u p t he wire 
as h igh  as I cou ld , a n d Tom my a n d I bot h  helped her t h ro ugh .  It wasn 't  so 
d iffic u l t  for her i n  t he en d: i t  was more a  con fidence t h i ng,  a n d wit h  u s t here 
for s u ppor t , she seemed to lose her fear of t he fence. O n  t he ot her side, she 
act u a lly m ade a  go of h elp i ng me h old  u p t he wire for Tom my . H e ca me 
t h ro ugh  wit hou t a n y bot her , a n d R u t h  sa id to h im:

“It's o n ly  be n d i ng dow n li k e t h a t . I'm sometimes not so clever a t i t .”

Tom my was loo k i ng sheepish , a n d I won dered if he was em barrassed by wh at 
h a d j u st h a ppened , or if he was remem bering aga in  ou r ga ngi ng u p on  R u t h  
i n  t he car . H e nodded towards t he trees i n  fron t of u s a n d sa id:

“I su ppose i t's t h ro ugh  t h a t way. Is t h a t r igh t ,  K a t h?”



I gla nced a t m y sheet a n d bega n  to lea d t he way aga in . F u r t her i n to t he trees, 
i t  grew q u ite d a r k  a n d t he gro u n d beca me more a n d more m arsh y .

“ Hope we don 't  get lost ,” I hea rd R u t h  say to Tom my wit h  a  l a ugh ,  b u t I cou ld 
see a  clea r ing not far away . A n d  now wit h  t ime to reflect , I rea lised w h y I was 
so bot hered by wh at h a d h a ppened i n  t he car . It wasn 't  sim ply t h a t we'd 
ga nged u p on  R u t h : i t  was t he way she'd j u st t a k en  i t . In  t he old d ays , i t  was 
i nconceiva ble she'd h ave let  som et h i ng l i k e t h a t h a ppen  wit hou t st r i k i ng 
back . As t h is poi n t  s u n k  i n , I pa used on  t he p a t h , waited for R u t h  a n d 
Tom my to ca tch u p , a n d p u t m y a r m a rou n d R u t h 's shou lders .

This d id n 't  seem so soppy; i t  j u st look ed l i k e carer st u ff, beca use by now t here 
was som et h i ng u ncer t a in  a bou t her walk , a n d I won dered if I'd b a dly 
u n derestim ated how wea k  she st i l l  was. H er b rea t h i ng was get t i ng q u ite 
l a bou red , a n d as we walked toget her , she'd now a n d t hen  l u rch  i n to me. B u t 
t hen  we were t h ro ugh  t he trees a n d i n to t he clea r ing, a n d we cou ld see t he 
boa t .

Act u a lly , we h a d n 't  rea lly stepped i n to a  clea r ing: i t  was more t h a t t he t h i n  
woods we'd come t h ro ugh  h a d en ded , a n d now i n  fron t of u s t here was open  
m arsh la n d as far as we cou ld see. The p a le s k y look ed vast a n d you  cou ld see 
i t  reflected every so often  i n  t he pa tches of water b rea k ing u p t he la n d . Not so 
lo ng ago, t he woods m u st h ave exten ded f u r t her , beca use you  cou ld see here 
a n d t here ghost ly dead t r u n k s po k i ng ou t of t he soil , most of t hem brok en  off 
o n ly  a  few feet u p . A n d  beyon d t he dead t r u n k s , m aybe six ty ya rds away , was 
t he boa t , s i t t i ng beached i n  t he m arshes u n der t he wea k  s u n .

“ O h , i t's j u st l i k e m y fr ien d sa id i t  was,” R u t h  said . “It's rea lly bea u tif u l.”

We were s u rrou n ded by silence a n d w hen  we sta rted to move towards t he 
boa t , you  cou ld hea r t he squelch  u n der ou r shoes. Before lo ng I not iced m y 
feet si n k i ng benea t h  t he t u fts of grass, a n d called ou t: “ O k ay , t h is is as far as 
we ca n  go.”

The ot her two, w ho were be h i n d me, r a ised no object ion , a n d w hen  I gla nced 
over m y shou lder , I saw Tom my was aga in  h old i ng R u t h  by t he arm . It was 
clear , t ho ugh ,  t h is was j u st to steady her . I took  lo ng strides to t he nearest 
dead tree t r u n k , where t he soil was fi r mer , a n d held on to i t  for ba la nce. 
F ol lowi ng m y exa m ple, Tom my a n d R u t h  m ade t heir  way to a not her tree 
t r u n k , hollow a n d more em acia ted t h a n  m ine , a  shor t way be h i n d to m y left . 
They perched on  ei t her side of i t  a n d seemed to sett le. T hen  we gazed a t t he 
beached boa t . I cou ld now see how i ts p a in t was cr ac k ing, a n d how t he t im ber 
fra mes of t he l i t t le ca bin  were cr u m bli ng away . It h a d once been  p a in ted a  s k y 
b l u e , b u t now look ed a lmost w h ite u n der t he s k y .



“I won der how i t  got here,” I sa id . I'd ra ised m y voice to let  i t  get to t he ot hers 
a n d h a d expected a n  echo. B u t t he sou n d was s u rp r isi ngly close, l i k e I was i n  
a  ca rpeted room .

T hen  I hea rd Tom my say be h i n d me: “M aybe t h is is wh at H a ilsh a m look s l i k e 
now . Do you  t h i n k?”

“W h y wou ld i t  look  l i k e t h is?” R u t h  sou n ded gen u i nely p u zzled .  “It wo u ld n 't  
t u r n  i n to m arsh la n d j u st beca use i t's closed .”

“I su ppose not . W asn 't  t h i n k i ng.  B u t I a lways see H a ilsh a m bei ng l i k e t h is 
now . No logic to i t . In  fact , t h is is p ret ty close to t he p ict u re i n  m y hea d . 
E xcept t here's no boa t , of cou rse. It wo u ld n 't  be so b a d , if i t's l i k e t h is now .”

“T h at's f u n n y ,” R u t h  said , “beca use I was h avi ng t h is drea m t he ot her 
mor n i ng.  I was drea ming I was u p i n  Room 14 . I k new t he w hole place h a d 
been  sh u t dow n , b u t t here I was, i n  Room 14 , a n d I was loo k i ng ou t of t he 
win dow a n d every t h i ng ou tside was flooded . J u st l i k e a  gi a n t  la ke. A n d  I 
cou ld see r u bbish  f loa t i ng by u n der m y win dow , em pty d r in k s ca rtons, 
everyt h ing. B u t t here wasn 't  a n y sense of p a n ic or a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t . It was 
n ice a n d t r a nq u il , j u st l i k e i t  is here . I k new I wasn 't  i n  a n y d a nger , t h a t i t  
was o n ly  l i k e t h a t beca use i t  h a d closed dow n .”

“You k now ,” Tom my said , “Meg B . was a t ou r cen tre for a  w h ile . S h e's left  
now , gone u p nor t h  somew here for her t h ird don a t ion .  I never hea rd how she 
got on . H ave ei t her of you  hea rd?”

I shook  m y hea d , a n d w hen  I d id n 't  hea r R u t h  say a n y t h i ng,  t u r ned to look  
a t her . A t fi rst  I t ho ugh t she was st i l l  st a r i ng a t t he boa t , b u t t hen  I saw her 
gaze was on  t he vapou r t r a il of a  p la ne i n  t he far dista nce, cl i m bi ng slowly 
i n to t he s k y . T hen  she sa id:

“I'l l  tel l you  som et h i ng I hea rd . I hea rd a bou t C h rissie . I hea rd she com pleted 
d u r i ng her secon d don a t ion .”

“I hea rd t h a t as well,” sa id Tom my . “It m u st be r igh t .  I hea rd exactly t he sa me. 
A sh a me. O n ly  her secon d as well. G la d t h a t d id n 't  h a ppen  to me.”

“I t h i n k  i t  h a ppens m u ch  more t h a n  t hey ever tel l us,” R u t h  said . “My carer 
over t here. S he prob a bly k nows t h a t's r igh t .  B u t she won 't  say.”

“There's no b ig conspir acy a bou t it ,” I sa id , t u r n i ng back  to t he boa t . 
“Sometimes i t  h a ppens . It was rea lly sad a bou t C h rissie . B u t t h a t's not 



com mon . T hey're rea lly ca ref u l these days.”

“I bet i t  h a ppens m u ch  more t h a n  t hey tell us,” R u t h  sa id aga in . “T h at's one 
reason w h y t hey keep movi ng u s a rou n d between don a t ions .”

“I r a n  i n to Rod n ey once,” I sa id . “It wasn 't  so lo ng after C h rissie com pleted . I 
saw h im i n  t h is cli n ic , u p i n  Nor t h  Wales. H e was doi ng ok ay .”

“I bet he was c u t u p a bou t C h rissie t ho ugh ,” sa id R u t h .  T hen  to Tom my: 
“T hey don 't  tel l you  t he h a lf of i t , you  see?”

“Act u a lly ,” I sa id , “ he wasn 't  too b a d a bou t i t . H e was sad , obviou sly . B u t he 
was ok ay . They h a d n 't  seen each ot her for a  cou ple of years a n yway . H e sa id 
he t ho ugh t C h rissie wo u ld n 't  h ave m in ded too m u ch . A n d  I su ppose he 
shou ld k now .”

“W h y wou ld he k now?” R u t h  said . “How cou ld he possib ly k now wh at 
C h rissie wou ld h ave felt? W h a t she wou ld h ave wa n ted? It wasn 't  h im on  t h a t 
table, t r y i ng to cl i ng on to l ife . How wou ld he k now?”

This fl ash  of a nger was more l i k e t he old R u t h ,  a n d m ade me t u r n  to her 
aga in . M aybe i t  was j u st t he gla re i n  her eyes, b u t she seemed to be loo k i ng 
back  a t me wit h  a  h a rd , ster n  expression .

“It ca n 't  be good ,” Tom my said . “ C om plet i ng a t t he secon d don a t ion .  C a n 't  be 
good .”

“I ca n 't  believe Rod n ey was ok ay a bou t it ,” R u t h  said . “You o n ly  spoke to h im 
for a  few min u tes . How ca n  you  tell a n y t h i ng from t h a t?”

“Yea h ,” sa id Tom my , “b u t if l i k e K a t h  says, t h ey'd a lrea dy spli t  u p…”

“T h at wo u ld n 't  m a ke a n y difference,” R u t h  c u t i n . “In some ways t h a t m igh t  
h ave m ade i t  worse.”

“I've seen a  lot of people i n  Rod n ey's posit ion ,” I sa id . “T hey do come to terms 
wit h  i t .”

“How wou ld you  k now?” sa id R u t h .  “How cou ld you  possib ly k now? You 're 
st i l l  a  carer.”

“I get to see a  lot as a  carer . A n  awfu l lot .”

“S he wo u ld n 't  k now , wou ld she , Tom m y? Not wh at i t's rea lly l i k e .”



F or a  momen t we were bot h  loo k i ng a t Tom my , b u t he j u st wen t on  ga zi ng a t 
t he boa t . T hen  he sa id:

“There was t h is g u y ,  a t  m y cen tre. Always worried he wo u ld n 't  m a ke i t  past 
h is secon d . Used to say he cou ld feel i t  i n  h is bones . B u t i t  a l l t u r ned ou t 
fi ne . H e's j u st come t h ro ugh  h is t h ird now , a n d he's com pletely a ll r igh t .” H e 
p u t u p a  h a n d  to sh ield h is eyes. “I wasn 't  m u ch  good as a  carer . Never lea r n t 
to drive even . I t h i n k  t h a t's w h y t he not ice for m y fi rst  ca me so ea r ly . I k now 
i t's not su pposed to wor k  t h a t way, b u t I rec kon  t h a t's wh at i t  was. D id n 't  
m i n d  rea lly . I'm a pret ty good donor , b u t I was a  lou sy carer.”

No one spoke for a  w h ile . T hen  R u t h  said , her voice qu ieter now:

“I t h i n k  I was a  p ret ty decen t carer . B u t five years felt  a bou t e no ugh  for me. I 
was l i k e you , Tom my . I was pret ty m u ch  rea dy w hen  I beca me a  donor . It felt  
r igh t .  After a l l , i t's wh at we're su pposed to be doi ng,  is n 't  i t?”

I wasn 't  su re if she expected me to respon d to t h is . S he h a d n 't  sa id i t  i n  a n y 
obviou sly lea d i ng way, a n d i t's perfectly possib le t h is was a  sta temen t she'd 
come ou t wit h  j u st ou t of h a bit–i t  was t he sort of t h i ng you  hea r donors say 
to each ot her a ll t he t ime . W hen  I t u r ned to t hem aga in , Tom my st i l l  h a d h is 
h a n d  u p to sh ade h is eyes.

“Pity we ca n 't  go closer to t he boat ,” he said . “ O ne d ay w hen  i t's d r ier , m aybe 
we cou ld come back .”

“I'm gla d to h ave seen it ,” R u t h  said , soft ly . “It's rea lly n ice . B u t I t h i n k  I wa n t 
to go back  now . Th is win d's q u ite c h i l ly .”

“At least we've seen i t  now ,” Tom my sa id .

We ch atted m u ch  more freely on  ou r walk  back  to t he car t h a n  on  t he way 
ou t . R u t h  a n d Tom my were com p aring notes on  t heir  cen tres–t he food , t he 
towels, t h a t k i n d  of t h i ng–a n d I was a lways p a r t of t he conversa tion  beca use 
t hey k ep t as k ing me a bou t ot her cen tres, if t h is or t h a t was nor m al . R u t h 's 
walk  was m u ch  steadier now a n d w hen  we ca me to t he fence, a n d I held u p 
t he wire, she h a rd ly hesita ted .

We got i n  t he car , aga in  wit h  Tom my i n  t he back , a n d for a  w h ile t here was a  
perfectly ok ay feeli ng between u s . M aybe , loo k i ng back , t here was a n  
a t mosp here of som et h i ng bei ng held back , b u t i t's possib le I'm o n ly  t h i n k i ng 



t h a t now beca use of wh at h a ppened nex t .

The way i t  bega n , i t  was a  b i t  l i k e a  repea t of ea rlier . We'd got back  on to t he 
lo ng near-em pty roa d , a n d R u t h  m ade some rem ar k  a bou t a  poster we were 
p assing. I don 't  even remem ber t he poster now , i t  was j u st one of t hose h uge 
a dver t isi ng im ages on  t he roadside. S he m ade t he rem ar k  a lmost to herself, 
obviou sly not m ea n i ng m u ch  by i t . S he sa id som et h i ng l i k e: “ O h m y God , 
look  a t t h a t one . You 'd t h i n k  t h ey'd a t least t ry to come u p wit h  som et h i ng 
new .”

B u t Tom my sa id from t he back : “Act u a lly I q u ite l i k e t h a t one . I t's been  i n  t he 
newspapers as well. I t h i n k  i t's got somet h ing.”

M aybe I was wa n ting t h a t feeli ng aga in , of me a n d Tom my bei ng b ro ugh t 
close toget her . Beca use a l t ho ugh  t he walk  to t he boa t h a d been  fi ne i n  itself, I 
was st a r t i ng to feel t h a t apart from ou r fi rst  em brace, a n d t h a t momen t i n  t he 
car ea rlier on , Tom my a n d I h a d n 't  rea lly h a d m u ch  to do wit h  each ot her . 
A n yway , I fou n d m yself sa y i ng:

“Act u a lly , I l i k e i t  too. It ta kes a  lot more effort t h a n  yo u 'd t h i n k ,  m a k i ng u p 
these posters.”

“T h at's r igh t ,” Tom my said . “Someone told me i t  ta kes weeks a n d weeks 
p u t t i ng som et h i ng l i k e t h a t toget her . Mon t h s even . People sometimes wor k  a ll 
n igh t  on  t hem , over a n d over , u n t i l  t hey're j u st r igh t .”

“It's too easy ,” I sa id , “to crit icise w hen  yo u 're j u st d r ivi ng by .”

“ E asiest t h i ng i n  t he world ,” Tom my sa id .

R u t h  sa id n ot h i ng ,  a n d k ep t loo k i ng a t t he em pty roa d i n  fron t of u s . T hen  I 
sa id:

“Since we're on  t he su bject of posters. T here was one I not iced on  t he way ou t . 
It shou ld be com i ng u p aga in  p ret ty soon . I t'l l  be on  ou r side t h is t ime . It 
shou ld come u p a n y t ime now .”

“W h at's i t  of?” Tom my asked .

“You 'l l  see. I t'l l  be com i ng u p soon .”

I gla nced a t R u t h  beside me. T here was no a nger i n  her eyes, j u st a  k i n d  of 
wariness. T here was even a  sort of hope , I t ho ugh t ,  t h a t w hen  t he poster 
appeared , i t  wou ld be perfectly i n noc uou s–somet h ing t h a t remin ded u s of 



H ailsh a m , som et h i ng l i k e t h a t . I cou ld see a ll of t h is i n  her face, t he way i t  
d id n 't  q u ite settle on  a n y one expression , b u t hovered ten ta t ively . A ll t he 
t ime , her gaze rem ained fixed i n  fron t of her .

I slowed dow n t he car a n d p u lled over , b u m pi ng u p on to t he ro ugh  grass 
verge.

“W h y are we stop p i ng,  K a t h?” Tom my asked .

“Beca use you  ca n  see i t  best from here . A n y nearer , we h ave to look  u p a t i t  
too m u ch .”

I cou ld hea r Tom my s h ift i ng be h i n d u s , t r y i ng to get a  better view . R u t h  
d id n 't  move, a n d I wasn 't  even su re she was loo k i ng a t t he poster a t a l l .

“ O k ay , i t's not exactly t he sa me,” I sa id after a  momen t . “ B u t i t  rem in ded me. 
O pen-pla n  office, sm art s m il i ng people.”

R u t h  stayed silen t , b u t Tom my sa id from t he back : “I get i t . You  mea n , l i k e 
t h a t place we wen t to t h a t t ime.”

“Not o n ly  t h a t ,” I sa id . “It's a  lot l i k e t h a t a d . The one we fou n d on  t he gro u n d .  
You  remem ber , R u t h?”

“I'm not su re I do,” she sa id q u iet ly .

“ O h , come on . You  remem ber . We fou n d i t  i n  a  m agazine i n  some la ne . Near a  
p u ddle . You  were rea lly t a k en  by i t . D on 't  p reten d you  don 't  remem ber .”

“I t h i n k  I do.” R u t h 's voice was now almost a  w h isper . A lor ry wen t past , 
m a k i ng ou r car wobble a n d , for a  few secon ds, obsc u ring ou r view of t he 
hoa rd i ng.  R u t h  bowed her hea d , as t ho ugh  she hoped t he lor ry h a d removed 
t he im age forever , a n d w hen  we cou ld see i t  clea r ly aga in , she d id n 't  ra ise her 
gaze .

“It's f u n n y ,” I sa id , “remem bering i t  a l l now . Remem ber how you  used to go 
on  a bou t i t? How yo u 'd one d ay wor k  i n  a n  office l i k e t h a t one?”

“ O h yea h , t h a t was w h y we wen t t h a t d ay ,” Tom my said , l i k e h e'd o n ly  t h a t 
secon d remem bered . “W hen we wen t to Norfol k . We wen t to fi n d you r 
possible. Wor k i ng i n  a n  office.”

“ D on 't  you  sometimes t h in k ,” I sa id to R u t h ,  “you  shou ld h ave look ed i n to i t  
more? All r igh t ,  yo u 'd h ave been  t he first . The fi rst  one a n y of u s wou ld h ave 



hea rd of get t i ng to do som et h i ng l i k e t h a t . B u t you  m igh t  h ave done i t . D on 't  
you  won der sometimes, wh at m igh t  h ave h a ppened if yo u 'd t r ied?”

“How cou ld I h ave t r ied?” R u t h 's voice was h a rd ly a u dib le . “It's j u st 
som et h i ng I once drea mt a bou t . T h a t's a ll .”

“ B u t if yo u 'd a t least look ed i n to i t . How do you  k now? They m igh t  h ave let  
you .”

“Yea h , R u t h ,” Tom my said . “M aybe you  shou ld a t least h ave t r ied . After goi ng 
on  a bou t i t  so m u ch . I t h i n k  K a t h 's got a  poin t .”

“I d id n 't  go on  a bou t i t , Tom my . A t least , I don 't  remem ber goi ng on  a bou t i t .”

“ B u t Tom my's r igh t .  You  shou ld a t least h ave t r ied . T hen  you  cou ld see a  
poster l i k e t h a t one , a n d remem ber t h a t's wh at you  wa n ted once , a n d t h a t 
you  a t least look ed i n to i t…”

“How cou ld I h ave look ed i n to i t?” F or t he fi rst  t ime , R u t h 's voice h a d 
h a rdened , b u t t hen  she let  ou t a  s igh  a n d look ed dow n aga in . T hen  Tom my 
sa id:

“You k ept t a l k i ng l i k e you  m igh t  q u a lify for specia l t rea t men t . A n d  for a ll you  
k now , you  m igh t  h ave done . You  shou ld h ave asked a t least .”

“ O k ay ,” R u t h  said . “You say I shou ld h ave look ed i n to i t . How? W here wou ld I 
h ave gon e? T here wasn 't  a  way to look  i n to i t .”

“Tom my's r igh t  t ho ugh ,” I sa id . “If you  believed you rself specia l, you  shou ld a t 
least h ave asked . You  shou ld h ave gone to M ada me a n d asked .”

