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Author’s note

Among the books which provided background material for this novel were Labour Party PLC, by David Osler (Mainstream, 2002), White Riot: The Violent Story of Combat 18, by Nick Lowles (Milo, 2001) and ‘We Ain’t Going Away!’: The Battle for Long-bridge, by Carl Chinn and Stephen Dyson (Brewin Books, 2000).

The section of this novel called ‘High on the Chalk’ was inspired by the song of the same name by The High Llamas, from their album Beet, Maize and Corn (Duophonic DS45-CD35).

The Closed Circle is a continuation of an earlier novel of mine called The Rotters’ Club. A synopsis of The Rotters’ Club is included at the end of this volume, for those who have not read it, or who perhaps – having read it – have inexplicably forgotten it.

J.C.




High on the Chalk


High on the Chalk

Etretat

Tuesday, 7th December, 1999

Morning



Sister Dearest,

The view from up here is amazing, but it’s too cold to write very much. My fingers can barely hold the pen. But I promised myself I’d start this letter before returning to England, and this really is my last chance.

Last thoughts, then, on leaving the European mainland? On coming home?

I’m scouring the horizon and looking for omens. Calm sea, clear blue sky. Surely that has to count for something.

People come up here to kill themselves, apparently. In fact there’s a boy further down the path, standing dangerously close to the edge, who looks as though he may be planning to do exactly that. He’s been standing there for as long as I’ve been on this bench and he’s only wearing a T-shirt and jeans. Must be freezing.

Well, at least I haven’t got to that point yet; although there have been some bad moments, these last few weeks. Moments when it seemed like I’d lost my bearings completely, that it was all spinning out of control. You must have known that feeling, once. In fact I know you did. Anyway, it’s over now. Onwards and upwards.

Beneath me I can see Etretat, the wide curve of its beach, the pinnacled rooftops of the château where I stayed last night. I never did manage to explore the town. Funny how, when you have the freedom to do anything you want, you end up doing so little. Infinite choice seems to translate into no choice at all. I could have headed out for sole dieppoise and ended up being plied with free Calvados by a flirty waiter; instead I stayed inside and watched some old Gene Hackman movie dubbed into French.

Four out of ten, for that. See me afterwards. Could do better. Is this any way to begin a new life?

Am I really beginning a new life, in any case? Perhaps I’m just resuming an old one, after a long and finally pointless interruption.


On board the ferry, Pride of Portsmouth

In the restaurant

Tuesday, 7th December, 1999

Late afternoon



I wonder how they manage to make a profit from this line, at this time of year? Apart from me and the man behind the counter – what should I call him, is he the steward or purser or something? – this place is deserted. It’s dark outside now and there is rain flecking the windows. Perhaps it’s just spray. Makes me want to shiver looking at it, even though it’s warm inside, almost overheated.

I’m writing this letter in the little A5 notebook I bought in Venice. It has a silky blue hardback cover with a marbled pattern, and lovely thick, roughly cut pages. When I’ve finished – if I ever finish – I suppose I could always cut the pages out and put them in an envelope. But there wouldn’t be much point, would there? Anyway, it hasn’t got off to a flying start. Rather self-indulgent so far, I’d say. You’d think I’d know how to write to you, after the thousands and thousands of words I’ve written in the last few years. But somehow, every new letter I write to you feels like the first one.

I’ve got a feeling this is going to be the longest of all.

When I sat down on that bench high on the chalk cliffs above Etretat, I hadn’t even decided whether it was you I was going to write to, or Stefano. But I chose you. Aren’t you proud of me? You see, I’m determined that I’m not going to go down that road. I promised myself that I wouldn’t contact him, and a promise to yourself is the most binding of all. It’s difficult, because there hasn’t been a day for four months when we haven’t spoken, or emailed, or at least texted. That kind of habit is hard to break. But I know it will get better. This is the cold turkey period. Looking at my mobile sitting on the table next to the coffee, I feel like an ex-smoker having a packet of fags dangled in front of her nose. It would be so easy to text him. He taught me how to send text messages, after all. But that would be a crazy thing to do. He’d hate me for it, anyway. And I’m scared of him starting to hate me – really scared. That scares me more than anything. Silly, isn’t it? What difference does it make, if I’m not going to see him again?

I’ll make a list. Making a list is always a good displacement activity.

Lessons I’ve learned from the Stefano disaster:


	Married men rarely leave their wives and daughters for single women in their late thirties.

	You can still be having an affair with someone, even if you’re not having sex.

	



I can’t think of a number three. Even so, that’s not bad going. Both those lessons are important. They’ll stand me in good stead, the next time something like this happens. Or rather, they’ll help me to make sure (I hope) that there won’t be a next time.