As soon  as I sa id t h is–as soon  as I men tioned M ada me–I rea lised I'd m ade a  
mista ke. R u t h  look ed u p a t me a n d I saw som et h i ng l i k e t r i u m p h  fl ash  across 
her face. You  see i t  i n  fi lms sometimes, w hen  one person 's poi n t i ng a  g u n  a t 
a not her person , a n d t he one wit h  t he gu n 's m a k i ng t he ot her one do a ll 
k i n ds of t h i ngs .  T hen  s u d de n ly t here's a  mista ke, a  t ussle, a n d t he gu n 's wit h  
t he secon d person . A n d  t he secon d person  look s a t t he fi rst  person  wit h  a  
glea m , a  k i n d  of ca n 't-believe-m y-l uck  expression  t h a t promises a ll k i n ds of 
vengea nce. Well, t h a t was how s u d de n ly R u t h  was loo k i ng a t me, a n d t ho ugh  
I'd sa id n ot h i ng a bou t deferra ls, I'd men tioned M ada me, a n d I k new we'd 
st u m bled i n to some new ter r i tory a l toget her .

R u t h  saw m y p a n ic a n d sh ifted ro u n d i n  her seat to face me. So I was 
prep a r ing m yself for her a t tack ; b u sy tel l i ng m yself t h a t no m atter wh at she 



ca me a t me wit h , t h i ngs were d ifferen t now , she wo u ld n 't  get her way l i k e 
she'd done i n  t he past . I was tel l i ng m yself a l l of t h is , a n d t h a t's w h y I wasn 't  
a t  a l l rea dy for wh at she d id come ou t wit h .

“ K a t h y ,” she said , “I don 't  rea lly expect you  to forgive me ever . I ca n 't  even see 
w h y you  shou ld . B u t I'm goi ng to ask  you  to a ll t he sa me.”

I was so t h row n by t h is , a l l I cou ld fi n d to say was a  r a t her l im p: “ Forgive you  
for w h a t?”

“ Forgive me for w h a t? Well, for starters, t here's t he way I a lways l ied to you  
a bou t you r u rges . W hen  you  used to tel l me, back  t hen , how sometimes i t  got 
so you  wa n ted to do i t  wit h  vir t u a lly a n yone .”

Tom my sh ifted aga in  be h i n d u s , b u t R u t h  was lea n i ng forward now , loo k i ng 
st r a igh t a t me, l i k e for t he momen t Tom my wasn 't  wit h  u s i n  t he car a t a l l .

“I k new how i t  worried you ,” she said . “I shou ld h ave told you . I shou ld h ave 
sa id how i t  was t he sa me for me too, j u st t he way you  described i t . You  rea lise 
a ll of t h is now , I k now . B u t you  d id n 't  back  t hen , a n d I shou ld h ave said . I 
shou ld h ave told you  how even t ho ugh  I was wit h  Tom my , I co u ld n 't  resist 
doi ng i t  wit h  ot her people sometimes. A t least t h ree ot hers w hen  we were a t 
t he Cottages.”

S he sa id t h is st i l l  wit hou t loo k i ng Tom my's way. B u t i t  wasn 't  so m u ch  l i k e 
she was ign or i ng h im , t h a n  t h a t she was t ry i ng so i n tensely to get t h ro ugh  to 
me every t h i ng else h a d been  b l u r red ou t .

“I a lmost d id tel l you  a  few times,” she wen t on . “ B u t I d id n 't .  E ven t hen , a t  
t he t ime , I rea lised yo u 'd look  back  one d ay a n d rea lise a n d b la me me for i t . 
B u t I st i l l  d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng to you . T here's no reason you  shou ld ever 
forgive me for t h a t , b u t I wa n t to ask  now beca use…” S he stopped s u d de n ly .

“Beca use w h at?” I asked .

S he la ughed a n d said: “Beca use n ot h i ng .  I'd li k e you  to forgive me, b u t I 
don 't  expect you  to. A n yway , t h a t's not t he h a lf of i t , not even a  sm all b i t  of i t , 
act u a lly . The m ain  t h i ng is , I k ep t you  a n d Tom my apart .” H er voice h a d 
dropped aga in , a lmost to a  w h isper . “T h at was t he worst t h i ng I d id .”

S he t u r ned a  l i t t le , t a k i ng Tom my i n  her gaze for t he fi rst  t ime . T hen  a lmost 
im media tely , she was loo k i ng j u st a t me aga in , b u t now i t  was l i k e she was 
t a l k i ng to t he bot h  of u s .



“T h at was t he worst t h i ng I d id ,” she sa id aga in . “I'm not even as k ing you  to 
forgive me a bou t t h a t . God , I've sa id a ll t h is i n  m y hea d so m a n y times, I ca n 't  
believe I'm rea lly doi ng i t . It shou ld h ave been  you  two. I'm not p reten d i ng I 
d id n 't  a lways see t h a t . O f cou rse I d id , as far back  as I ca n  remem ber . B u t I 
k ep t you  apart . I'm not as k ing you  to forgive me for t h a t . T h a t's not wh at I'm 
after j u st now . W h a t I wa n t is for you  to p u t i t  r igh t .  Pu t r igh t  wh at I messed 
u p for you .”

“How d 'yo u  mea n , R u t h?” Tom my asked . “How d 'yo u  mea n , p u t i t  r igh t?” H is 
voice was gen t le , f u ll of ch ild-l i k e c u r iosity , a n d I t h i n k  t h a t was wh at sta rted 
me sob b i ng.

“ K a t h y , l isten ,” R u t h  said . “You a n d Tom my , you 've got to t ry a n d get a  
deferra l. If i t's you  two, t here's got to be a  ch a nce. A real ch a nce.”

S h e'd reached ou t a  h a n d  a n d p u t i t  on  m y shou lder , b u t I shook  her off 
ro ugh ly a n d gla red a t her t h ro ugh  t he tears.

“It's too la te for t h a t . W ay too la te.”

“It's not too la te. K a t h y ,  l isten , i t's not too la te. O k ay , so Tom my's done two 
don a t ions . W ho says t h a t h as to m a ke a n y difference?”

“It's too la te for a ll t h a t now .” I'd sta rted to sob aga in . “It's st u pid even 
t h i n k i ng a bou t i t . As st u pid as wa n ting to wor k  i n  t h a t office u p there. We're 
a ll way beyon d t h a t now .”

R u t h  was s h a k i ng her hea d . “It's not too la te. Tom my , you  tell her .”

I was lea n i ng on  t he steer ing w heel, so co u ld n 't  see Tom my a t a l l . H e m ade a  
k i n d  of p u zzled  h u m m i ng sou n d , b u t d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng .

“Look ,” R u t h  said , “bot h  of you , l isten . I wa n ted u s a ll to do t h is t r ip , beca use 
I wa n ted to say wh at I j u st sa id . B u t I a lso wa n ted i t  beca use I wa n ted to give 
you  somet h ing.” S h e'd been  r u m m agi ng i n  t he pockets of her a nora k , a n d 
now she held ou t a  cr u m pled piece of paper . “Tom my , yo u 'd better ta ke t h is . 
Look  after i t . T hen  w hen  K a t h y ch a nges her m in d , yo u 'l l  h ave i t .”

Tom my reached forward between t he sea ts a n d took  t he paper . “T h a n ks, 
R u t h ,” he said , l i k e she'd given  h im a  chocola te b a r . T hen  after a  few secon ds, 
he said: “W h at is i t? I don 't  get i t .”

“It's M ada me's address. I t's l i k e you  were sa yi ng to me j u st now . You 've a t 
least got to t ry .”



“How d 'yo u  fi n d i t?” Tom my asked .

“It wasn 't  easy . It took  me a  lo ng t ime , a n d I r a n  a  few risks. B u t I got i t  i n  t he 
en d , a n d I got i t  for you  two. Now i t's u p to you  to fi n d her a n d t ry .”

I'd stopped sob b i ng by now a n d sta rted t he e ngi n e .  “T h at's e no ugh  of a l l 
t h is ,” I sa id . “We've got to get Tom my back . T hen  we need to be get t i ng back  
ou rselves.”

“ B u t you  wil l t h i n k  a bou t i t , bot h  of you , won 't  you?”

“I j u st wa n t to get back  now ,” I sa id .

“Tom my , yo u 'l l  keep t h a t address safe? In  case K a t h y comes rou n d .”

“I'l l  keep it ,” Tom my said . T hen , m u ch  more solem n ly t h a n  t he last t ime: 
“T h a n ks, R u t h .”

“We've seen t he boat ,” I sa id , “b u t now we've got to get back . It m igh t  be over 
two hou rs back  to Dover .”

I p u t t he car on  t he roa d aga in , a n d m y memory of i t  is t h a t we d id n 't  t a l k  
m u ch  more on  t he way back  to t he K ingsf ield .  T here was st i l l  a  sm all grou p of 
donors h u d d led u n der t he roof as we ca me in to t he Squ are. I t u r ned t he car 
before le t t i ng Tom my ou t . Neit her of u s h ugged or k issed h im , b u t as he 
walked away towards h is fellow donors , he pa used a n d gave u s a  b ig smile 
a n d wave.

It m igh t  seem odd , b u t on  t he jo u r n ey back  to R u t h 's cen tre, we d id n 't  rea lly 
discuss a n y of wh at h a d j u st h a ppened . It was p a r t ly beca use R u t h  was 
ex h a usted–t h a t last conversa tion  on  t he roadside seemed to h ave d ra ined her . 
B u t a lso, I t h i n k  we bot h  sensed we'd done e no ugh  serious t a l k i ng for one 
d ay , a n d t h a t if we t r ied a n y more of i t , t h i ngs wou ld sta rt goi ng wrong. I'm 
not su re how R u t h  was feeli ng on  t h a t drive home , b u t as for me, once a ll t he 
st rong emotions h a d sett led , once t he n igh t  bega n  to set i n  a n d a ll t he l igh ts 
ca me on  a long t he roadside, I was feeli ng ok ay . It was l i k e som et h i ng t h a t h a d 
been  h a ngi ng over me for a  lo ng t ime h a d gone , a n d even if t h i ngs were st i l l  
far from sorted , i t  felt  l i k e t here was now a t least a  door open  to somew here 
better . I'm not sa yi ng I was ela ted or a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t . E veryt h ing between 
t he t h ree of u s seemed rea lly delica te a n d I felt  tense, b u t i t  wasn 't  a l toget her 



a b a d tension .

We d id n 't  even discuss Tom my beyon d sa yi ng how he look ed ok ay , a n d 
won der i ng how m u ch  weigh t h e'd p u t on . T hen  we spen t l a rge stretches of 
t he jo u r n ey wa tch ing t he roa d toget her i n  silence.

It wasn 't  u n t i l  a  few d ays la ter I ca me to see wh at a  difference t h a t t r ip  h a d 
m ade. A ll t he gu arded ness, a l l t he s u spicions between me a n d R u t h  
evapora ted , a n d we seemed to remem ber every t h i ng we'd once mea n t to each 
ot her . A n d  t h a t was t he sta rt of i t , t h a t era , wit h  t he su m mer com i ng on , a n d 
R u t h 's hea lt h  a t least on  a n  even keel, w hen  I'd come i n  t he even ings wit h  
biscu its a n d m inera l water , a n d we'd si t  side by side a t her win dow , wa tch ing 
t he s u n  go dow n over t he roofs, t a l k i ng a bou t H a ilsh a m , t he Cottages, 
a n y t h i ng t h a t d r ifted i n to ou r m in ds . W hen  I t h i n k  a bou t R u t h  now , of 
cou rse, I feel sad she's gone; b u t I a lso feel rea lly gra tef u l for t h a t per iod we 
h a d a t t he en d .

T here was, even so, one topic we never discussed properly , a n d t h a t was 
a bou t wh at she'd sa id to u s on  t he roadside t h a t d ay . J u st every now a n d 
t hen , R u t h  wou ld a ll u de to i t . S h e'd come ou t wit h  som et h i ng l i k e:

“ H ave you  t ho ugh t a n y more a bou t becoming Tom my's carer? You  k now you  
cou ld a r r a nge i t , if you  wa n ted to.”

Soon ,  i t  was t h is idea–of m y becoming Tom my's ca rer–t h a t ca me to st a n d i n  
for a ll t he rest of i t . I'd tell her I was t h i n k i ng a bou t i t , t h a t a n yway i t  wasn 't  
so sim ple , even for me, to a r r a nge s u ch  a  t h i ng.  T hen  we'd u s u a lly let  t he 
topic d rop . B u t I cou ld tell i t  was never far from R u t h 's m in d , a n d t h a t's w h y , 
t h a t very last t ime I saw her , even t ho ugh  she wasn 't  a b le to spea k , I k new 
wh at i t  was she wa n ted to say to me .

Th at was t h ree d ays after her secon d don a t ion ,  w hen  t hey f i n a l ly  let  me i n  to 
see her i n  t he sm all hou rs of t he mor n i ng.  S he was i n  a  room by herself, a n d 
i t  look ed l i k e t h ey'd done every t h i ng t hey cou ld for her . It h a d become 
obviou s to me by t hen , from t he way t he doctors, t he co-ordin a tor , t he n u rses 
were beh aving, t h a t t hey d id n 't  t h i n k  she was goi ng to m a ke i t . Now I took  
one gla nce a t her i n  t h a t hospit a l bed u n der t he d u ll l igh t  a n d recogn ised t he 
look  on  her face, w h ich  I'd seen on  donors often  e no ugh  before. It was l i k e 
she was wil l i ng her eyes to see r igh t  i nside herself, so she cou ld p a t rol a n d 
m arsh a l a l l t he better t he separate a reas of p a in  i n  her body–t he way, m aybe , 
a n  a n xiou s carer m igh t  r u sh  between t h ree or fou r a i l i ng donors i n  d ifferen t 
parts of t he cou n try . S he was, st r ict ly spea k ing, st i l l  conscious, b u t she 
wasn 't  accessible to me as I stood t here beside her metal bed . A ll t he sa me, I 
p u lled u p a  ch a ir  a n d sat wit h  her h a n d  i n  bot h  of m ine , sq u eezing w henever 



a not her flood of p a in  m ade her twist away from me .

I stayed beside her l i k e t h a t for as lo ng as t hey let  me, t h ree hou rs , m aybe 
longer . A n d  as I say , for a lmost a ll of t h a t t ime , she was far away i nside 
herself. B u t j u st once , as she was twist i ng herself i n  a  way t h a t seemed 
sca r ily u n n a t u ra l , a n d I was on  t he verge of ca l l i ng t he n u rses for more 
p a in k il lers , j u st for a  few secon ds, no more, she look ed st r a igh t a t me a n d she 
k new exactly w ho I was. It was one of t hose l i t t le isla n ds of l u cid i ty donors 
sometimes get to i n  t he m idst of t heir  gh ast ly ba tt les, a n d she look ed a t me, 
j u st for t h a t momen t , a n d a l t ho ugh  she d id n 't  spea k , I k new wh at her look  
mea n t . So I sa id to her: “It's ok ay , I'm goi ng to do i t , R u t h .  I'm goi ng to 
become Tom my's carer as soon  as I ca n .” I sa id i t  u n der m y brea t h , beca use I 
d id n 't  t h i n k  she'd hea r t he words a n yway , even if I shou ted t hem . B u t m y 
hope was t h a t wit h  ou r gazes loc k ed as t hey were for t hose few secon ds, she'd 
read m y expression  exactly as I'd read hers . T hen  t he momen t was over , a n d 
she was away aga in . O f cou rse, I'l l  never k now for su re, b u t I t h i n k  she d id 
u n derst a n d . A n d  even if she d id n 't ,  wh at occu rs to me now is t h a t she 
p rob a bly k new a ll a long,  even before I d id , t h a t I'd become Tom my's carer , 
a n d t h a t we'd “give i t  a  t ry ,” j u st as she'd told u s to i n  t he car t h a t d ay .



C h a p t e r  T w e n t y

I beca me Tom my's carer a lmost a  yea r to t he d ay after t h a t t r ip  to see t he 
boa t . It wasn 't  lo ng after Tom my's t h ird don a t ion ,  a n d t ho ugh  he was 
recover ing well, he was st i l l  n eed i ng a  lot of t ime to rest , a n d as i t  t u r ned ou t , 
t h a t wasn 't  a  b a d way a t a l l for u s to sta rt t h is new p h ase toget her . Before 
long,  I was get t i ng used to t he K ingsf ield ,  growi ng to l i k e i t  even .

Most donors a t t he K i ngsf ield  get t heir  ow n  room after t h ird don a t ion ,  a n d 
Tom my was given  one of t he la rgest singles i n  t he cen tre. Some people 
assu med afterwards I'd fixed i t  for h im , b u t t h a t wasn 't  t he case; i t  was j u st 
l u c k , a n d a n yway , i t  wasn 't  t h a t grea t a  room . I t h i n k  i t  h a d been  a  b a t h room 
back  i n  t he hol id ay ca m p d ays , beca use t he o n ly  win dow h a d frosted glass 
a n d was rea lly h igh  u p nea r t he cei l i ng.  You  cou ld o n ly  look  ou t by st a n d i ng 
on  a  ch a ir  a n d h old i ng open  t he p a ne , a n d t hen  you  o n ly  got a  view dow n 
on to t he dense sh r u bbery . The room was L-sh aped , w h ich  mea n t t hey cou ld 
get i n , as well as t he u s u a l bed , ch a ir  a n d wardrobe, a  l i t t le school desk  wit h  
a  l ift- u p l id–a n  i tem t h a t proved a  real bon u s , as I'l l  expla in .

I don 't  wa n t to give t he wrong idea  a bou t t h a t per iod a t t he K ingsf ield .  A lot of 
i t  was rea lly relaxed , a lmost idyl l ic .  M y  u s u a l t ime to a rrive was after l u n c h ,  
a n d I'd come u p to fi n d Tom my stretched ou t on  t he n a rrow bed–a lways f u l ly  
clot hed beca use he d id n 't  wa n t to “be l i k e a  pa tien t .” I'd si t  i n  t he ch a ir  a n d 
read to h im from various paperbacks I'd b r i ng i n , st u ff l i k e The O dyssey or 
O ne T housa n d a n d O ne N igh ts .  O therwise we'd j u st t a l k , sometimes a bou t 
t he old d ays , sometimes a bou t ot her t h i ngs .  H e'd often  doze off i n  t he la te 
a fter noon , w hen  I'd ca tch u p on  m y reports over a t h is school desk . It was 
a m azi ng rea lly , t he way t he years seemed to melt  away , a n d we were so easy 
wit h  each ot her .

O bviou sly , t ho ugh ,  not every t h i ng was l i k e before. F or a  sta rt , Tom my a n d I 
f i n a l ly  sta r ted h avi ng sex . I don 't  k now how m u ch  Tom my h a d t ho ugh t a bou t 
u s h avi ng sex before we sta r ted . H e was st i l l  recovering, after a l l , a n d m aybe i t  
wasn 't  t he fi rst  t h i ng on  h is m in d . I wasn 't  wa n t ing to force i t  on  h im , b u t on  
t he ot her h a n d  i t  h a d occu rred to me if we left  i t  too long,  j u st w hen  we were 
st a r t i ng ou t toget her aga in , i t  wou ld j u st get h a rder a n d h a rder to m a ke i t  a  
n a t u ra l p a r t of u s . A n d  m y ot her t ho ugh t ,  I su ppose, was t h a t if ou r p la ns 
wen t a long t he l i nes R u t h  h a d wa n ted , a n d we d id fi n d ou rselves goi ng for a  
deferra l, i t  m igh t  prove a  real drawback  if we'd never h a d sex . I don 't  mea n  I 
t ho ugh t t h is was necessarily som et h i ng t h ey'd ask u s a bou t . B u t m y worry 
was t h a t i t  wou ld show somehow , i n  a  k i n d  of l ac k  of i n t im acy .

So I decided to sta rt i t  off one a fter noon  u p i n  t h a t room , i n  a  way he cou ld 



ta ke or leave. H e'd been  ly i ng on  t he bed as u s u a l , st a r i ng a t t he cei l i ng w h ile 
I read to h im . W hen  I fi n ished , I wen t over , sat on  t he edge of t he bed , a n d 
slid  a  h a n d  u n der h is T-sh ir t . Pret ty soon  I was dow n a rou n d h is st u ff, a n d 
t ho ugh  i t  took  a  w h ile for h im to get h a rd , I cou ld tell st r a igh t away he was 
h a p py a bou t i t . Th at fi rst  t ime , we st i l l  h a d stitches to worry a bou t , a n d 
a n yway , after a l l t he years of k nowi ng each ot her a n d not h avi ng sex , i t  was 
l i k e we needed some in ter media ry stage before we cou ld get i n to i t  i n  a  
f u ll-b low n way. So after a  w h ile I j u st d id i t  for h im wit h  m y h a n ds , a n d he 
j u st l ay t here not m a k i ng a n y a t tem pt to feel me u p i n  ret u r n , not even 
m a k i ng a n y noises, b u t j u st loo k i ng peacef u l.

B u t even t h a t fi rst  t ime , t here was som et h i ng there, a  feeli ng, r igh t  t here 
a longside ou r sense t h a t t h is was a  begi n n i ng,  a  ga teway we were p assing 
t h ro ugh .  I d id n 't  wa n t to ack nowledge i t  for a  lo ng t ime , a n d even w hen  I d id , 
I t r ied to persu ade m yself i t  was som et h i ng t h a t wou ld go away a long wit h  h is 
va rious aches a n d p a ins . W h a t I mea n  is , r igh t  from t h a t fi rst  t ime , t here was 
som et h i ng i n  Tom my's m a n ner t h a t was t i nged wit h  sad ness, t h a t seemed to 
say: “Yes, we're doi ng t h is now a n d I'm gla d we're doi ng i t  now . B u t wh at a  
p i ty we left  i t  so la te.”

A n d  i n  t he d ays t h a t followed , w hen  we h a d proper sex a n d we were rea lly 
h a p py a bou t i t , even t hen , t h is sa me n aggi ng feeli ng wou ld a lways be there. I 
d id every t h i ng to keep i t  away . I h a d u s goi ng a t i t  a l l stops ou t , so t h a t 
every t h i ng wou ld become a  deli r iou s b l u r , a n d t here'd be no room for 
a n y t h i ng else. If he was on  top , I'd p u t m y k nees r igh t  u p for h im; wh atever 
ot her posit ion  we used , I'd say a n y t h i ng,  do a n y t h i ng I t ho ugh t wou ld m a ke 
i t  better , more passion a te, b u t i t  st i l l  never q u ite wen t away.

M aybe i t  was to do wit h  t h a t room , t he way t he s u n  ca me i n  t h ro ugh  t he 
frosted glass so t h a t even i n  ea r ly su m mer , i t  felt  l i k e a u t u m n l igh t .  O r m aybe 
i t  was beca use t he st r ay sou n ds t h a t wou ld occasion a lly reach u s as we lay 
t here were of donors m il l i ng a bou t , goi ng a bou t t heir  b usiness a rou n d t he 
grou n ds , a n d not of st u den ts si t t i ng i n  a  grassy field , a rgu i ng a bou t novels 
a n d poetry . O r m aybe i t  h a d to do wit h  how sometimes, even after we'd done 
i t  rea lly well a n d were ly i ng i n  each ot her's arms, b i ts of wh at we'd j u st done 
st i l l  d r ift i ng t h ro ugh  ou r heads, Tom my wou ld say som et h i ng l i k e: “I used to 
be a ble to do i t  twice i n  a  row easy . B u t I ca n 't  a n y more.” T hen  t h a t feeli ng 
wou ld come r igh t  to t he fore a n d I'd h ave to p u t m y h a n d  over h is mou t h , 
w henever he sa id t h i ngs l i k e t h a t , j u st so we cou ld go on  ly i ng t here i n  peace. 
I'm su re Tom my felt  i t  too, beca use we'd a lways h old  each ot her very t igh t  
after t imes l i k e t h a t , as t ho ugh  t h a t way we'd m a n age to keep t he feeli ng 
away.



F or t he fi rst  few weeks after I a rr ived , we h a rd ly b ro ugh t u p M ada me or t h a t 
conversa tion  wit h  R u t h  i n  t he car t h a t d ay . B u t t he very fact of m y h avi ng 
become h is carer served as a  remin der t h a t we weren 't  t here to m ar k  t ime . 
A n d  so too, of cou rse, d id Tom my's a n im al d rawings .

I'd often  won dered a bou t Tom my's a n im als over t he years, a n d even t h a t d ay 
we'd gone to see t he boa t , I'd been  tem pted to ask  h im a bou t t hem . Was he 
st i l l  d r awing t hem? H a d he k ep t t he ones from t he Cot t ages? B u t t he w hole 
h istory a rou n d t hem h a d m ade i t  d iffic u l t  for me to ask .

T hen  one a fter noon , m aybe a bou t a  mon t h  after I'd sta r ted , I ca me u p to h is 
room a n d fou n d h im a t h is school desk , ca ref u lly goi ng over a  d rawing, h is 
face nea r ly to u c h i ng t he paper . H e'd called for me to come i n  w hen  I'd 
k noc k ed , b u t now he d id n 't  ra ise h is hea d or stop wh at he was doi ng,  a n d 
j u st a  gla nce told me he was wor k ing on  one of h is i m agi n a ry crea t u res. I 
stopped i n  t he doorway , u ncer t a in  w het her I shou ld come in , b u t even t u a lly 
he look ed u p a n d closed h is notebook–w hich  I not iced look ed iden t ica l to t he 
b lac k  book s h e'd got from Keffers a ll t hose years ago. I ca me i n  t hen  a n d we 
bega n  t a l k i ng a bou t som et h i ng else en t irely , a n d after a  w h ile he p u t away 
h is notebook  wit hou t u s m e n t ion i ng i t . B u t after t h a t , I'd often  come i n  a n d 
see i t  left  on  t he desk  or tossed beside h is p il low .

T hen  one d ay we were u p i n  h is room wit h  several m in u tes to k i l l  before we 
set off for some checks, a n d I not iced som et h i ng odd com i ng in to h is m a n ner: 
som et h i ng coy a n d delibera te w h ich  m ade me t h i n k  he was after some sex . 
B u t t hen  he sa id:

“ K a t h , I j u st wa n t you  to tel l me. Tell me honest ly .”

T hen  t he b lac k  notebook  ca me ou t of h is desk , a n d he showed me t h ree 
separate sketches of a  k i n d  of frog–except wit h  a  lo ng t a il as t ho ugh  a  p a r t of 
i t  h a d stayed a  tadpole. A t least , t h a t's wh at i t  look ed l i k e w hen  you  held i t  
away from you . C lose u p , each sketch was a  m ass of m in u te deta il , m u ch  l i k e 
t he creat u res I'd seen years before.

“These two I d id t h i n k i ng t hey were m ade of meta l,” he said . “See, every t h i ng's 
got s h i n y su rfaces. B u t t h is one here , I t ho ugh t I'd t ry m a k i ng h im r u bbery . 
You  see? Almost b lob by .  I wa n t to do a  p roper version  now , a  rea lly good one , 



b u t I ca n 't  decide. K a t h , be honest , wh at do you  t h i n k?”

I ca n 't  remem ber wh at I a nswered . W h a t I do remem ber is t he st rong m ix of 
emotions t h a t engu lfed me a t t h a t momen t . I rea lised im media tely t h is was 
Tom my's way of p u t t i ng be h i n d u s every t h i ng t h a t h a d h a ppened a rou n d h is 
d rawings back  a t t he Cottages, a n d I felt  relief, gr a t i t u de , sheer del igh t .  B u t I 
was aware too w h y t he a n im als h a d emerged aga in , a n d of a l l t he possib le 
layers be h i n d Tom my's a pp a ren t ly casu al q u ery . A t t he least , I cou ld see, he 
was s howi ng me he h a d n 't  forgot ten , even t ho ugh  we'd h a rd ly discussed 
a n y t h i ng ope n ly; he was tel l i ng me he wasn 't  com placen t , a n d t h a t he was 
b u sy get t i ng on  wit h  h is p a r t of t he prepara tions.

B u t t h a t wasn 't  a l l I felt  loo k i ng a t t hose pec u lia r frogs t h a t d ay . Beca use i t  
was t here aga in , o n ly  fa in t a n d i n  t he b ac kgrou n d a t first , b u t growi ng a ll t he 
w h ile , so t h a t afterwards i t  was wh at I k ep t t h i n k i ng a bou t . I co u ld n 't  help i t , 
as I look ed a t t hose pages, t he t ho ugh t wen t t h ro ugh  m y min d , even as I t r ied 
to gra b i t  a n d p u t i t  away . It ca me to me t h a t Tom my's d rawings weren 't  as 
fresh  now . O k ay , i n  m a n y ways these frogs were a  lot l i k e wh at I'd seen back  
a t t he Cottages. B u t som et h i ng was def i n i tely gone , a n d t hey look ed 
la bou red , a lmost l i k e t h ey'd been  copied . So t h a t feeli ng ca me aga in , even 
t ho ugh  I t r ied to keep i t  ou t: t h a t we were doi ng a ll of t h is too la te; t h a t 
t here'd once been  a  t ime for i t , b u t we'd let t h a t go by , a n d t here was 
som et h i ng r id ic u lou s , reprehensib le even , a bou t t he way we were now 
t h i n k i ng a n d p l a n n i ng .

Now I'm goi ng over t h is aga in , i t  occu rs to me t h a t m igh t  h ave been  a not her 
reason we were so slow to t a l k  ope n ly to each ot her a bou t ou r p la ns . It was 
cer t a in ly t he case t h a t none of t he ot her donors a t t he K i ngsf ie ld  were ever 
hea rd t a l k i ng a bou t deferra ls or a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t , a n d we were p rob a bly 
vagu ely em barrassed , a lmost l i k e we sh ared a  sh a mef u l secret. We m igh t  even 
h ave been  scared of wh at m igh t  h a ppen  if word got ou t to t he ot hers .

B u t as I say , I don 't  wa n t to p a in t too gloom y a  view of t h a t t ime a t t he 
K ingsf ield .  F or a  lot of i t , especia lly after t h a t d ay he asked me a bou t h is 
a n im als , t here seemed to be no more sh adows left  from t he past , a n d we 
rea lly sett led i n to each ot her's com-p a n y . A n d  t ho ugh  he never asked me 
aga in  for advice a bou t h is pict u res, he was h a p py to wor k  on  t hem i n  fron t of 
me, a n d we'd often  spen d ou r a fter noons l i k e t h a t: me on  t he bed , m aybe 
rea ding a lou d; Tom my a t t he desk , d r awing.

Per h a ps we'd h ave been  h a p py if t h i ngs h a d stayed t h a t way for a  lot longer; 
if we cou ld h ave w h iled away more a fter noons ch a t t i ng, h avi ng sex , rea ding 
a lou d a n d drawing. B u t wit h  t he su m mer drawing to a n  en d , wit h  Tom my 
get t i ng st ronger , a n d t he possib i l i ty of not ice for h is fou r t h  don a t ion  growi ng 



ever more d ist i nct , we k new we co u ld n 't  keep p u t t i ng t h i ngs off i n def i n i tely .

It h a d been  a n  u n u s u a l ly b u sy per iod for me, a n d I'd not been  to t he 
K i ngsf ield  for a lmost a  week . I a rrived i n  t he mor n i ng t h a t d ay , a n d I 
remem ber i t  was b u c k et i ng dow n . Tom my's room was a lmost d a r k , a n d you  
cou ld hea r a  gu t ter sp lash i ng away nea r h is win dow . H e'd been  dow n to t he 
m ain  h a ll for brea k fast wit h  h is fellow donors , b u t h a d come back  u p aga in  
a n d was now si t t i ng on  h is bed , loo k i ng vaca n t , not doi ng a n y t h i ng.  I ca me 
i n  ex h a usted–I'd not h a d a  p roper n igh t's sleep for ages–a n d j u st collapsed 
on to h is n a r row bed , p u s h i ng h im aga inst t he wall. I l ay l i k e t h a t for a  few 
momen ts, a n d m igh t  easily h ave fa llen  asleep if Tom my h a d n 't  k ep t p rod d i ng 
m y k nees wit h  a  toe. T hen  f i n a l ly  I sat u p beside h im a n d sa id:

“I saw M ada me yesterday , Tom my . I never spoke to her or a n y t h i ng.  B u t I saw 
her .”

H e look ed a t me, b u t stayed q u iet .

“I saw her come u p t he street a n d go i n to her hou se . R u t h  got i t  r igh t .  The 
r igh t  address, r igh t  door , everyt h ing.”

T hen  I described to h im how t he previous d ay , si nce I was dow n on  t he sou t h  
coast a n yway , I'd gone to Li t t leh a m pton  i n  t he la te a fter noon , a n d j u st as I'd 
done t he last two times, walked dow n t h a t lo ng street nea r t he sea fron t , past 
rows of terraced hou ses wit h  n a mes l i k e “Wavecrest” a n d “Sea View ,” u n t i l  I'd 
come to t he p u blic bench  beside t he p hon e box . A n d  I'd sat dow n a n d 
waited–aga in , t he way I'd done before–wit h  m y eyes fixed on  t he hou se over 
t he street .

“It was j u st l i k e detective st u ff. The previous times, I'd sat t here for over h a lf 
a n  hou r each go, a n d n ot h i ng ,  a bsol u tely n ot h i ng .  B u t som et h i ng told me I'd 
be l u c k y t h is time.”

I'd been  so t i red , I'd nea r ly nodded off r igh t  t here on  t he bench . B u t t hen  I'd 
look ed u p a n d she was there, com i ng dow n t he street towards me .

“It was rea lly spook y ,” I sa id , “beca use she look ed exactly t he sa me. M aybe 



her face was sl igh t ly older . B u t otherwise, t here was no real d ifference. Sa me 
clot hes even . Th at sm art grey su it .”

“It co u ld n 't  l i ter a lly h ave been  t he sa me su it .”

“I don 't  k now . It look ed l i k e i t  was.”

“So you  d id n 't  t ry a n d spea k  to her?”

“ O f cou rse not , st u pid . J u st one step a t a  t ime . S he was never exactly n ice to 
u s , remem ber .”

I told h im how she'd walked r igh t  past me on  t he opposite side, never 
gl a n ci ng over to me; how for a  secon d I t ho ugh t she wou ld a lso go past t he 
door I'd been  wa tch ing–t h a t R u t h  h a d got t he wrong address. B u t M ada me 
h a d t u r ned sh a rply a t t he ga te, covered t he t i n y fron t p a t h  i n  two or t h ree 
steps a n d va n ished i nside .

After I'd fi n ished , Tom my stayed q u iet for some t ime . T hen  he sa id:

“You su re you  won 't  get i n to t rou ble? Always d r ivi ng ou t to places yo u 're not 
su pposed to be?”

“W h y do you  t h i n k  I'm so t i red? I've been  wor k ing a ll k i n ds of hou rs to get 
every t h i ng i n . B u t a t least we've fou n d her now .”

The r a in  k ep t sp lash i ng ou tside. Tom my t u r ned on to h is side a n d p u t h is 
hea d on  m y shou lder .

“R u t h  d id well for us,” he said , soft ly . “S he got i t  r igh t .”

“Yea h , she d id well. B u t now i t's u p to us.”

“So w h a t's t he p la n , K a t h? H ave we got one?”

“We j u st go there. We j u st go t here a n d ask her . Nex t week , w hen  I ta ke you  
for t he la b tests. I'l l  get you  signed ou t for t he w hole d ay . T hen  we ca n  go to 
Li t t leh a m pton  on  t he way back .”

Tom my gave a  s igh  a n d p u t h is hea d deeper i n to m y shou lder . Someone 
wa tch ing m igh t  h ave t ho ugh t he was bei ng u nen t h u siast ic , b u t I k new wh at 
he was feeli ng. We'd been  t h i n k i ng a bou t t he deferra ls, t he t heory a bou t t he 
G a llery , a l l of i t , for so long–a n d now , s u dden ly , here we were. It was 
def i n i tely a  b i t  scary .



“If we get t h is ,” he said , even t u a lly . “J u st su ppose we do. S u ppose she lets u s 
h ave t h ree years, say , j u st to ou rselves. W h a t do we do ex act ly? See wh at I 
mea n , K a t h? W here do we go? We ca n 't  st ay here , t h is is a  cen tre.”

“I don 't  k now , Tom my . M aybe s h e'l l  tel l u s to go back  to t he Cottages. B u t i t 'd 
be better somew here else. The W h ite M a n sion ,  m aybe . O r per h a ps t hey've got 
some ot her place. Somew here separate for people l i k e u s . We'l l  j u st h ave to 
see wh at she says.”

We lay q u iet ly on  t he bed for a  few more m in u tes , l is ten i ng to t he r a in . A t 
some stage, I bega n  p rod d i ng h im wit h  a  foot , t he way h e'd been  doi ng to me 
earlier . E ven t u a lly he reta lia ted a n d p u shed m y feet off t he bed a l toget her .

“If we're rea lly goi ng,” he said , “we'l l  h ave to decide a bou t t he a n im als . You  
k now , choose t he best ones to ta ke a long.  M aybe six or seven . We'l l  h ave to do 
i t  q u ite ca ref u lly .”

“ O k ay ,” I sa id . T hen  I stood u p a n d stretched ou t m y arms. “M aybe we'l l  ta ke 
more. F ifteen , twen ty even . Yea h , we'l l  go a n d see her . W h a t ca n  she do to u s? 
We'l l  go a n d t a l k  to her .”



C h a p t e r  T w e n t y-O n e

F rom d ays before we wen t , I'd h a d i n  m y m i n d  t h is p ict u re of me a n d Tom my 
st a n d i ng i n  fron t of t h a t door , wor k ing u p t he nerve to press t he bell , t hen  
h avi ng to wait t here wit h  hearts t h u m pi ng.  The way i t  t u r ned ou t , t ho ugh ,  we 
got l u c k y a n d were spared t h a t pa rt icu la r ordea l .

We deserved a  b i t  of l u c k  by t hen , beca use t he d ay h a d n 't  been  goi ng a t a l l 
well. The car h a d p layed u p on  t he jo u r n ey ou t a n d we were a n  hou r la te for 
Tom my's tests. T hen  a  m ix-u p a t t he cli n ic h a d mea n t Tom my h avi ng to re-do 
t h ree of t he tests. Th is h a d left  h im feeli ng p ret ty woozy , so w hen  we f i n a l ly  
set off for Li t t leh a m pton  towards t he en d of t he a fter noon , he bega n  to feel 
ca rsick  a n d we h a d to keep stop p i ng to let  h im walk  i t  off.

We f i n a l ly  a rrived j u st before six o'cloc k . We par ked t he car be h i n d t he b i ngo 
h a ll , took  ou t from t he boot t he sports b ag con t a i n i ng Tom my's notebook s , 
t hen  set off towards t he tow n cen tre. It h a d been  a  fi ne d ay a n d t ho ugh  t he 
shops were a ll closing, a  lot of people were h a ngi ng a bou t ou tside t he p u bs , 
t a l k i ng a n d d r i n k i ng.  Tom my bega n  to feel better t he more we walked , u n t i l  
even t u a lly he remem bered how h e'd h a d to miss l u n c h  beca use of t he tests, 
a n d decla red h e'd h ave to eat before facing wh at was i n  fron t of u s . So we 
were sea rch ing for some place to b u y a  ta keaway sa n dwich , w hen  he 
s u d de n ly gra bbed m y arm , so h a rd I t ho ugh t he was h avi ng some sort of 
a t tack . B u t t hen  he sa id q u iet ly i n to m y ear:

“T h at's her , K a t h . Look . G oi ng past t he h airdressers.”

A n d  su re e no ugh  t here she was, movi ng a long t he opposite pavemen t , 
dressed i n  her nea t grey s u it , j u st l i k e t he ones she'd a lways wor n .

We set off after M ada me a t a  reason able dista nce, fi rst  t h ro ugh  t he pedestr ia n  
precinct , t hen  a long t he near-deserted H igh  Street . I t h i n k  we were bot h  
remin ded of t h a t d ay we'd followed R u t h 's possib le t h ro ugh  a not her tow n . 
B u t t h is t ime t h i ngs proved far sim pler , beca use pret ty soon  she'd led u s on to 
t h a t lo ng sea fron t street .

Beca use t he roa d was com pletely st r a igh t , a n d beca use t he set t i ng s u n  was 
fa l l i ng on  i t  a l l t he way dow n to t he en d , we fou n d we cou ld let  M ada me get 
q u ite a  way a hea d–t i l l  she wasn 't  m u ch  more t h a n  a  dot–a n d t here'd st i l l  be 
no d a nger of losi ng her . In  fact , we never even stopped h ea r i ng t he echo of 
her heels, a n d t he r h y t h m ic t h u d d i ng of Tom my's b ag aga inst h is leg seemed 
to be a  k i n d  of a nswer .



We went on  l i k e t h a t for a  lo ng t ime , past t he rows of iden t ica l houses. T hen  
t he hou ses on  t he opposite pavemen t r a n  ou t , a reas of fl a t  l aw n  appeared i n  
t heir  place, a n d you  cou ld see, beyon d t he law ns, t he tops of t he beach h u ts 
l i n i ng t he sea fron t . The water itself wasn 't  visible, b u t you  cou ld tell i t  was 
there, j u st from t he b ig s k y a n d t he seagu ll noises .

B u t t he hou ses on  ou r side con t in u ed wit hou t a  ch a nge , a n d after a  w h ile I 
sa id to Tom my:

“It's not lo ng now . See t h a t bench  over t here? T h at's t he one I si t  on . The 
hou se is j u st over from it .”

U n til I sa id t h is , Tom my h a d been  pret ty calm . B u t now som et h i ng seemed to 
get i n to h im , a n d he bega n  to walk  m u ch  faster , l i k e he wa n ted to ca tch u p 
wit h  her . B u t now t here was no one between M ada me a n d u s , a n d as Tom my 
k ept closing t he ga p , I h a d to gra b h is a r m to slow h im dow n . I was a ll t he 
t ime a fra id she'd t u r n  a n d look  a t u s , b u t she d id n 't ,  a n d t hen  she was goi ng 
i n  t h ro ugh  her l i t t le ga teway . S he pa used a t her door to fi n d her k eys i n  her 
h a n d b ag,  a n d t hen  t here we were, s t a n d i ng by her ga te, wa tch ing her . S he 
st i l l  d id n 't  t u r n , a n d I h a d a n  idea  t h a t she'd been  aware of u s a ll a long a n d 
was delibera tely ign or i ng u s . I t ho ugh t too t h a t Tom my was a bou t to shou t 
som et h i ng to her , a n d t h a t i t  wou ld be t he wrong t h i ng.  Th at was w h y I ca lled 
from t he gate, so q u ic k ly a n d wit hou t hesit a t ion .

It was o n ly  a  poli te “ E xcuse me!” b u t she sp u n  ro u n d l i k e I'd t h row n 
som et h i ng a t her . A n d  as her gaze fell on  u s , a  c h i l l  passed t h ro ugh  me, 
m u ch  l i k e t he one I'd felt  years ago t h a t t ime we'd wayla id her ou tside t he 
m ain  hou se . H er eyes were as cold , a n d her face m aybe even more severe t h a n  
I remem bered . I don 't  k now if she recogn ised u s a t t h a t poin t; b u t wit hou t 
dou bt , she saw a n d decided i n  a  secon d wh at we were, beca use you  cou ld see 
her st iffen–as if a  p a ir  of l a rge spiders was set to crawl towards her .

T hen  som et h i ng ch a nged i n  her expression . It d id n 't  become warmer exactly . 
B u t t h a t rev u lsion  got p u t away somewhere, a n d she st u died u s ca ref u lly , 
sq u i n t i ng i n  t he set t i ng s u n .

“M ada me,” I sa id , lea n i ng over t he ga te. “We don 't  wa n t to shoc k  you  or 
a n y t h i ng.  B u t we were a t H a ilsh a m . I'm K a t h y H . , m aybe you  remem ber . A n d  
t h is is Tom my D . We h aven 't  come to give you  a n y trou ble.”

S he ca me a  few steps back  towards u s . “ F rom H ailsh a m ,” she said , a n d a  
sm all sm ile act u a lly wen t across her face. “Well, t h is is a  su rprise. If you  
a ren 't  here to give me t rou ble , t hen  w h y are you  here?”



S u d de n ly Tom my said: “We h ave to t a l k  wit h  you . I've b ro ugh t some 
t h i ngs”–he ra ised h is bag–“some t h i ngs you  m igh t  wa n t for you r ga llery . 
We've got to t a l k  wit h  you .”

M ada me went on  st a n d i ng there, h a rd ly movi ng i n  t he low s u n , her hea d 
t i l ted as t ho ugh  l is ten i ng for some sou n d from t he sea fron t . T hen  she smiled 
aga in , t ho ugh  t he smile d id n 't  seem to be for u s , b u t j u st herself.

“Very well t hen . Come inside . T hen  we'l l  see wh at i t  is you  wish  to t a l k  abou t .”

As we wen t i n , I not iced t he fron t door h a d colou red glass p a nels , a n d once 
Tom my closed i t  be h i n d u s , every t h i ng got p ret ty d a r k . We were i n  a  h a llway 
so n a rrow you  felt  yo u 'd be a ble to tou ch  t he walls on  ei t her side j u st by 
st retch ing ou t you r elbows. M ada me h a d stopped i n  fron t of u s , a n d was 
st a n d i ng st i l l , her back  to u s , aga in  l i k e she was l is ten i ng.  Peer ing past her , I 
saw t h a t t he h a llway , n a r row as i t  was, d ivided f u r t her: to t he left  was a  
sta ircase goi ng u psta irs; to t he r igh t ,  a n  even n arrower passage lea d i ng 
deeper i n to t he hou se .

F ollowi ng M ada me's exa m ple, I l istened too, b u t t here was o n ly  silence i n  t he 
hou se . T hen , m aybe from somew here u psta irs, t here was a  fa in t t h u m p . Th at 
sm all noise seemed to sign ify som et h i ng to her , beca use she now t u r ned to u s 
a n d poi n t i ng i n to t he dar k ness of t he passage, sa id:

“ Go i n  t here a n d wait for me. I'l l  be dow n shor t ly .”

S he bega n  to clim b t he sta irs, t hen  seeing ou r hesit a t ion , lea ned over t he 
b a n ister a n d poin ted aga in  i n to t he d a r k .

“In t here,” she said , t hen  va n ished u psta irs.

Tom my a n d I wa n dered forward a n d fou n d ou rselves i n  wh at m u st h ave been  
t he fron t room of t he hou se . It was l i k e a  serva n t of some sort h a d got t he 
place rea dy for t he n igh t-t ime , t hen  left: t he c u r t a ins were closed a n d t here 
were d im table la m ps switched on . I cou ld smell t he old f u r n it u re , w h ich  was 
prob a bly V ictor ia n . The fi replace h a d been  sealed off wit h  a  boa rd , a n d where 
t he fi re wou ld h ave been , t here was a  pict u re, woven l i k e a  t apestry , of a  



st r a nge owl-li ke b ird st a r i ng ou t a t you . Tom my tou ched m y a r m a n d poin ted 
to a  fra med pict u re h a ngi ng i n  a  cor ner over a  l i t t le ro u n d table.

“It's H ailsh a m ,” he w h ispered .

We went u p to i t , b u t t hen  I wasn 't  so su re. I cou ld see i t  was a  p ret ty n ice 
wa tercolou r , b u t t he table la m p benea t h  i t  h a d a  crooked sh ade covered wit h  
cobweb traces, a n d i nstea d of l igh t i ng u p t he pict u re, i t  j u st p u t a  sh ine over 
t he m u r k y glass, so you  cou ld h a rd ly m a ke i t  ou t a t a l l .

“It's t he b i t  ro u n d t he back  of t he d u c k  pon d ,” Tom my sa id .

“W h at do you  mea n?” I w h ispered back . “There's no pon d . I t's j u st a  b i t  of 
cou n tryside .”

“No, t he pon d 's be h i n d you .” Tom my seemed s u rp r isi ngly ir r i t a ted . “You m u st 
be a ble to remem ber . If yo u 're ro u n d t he back  wit h  t he po n d be h i n d you , a n d 
yo u 're loo k i ng over towards t he Nor t h  Play i ng F ield…”

We went silen t aga in  beca use we cou ld hea r voices somew here i n  t he hou se . It 
sou n ded l i k e a  m a n 's voice, m aybe com i ng from u psta irs. T hen  we hea rd 
wh at was def i n i tely M ada me's voice com i ng dow n t he sta irs, sayi ng: “Yes, 
yo u 're q u ite r igh t .  Q u ite r igh t .”

We waited for M ada me to come in , b u t her footsteps wen t past t he door a n d to 
t he back  of t he hou se . It fl ashed t h ro ugh  m y m i n d  she was goi ng to prepare 
tea a n d scones a n d b r i ng i t  a l l i n  on  a  t rolley , b u t t hen  I decided t h a t was 
r u bbish , t h a t she'd j u st as l i k ely forgot ten  a bou t u s , a n d now she'd s u d de n ly 
remem ber , come i n  a n d tell u s to leave. T hen  a  gr u ff m ale voice ca lled 
som et h i ng from u psta irs, so m u ffled i t  m igh t  h ave been  two floors u p . 
M ada me's footsteps ca me back  i n to t he h a llway , t hen  she ca lled u p: “I've told 
you  wh at to do. J u st do as I expla ined .”

Tom my a n d I waited several more m in u tes . T hen  t he wa ll a t  t he back  of t he 
room bega n  to move. I saw a lmost im media tely i t  wasn 't  rea lly a  wall, b u t a  
p a ir  of s l id i ng doors w h ich  you  cou ld use to sect ion  off t he fron t h a lf of wh at 
was otherwise one lo ng room . M ada me h a d rolled back  t he doors j u st p a r t of 
t he way, a n d she was now st a n d i ng t here st a r i ng a t u s . I t r ied to see past her , 
b u t i t  was j u st da r k ness. I t ho ugh t m aybe she was wa it i ng for u s to expla in  
w h y we were there, b u t i n  t he en d , she sa id:

“You told me you  were K a t h y H . a n d Tom my D . A m I correct? A n d  you  were a t 
H a ilsh a m how lo ng ago?”



I told her , b u t t here was no way of tel l i ng if she remem bered u s or not . S he 
j u st wen t on  st a n d i ng t here a t t he t h reshold , as t ho ugh  hesit a t i ng to come 
in . B u t now Tom my spoke aga in :

“We don 't  wa n t to keep you  long.  B u t t here's som et h i ng we h ave to t a l k  to 
you  abou t .”

“So you  say . Well t hen . You 'd better m a ke you rselves com fortable.”

S he reached ou t a n d p u t her h a n ds on  t he backs of two m a tc h i ng a r mch airs 
j u st i n  fron t of her . T here was som et h i ng odd a bou t her m a n ner , l i k e she 
h a d n 't  rea lly i nvi ted u s to si t  dow n . I felt  t h a t if we d id as she was s uggest i ng 
a n d sat on  t hose ch airs, she'd j u st go on  st a n d i ng be h i n d u s , not even t a k i ng 
her h a n ds away from t he backs. B u t w hen  we m ade a  move towards her , she 
too ca me forwards, a n d–per h a ps I i m agi n ed i t–t u c k ed her shou lders i n  t igh t ly 
as she passed between u s . W hen  we t u r ned to si t  dow n , she was over by t he 
win dows, i n  fron t of t he heavy velvet cu rta ins, h old i ng u s i n  a  gla re , l i k e we 
were i n  a  class a n d she was a  teacher . A t least , t h a t's t he way i t  look ed to me 
a t t h a t momen t . Tom my , a fterwards, sa id he t ho ugh t she was a bou t to b u rst 
i n to song, a n d t h a t t hose c u r t a ins be h i n d her wou ld open , a n d i nstea d of t he 
street a n d t he fl a t  gr assy expa nse lea d i ng to t he sea fron t , t here'd be t h is b ig 
stage set , l i k e t he ones we'd h a d a t H a ilsh a m , wit h  even a  chor u s l i ne to back  
her u p . It was f u n n y ,  w hen  he sa id t h a t a fterwards, a n d I cou ld see her aga in  
t hen , h a n ds clasped , elbows ou t , su re e no ugh  l i k e she was get t i ng rea dy to 
sing. B u t I dou bt if Tom my was rea lly t h i n k i ng a n y t h i ng l i k e t h a t a t t he t ime . 
I remem ber not ici ng how tense h e'd got , a n d wor ryi ng h e'd b l u r t ou t 
som et h i ng com pletely daft . Th at was w h y , w hen  she asked u s , not u n k i n d ly ,  
wh at i t  was we wa n ted , I stepped i n  q u ic k ly .

It p rob a bly ca me ou t p ret ty m u ddled a t first , b u t after a  w h ile , as I beca me 
more con fiden t she'd hea r me ou t , I ca lmed dow n a n d got a  lot clea rer . I'd 
been  t u r n i ng over i n  m y m i n d  for weeks a n d weeks j u st wh at I'd say to her . 
I'd gone over i t  d u r i ng t hose lo ng car jou r neys , a n d w h ile si t t i ng a t q u iet 
tables i n  service-sta tion  cafés. It h a d seemed so d iffic u l t  t hen , a n d I'd 
even t u a lly resorted to a  p la n : I'd memorised word for word a  few k ey l i nes , 
t hen  draw n a  men ta l m a p of how I'd go from one poi n t  to t he nex t . B u t now 
she was t here i n  fron t of me, most of wh at I'd prepared seemed ei t her 
u n necessary or com pletely wrong. The st r a nge t h i ng was–a n d Tom my agreed 
w hen  we discussed i t  a fterwards–a lt hough  a t H a ilsh a m she'd been  l i k e t h is 
host i le st r a nger from t he ou tside, now t h a t we were facing her aga in , even 
t ho ugh  she h a d n 't  sa id or done a n y t h i ng to s uggest a n y warmth towards u s , 
M ada me now appeared to me li k e a n  i n t im a te , someone m u ch  closer to u s 
t h a n  a n yon e new we'd met over t he recen t years. T h a t's w h y s u d de n ly a ll t he 
t h i ngs I'd been  prep a r ing i n  m y hea d j u st wen t , a n d I spoke to her hon est ly 



a n d sim ply , a lmost as I m igh t  h ave done years ago to a  gu a rdia n . I told her 
wh at we'd hea rd , t he r u mou rs a bou t H a ilsh a m st u den ts a n d deferra ls; how 
we rea lised t he r u mou rs m igh t  not be accu ra te, a n d t h a t we weren 't  b a n k i ng 
on  a n y t h i ng .

“A n d even if i t  is t r ue,” I sa id , “we k now you  m u st get t i red of i t , a l l t hese 
cou ples com i ng to you , cl a i m i ng to be i n  love. Tom my a n d me, we never 
wou ld h ave come a n d bot hered you  if we weren 't  rea lly su re.”

“S u re?” It was t he fi rst  t ime she'd spok en  for ages a n d we bot h  jol ted back  a  
b i t  i n  su rprise. “You say yo u 're s u re? S u re t h a t yo u 're i n  love? How ca n  you  
k now i t? You  t h i n k  love is so sim ple? So you  are i n  love. D eeply i n  love. Is 
t h a t wh at yo u 're sa yi ng to me?”

H er voice sou n ded a lmost sarcastic, b u t t hen  I saw , wit h  a  k i n d  of shoc k , 
l i t t le tears i n  her eyes as she look ed from one to t he ot her of u s .

“You believe t h is? Th at yo u 're deeply i n  love? A n d  t herefore you 've come to me 
for t h is… t h is deferra l? W h y? W h y d id you  come to me?”

If she'd asked t h is i n  a  certa in  way, l i k e t he w hole idea  was com pletely cr azy , 
t hen  I'm su re I'd h ave felt  p ret ty devasta ted . B u t she h a d n 't  q u ite sa id i t  l i k e 
t h a t . S h e'd asked i t  a lmost l i k e i t  was a  test q u est ion  she k new t he a nswer to; 
as if, even , she'd t a k en  ot her cou ples t h ro ugh  a n  iden t ica l rou t ine m a n y 
times before. Th at was wh at k ep t me hopef u l . B u t Tom my m u st h ave got 
a n xiou s , beca use he s u d de n ly b u rst i n :

“We ca me to see you  beca use of you r ga llery . We t h i n k  we k now wh at you r 
ga l lery's for .”

“My ga llery?” S he lea ned back  on  t he win dow ledge , ca u sing t he c u r t a ins to 
sway be h i n d her , a n d took  a  slow brea t h . “My ga llery . You  m u st mea n  m y 
collect ion . A ll t hose p a i n t i ngs ,  poems, a l l t hose t h i ngs of you rs I ga t hered 
over t he years. It was h a rd wor k  for me, b u t I believed i n  i t , we a ll d id i n  t hose 
d ays . So you  t h i n k  you  k now wh at i t  was for , w h y we d id i t . Well, t h a t wou ld 
be most i n terest i ng to hea r . Beca use I h ave to say , i t's a  q u est ion  I ask  m yself 
a l l t he t ime.” S he s u d de n ly switched her gaze from Tom my to me. “ Do I go too 
far?” she asked .

I d id n 't  k now wh at to say , so j u st replied: “No, no.”

“I go too far ,” she said . “I'm sorry . I often  go too far on  t h is su bject . F orget 
wh at I j u st sa id . Yo u ng m a n , you  were goi ng to tel l me a bou t m y ga llery . 
Please, let  me hear .”



“It's so you  cou ld tell,” Tom my said . “So yo u 'd h ave som et h i ng to go on . 
O therwise how wou ld you  k now w hen  st u den ts ca me to you  a n d sa id t hey 
were i n  love?”

M ada me's gaze h a d dr ifted over to me aga in , b u t I h a d t he feeli ng she was 
st a r i ng a t som et h i ng on  m y arm . I act u a lly look ed dow n to see if t here was 
b irdsh it  or som et h i ng on  m y sleeve. T hen  I hea rd her say:

“A n d t h is is w h y you  t h i n k  I ga t hered a ll t hose t h i ngs of you rs . M y  ga llery , as 
a ll of you  a lways ca lled i t . I l a ughed w hen  I fi rst  hea rd t h a t's wh at you  were 
ca l l i ng i t . B u t i n  t ime , I too ca me to t h i n k  of i t  as t h a t . M y  ga llery . Now w h y , 
yo u ng m a n , expla in  i t  to me. W h y wou ld m y ga llery help i n  tel l i ng w h ich  of 
you  were rea lly i n  love?”

“Beca use i t  wou ld help show you  wh at we were l i k e ,” Tom my said . 
“Beca use…”

“Beca use of cou rse”–M ada me c u t i n  s u dden ly–“you r art wil l reveal you r i n n er  
selves! T h a t's i t , is n 't  i t? Beca use you r art wil l d isp lay you r sou ls!” T hen  
s u d de n ly she t u r ned to me aga in  a n d said: “I go too fa r?”

S h e'd sa id t h is before, a n d I aga in  h a d t he im pression  she was st a r i ng a t a  
spot on  m y sleeve. B u t by t h is poi n t  a  fa in t s u spicion  I'd h a d ever since t he 
fi rst  t ime she'd asked “I go too far?” h a d sta rted to grow . I look ed a t M ada me 
ca ref u lly , b u t she seemed to sense m y scr u t i n y a n d she t u r ned back  to 
Tom my .

“All r igh t ,” she said . “Let u s con t in u e . W h a t was i t  you  were tel l i ng me?”

“The t rou ble is,” Tom my said , “I was a  b i t  m ixed u p i n  t hose days.”

“You were sa yi ng som et h i ng a bou t you r art . How art bares t he sou l of t he 
a rtist .”

“Well, wh at I'm t ry i ng to say ,” Tom my persisted , “is t h a t I was so m ixed u p i n  
t hose d ays , I d id n 't  rea lly do a n y art . I d id n 't  do a n y t h i ng.  I k now now I 
shou ld h ave done , b u t I was m ixed u p . So you  h aven 't  got a n y t h i ng of m ine 
i n  you r ga llery . I k now t h a t's m y fa u lt , a n d I k now i t's p rob a bly way too la te, 
b u t I've b ro ugh t some t h i ngs wit h  me now .” H e ra ised h is b ag, t hen  bega n  to 
u n z ip  i t . “Some of i t  was done recen t ly , b u t some of i t's from q u ite a  lo ng t ime 
ago. You  shou ld h ave K a t h 's st u ff a lready . S he got p le n ty i n to t he G a llery . 
D id n 't  you , K a t h?”



F or a  momen t t hey were bot h  loo k i ng a t me. T hen  M ada me said , b a rely 
a u d ib ly:

“Poor crea t u res. W h a t d id we do to yo u ? Wit h  a ll ou r schemes a n d p la ns?” 
S he let  t h a t h a ng,  a n d I t ho ugh t I cou ld see tears i n  her eyes aga in . T hen  she 
t u r ned to me a n d asked: “ Do we con t in u e wit h  t h is t a l k? You  wish  to go on?”

It was w hen  she sa id t h is t h a t t he vague idea  I'd h a d before beca me 
som et h i ng more su bsta n tia l. “ Do I go too far?” A n d  now: “ Do we con t in u e?” I 
rea lised , wit h  a  l i t t le ch il l , t h a t t hese questions h a d never been  for me, or for 
Tom my , b u t for someone else–someone l is ten i ng be h i n d u s i n  t he d a r k ened 
h a lf of t he room .

I t u r ned ro u n d q u ite slowly a n d look ed i n to t he dar k ness. I co u ld n 't  see 
a n y t h i ng,  b u t I hea rd a  sou n d , a  mech a n ica l one , s u rp r isi ngly far away–t he 
hou se seemed to go m u ch  f u r t her back  i n to t he d a r k  t h a n  I'd guessed . T hen  I 
cou ld m a ke ou t a  sh ape movi ng towards u s , a n d a  wom a n 's voice said: “Yes, 
M arie-C la u de. Let u s ca r ry on .”

I was st i l l  loo k i ng i n to t he dar k ness w hen  I hea rd M ada me let ou t a  k i n d  of 
snor t , a n d she ca me st r id i ng past u s a n d on  i n to t he d a r k . T hen  t here were 
more mech a n ica l sou n ds , a n d M ada me emerged p u s h i ng a  figu re i n  a  
w heelch a ir . S he passed between u s aga in , a n d for a  momen t longer , beca use 
M ada me's back  was b loc k i ng t he view , I co u ld n 't  see t he person  i n  t he 
w heelch a ir . B u t t hen  M ada me steered i t  a rou n d to face u s a n d sa id:

“You spea k  to t hem . I t's you  t hey've come to spea k  to.”

“I su ppose i t  is.”

The figu re i n  t he w heelch a ir was fr a il a n d con tor ted , a n d i t  was t he voice 
more t h a n  a n y t h i ng t h a t helped me recogn ise her .

“Miss E mily ,” Tom my said , q u ite soft ly .

“You spea k  to t hem ,” M ada me said , as t ho ugh  wash ing her h a n ds of 
everyt h ing. B u t she rem ained st a n d i ng be h i n d t he w heelch a ir , her eyes 
b l a z i ng towards u s .



C h a p t e r  T w e n t y-T w o

“M arie-C la u de is correct ,” Miss E mily said . “I'm t he one to w hom you  shou ld 
be spea k ing. M arie-C la u de wor ked h a rd for ou r project . A n d  t he way i t  a l l 
en ded h as left  her feeli ng somew h at d isi l l u sioned .  As for m yself, wh atever t he 
d isa ppoin t men ts , I don 't  feel so b a dly a bou t i t . I t h i n k  wh at we ach ieved 
merits some respect . Look  a t t he two of you . You 've t u r ned ou t well. I'm su re 
you  h ave m u ch  you  cou ld tell me to m a ke me prou d . W h a t d id you  say you r 
n a mes were? No, no, wait . I t h i n k  I sh a ll remem ber . You 're t he boy wit h  t he 
b a d tem per . A b a d tem per , b u t a  b ig heart . Tom my . A m I r igh t? A n d  you , of 
cou rse, are K a t h y H . You 've done well as a  carer . We've hea rd a  lot a bou t you . 
I remem ber , you  see. I dare say I ca n  remem ber you  a ll .”

“W h at good does i t  do you  or t hem?” M ada me asked , t hen  strode away from 
t he w heelch a ir , past t he two of u s a n d i n to t he dar k ness, for a ll I k now to 
occ u py t he space Miss E mily h a d been  i n  before.

“Miss E mily ,” I sa id , “i t's very n ice to see you  aga in .”

“How k i n d  of you  to say so. I recogn ised you , b u t you  m ay well not h ave 
recogn ised me. In  fact , K a t h y H . , once not so lo ng ago, I passed you  si t t i ng on  
t h a t bench  ou t t here, a n d you  cer t a in ly d id n 't  recogn ise me t hen . You  
gla nced a t G eorge , t he b ig N iger i a n  m a n  p u s h i ng me. O h  yes, you  h a d q u ite a  
good look  a t h im , a n d he a t you . I d id n 't  say a  word , a n d you  d id n 't  k now i t  
was me. B u t ton igh t ,  i n  con text , as i t  were, we k now each ot her . You  bot h  
look  r a t her shoc k ed a t t he sigh t of me. I've not been  well recen t ly , b u t I'm 
hop i ng t h is con tr a p t ion  is n 't  a  per m a nen t fix t u re . U n for t u n a tely , m y dears, I 
won 't  be a ble to en ter t a in  you  for as lo ng as I'd li k e j u st now , beca use i n  a  
shor t w h ile some men  are com i ng to ta ke away m y bedside cabinet . I t's a  
q u ite won derf u l object . G eorge h as p u t protective p a d d i ng a rou n d i t , b u t I've 
i nsisted I'l l  accom p a n y i t  m yself a l l t he sa me. You  never k now wit h  these 
men . They h a n dle i t  ro ugh ly ,  h u r l  i t  a rou n d t heir  veh icle, t hen  t heir  em ployer 
cla ims i t  was l i k e t h a t from t he sta rt . It h a ppened to u s before, so t h is t ime , 
I've i nsisted on  goi ng a long wit h  i t . I t's a  bea u t if u l object , I h a d i t  wit h  me a t 
H a ilsh a m , so I'm deter m ined to get a  fa ir  price. So w hen  t hey come, I'm a fra id 
t h a t's w hen  I sh a ll h ave to leave you . B u t I ca n  see, m y dears, you 've come on  
a  m ission  close to you r hearts. I m u st say , i t  does cheer me to see you . A n d  i t  
cheers M arie-C la u de too, even t ho ugh  yo u 'd never k now i t  to look  a t her . Isn 't  
t h a t so, d a r l i ng? O h , she preten ds i t's not so, b u t i t  is . S h e's tou ched t h a t 
you 've come to fi n d u s . O h , she's i n  a  s u l k , ignore her , st u den ts, ignore her . 
Now , I'l l  t ry a n d a nswer you r questions t he best I ca n . I've hea rd t h is r u mou r 
cou n tless t imes. W hen  we st i l l  h a d H a ilsh a m , we'd get two or t h ree cou ples 
each year , t r y i ng to get i n  to t a l k  to u s . O ne even wrote to u s . I su ppose i t's 



not so h a rd to fi n d a  la rge estate l i k e t h a t if you  mea n  to brea k  t he r u les. So 
you  see, i t's been  there, t h is r u mou r , from lo ng before you r time.”

S he stopped , so I sa id: “W h at we wa n t to k now now , Miss E mily , is if t he 
r u mou r's t r u e or not .”

S he wen t on  ga zi ng a t u s for a  momen t , t hen  took  a  deep brea t h . “Wit h in  
H a ilsh a m itself, w henever t h is t a l k  sta rted u p , I m ade su re to sta m p i t  ou t 
good a n d proper . B u t as for wh at st u den ts sa id after t h ey'd left  u s , wh at 
cou ld I do? In  t he en d , I ca me to believe–a n d M arie-C la u de believes t h is too, 
don 't  you , d a r l i ng?–I ca me to believe t h a t t h is r u mou r , i t's not j u st a  single 
r u mou r . W h a t I mea n  is , I t h i n k  i t's one t h a t gets crea ted from scra tch  over 
a n d over . You  go to t he sou rce, sta m p i t  ou t , yo u 'l l  not stop i t  st a r t i ng aga in  
elsewhere. I ca me to t h is concl u sion  a n d ceased to worry a bou t i t . 
M arie-C la u de never d id worry a bou t i t . H er view was: 'If t hey're so foolish , let  
t hem believe i t .' O h  yes, don 't  show me t h a t sou r face of you rs . T h a t's been  
you r view of i t  from t he begi n n i ng.  After m a n y years of i t , I ca me not exactly 
to t he sa me viewpoin t . B u t I bega n  to t h i n k ,  well, per h a ps I sho u ld n 't  worry . 
I t's not m y doi ng,  after a l l . A n d  for t he few cou ples w ho get d isa ppoin ted , t he 
rest wil l never p u t i t  to t he test a n yway . I t's som et h i ng for t hem to drea m 
a bou t , a  l i t t le fa n tasy . W h a t h a r m is t here? B u t for t he two of you , I ca n  see 
t h is doesn 't  a pply . You  are serious. You 've t ho ugh t ca ref u lly . You 've hoped 
ca ref u lly . F or st u den ts l i k e you , I do feel regret . It gives me no pleasu re a t a l l 
to d isa ppoin t you . B u t t here i t  is.”

I d id n 't  wa n t to look  a t Tom my . I felt  s u rp r isi ngly calm , a n d even t ho ugh  Miss 
E mily's words shou ld h ave cr u shed u s , t here was a n  aspect to t hem t h a t 
im plied som et h i ng f u r t her , som et h i ng bei ng held back , t h a t suggested we 
h a d n 't  yet got to t he bot tom of t h i ngs .  T here was even t he possib i l i ty she 
wasn 't  tel l i ng t he t r u t h . So I asked:

“Is i t  t he case, t hen , t h a t deferra ls don 't  ex ist? T here's n ot h i ng you  ca n  do?”

S he shook  her hea d slowly from side to side. “There's no t r u t h  i n  t he r u mou r . 
I'm sorry . I t r u ly a m .”

S u d de n ly Tom my asked: “Was i t  t r u e once t h o u gh? Before H a ilsh a m closed?”

Miss E mily wen t on  s h a k i ng her hea d . “It was never tr ue. E ven before t he 
Mor n ingd a le sca n dal, even back  w hen  H a ilsh a m was considered a  s h i n i ng 
beacon , a n  exa m ple of how we m igh t  move to a  more h u m a ne a n d better way 
of doi ng t h i ngs ,  even t hen , i t  wasn 't  t r ue. I t's best to be clear a bou t t h is . A 
wish f u l r u mou r . T h a t's a ll i t  ever was. O h  dear , is t h a t t he men  come for t he 
ca binet?”



The doorbell h a d gone , a n d footsteps ca me dow n t he sta irs to a nswer i t . T here 
were men 's voices ou t i n  t he n a rrow h a ll , a n d M ada me ca me ou t of t he 
dar k ness be h i n d u s , crossed t he room a n d wen t ou t . Miss E mily lea ned 
forward i n  t he w heelch a ir , l is ten i ng i n ten t ly .  T hen  she sa id:

“It's not t hem . I t's t h a t awfu l m a n  from t he decora t i ng com-p a n y aga in . 
M arie-C la u de wil l see to i t . So, m y dears, we h ave a  few min u tes more. Was 
t here som et h i ng else you  wished to t a l k  to me a bou t? Th is is a l l st r ict ly 
aga inst regu la t ions , of cou rse, a n d M arie-C la u de shou ld never h ave asked 
you  i n . A n d  n a t u ra lly , I shou ld h ave t u r ned you  ou t t he secon d I k new you  
were here . B u t M arie-C la u de doesn 't  care m u ch  for t heir  regu la t ions these 
d ays , a n d I m u st say , nei t her do I. So if you  wish  to st ay a  l i t t le longer , yo u 're 
very welcome.”

“If t he r u mou r was never tr ue,” Tom my said , “t hen  w h y d id you  ta ke a ll ou r 
art st u ff away? D id n 't  t he G a llery exist ei t her?”

“The G a l lery? Well, t h a t r u mou r d id h ave some t r u t h  to i t . T here was a  
ga llery . A n d  after a  fash ion , t here st i l l  is . These d ays i t's here , i n  t h is hou se . I 
h a d to p r u ne i t  dow n , w h ich  I regret . B u t t here wasn 't  room for a ll of i t  i n  
here . B u t w h y d id we ta ke you r wor k  away? T h at's wh at yo u 're as k ing, is n 't  
i t?”

“Not j u st t h a t ,” I sa id q u iet ly . “W h y did we do a ll of t h a t wor k  i n  t he fi rst  
p lace? W h y t r a in  u s , encou rage u s , m a ke u s p rod u ce a ll of t h a t? If we're j u st 
goi ng to give don a t ions a n yway , t hen  d ie , w h y a ll t hose lessons? W h y a ll 
t hose book s a n d discussions?”

“W h y H a ilsh a m a t a l l?” M ada me h a d sa id t h is from t he h a llway . S he ca me 
past u s aga in  a n d back  i n to t he d a r k ened sect ion  of t he room . “It's a  good 
q u est ion  for you  to ask .”

Miss E mily's gaze followed her , a n d for a  momen t , rem ained fixed be h i n d u s . 
I felt  l i k e t u r n i ng to see wh at look s were bei ng exch a nged , b u t i t  was a lmost 
l i k e we were back  a t H a ilsh a m , a n d we h a d to keep facing t he fron t wit h  
com plete a t ten t ion . T hen  Miss E mily sa id:

“Yes, w h y H a ilsh a m a t a l l? M arie-C la u de l i k es to ask  t h a t a  lot t hese d ays . 
B u t not so lo ng ago, before t he Mor n ingd a le sca n dal, she wo u ld n 't  h ave 
drea mt of as k ing a  q u est ion  l i k e t h a t . It wo u ld n 't  h ave en tered her hea d . You  
k now t h a t's r igh t ,  don 't  look  a t me l i k e t h a t! T here was o n ly  one person  i n  
t hose d ays w ho wou ld ask  a  q u est ion  l i k e t h a t , a n d t h a t was me. Lo ng before 
Mor n ingd a le ,  r igh t  from t he very begi n n i ng,  I asked t h a t . A n d  t h a t m ade i t  



easy for t he rest of t hem , M arie-C la u de, a l l t he rest of t hem , t hey cou ld a ll 
ca r ry on  wit hou t a  care. A ll you  st u den ts too. I d id a ll t he wor ry i ng a n d 
q u est ion ing for t he lot of you . A n d  as lo ng as I was steadfast , t hen  no dou bts 
ever crossed you r m in ds , a n y of you . B u t you  asked you r questions, dear boy . 
Let's a nswer t he sim plest one , a n d per h a ps i t  wil l a nswer a ll t he rest . W h y d id 
we ta ke you r a r twor k? W h y d id we do t h a t? You  sa id a n  i n terest i ng t h i ng 
ea rlier , Tom my . W hen  you  were d isc u ssing t h is wit h  M arie-C la u de. You  sa id 
i t  was beca use you r art wou ld reveal wh at you  were l i k e . W h a t you  were l i k e 
i nside . T h a t's wh at you  said , wasn 't  i t? Well, you  weren 't  far wrong a bou t 
t h a t . We took  away you r art beca use we t ho ugh t i t  wou ld reveal you r sou ls. 
O r to p u t i t  more f i n ely ,  we d id i t  to prove you  h a d sou ls a t a l l .”

S he pa used , a n d Tom my a n d I exch a nged gla nces for t he fi rst  t ime i n  ages. 
T hen  I asked:

“W h y did you  h ave to prove a  t h i ng l i k e t h a t , Miss E mily? D id someone t h i n k  
we d id n 't  h ave sou ls?”

A t h i n  smile appeared on  her face. “It's to u ch i ng,  K a t h y ,  to see you  so t a k en  
aback . It demonstra tes, i n  a  way, t h a t we d id ou r job well. As you  say , w h y 
wou ld a n yon e dou bt you  h a d a  sou l? B u t I h ave to tel l you , m y dear , i t  wasn 't  
som et h i ng com mon ly held w hen  we fi rst  set ou t a ll t hose years ago. A n d  
t ho ugh  we've come a  lo ng way since t hen , i t's st i l l  not a  not ion  u n iversa lly 
held , even tod ay . You  H a ilsh a m st u den ts, even after you 've been  ou t i n  t he 
world l i k e t h is , you  st i l l  don 't  k now t he h a lf of i t . A ll a rou n d t he cou n try , a t  
t h is very momen t , t here are st u den ts bei ng reared i n  deplora ble con dit ions , 
con di t ions you  H a ilsh a m st u den ts cou ld h a rd ly im agine . A n d  now we're no 
more, t h i ngs wil l o n ly  get worse.”

S he pa used aga in , a n d for a  momen t she seemed to be i nspect i ng u s ca ref u lly 
t h ro ugh  n arrowed eyes. F i n a l ly  she wen t on :

“W h atever else, we a t least saw to i t  t h a t a l l of you  i n  ou r care, you  grew u p i n  
won derf u l s u r rou n dings .  A n d  we saw to i t  too, after you  left  u s , you  were k ep t 
away from t he worst of t hose horrors . We were a ble to do t h a t m u ch  for you  a t 
least . B u t t h is drea m of you rs , t h is drea m of bei ng a ble to defer . S u c h  a  t h i ng 
wou ld a lways h ave been  beyon d u s to gra n t , even a t t he h eigh t  of ou r 
i n fl u ence . I'm sorry , I ca n  see wh at I'm sa yi ng won 't  be welcome to you . B u t 
you  m u st n 't  be dejected . I hope you  ca n  apprecia te how m u ch  we were a ble to 
secu re for you . Look  a t you  bot h  now! You 've h a d good lives, yo u 're ed uca ted 
a n d c u lt u red . I'm sorry we co u ld n 't  secu re more for you  t h a n  we d id , b u t you  
m u st rea lise how m u ch  worse t h i ngs once were. W hen  M arie-C la u de a n d I 
sta r ted ou t , t here were no places l i k e H a ilsh a m i n  existence. We were t he first , 
a long wit h  G len morga n  House. T hen  a  few years la ter ca me t he Sa u n ders 



Tr ust . Together , we beca me a  sm all b u t very vocal movemen t , a n d we 
ch a llenged t he en t ire way t he don a t ions progra m me was bei ng r u n . Most 
i m por t a n t ly ,  we demonstra ted to t he world t h a t if st u den ts were reared i n  
h u m a ne , cu lt iva ted environ men ts , i t  was possib le for t hem to grow to be as 
sensit ive a n d i n tel l igen t as a n y ord i n a ry h u m a n  bei ng.  Before t h a t , a l l 
clones–or st u den ts, as we preferred to ca ll you–existed o n ly  to s u pply medica l 
science. In  t he ea r ly d ays , after t he war , t h a t's la rgely a ll you  were to most 
people . S h a dowy objects i n  test t u bes. Wo u ld n 't  you  agree, M arie- C la u de? 
S h e's bei ng very qu iet . Us u a lly you  ca n 't  get her to sh u t u p on  t h is su bject . 
You r presence, m y dears, appears to h ave t ied her tongu e . Very well. So to 
a nswer you r q u est ion , Tom my . Th at was w h y we collected you r art . We 
selected t he best of i t  a n d p u t on  specia l ex h ib i t ions .  In  t he la te seven ties, a t  
t he h eigh t  of ou r i n fl u ence , we were orga n isi ng la rge even ts a ll a rou n d t he 
cou n try . T here'd be ca binet min isters, b ishops , a l l sorts of fa mous people 
com i ng to a t ten d . T here were speeches, l a rge f u n ds p ledged . 'T here, loo k !' we 
cou ld say . 'Loo k  a t t h is a r t! How dare you  cla im these c h i ld re n  are a n y t h i ng 
less t h a n  f u l ly  h u m a n?' O h  yes, t here was a  lot of s u ppor t for ou r movemen t 
back  t hen , t he t ide was wit h  us.”

F or t he nex t few min u tes , Miss E mily wen t on  rem in isci ng a bou t d ifferen t 
even ts from t hose d ays , m e n t ion i ng a  lot of people whose n a mes mea n t 
n ot h i ng to u s . In  fact , for a  momen t , i t  was a lmost l i k e we were l is ten i ng to 
her aga in  a t one of her mor n i ng assem blies as she d r ifted off on  t a ngen ts 
none of u s cou ld follow . S he seemed to e n joy herself, t ho ugh ,  a n d a  gen t le 
sm ile sett led a rou n d her eyes. T hen  s u d de n ly she ca me ou t of i t  a n d sa id i n  a  
new tone:

“ B u t we never q u ite lost tou ch  wit h  rea li ty , d id we, M arie- C la u de? Not l i k e ou r 
colleagues a t t he Sa u n ders Tr ust . E ven d u r i ng t he best of t imes, we a lways 
k new wh at a  d iffic u l t  ba ttle we were engaged in . A n d  su re e no ugh ,  t he 
Mor n ingd a le b usiness ca me a long,  t hen  one or two ot her t h i ngs ,  a n d before 
we k new i t  a l l ou r h a rd wor k  h a d come u n done .”

“ B u t wh at I don 't  u n dersta n d ,” I sa id , “is w h y people wou ld wa n t st u den ts 
t rea ted so b a dly i n  t he fi rst  place.”

“ F rom you r perspective tod ay , K a t h y ,  you r bem usemen t is perfectly 
reason able. B u t you  m u st t ry a n d see i t  h istor ica lly . After t he war , i n  t he 
ea r ly fift ies, w hen  t he grea t b rea k t h roughs i n  science followed one after t he 
ot her so r a pid ly , t here wasn 't  t ime to ta ke stock , to ask  t he sensib le 
questions. S u d de n ly t here were a ll t hese new possib il i t ies la id before u s , a l l 
t hese ways to cu re so m a n y previou sly i nc u ra ble con dit ions . Th is was wh at 
t he world not iced t he most , wa n ted t he most . A n d  for a  lo ng t ime , people 
preferred to believe these orga ns appeared from now here , or a t most t h a t t hey 



grew i n  a  k i n d  of vacu u m . Yes, t here were a rgu men ts . B u t by t he t ime people 
beca me concer ned a bou t… a bou t st u den ts, by t he t ime t hey ca me to consider 
j u st how you  were rea red , w het her you  shou ld h ave been  b ro ugh t i n to 
existence a t a l l , well by t hen  i t  was too la te. T here was no way to reverse t he 
process. How ca n  you  ask a  world t h a t h as come to rega rd ca ncer as cu rable, 
how ca n  you  ask s u ch  a  world to p u t away t h a t cu re, to go back  to t he d a r k  
d ays? T here was no goi ng back . However u ncom for t a ble people were a bou t 
you r existence, t heir  overw helm ing concer n  was t h a t t heir  ow n  ch ild ren , t heir  
spouses, t heir  pa ren ts, t heir  fr ien ds , d id not d ie from ca ncer , motor ne u rone 
disease, hea r t disease. So for a  lo ng t ime you  were k ep t i n  t he sh adows, a n d 
people d id t heir  best not to t h i n k  a bou t you . A n d  if t hey d id , t hey t r ied to 
convince themselves you  weren 't  rea lly l i k e u s . Th at you  were less t h a n  
h u m a n , so i t  d id n 't  m atter . A n d  t h a t was how t h i ngs stood u n t i l  ou r l i t t le 
movemen t ca me a long.  B u t do you  see wh at we were u p aga inst? We were 
vir t u a lly a t tem pting to squ are t he circle. Here was t he world , req u ir i ng 
st u den ts to don a te . W h ile t h a t rem ained t he case, t here wou ld a lways be a  
barrier aga inst seeing you  as p roperly h u m a n . Well, we fo ugh t  t h a t ba ttle for 
m a n y years, a n d wh at we won  for you , a t  least , were m a n y im provemen ts, 
t ho ugh  of cou rse, you  were o n ly  a  select few . B u t t hen  ca me t he Mor n ingd a le 
sca n dal, t hen  ot her t h i ngs ,  a n d before we k new i t , t he clim ate h a d q u ite 
ch a nged . No one wa n ted to be seen s u p por t i ng u s a n y more, a n d ou r l i t t le 
movemen t , H a ilsh a m , G len morga n ,  t he Sa u n ders Tr ust , we were a ll of u s 
swept away .”

“W h at was t h is Mor n ingd a le sca n dal you  keep men t ion ing,  Miss E mily?” I 
asked . “You 'l l  h ave to tel l u s , beca use we don 't  k now a bou t i t .”

“Well, I su ppose t here's no reason w h y you  shou ld . It was never s u ch  a  la rge 
m atter i n  t he wider world . It concer ned a  scien tist ca lled J a mes Mor n ingd a le ,  
q u ite t a len ted i n  h is way. H e carried on  h is wor k  i n  a  remote p a r t of Scot la n d , 
where I su ppose he t ho ugh t h e'd a ttract less a t ten t ion . W h a t he wa n ted was 
to offer people t he possib i l i ty of h avi ng c h i ld re n  wit h  en h a nced 
ch aracterist ics. S u perior i n tell igence , s u per ior a t h let icism , t h a t sort of t h i ng.  
O f cou rse, t here'd been  ot hers wit h  sim ila r a m bit ions , b u t t h is Mor n ingd a le 
fellow , h e'd t a k en  h is research  m u ch  f u r t her t h a n  a n yon e before h im , far 
beyon d lega l bou n d a ries . Well, he was discovered , t hey p u t a n  en d to h is 
wor k  a n d t h a t seemed to be t h a t . E xcept , of cou rse, i t  wasn 't , not for u s . As I 
say , i t  never beca me a n  enor mou s m atter . B u t i t  d id crea te a  certa in  
a t mosp here, you  see. It rem in ded people , rem in ded t hem of a  fear t h ey'd 
a lways h a d . I t's one t h i ng to crea te st u den ts, s u ch  as you rselves, for t he 
don a t ion  progra m me. B u t a  genera t ion  of crea ted c h i ld re n  w ho'd ta ke t heir  
place i n  society? C h i ld re n  demonstr a bly s u perior to t he rest of u s? O h  no. 
Th at fr igh tened people . They recoiled from th at .”



“ B u t Miss E mily ,” I sa id , “wh at d id a n y of t h a t h ave to do wit h  u s? W h y d id 
H a ilsh a m h ave to close beca use of som et h i ng l i k e t h a t?”

“We d id n 't  see a n  obviou s con nect ion  ei t her , K a t h y .  Not a t first . A n d  I often  
t h i n k  now , we were c u lp a ble not to do so. H a d we been  more a lert , less 
absorbed wit h  ou rselves, if we'd wor ked very h a rd a t t h a t stage w hen  t he 
news a bou t Mor n ingd a le fi rst  b rok e , we m igh t  h ave been  a ble to avert i t . O h , 
M arie-C la u de disagrees. S he t h i n k s i t  wou ld h ave h a ppened no m atter wh at 
we d id , a n d she m igh t  h ave a  poin t . After a l l , i t  wasn 't  j u st Mor n ingd a le .  
T here were ot her t h i ngs a t t h a t t ime . Th at awfu l television  series, for i nst a nce . 
A ll t hese t h i ngs con tr ib u ted , con tr ib u ted to t he t u r n i ng of t he t ide . B u t I 
su ppose w hen  i t  comes dow n to i t , t he cen tra l flaw was t h is . O u r l i t t le 
movemen t , we were a lways too fr agile , a lways too depen den t on  t he w h ims of 
ou r su pporters. So lo ng as t he clim ate was i n  ou r favou r , so lo ng as a  
corpora t ion  or a  pol i t ici a n  cou ld see a  benefi t  i n  s u p por t i ng u s , t hen  we were 
a ble to keep a floa t . B u t i t  h a d a lways been  a  st r uggle , a n d after Mor n ingd a le ,  
after t he clim ate ch a nged , we h a d no ch a nce. The world d id n 't  wa n t to be 
remin ded how t he don a t ion  progra m me rea lly wor ked . They d id n 't  wa n t to 
t h i n k  a bou t you  st u den ts, or a bou t t he con di t ions you  were b ro ugh t u p i n . In  
ot her words, m y dears, t hey wa n ted you  back  i n  t he sh adows. B ac k  i n  t he 
sh adows where yo u 'd been  before t he l i k es of M arie-C la u de a n d m yself ever 
ca me a long.  A n d  a ll t hose i n f l u en t i a l people w ho'd once been  so k een  to help 
u s , well of cou rse, t hey a ll va n ished . We lost ou r sponsors, one after t he 
ot her , i n  a  m atter of j u st over a  year . We k ept goi ng for as lo ng as we cou ld , 
we wen t on  for two years more t h a n  G len morga n .  B u t i n  t he en d , as you  
k now , we were ob l iged to close, a n d tod ay t here's h a rd ly a  trace left  of t he 
wor k  we d id . You  won 't  fi n d a n y t h i ng l i k e H a ilsh a m a n yw here i n  t he cou n try 
now . A ll yo u 'l l  fi n d , as ever , are t hose vast gover n men t 'hom es ,' a n d even if 
t hey're somew h at better t h a n  t hey once were, let  me tell you , m y dears, yo u 'd 
not sleep for d ays if you  saw wh at st i l l  goes on  i n  some of t hose places. A n d  
as for M arie-C la u de a n d me, here we are, we've retrea ted to t h is hou se , a n d 
u psta irs we h ave a  mo u n t a i n  of you r wor k . T h a t's wh at we h ave to remin d u s 
of wh at we d id . A n d  a  mo u n t a i n  of deb t too, t ho ugh  t h a t's not nea r ly so 
welcome. A n d  t he memories, I su ppose, of a l l of you . A n d  t he k nowledge t h a t 
we've given  you  better lives t h a n  you  wou ld h ave h a d otherwise.”

“ D on 't  t ry a n d ask t hem to t h a n k  you ,” M ada me's voice sa id from be h i n d u s . 
“W h y shou ld t hey be gra tef u l? They ca me here loo k i ng for som et h i ng m u ch  
more. W h a t we gave t hem , a l l t he years, a l l t he f igh t i ng we d id on  t heir  
beh a lf, wh at do t hey k now of t h a t? They t h i n k  i t's God-given . U n t i l t hey ca me 
here , t hey k new n ot h i ng of i t . A ll t hey feel now is d isa ppoin t men t , beca use we 
h aven 't  given  t hem every t h i ng possible.”

Nobody spoke for a  w h ile . T hen  t here was a  noise ou tside a n d t he doorbell 



r a ng aga in . M ada me ca me ou t of t he dar k ness a n d wen t ou t i n to t he h a ll .

“T his t ime i t  m u st be t he men ,” Miss E mily said . “I sh a ll h ave to get rea dy . 
B u t you  ca n  st ay a  l i t t le longer . The men  h ave to b r i ng t he t h i ng dow n two 
f l igh ts of sta irs. M arie-C la u de wil l see t hey don 't  da m age i t .”

Tom my a n d I co u ld n 't  q u ite believe t h a t was t he en d of i t . We neit her of u s 
stood u p , a n d a n yway , t here was no sign  of a n yon e h elp i ng Miss E mily ou t of 
her w heelch a ir . I won dered for a  momen t if she was goi ng to t ry a n d get u p by 
herself, b u t she rem ained st i l l , lea n i ng forward as before, l is ten i ng i n ten t ly .  
T hen  Tom my sa id:

“So t here's def i n i tely n ot h i ng .  No deferra l, n ot h i ng l i k e th a t .”

“Tom my,” I m u r m u red , a n d gla red a t h im . B u t Miss E mily sa id ge n t ly :

“No, Tom my . T here's n ot h i ng l i k e t h a t . You r l ife m u st now r u n  t he cou rse 
t h a t's been  set for i t .”

“So, wh at yo u 're sayi ng,  Miss,” Tom my said , “is t h a t every t h i ng we d id , a l l t he 
lessons, everyt h ing. It was a ll a bou t wh at you  j u st told u s? T here was n ot h i ng 
more to i t  t h a n  t h a t?”

“I ca n  see,” Miss E mily said , “t h a t i t  m igh t  look  as t ho ugh  you  were sim ply 
pawns i n  a  ga me. It ca n  cer t a in ly be look ed a t l i k e t h a t . B u t t h i n k  of i t . You  
were l u c k y paw ns. T here was a  certa in  clim ate a n d now i t's gone . You  h ave to 
accept t h a t sometimes t h a t's how t h i ngs h a ppen  i n  t h is world . People's 
op i n ions ,  t heir  feeli ngs , t hey go one way, t hen  t he ot her . It j u st so h a ppens 
you  grew u p a t a  certa in  poi n t  i n  t h is process.”

“It m igh t  be j u st some t ren d t h a t ca me a n d wen t ,” I sa id . “ B u t for u s , i t's ou r 
life.”

“Yes, t h a t's tr ue. B u t t h i n k  of i t . You  were better off t h a n  m a n y w ho ca me 
before you . A n d  w ho k nows wh at t hose w ho come after you  wil l h ave to face. 
I'm sorry , st u den ts, b u t I m u st leave you  now . G eorge! G eorge!”

T here h a d been  a  lot of noise ou t i n  t he h a llway , a n d per h a ps t h is h a d 
stopped G eorge from h ea r i ng,  beca use t here was no response. Tom my asked 
s u d de n ly:

“Is t h a t w h y Miss L u cy left?”

F or a  w h ile I t ho ugh t Miss E mily , whose a t ten t ion  was on  wh at was goi ng on  



i n  t he h a llway , h a d n 't  hea rd h im . S he lea ned back  i n  her w heelch a ir a n d 
bega n  movi ng i t  gr a d u a l ly towards t he door . T here were so m a n y l i t t le coffee 
tables a n d ch a irs t here d id n 't  seem a  way t h ro ugh .  I was a bou t to get u p a n d 
clear a  p a t h , w hen  she stopped s u d de n ly .

“L u cy W ain r igh t ,” she said . “A h yes. We h a d a  l i t t le t rou ble wit h  her .” S he 
pa used , t hen  adjusted her w heelch a ir back  to face Tom my . “Yes, we h a d a  
l i t t le t rou ble wit h  her . A disagreemen t . B u t to a nswer you r q u est ion , Tom my . 
The disagreemen t wit h  L u cy W a i n r igh t  wasn 't  to do wit h  wh at I've j u st been  
tel l i ng you . Not d irect ly , a n yway . No, t h a t was more, sh a ll we say , a n  i n ter n a l 
m atter .”

I t ho ugh t she was goi ng to leave i t  a t  t h a t , so I asked: “Miss E mily , if i t's a ll 
r igh t ,  we'd li k e to k now a bou t i t , a bou t wh at h a ppened wit h  Miss L u cy .”

Miss E mily ra ised her eyebrows. “L u cy W a i n r igh t? S he was im porta n t to yo u ? 
F orgive me, dear st u den ts, I'm forget t i ng aga in . L u cy wasn 't  wit h  u s for long,  
so for u s she's j u st a  per ip hera l figu re i n  ou r memory of H a ilsh a m . A n d  not 
a n  a l toget her h a p py one . B u t I apprecia te, if you  were t here d u r i ng j u st t hose 
years…” S he la ughed to herself a n d seemed to be remem bering somet h ing. In  
t he h a ll , M ada me was tel l i ng t he men  off rea lly lo u d ly ,  b u t Miss E mily now 
seemed to h ave lost in terest . S he was goi ng t h ro ugh  her memories wit h  a  look  
of concen tr a t ion . F i n a l ly  she said: “S he was a  n ice e no ugh  gir l , L u cy 
W a i n r igh t .  B u t after she'd been  wit h  u s for a  w h ile , she bega n  to h ave these 
ideas. S he t ho ugh t you  st u den ts h a d to be m ade more aware. More aware of 
wh at l ay a hea d of you , w ho you  were, wh at you  were for . S he believed you  
shou ld be given  as f u ll a  p ict u re as possible. Th at to do a n y t h i ng less wou ld 
be somehow to cheat you . We considered her view a n d concl u ded she was 
mista ken .”

“W h y?” Tom my asked . “W h y did you  t h i n k  t h a t?”

“W h y? S he mea n t well, I'm su re of t h a t . I ca n  see you  were fon d of her . S he 
h a d t he m a k ings of a n  excellen t gu a rdia n . B u t wh at she was wa n ting to do, i t  
was too t heoretica l. We h a d r u n  H a ilsh a m for m a n y years, we h a d a  sense of 
wh at cou ld wor k , wh at was best for t he st u den ts i n  t he lo ng r u n , beyon d 
H a ilsh a m . L u cy W a i n r igh t  was idea list ic, n ot h i ng wrong wit h  t h a t . B u t she 
h a d no grasp of p ract ica li t ies. You  see, we were a ble to give you  somet h ing, 
som et h i ng w h ich  even now no one wil l ever ta ke from you , a n d we were a ble 
to do t h a t p r i ncip a l ly by shelter i ng you . H a ilsh a m wou ld not h ave been  
H a ilsh a m if we h a d n 't .  Very well, sometimes t h a t mea n t we k ep t t h i ngs from 
you , l ied to you . Yes, i n  m a n y ways we fooled you . I su ppose you  cou ld even 
ca ll i t  t h a t . B u t we sheltered you  d u r i ng t hose years, a n d we gave you  you r 
ch i ld hoods .  L u cy was well-mea n ing e no ugh .  B u t if she'd h a d her way, you r 



h a ppiness a t H a ilsh a m wou ld h ave been  sh a ttered . Look  a t you  bot h  now! I'm 
so prou d to see you  bot h . You  b u il t  you r lives on  wh at we gave you . You  
wo u ld n 't  be w ho you  are tod ay if we'd not protected you . You  wo u ld n 't  h ave 
become absorbed i n  you r lessons, you  wo u ld n 't  h ave lost you rselves i n  you r 
art a n d you r wri t i ng. W h y shou ld you  h ave done , k nowi ng wh at l ay i n  store 
for each of yo u ? You  wou ld h ave told u s i t  was a ll poin t less , a n d how cou ld 
we h ave a rgu ed wit h  yo u ? So she h a d to go.”

We cou ld hea r M ada me now s ho u t i ng a t t he men . S he h a d n 't  lost her tem per 
exactly , b u t her voice was fr igh te n i ngly stern , a n d t he men 's voices, w h ich  
u n t i l  t h is poi n t  h a d been  a rgu i ng wit h  her , fell si len t .

“Per h aps i t's j u st as well I've rem ained i n  here wit h  you ,” Miss E mily said . 
“M arie-C la u de does t h is sort of t h i ng so m u ch  more efficien t ly .”

I don 't  k now wh at m ade me say i t . M aybe i t  was beca use I k new t he visi t  
wou ld h ave to f i n is h  p ret ty soon ; m aybe I was get t i ng c u r iou s to k now how 
exactly Miss E mily a n d M ada me felt  a bou t each ot her . A n yway , I sa id to her , 
lowering m y voice a n d n od d i ng towards t he doorway:

“M ada me never l i k ed u s . S h e's a lways been  a fra id of u s . In  t he way people are 
a fra id of spiders a n d t h i ngs .”

I waited to see if Miss E mily wou ld get a ngry ,  no longer  ca r ing m u ch  if she 
d id . S u re e no ugh ,  she t u r ned to me sh a rply , as if I'd t h row n a  b a ll of paper a t 
her , a n d her eyes fl ashed i n  a  way t h a t remin ded me of her H a ilsh a m d ays . 
B u t her voice was even a n d soft w hen  she replied:

“M arie-C la u de h as given  every t h i ng for you . S he h as wor ked a n d wor ked a n d 
wor ked . M a k e no mista ke a bou t i t , m y ch ild , M arie-C la u de is on  you r side 
a n d wil l a lways be on  you r side. Is she a fra id of yo u ? We're a ll a fra id of you . I 
m yself h a d to f igh t  back  m y dread of you  a ll a lmost every d ay I was a t 
H a ilsh a m . T here were times I'd look  dow n a t you  a ll from m y st u dy win dow 
a n d I'd feel s u ch  revu lsion…” S he stopped , t hen  som et h i ng i n  her eyes 
fl ashed aga in . “ B u t I was deter m ined not to let  s u ch  feeli ngs stop me doi ng 
wh at was r igh t .  I fo ugh t  t hose feeli ngs a n d I won . Now , if yo u 'd be so good as 
to help me ou t of here , G eorge shou ld be wa it i ng wit h  m y cr u tches.”

Wit h  u s a t each elbow , she walked ca ref u lly i n to t he h a ll , where a  la rge m a n  
i n  a  n u rsi ng u n ifor m sta rted wit h  a la rm a n d q u ic k ly p rod u ced a  p a ir  of 
cr u tches.

The fron t door was open  to t he street a n d I was su rprised to see t here was st i l l  
d ayl igh t  left . M ada me's voice was com i ng from ou tside, t a l k i ng more ca lm ly 



now to t he men . It felt  l i k e t ime for Tom my a n d me to slip  away , b u t t he 
G eorge m a n  was h elp i ng Miss E mily wit h  her coat , w h ile she stood stea dily 
between her cr u tches; t here was no way we cou ld get past , so we j u st waited . I 
su ppose, too, we were wa it i ng to say good bye to Miss E mily; m aybe , after 
every t h i ng else, we wa n ted to t h a n k  her , I'm not su re. B u t she was now 
preoccu pied wit h  her cabinet . S he bega n  to m a ke some u rgen t poi n t  to t he 
men  ou tside, t hen  left  wit h  G eorge , not loo k i ng back  a t u s .

Tom my a n d I stayed i n  t he h a ll for a  w h ile longer , not su re wh at to do. W hen  
we d id even t u a lly wa n der ou tside, I not iced t he la m ps h a d come on  a ll t he 
way dow n t he lo ng street , even t ho ugh  t he s k y wasn 't  yet d a r k . A w h ite va n  
was st a r t i ng u p i ts e ngi n e .  R igh t  be h i n d was a  b ig old Volvo wit h  Miss E mily 
i n  t he passenger sea t . M ada me was cro u ch i ng by t he win dow , n od d i ng to 
som et h i ng Miss E mily was sayi ng,  w h ile G eorge closed u p t he boot a n d 
moved ro u n d to t he d r iver's door . T hen  t he w h ite va n  moved off, a n d Miss 
E mily's car followed .

M ada me watched t he dep a r t i ng veh icles for a  lo ng t ime . T hen  she t u r ned as 
t ho ugh  to go back  i n to t he hou se , a n d seeing u s t here on  t he pavemen t , 
stopped a br u pt ly , a lmost s h r i n k i ng back .

“We're goi ng now ,” I sa id . “T h a n k  you  for t a l k i ng to u s . Please say good bye to 
Miss E mily for us.”

I cou ld see her st u dyi ng me i n  t he fa d i ng l igh t .  T hen  she sa id:

“ K a t h y H . I remem ber you . Yes, I remem ber .” S he fell si len t , b u t wen t on  
loo k i ng a t me .

“I t h i n k  I k now wh at yo u 're t h i n k i ng abou t ,” I sa id , i n  t he en d . “I t h i n k  I ca n  
guess.”

“Very well.” H er voice was drea m y a n d her gaze h a d sl igh t ly lost focus. “Very 
well. You  are a  min d-reader . Tell me.”

“There was a  t ime you  saw me once , one a fter noon , i n  t he dor mitories. T here 
was no one else a rou n d , a n d I was p l a y i ng t h is tape, t h is m usic. I was sort of 
d a n ci ng wit h  m y eyes closed a n d you  saw me.”

“T h at's very good . A min d-reader . You  shou ld be on  t he stage. I o n ly  
recogn ised you  j u st now . B u t yes, I remem ber t h a t occasion . I st i l l  t h i n k  
a bou t i t  from t ime to time.”

“T h at's f u n n y .  So do I.”



“I see.”

We cou ld h ave en ded t he conversa tion  there. We cou ld h ave sa id good bye a n d 
left . B u t she stepped closer to u s , loo k i ng i n to m y face a ll t he t ime .

“You were m u ch  yo u nger t hen ,” she said . “ B u t yes, i t's you .”

“You don 't  h ave to a nswer t h is if you  don 't  wa n t to,” I sa id . “ B u t i t's a lways 
p u zzled  me. M ay I ask  you?”

“You read m y m in d . B u t I ca n not read you rs .”

“Well, you  were… u pset t h a t d ay . You  were wa tch ing me, a n d w hen  I rea lised , 
a n d I opened m y eyes, you  were wa tch ing me a n d I t h i n k  you  were cry i ng.  In  
fact , I k now you  were. You  were wa tch ing me a n d cry i ng.  W h y was t h a t?”

M ada me's expression  d id n 't  ch a nge a n d she k ep t st a r i ng i n to m y face. “I was 
weeping,” she sa id even t u a lly , very q u iet ly , as t ho ugh  a fra id t he neigh bo u rs 
were l is ten i ng,  “beca use w hen  I ca me in , I hea rd you r m usic. I t ho ugh t some 
foolish  st u den t h a d left  t he m u sic on . B u t w hen  I ca me in to you r dor mitory , I 
saw you , by you rself, a  l i t t le gir l , d a n ci ng.  As you  say , eyes closed , far away , a  
look  of yea r n i ng.  You  were d a n ci ng so very sy m p a t het ica lly . A n d  t he m usic, 
t he song. T here was som et h i ng i n  t he words. It was f u ll of sadness.”

“The song,” I sa id , “i t  was ca lled 'Never Let Me Go.' ” T hen  I sa ng a  cou ple of 
l i nes q u iet ly u n der m y brea t h  for her . “Never let  me go. O h , b a by , b a by . Never 
let  me go…”

S he nodded as t ho ugh  i n  agreemen t . “Yes, i t  was t h a t song. I've hea rd i t  once 
or twice since t hen . O n  t he r a dio, on  t he television . A n d  i t's t a k en  me back  to 
t h a t l i t t le gir l , d a n ci ng by herself.”

“You say yo u 're not a  m in d-reader ,” I sa id . “ B u t m aybe you  were t h a t d ay . 
M aybe t h a t's w h y you  sta rted to cry w hen  you  saw me. Beca use wh atever t he 
song was rea lly a bou t , i n  m y hea d , w hen  I was d a n ci ng,  I h a d m y ow n 
version . You  see, I i m agi n ed i t  was a bou t t h is wom a n w ho'd been  told she 
co u ld n 't  h ave babies. B u t t hen  she'd h a d one , a n d she was so pleased , a n d 
she was h old i ng i t  ever so t igh t ly to her breast , rea lly a fra id som et h i ng m igh t  
separate t hem , a n d she's goi ng b a by , b a by , never let  me go. T h a t's not wh at 
t he song's a bou t a t a l l , b u t t h a t's wh at I h a d i n  m y hea d t h a t t ime . M aybe 
you  read m y m in d , a n d t h a t's w h y you  fou n d i t  so sad . I d id n 't  t h i n k  i t  was 
so sad a t t he t ime , b u t now , w hen  I t h i n k  back , i t  does feel a  b i t  sad .”



I'd spok en  to M ada me, b u t I cou ld sense Tom my s h ift i ng nex t to me, a n d was 
aware of t he text u re of h is clothes, of every t h i ng a bou t h im . T hen  M ada me 
sa id:

“T h at's most i n terest i ng. B u t I was no more a  min d-reader t hen  t h a n  tod ay . I 
was weeping for a n  a l toget her d ifferen t reason . W hen  I watched you  d a n ci ng 
t h a t d ay , I saw som et h i ng else. I saw a  new world com i ng r a pid ly . More 
scien tific, efficien t , yes. More cu res for t he old sick nesses. Very good . B u t a  
h a rsh , cr u el world . A n d  I saw a  l i t t le gir l , her eyes t igh t ly closed , h old i ng to 
her breast t he old k i n d  world , one t h a t she k new i n  her hea r t cou ld not 
rem ain , a n d she was h old i ng i t  a n d p lea d i ng,  never to let  her go. Th at is wh at 
I saw . It wasn 't  rea lly you , wh at you  were doi ng,  I k now t h a t . B u t I saw you  
a n d i t  b rok e m y heart . A n d  I've never forgot ten .”

T hen  she ca me forward u n t i l  she was o n ly  a  step or two from u s . “You r stories 
t h is even ing, t hey tou ched me too.” S he look ed now to Tom my , t hen  back  a t 
me. “Poor crea t u res. I wish  I cou ld help you . B u t now yo u 're by you rselves.”

S he reached ou t her h a n d , a l l t he w h ile st a r i ng i n to m y face, a n d placed i t  on  
m y cheek . I cou ld feel a  t re m bli ng go a ll t h ro ugh  her body , b u t she k ep t her 
h a n d  where i t  was, a n d I cou ld see aga in  tears a ppea r ing i n  her eyes.

“You poor crea t u res,” she repea ted , a lmost i n  a  w h isper . T hen  she t u r ned a n d 
wen t back  i n to her hou se .

We h a rd ly discussed ou r meet ing wit h  Miss E mily a n d M ada me on  t he 
jo u r n ey back . O r if we d id , we t a l k ed o n ly  a bou t t he less im port a n t t h i ngs ,  
l i k e how m u ch  we t ho ugh t t h ey'd aged , or t he st u ff i n  t heir  hou se .

I k ep t u s on  t he most obscu re back  roads I k new , where o n ly  ou r hea d ligh ts 
d ist u rbed t he dar k ness. We'd occasion a lly encou n ter ot her hea dligh ts , a n d 
t hen  I'd get t he feeli ng t hey belonged to ot her carers, d r ivi ng home a lone , or 
m aybe l i k e me, wit h  a  donor beside t hem . I rea lised , of cou rse, t h a t ot her 
people used these roads; b u t t h a t n igh t ,  i t  seemed to me these d a r k  byways of 
t he cou n try existed j u st for t he l i k es of u s , w h ile t he b ig gl i t ter i ng motorways 
wit h  t heir  h uge signs a n d su per cafés were for everyone else. I don 't  k now if 
Tom my was t h i n k i ng som et h i ng sim ila r . M aybe he was, beca use a t one poin t , 



he rem ar ked:

“ K a t h , you  rea lly k now some weird roads.”

H e did a  l i t t le l a ugh  as he sa id t h is , b u t t hen  he seemed to fa ll deep i n to 
t ho ugh t .  T hen  as we were goi ng dow n a  p a r t ic u la r ly d a r k  la ne i n  t he back  of 
now here , he sa id s u d de n ly:

“I t h i n k  Miss L u cy was r igh t .  Not Miss E mily .”

I ca n 't  remem ber if I sa id a n y t h i ng to t h a t . If I d id , i t  cer t a in ly wasn 't  
a n y t h i ng very p rofou n d . B u t t h a t was t he momen t I fi rst  not iced i t , 
som et h i ng i n  h is voice, or m aybe h is m a n ner , t h a t set off d ist a n t a la rm bells . 
I remem ber t a k i ng m y eyes off t he twist i ng roa d to gla nce a t h im , b u t he was 
j u st si t t i ng t here q u iet ly , ga z i ng st r a igh t a hea d i n to t he n igh t .

A few min u tes la ter , he sa id s u dden ly: “ K a t h , ca n  we stop? I'm sorry , I need to 
get ou t a  m in u te .”

T h i n k i ng he was feeli ng sic k  aga in , I p u lled u p a lmost im media tely , h a rd 
aga inst a  hedge . The spot was com pletely u n l i t ,  a n d even wit h  t he car l igh ts 
on , I was nervous a not her veh icle m igh t  come ro u n d t he cu rve a n d r u n  i n to 
u s . T h a t's w h y , w hen  Tom my got ou t a n d disappeared i n to t he black ness, I 
d id n 't  go wit h  h im . A lso, t here'd been  som et h i ng p u rposef u l a bou t t he way 
h e'd got ou t t h a t suggested even if he was feeli ng i l l , h e'd prefer to cope wit h  
i t  on  h is ow n . A n yway , t h a t's w h y I was st i l l  i n  t he car , won der i ng w het her to 
move i t  a  l i t t le f u r t her u p t he h i l l ,  w hen  I hea rd t he fi rst  screa m .

At fi rst  I d id n 't  even t h i n k  i t  was h im , b u t some m a n iac w ho'd been  l u r k i ng 
i n  t he b ushes. I was a lrea dy ou t of t he car w hen  t he secon d a n d t h ird 
screa ms ca me, a n d by t hen  I k new i t  was Tom my , t ho ugh  t h a t h a rd ly 
lessened m y u rgency . In  fact , for a  momen t , I was prob a bly close to p a n ic , not 
h avi ng a  cl u e where he was. I co u ld n 't  rea lly see a n y t h i ng,  a n d w hen  I t r ied to 
go towards t he screa ms, I was stopped by a n  im penetrable t h ic k et . T hen  I 
fou n d a n  ope n i ng,  a n d stepping t h ro ugh  a  d i tch , ca me u p to a  fence. I 
m a n aged to clim b over i t  a n d I l a n ded i n  soft m u d .

I cou ld now see m y s u r ro u n dings m u ch  better . I was i n  a  field t h a t sloped 
dow n steeply not far i n  fron t of me, a n d I cou ld see t he l igh ts of some vil l age 
way below i n  t he va lley . The win d here was rea lly powerf u l, a n d a  gu st p u lled 
a t me so h a rd , I h a d to reach for t he fence post . The moon  wasn 't  q u ite f u ll , 
b u t i t  was b r igh t  e no ugh ,  a n d I cou ld m a ke ou t i n  t he mid-dista nce, nea r 
where t he field bega n  to fa ll away , Tom my's figu re , r agi ng,  sho u t i ng,  f l i ngi ng 
h is fists a n d k ic k i ng ou t .



I t r ied to r u n  to h im , b u t t he m u d sucked m y feet dow n . The m u d was 
i m pedi ng h im too, beca use one t ime , w hen  he k ic k ed ou t , he slipped a n d fell 
ou t of view in to t he black ness. B u t h is j u m bled swear-words con t in u ed 
u n in ter r u pted , a n d I was a ble to reach h im j u st as he was get t i ng to h is feet 
aga in . I ca ugh t a  glim pse of h is face i n  t he moon ligh t ,  ca ked i n  m u d a n d 
distorted wit h  f u ry , t hen  I reached for h is f l a i l i ng arms a n d held on  t igh t .  H e 
t r ied to sh a ke me off, b u t I k ep t h old i ng on , u n t i l  he stopped s ho u t i ng a n d I 
felt  t he f igh t  go ou t of h im . T hen  I rea lised he too h a d h is arms a rou n d me. 
A n d  so we stood toget her l i k e t h a t , a t  t he top of t h a t field , for wh at seemed 
li k e ages, not sa y i ng a n y t h i ng,  j u st h old i ng each ot her , w h ile t he win d k ep t 
b lowi ng a n d b lowi ng a t u s , t u ggi ng ou r clothes, a n d for a  momen t , i t  seemed 
li k e we were h old i ng on to each ot her beca use t h a t was t he o n ly  way to stop 
u s bei ng swept away i n to t he n igh t .

W hen a t last we p u lled apart , he m u ttered: “I'm rea lly sorry , K a t h .” T hen  he 
gave a  sh a k y l a ugh  a n d added: “ Good job t here weren 't  cows i n  t he field . 
T hey'd h ave got a  fr igh t .”

I cou ld see he was doi ng h is best to reassu re me i t  was a ll ok ay now , b u t h is 
chest was st i l l  heaving a n d h is legs s h a k i ng.  We walked toget her back  
towards t he car , t r y i ng not to slip .

“You st i n k  of cow poo,” I sa id , f i n a l ly .

“ O h God , K a t h . How do I expla in  t h is? We'l l  h ave to snea k  i n  ro u n d t he 
back .”

“You 'l l  st i l l  h ave to s ign  i n .”

“ O h God ,” he said , a n d la ughed aga in .

I fou n d some r ags i n  t he car a n d we got t he worst of t he m u c k  off. B u t I'd 
t a k en  ou t of t he boot , j u st w h ile I was sea rch ing for t he rags, t he sports b ag 
con t a i n i ng h is a n im al pict u res, a n d w hen  we set off aga in , I not iced Tom my 
b ro ugh t i t  i nside wit h  h im .

We travelled some way, not sa y i ng m u ch , t he b ag on  h is la p . I was wa it i ng for 
h im to say som et h i ng a bou t t he pict u res; i t  even occu rred to me he was 
wor k ing u p to a not her rage, w hen  h e'd t h row a ll t he pict u res ou t of t he 
win dow . B u t he held t he b ag protectively wit h  bot h  h a n ds a n d k ep t st a r i ng a t 
t he d a r k  roa d u n fold i ng before u s . After a  lo ng per iod of silence, he sa id:

“I'm sorry a bou t j u st now , K a t h . I rea lly a m . I'm a real id iot .” T hen  he added: 



“W h at are you  t h i n k i ng,  K a t h?”

“I was t h i n k i ng,” I sa id , “abou t back  t hen , a t  H a ilsh a m , w hen  you  used to go 
bon k ers l i k e t h a t , a n d we co u ld n 't  u n derst a n d i t . We co u ld n 't  u n derst a n d 
how you  cou ld ever get l i k e t h a t . A n d  I was j u st h avi ng t h is idea , j u st a  
t ho ugh t rea lly . I was t h i n k i ng m aybe t he reason you  used to get l i k e t h a t was 
beca use a t some level you  a lways k new .”

Tom my t ho ugh t a bou t t h is , t hen  shook  h is hea d . “ D on 't  t h i n k  so, K a t h . No, 
i t  was a lways j u st me. Me bei ng a n  id iot . T h a t's a ll i t  ever was.” T hen  after a  
momen t , he d id a  sm all l a ugh  a n d said: “ B u t t h a t's a  f u n n y idea . M aybe I d id 
k now , somew here deep dow n . Som et h i ng t he rest of you  d id n 't .”



C h a p t e r  T w e n t y-T h r e e

Not h i ng seemed to ch a nge m u ch  i n  t he week  or so after t h a t t r ip . I d id n 't  
expect i t  to st ay t h a t way t ho ugh ,  a n d su re e no ugh ,  by t he sta rt of October , I 
sta r ted not ici ng l i t t le d ifferences. F or one t h i ng,  t ho ugh  Tom my carried on  
wit h  h is a n im al pict u res, he beca me cagey a bou t doi ng t hem i n  m y presence. 
We weren 't  q u ite back  to how i t  was w hen  I'd fi rst  become h is carer a n d a ll 
t he Cottages st u ff was st i l l  h a ngi ng over u s . B u t i t  was l i k e h e'd t ho ugh t 
a bou t i t  a n d come to a  decision : t h a t h e'd con t in u e wit h  t he a n im als as t he 
mood took  h im , b u t if I ca me in , h e'd stop a n d p u t t hem away . I wasn 't  t h a t 
h u r t by t h is . In  fact , i n  m a n y ways, i t  was a  relief: t hose a n im als st a r i ng u s i n  
t he face w hen  we were toget her wou ld h ave o n ly  m ade t h i ngs more aw k ward .

B u t t here were ot her ch a nges I fou n d less easy . I don 't  mea n  we weren 't  st i l l  
h avi ng some good times u p i n  h is room . We were even h avi ng sex every now 
a n d t hen . B u t wh at I co u ld n 't  help not ici ng was how , more a n d more, Tom my 
ten ded to ide n t ify h imself wit h  t he ot her donors a t t he cen tre. If, for i nst a nce , 
t he two of u s were rem in isci ng a bou t old H a ilsh a m people , h e'd sooner or 
la ter move t he conversa tion  ro u n d to one of h is c u rren t donor fr ien ds w ho'd 
m aybe sa id or done som et h i ng sim ila r to wh at we were reca ll i ng. T here was 
one t ime i n  pa r t icu la r , w hen  I drove i n to t he K i ngsf ield  after a  lo ng jo u r n ey 
a n d stepped ou t of t he car . The Sq u a re was loo k i ng a  b i t  l i k e t h a t t ime I'd 
come to t he cen tre wit h  R u t h  t he d ay we'd gone to see t he boa t . It was a n  
overcast a u t u m n a fter noon , a n d t here was no one a bou t except for a  grou p of 
donors cl ustered u n der t he over h a nging roof of t he recrea tion  b u i ld i ng.  I saw 
Tom my was wit h  t hem–he was st a n d i ng wit h  a  shou lder aga inst a  post–a n d 
was l is ten i ng to a  donor w ho was si t t i ng crou ched on  t he en tra nce steps. I 
ca me towards t hem a  l i t t le way, t hen  stopped a n d waited , t here i n  t he open , 
u n der t he grey s k y . B u t Tom my , t ho ugh  h e'd seen me, wen t on  l is ten i ng to 
h is fr ien d , a n d even t u a lly he a n d a ll t he ot hers b u rst ou t l a ugh i ng.  E ven 
t hen , he ca rried on  l is ten i ng a n d s m il i ng.  H e cla imed afterwards h e'd 
sign a lled to me to come over , b u t if he h a d , i t  h a d n 't  been  a t a l l obviou s . A ll I 
registered was h im s m il i ng vagu ely i n  m y d irect ion , t hen  goi ng back  to wh at 
h is fr ien d was sayi ng.  O k ay , he was i n  t he m iddle of somet h ing, a n d after a  
m in u te or so, he d id come away , a n d t he two of u s wen t u p to h is room . B u t 
i t  was q u ite d ifferen t to t he way t h i ngs wou ld h ave h a ppened before. A n d  i t  
wasn 't  j u st t h a t h e'd k ept me wa it i ng ou t i n  t he Squ are. I wo u ld n 't  h ave 
m in ded t h a t so m u ch . It was more t h a t I sensed for t he fi rst  t ime t h a t d ay 
som et h i ng close to resen t men t on  h is p a r t a t  h avi ng to come away wit h  me, 
a n d once we were u p i n  h is room , t he a t mosp here between u s wasn 't  so grea t .

To be fa ir , a  lot of i t  m igh t  h ave been  dow n to me as m u ch  as h im . Beca use as 
I'd stood t here wa tch ing t hem a ll t a l k i ng a n d l a ugh i ng,  I'd felt  a n  u nexpected 



l i t t le t ug; beca use t here was som et h i ng a bou t t he way these donors h a d 
a r r a nged themselves i n  a  ro ugh  semi-circle, som et h i ng a bou t t heir  poses, 
a lmost st u diedly relaxed , w het her st a n d i ng or si t t i ng, as t ho ugh  to a n nou nce 
to t he world how m u ch  each one of t hem was savou ring t he com p a n y , t h a t 
remin ded me of t he way ou r l i t t le ga ng used to si t  a rou n d ou r p avil ion  
toget her . Th at com p arison , as I say , t ugged som et h i ng i nside me, a n d so 
m aybe , once we were u p i n  h is room , i t  was as m u ch  me feeli ng resen tf u l as 
t he ot her way ro u n d .

I'd feel a  sim ila r l i t t le p r ic k le of resen t men t each t ime he told me I d id n 't  
u n derst a n d som et h i ng or ot her beca use I wasn 't  yet a  donor . B u t apart from 
one part icu la r t ime , w h ich  I'l l  come to i n  a  momen t , a  l i t t le p r ic k le was a ll i t  
was. Us u a lly h e'd say these t h i ngs to me h a lf-jok i ngly ,  a lmost a ffection a tely . 
A n d  even w hen  t here was som et h i ng more to i t , l i k e t he t ime he told me to 
stop t a k i ng h is d ir ty wash ing to t he l a u n d ry beca use he cou ld do i t  h imself, i t  
h a rd ly a mou n ted to a  row . Th at t ime , I'd asked h im:

“W h at difference does i t  m a ke, w h ich  one of u s ta kes t he towels dow n? I'm 
goi ng ou t t h a t way a n yway .”

To w h ich  h e'd sh a k en  h is hea d a n d said: “Look , K a t h , I'l l  sort ou t m y ow n 
t h i ngs .  If you  were a  donor , yo u 'd see.”

O k ay , i t  d id n iggle ,  b u t i t  was som et h i ng I cou ld forget easily e no ugh .  B u t as 
I say , t here was t h is one t ime he b ro ugh t i t  u p , a bou t m y not bei ng a  donor , 
t h a t rea lly r i led me .

It h a ppened a bou t a  week  after t he not ice ca me for h is fou r t h  don a t ion .  We'd 
been  expect i ng i t  a n d h a d a lrea dy t a l k ed i t  t h ro ugh  a  lot . In  fact , we'd h a d 
some of ou r most i n t im a te conversa tions since t he Li t t leh a m pton  t r ip 
d isc u ssing t he fou r t h  don a t ion .  I've k now n donors to react i n  a ll sorts of ways 
to t heir  fou r t h  don a t ion .  Some wa nt to t a l k  a bou t i t  a l l t he t ime , en dlessly 
a n d poin t lessly . O t hers wil l o n ly  jok e a bou t i t , w h ile ot hers refuse to discuss 
i t  a t  a l l . A n d  t hen  t here's t h is odd ten dency a mong donors to trea t a  fou r t h  
don a t ion  as som et h i ng wort h y of congra t u la t ions . A donor “on  a  fou r t h ,” even 
one w ho's been  pret ty u n pop u la r  u p t i l l  t hen , is t rea ted wit h  specia l respect . 
E ven t he doctors a n d n u rses p lay u p to t h is: a  donor on  a  fou r t h  wil l go i n  for 
a  check  a n d be greeted by w h itecoa ts s m il i ng a n d s h a k i ng t heir  h a n d . Well, 
Tom my a n d I, we t a l k ed a bou t a ll of t h is , sometimes jo k i ngly ,  ot her times 
ser iou sly a n d ca ref u lly . We discussed a ll t he d ifferen t ways people t r ied to 
h a n dle i t , a n d w h ich  ways m ade t he best sense. O nce , ly i ng side by side on  
t he bed wit h  t he d a r k  com i ng on , he sa id:

“You k now w h y i t  is , K a t h , w h y everyone worries so m u ch  a bou t t he fo u r t h? 



It's beca use t hey're not su re t h ey'l l  rea lly com plete. If you  k new for certa in  
yo u 'd com plete, i t  wou ld be easier . B u t t hey never tel l u s for su re.”

I'd been  won der i ng for a  w h ile if t h is wou ld come u p , a n d I'd been  t h i n k i ng 
a bou t how I'd respon d . B u t w hen  i t  d id , I co u ld n 't  fi n d m u ch  to say . So I j u st 
sa id: “It's j u st a  lot of r u bbish , Tom my . J u st t a l k , wild t a l k . I t's not even 
wort h  t h i n k i ng abou t .”

B u t Tom my wou ld h ave k now n I h a d n ot h i ng to back  u p m y words. H e'd h ave 
k now n , too, he was r a ising questions to w h ich  even t he doctors h a d no 
certa in  a nswers. Yo u 'l l  h ave hea rd t he sa me t a l k . How m aybe , after t he fou r t h  
don a t ion ,  even if you 've tech n ica lly com pleted , yo u 're st i l l  conscious i n  some 
sort of way; how t hen  you  fi n d t here are more don a t ions , p le n ty of t hem , on  
t he ot her side of t h a t l i ne; how t here are no more recovery cen tres, no carers, 
no fr ien ds; how t here's n ot h i ng to do except watch you r re m a i n i ng don a t ions 
u n t i l  t hey switch  you  off. I t's horror movie st u ff, a n d most of t he t ime people 
don 't  wa n t to t h i n k  a bou t i t . Not t he w h itecoa ts, not t he ca rers–a n d u s u a lly 
not t he donors . B u t now a n d aga in , a  donor wil l b r i ng i t  u p , as Tom my did 
t h a t even ing, a n d I wish  now we'd t a l k ed a bou t i t . As i t  was, after I d ismissed 
i t  as r u bbish , we bot h  sh ra n k  back  from t he w hole ter r i tory . A t least , t ho ugh ,  
I k new i t  was on  Tom my's m i n d  after t h a t , a n d I was gla d h e'd a t least 
con fided i n  me t h a t far . W h a t I'm sa yi ng is t h a t a l l i n  a ll I was u n der t he 
im pression  we were dea l i ng wit h  t he fou r t h  don a t ion  pret ty well toget her , a n d 
t h a t's w h y I was so k noc k ed off ba la nce by wh at he ca me ou t wit h  t h a t d ay we 
walked a rou n d t he field .

The K i ngsf ield  doesn 't  h ave m u ch  i n  t he way of grou n ds . The Sq u a re's t he 
obviou s congrega t i ng poi n t  a n d t he few bits be h i n d t he b u i ld i ngs look  more 
l i k e wastela n d . The la rgest c h u n k ,  w h ich  t he donors ca ll “t he field ,” is a  
rect a ngle of overgrow n weeds a n d t h ist les held i n  by wire-mesh fences. 
T here's a lways been  t a l k  of t u r n i ng i t  i n to a  p roper law n  for t he donors , b u t 
t hey h aven 't  done i t  yet , even now . It m igh t  not be so peacef u l even if t hey d id 
get ro u n d to i t , beca use of t he b ig roa d nea rby . A ll t he sa me, w hen  donors get 
restless a n d need to walk  i t  off, t h a t's where t hey ten d to go, scr a ping 
t h ro ugh  a ll t he nett les a n d bra m bles. The pa rt icu la r mor n i ng I'm t a l k i ng 
a bou t , i t  was rea lly foggy ,  a n d I k new t he field wou ld be soa k ing, b u t Tom my 
h a d been  i nsisten t we go t here for a  walk . Not s u rp r isi ngly ,  we were t he o n ly  



ones t here–w hich  prob a bly s u ited Tom my fi ne . After cr ash ing a bou t t he 
t h ickets for a  few min u tes , he stopped nex t to t he fence a n d sta red a t t he 
b la n k  fog on  t he ot her side. T hen  he sa id:

“ K a t h , I don 't  wa n t you  to ta ke t h is t he wrong way. B u t I've been  t h i n k i ng i t  
over a  lot . K a t h , I t h i n k  I o ugh t  to get a  d ifferen t carer.”

In  t he few secon ds after he sa id t h is , I rea lised I wasn 't  su rprised by i t  a t  a l l; 
t h a t i n  some f u n n y way I'd been  wa it i ng for i t . B u t I was a ngry a ll t he sa me 
a n d d id n 't  say a n y t h i ng .

“It's not j u st beca use t he fou r t h  don a t ion 's com i ng u p ,” he wen t on . “It's not 
j u st a bou t t h a t . I t's beca use of st u ff l i k e wh at h a ppened last week . W hen  I 
h a d a ll t h a t k id n ey t rou ble . T here's goi ng to be m u ch  more st u ff l i k e t h a t 
coming.”

“T h at's w h y I ca me a n d fou n d you ,” I sa id . “T h at's exactly w h y I ca me to help 
you . F or w h a t's st a r t i ng now . A n d  i t's wh at R u t h  wa n ted too.”

“R u t h  wa n ted t h a t ot her t h i ng for us,” Tom my said . “S he wo u ld n 't  necessarily 
h ave wa n ted you  to be m y carer t h ro ugh  t h is last b i t .”

“Tom my,” I sa id , a n d I su ppose by now I was f u riou s , b u t I k ep t m y voice q u iet 
a n d u n der con trol , “I'm t he one to help you . T h a t's w h y I ca me a n d fou n d you  
aga in .”

“R u t h  wa n ted t he ot her t h i ng for us,” Tom my repea ted . “All t h is is som et h i ng 
else. K a t h , I don 't  wa n t to be t h a t way i n  fron t of you .”

H e was loo k i ng dow n a t t he gro u n d ,  a  p a lm pressed aga inst t he wire-mesh 
fence, a n d for a  momen t he look ed l i k e he was l is ten i ng i n te n t ly to t he sou n d 
of t he tra ffic somew here beyon d t he fog. A n d  t h a t was w hen  he sa id i t , 
s h a k i ng h is hea d sl igh t ly:

“R u t h  wou ld h ave u n derstood . S he was a  donor , so she wou ld h ave 
u n derstood . I'm not sa yi ng she'd necessarily h ave wa n ted t he sa me t h i ng for 
herself. If she'd been  a ble to, m aybe she'd h ave wa n ted you  as her carer r igh t  
to t he en d . B u t she'd h ave u n derstood , a bou t me wa n ting to do i t  d ifferen t ly . 
K a t h , sometimes you  j u st don 't  see i t . You  don 't  see i t  beca use yo u 're not a  
donor .”

It was w hen  he ca me ou t wit h  t h is t h a t I t u r ned a n d walked off. As I sa id , I'd 
been  a lmost prepared for t he b i t  a bou t not wa n ting me a n y more as h is carer . 
B u t wh at h a d rea lly st u ng, com i ng after a l l t hose ot her l i t t le t h i ngs ,  l i k e 



w hen  h e'd k ept me st a n d i ng i n  t he Squ are, was wh at h e'd sa id t hen , t he way 
h e'd d ivided me off yet aga in , not j u st from a ll t he ot her donors , b u t from h im 
a n d R u t h .

This never t u r ned i n to a  h uge f igh t  t ho ugh .  W hen  I sta l ked off, t here wasn 't  
m u ch  else I cou ld do ot her t h a n  go back  u p to h is room , a n d t hen  he ca me 
u p h imself several m in u tes la ter . I'd cooled dow n by t hen  a n d so h a d he , a n d 
we were a ble to h ave a  better conversa tion  a bou t i t . It was a  b i t  stiff, b u t we 
m ade peace, a n d even got i n to some of t he practica li t ies of c h a ngi ng carers. 
T hen , as we were si t t i ng i n  t he d u ll l igh t ,  side by side on  t he edge of h is bed , 
he sa id to me:

“I don 't  wa n t u s to f igh t  aga in , K a t h . B u t I've been  wa n ting to ask  you  t h is a  
lot . I mea n , don 't  you  get t i red of bei ng a  carer? A ll t he rest of u s , we beca me 
donors ages ago. You 've been  doi ng i t  for years. D on 't  you  sometimes wish , 
K a t h , t h ey'd h u r ry u p a n d sen d you  you r not ice?”

I sh r ugged . “I don 't  m in d . A n yway , i t's im port a n t t here are good carers. A n d  
I'm a good carer.”

“ B u t is i t  rea lly t h a t im port a n t? O k ay , i t's rea lly n ice to h ave a  good carer . 
B u t i n  t he en d , is i t  rea lly so im port a n t? The donors wil l a l l don a te , j u st t he 
sa me, a n d t hen  t h ey'l l  com plete.”

“ O f cou rse i t's im port a n t . A good carer m a kes a  b ig difference to wh at a  
donor's l ife's act u a lly l i k e .”

“ B u t a ll t h is r u s h i ng a bou t you  do. A ll t h is get t i ng ex h a usted a n d bei ng by 
you rself. I've been  wa tch ing you . I t's wea ring you  ou t . You  m u st do, K a t h , 
you  m u st sometimes wish  t h ey'd tell you  you  ca n  stop . I don 't  k now w h y you  
don 't  h ave a  word wit h  t hem , ask  t hem w h y i t's been  so long.” T hen  w hen  I 
k ep t qu iet , he said: “I'm j u st sayi ng,  t h a t's a ll . Let's not f igh t  aga in .”

I p u t m y hea d on  h is shou lder a n d said: “Yea h , well. M aybe i t  won 't  be for 
m u ch  longer  a n yway . B u t for now , I h ave to keep goi ng.  E ven if you  don 't  
wa n t me a rou n d , t here are ot hers w ho do.”

“I su ppose yo u 're r igh t ,  K a t h . You  are a  rea lly good carer . You 'd be t he perfect 
one for me too if you  weren 't  you .” H e d id a  l a ugh  a n d p u t h is a r m ro u n d me, 
t ho ugh  we k ept si t t i ng side by side. T hen  he said: “I keep t h i n k i ng a bou t t h is 
river somewhere, wit h  t he water movi ng rea lly fast . A n d  these two people i n  
t he water , t r y i ng to h old  on to each ot her , h old i ng on  as h a rd as t hey ca n , b u t 
i n  t he en d i t's j u st too m u ch . The c u rren t's too st rong. T hey've got to let  go, 
d r ift  apart . T h a t's how I t h i n k  i t  is wit h  u s . I t's a  sh a me, K a t h , beca use we've 



loved each ot her a ll ou r lives. B u t i n  t he en d , we ca n 't  st ay toget her forever .”

W hen he sa id t h is , I remem bered t he way I'd held on to h im t h a t n igh t  i n  t he 
win d-swept field on  t he way back  from Lit t le-h a m pton . I don 't  k now if he was 
t h i n k i ng a bou t t h a t too, or if he was st i l l  t h i n k i ng a bou t h is r ivers a n d st rong 
cu rren ts. In  a n y case, we wen t on  si t t i ng l i k e t h a t on  t he side of t he bed for a  
lo ng t ime , lost i n  ou r t ho ugh ts .  T hen  i n  t he en d I sa id to h im:

“I'm sorry I blew u p a t you  ea rlier . I'l l  t a l k  to t hem . I'l l  t ry a n d see to i t  you  get 
someone rea lly good .”

“It's a  sh a me, K a t h ,” he sa id aga in . A n d  I don 't  t h i n k  we t a l k ed a n y more 
a bou t i t  t h a t mor n i ng.

I remem ber t he few weeks t h a t ca me after t h a t–t he last few weeks before t he 
new carer took  over–as bei ng s u rp r isi ngly t r a nq u il . M aybe Tom my a n d I were 
m a k i ng a  specia l effort to be n ice to each ot her , b u t t he t ime seemed to slip  by 
i n  a n  a lmost carefree way. You  m igh t  t h i n k  t here wou ld h ave been  a n  a ir  of 
u n rea li ty a bou t u s bei ng l i k e t h a t , b u t i t  d id n 't  seem st r a nge a t t he t ime . I 
was q u ite b u sy wit h  a  cou ple of m y ot her donors i n  Nor t h  Wales a n d t h a t 
k ep t me from t he K i ngsf ield  more t h a n  I'd h ave wa n ted , b u t I st i l l  m a n aged to 
come i n  t h ree or fou r times a  week . The weather grew colder , b u t stayed dry 
a n d often  s u n n y ,  a n d we w h iled away t he hou rs i n  h is room , sometimes 
h avi ng sex , more often  j u st t a l k i ng,  or wit h  Tom my l is ten i ng to me read . O nce 
or twice, Tom my even b ro ugh t ou t h is notebook  a n d doodled away for new 
a n im al ideas w h ile I read from t he bed .

T hen  I ca me i n  one d ay a n d i t  was t he last t ime . I a rrived j u st after one o'cloc k  
on  a  crisp Decem ber a fter noon . I wen t u p to h is room , h a lf expect i ng some 
ch a nge–I don 't  k now wh at . M aybe I t ho ugh t h e'd h ave p u t u p decora tions i n  
h is room or somet h ing. B u t of cou rse, every t h i ng was as nor m al , a n d a ll i n  
a ll , t h a t was a  relief. Tom my d id n 't  look  a n y d ifferen t ei t her , b u t w hen  we 
sta rted t a l k i ng,  i t  was h a rd to p reten d t h is was j u st a not her visit . T hen  aga in , 
we'd t a l k ed over so m u ch  i n  t he previous weeks, i t  wasn 't  as t ho ugh  we h a d 
a n y t h i ng i n  pa rt icu la r we h a d to get t h ro ugh .  A n d  I t h i n k  we were rel u cta n t 
to sta rt a n y new conversa tion  we'd regret not bei ng a ble to f i n is h  p roperly . 
T h a t's w h y t here was a  k i n d  of em ptiness to ou r t a l k  t h a t d ay .

J u st once , t ho ugh ,  after I'd been  wa n dering a im lessly a rou n d h is room for a  
w h ile , I d id ask  h im:



“Tom my , are you  gla d R u t h  com pleted before f i n d i ng ou t every t h i ng we d id i n  
t he en d?”

H e was ly i ng on  t he bed , a n d wen t on  st a r i ng a t t he cei l i ng for a  w h ile before 
sayi ng: “ F u n n y , beca use I was t h i n k i ng a bou t t he sa me t h i ng t he ot her d ay . 
W h a t you 've got to remem ber a bou t R u t h ,  w hen  i t  ca me to t h i ngs l i k e t h a t , 
she was a lways d ifferen t to u s . You  a n d me, r igh t  from t he sta rt , even w hen  
we were l i t t le , we were a lways t ry i ng to fi n d t h i ngs ou t . Remem ber , K a t h , a l l 
t hose secret ta l ks we used to h ave? B u t R u t h  wasn 't  l i k e t h a t . S he a lways 
wa n ted to believe i n  t h i ngs .  Th at was R u t h .  So yea h , i n  a  way, I t h i n k  i t's best 
t he way i t  h a ppened .” T hen  he added: “ O f cou rse, wh at we fou n d ou t , Miss 
E mily , a l l of t h a t , i t  doesn 't  ch a nge a n y t h i ng a bou t R u t h .  S he wa n ted t he 
best for u s a t t he en d . S he rea lly wa n ted t he best for us.”

I d id n 't  wa n t to get i n to a  b ig d isc u ssion  a bou t R u t h  a t t h a t stage, so I j u st 
agreed wit h  h im . B u t now I've h a d more t ime to t h i n k  a bou t i t , I'm not so 
su re how I feel. A p a r t of me keeps wis h i ng we'd somehow been  a ble to sh are 
every t h i ng we discovered wit h  R u t h .  O k ay , m aybe i t  wou ld h ave m ade her feel 
b a d; m ade her see wh atever da m age she'd once done to u s co u ld n 't  be 
repaired as easily as she'd hoped . A n d  m aybe , if I'm honest , t h a t's a  sm all 
p a r t of m y wis h i ng she k new i t  a l l before she com pleted . B u t i n  t he en d , I 
t h i n k  i t's a bou t som et h i ng else, som et h i ng m u ch  more t h a n  m y feeli ng 
vengef u l a n d mea n-spir i ted . Beca use as Tom my said , she wa n ted t he best for 
u s a t t he en d , a n d t ho ugh  she sa id t h a t d ay i n  t he car I'd never forgive her , 
she was wrong a bou t t h a t . I've got no a nger left  for her now . W hen  I say I 
wish  she'd fou n d ou t t he w hole score, i t's more beca use I feel sad a t t he idea  
of her f i n is h i ng u p d ifferen t from me a n d Tom my . The way i t  is , i t's l i k e 
t here's a  l i ne wit h  u s on  one side a n d R u t h  on  t he ot her , a n d w hen  a ll's sa id 
a n d done , I feel sad a bou t t h a t , a n d I t h i n k  she wou ld too if she cou ld see i t .

Tom my a n d I, we d id n 't  do a n y b ig farewell n u m ber t h a t d ay . W hen  i t  was 
t ime , he ca me dow n t he sta irs wit h  me, w h ich  he d id n 't  u s u a lly do, a n d we 
walked across t he Sq u a re toget her to t he car . Beca use of t he t ime of year , t he 
s u n  was a lrea dy set t i ng be h i n d t he b u ild i ngs .  T here were a  few sh a dowy 
figu res , as u s u a l , u n der t he over h a nging roof, b u t t he Sq u a re itself was 
em pty . Tom my was silen t a l l t he way to t he car . T hen  he d id a  l i t t le l a ugh  a n d 
sa id:

“You k now , K a t h , w hen  I used to p lay footb a ll back  a t H a ilsh a m . I h a d t h is 
secret t h i ng I d id . W hen  I scored a  goa l , I'd t u r n  ro u n d l i k e t h is”–he ra ised 
bot h  arms u p i n  t r i u m p h–“a n d I'd r u n  back  to m y m ates. I never wen t m a d or 
a n y t h i ng,  j u st r a n  back  wit h  m y arms u p , l i k e t h is .” H e pa used for a  momen t , 
h is arms st i l l  i n  t he a ir . T hen  he lowered t hem a n d smiled . “In m y hea d , 
K a t h , w hen  I was r u n n i ng back , I a lways i m agi n ed I was sp lash i ng t h ro ugh  



water . Not h i ng deep , j u st u p to t he a n k les a t t he most . T h a t's wh at I used to 
im agine , every t ime . Splash , sp lash , splash .” H e p u t h is arms u p aga in . “It 
felt  rea lly good . You 've j u st scored , you  t u r n , a n d t hen , sp lash , sp lash , 
splash .” H e look ed a t me a n d d id a not her l i t t le l a ugh .  “All t h is t ime , I never 
told a  single sou l .”

I l a ughed too a n d said: “You crazy k id , Tom my .”

After t h a t , we k issed–j u st a  sm all k iss–t hen  I got i n to t he car . Tom my k ept 
st a n d i ng t here w h ile I t u r ned t he t h i ng rou n d . T hen  as I p u lled away , he 
smiled a n d waved . I wa tched h im i n  m y rear-view , a n d he was st a n d i ng t here 
a lmost t i l l  t he last momen t . R igh t  a t t he en d , I saw h im ra ise h is h a n d  aga in  
vagu ely a n d t u r n  away towards t he over h a nging roof. T hen  t he Sq u a re h a d 
gone from t he m ir ror .

I was t a l k i ng to one of m y donors a  few d ays ago w ho was com pla i n i ng a bou t 
how memories, even you r most precious ones , fade s u rp r isi ngly q u ic k ly . B u t I 
don 't  go a long wit h  t h a t . The memories I va lue most , I don 't  see t hem ever 
fa ding. I lost R u t h ,  t hen  I lost Tom my , b u t I won 't  lose m y memories of t hem .

I su ppose I lost H a ilsh a m too. You  st i l l  hea r stories a bou t some ex-H ailsh a m 
st u den t t ry i ng to fi n d i t , or r a t her t he place where i t  used to be . A n d  t he odd 
r u mou r wil l go ro u n d sometimes a bou t wh at H a ilsh a m 's become these days–a 
hotel , a  school , a  r u in . Myself, for a ll t he d r ivi ng I do, I've never t r ied to fi n d 
i t . I'm not rea lly in terested i n  seeing i t , wh atever way i t  is now .

M i n d you , t ho ugh  I say I never go loo k i ng for H a ilsh a m , wh at I fi n d is t h a t 
sometimes, w hen  I'm dr ivi ng a rou n d , I s u d de n ly t h i n k  I've spotted some bit  of 
i t . I see a  sports p avil ion  i n  t he dista nce a n d I'm su re i t's ou rs . O r a  row of 
popla rs on  t he hor izon  nex t to a  b ig woolly oa k , a n d I'm convinced for a  
secon d I'm com i ng u p to t he So u t h  Play i ng F ield from t he ot her side. O nce , 
on  a  grey mor n i ng,  on  a  lo ng stretch  of roa d i n  G loucestersh ire, I passed a  
b rok en-dow n car i n  a  l ay-by , a n d I was su re t he gi r l  s t a n d i ng i n  fron t of i t , 
ga z i ng em ptily ou t towards t he on -com i ng veh icles, was S u sa n n a C . , w ho'd 
been  a  cou ple of years above u s a n d one of t he Sa les mon itors . These 
momen ts h i t  me w hen  I'm least expect i ng i t , w hen  I'm dr ivi ng wit h  som et h i ng 
else en t irely i n  m y m in d . So m aybe a t some level, I a m on  t he lookou t for 



H ailsh a m .

B u t as I say , I don 't  go sea rch ing for i t , a n d a n yway , by t he en d of t he year , I 
won 't  be d r ivi ng a rou n d l i k e t h is a n y more. So t he ch a nces are I won 't  ever 
come across i t  now , a n d on  reflect ion , I'm gla d t h a t's t he way i t'l l  be . I t's l i k e 
wit h  m y memories of Tom my a n d of R u t h .  O nce I'm a ble to h ave a  qu ieter l ife , 
i n  w h ichever cen tre t hey sen d me to, I'l l  h ave H a ilsh a m wit h  me, sa fely i n  m y 
hea d , a n d t h a t'l l  be som et h i ng no one ca n  ta ke away.

The o n ly  i n d u lgen t t h i ng I d id , j u st once , was a  cou ple of weeks after I hea rd 
Tom my h a d com pleted , w hen  I drove u p to Norfol k , even t ho ugh  I h a d no real 
need to. I wasn 't  after a n y t h i ng i n  pa rt icu la r a n d I d id n 't  go u p as far as t he 
coast . M aybe I j u st felt  l i k e loo k i ng a t a l l t hose fl a t  fields of n ot h i ng a n d t he 
h uge grey sk ies. A t one stage I fou n d m yself on  a  roa d I'd never been  on , a n d 
for a bou t h a lf a n  hou r I d id n 't  k now where I was a n d d id n 't  care. I wen t past 
field after fla t , feat u reless field , wit h  vir t u a lly no ch a nge except w hen  
occasion a lly a  floc k  of b irds , h ea r i ng m y e ngi n e ,  flew u p ou t of t he f u rrows. 
T hen  a t last I spotted a  few trees i n  t he dista nce, not far from t he roadside, so 
I drove u p to t hem , stopped a n d got ou t .

I fou n d I was st a n d i ng before acres of p lo ugh ed earth . T here was a  fence 
k eeping me from stepping i n to t he field , wit h  two l i nes of barbed wire, a n d I 
cou ld see how t h is fence a n d t he cluster of t h ree or fou r trees above me were 
t he o n ly  t h i ngs brea k ing t he win d for miles. A ll a long t he fence, especia lly 
a long t he lower l i ne of wire, a l l sorts of r u bbish  h a d ca ugh t a n d t a ngled . It 
was l i k e t he debris you  get on  a  sea-shore: t he win d m u st h ave carried some 
of i t  for m iles a n d m iles before f i n a l ly  com i ng u p aga inst these trees a n d these 
two l i nes of wire. Up i n  t he b ra nches of t he trees, too, I cou ld see, f l a p p i ng 
a bou t , tor n  plastic sheet i ng a n d b its of old ca rrier b ags . Th at was t he o n ly  
t ime , as I stood there, loo k i ng a t t h a t st r a nge r u bbish , feeli ng t he win d 
com i ng across t hose em pty fields, t h a t I sta r ted to im agine j u st a  l i t t le fa n tasy 
t h i ng,  beca use t h is was Norfol k  after a l l , a n d i t  was o n ly  a  cou ple of weeks 
since I'd lost h im . I was t h i n k i ng a bou t t he r u bbish , t he f l a p p i ng plastic i n  
t he bra nches, t he shore-li ne of odd st u ff ca ugh t a long t he fencing, a n d I 
h a lf-closed m y eyes a n d i m agi n ed t h is was t he spot where every t h i ng I'd ever 
lost since m y ch i ld hood h a d washed u p , a n d I was now st a n d i ng here i n  fron t 
of i t , a n d if I waited lo ng e no ugh ,  a  t i n y figu re wou ld appear on  t he hor izon  
across t he field , a n d gr a d u a l ly get l a rger u n t i l  I'd see i t  was Tom my , a n d h e'd 
wave, m aybe even ca ll . The fa n tasy never got beyon d th a t–I d id n 't  let  i t–a n d 
t ho ugh  t he tears rolled dow n m y face, I wasn 't  sob b i ng or ou t of con trol . I j u st 
waited a  b i t , t hen  t u r ned back  to t he car , to drive off to wherever i t  was I was 
su pposed to be .
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