Well, that looks good, on paper – especially this expensive, thick, creamy, Venetian paper. But I remember a line that Philip always used to quote to me. Some crusty old pillar of the British establishment who said, in his dotage: ‘Yes – I’ve learned from my mistakes, and I’m sure I could repeat them perfectly.’ Ha, ha. That will probably be me.


Fourth coffee of the day

National Film Theatre Café

London, South Bank

Wednesday, 8th December, 1999

Afternoon



Yes, I’m back, sister darling, after an interruption of twenty hours or so, and the first question that occurs to me, after a morning spent more or less aimlessly wandering the streets, is this: who are all these people, and what do they do?

It’s not that I remember London very well. I don’t think I’ve been here for about six years. But I do (or thought I did) remember where some of my favourite shops were. There was a clothes shop in one of the back streets between Covent Garden and Long Acre, where you could get nice scarves, and about three doors along, there used to be some people who did hand-painted ceramics. I was hoping to get an ashtray for Dad, a sort of peace-offering. (Wishful thinking, for sure: it would take more than that…) Anyway, the point is, neither of these places seems to be there any more. Both have been turned into coffee shops, and both of them were absolutely packed. And also, of course, coming from Italy I’m used to seeing people talking on their mobiles all day, but for the last few years I’ve been saying to everyone over there, in a tone of great authority, ‘Oh, you know, they’re never going to catch on in Britain – not to the same extent.’ Why do I always do that? Bang on about stuff I know nothing about, as if I was a world expert? Jesus, everybody here has got one now. Clamped to their ears, walking up and down the Charing Cross Road, jabbering to themselves like loons. Some of them have even got these earpieces which mean you don’t realize they’re on the phone at all, and you really do think they must be care-in-the-community cases. (Because there are plenty of those around as well.) But the question is – as I said – who are all these people and what do they do? I know I shouldn’t generalize from the closure of a couple of shops (anyway, perhaps I got the wrong street), but my first impression is that there are vast numbers of people who don’t work in this city any more, in the sense of making things or selling things. All that seems to be considered rather old-fashioned. Instead, people meet, and they talk. And when they’re not meeting or talking in person, they’re usually talking on their phones, and what they’re usually talking about is an arrangement to meet. But what I want to know is, when they actually meet, what do they talk about? It seems that’s another thing I’ve been getting wrong in Italy. I kept going round telling everybody how reserved the English are. But we’re not, apparently – we’ve become a nation of talkers. We’ve become intensely sociable. And yet I still don’t have a clue what’s being said. There’s this great conversation going on all over the country, apparently, and I feel I’m the one person who doesn’t know enough to join in. What’s it about? Last night’s TV? The ban on British beef? How to beat the Millennium bug?

And another thing, while I remember: that bloody great wheel that’s appeared on the side of the Thames, next to County Hall. What’s that for, exactly?

Anyway, that’s enough social commentary for now, I think. The other things I wanted to tell you are, first of all, that I’ve decided to face the music, bite the bullet and so on, and go back to Birmingham tonight (because the hotel prices here are phenomenal, and I simply can’t afford to stay here for another day); and also that I may have been back in England for less than twenty-four hours, but already I’m faced with a blast from the past. It comes in the form of a flyer I picked up at the Queen Elizabeth Hall. There’s going to be a reading there on Monday, the title of which is ‘Goodbye to All That’. Six ‘figures from public life’ (it says here) are going to tell us ‘what they most regret leaving behind or what they are happiest to see the back of, at the end of the second Christian Millennium’. And look who’s number four on the list: no, not Benjamin (although he was the one we all thought would be a famous writer), but Doug Anderton – who we are told is a ‘journalist and political commentator’, if you please.

Another omen, maybe? A sign I’m not making a bold foray into the future after all, but taking the first involuntary steps on a journey backwards? I mean, for God’s sake, I haven’t seen Doug in about fifteen years. The last time was at my wedding. At which, I seem to remember, he pressed me drunkenly up against a wall and told me that I was marrying the wrong man. (He was right, of course, but not in the sense that he meant it.) How weird would it be now, to sit in an audience and listen to him pontificating about pre-millennial angst and social change? I suppose it would just be a version of what we all had to put up with more than twenty years ago, sitting around the editorial table of the school magazine. Only now we’re all developing grey hair and back problems.

Is your hair grey yet, I wonder, dear Miriam? Or is that not something you have to worry about any more?

There’s a Birmingham train in fifty minutes. I’m going to make a dash for it.


Second coffee of the day

Coffee Republic

New Street, Birmingham

Friday, 10th December, 1999

Morning



Oh, Miriam – the house! That bloody house. It hasn’t changed. Nothing about it has changed, since you left it (and a quarter of a century has gone by since then: almost exactly), except that it is colder, and emptier, and sadder (and cleaner) than ever. Dad pays someone to keep it spotless, and apart from her coming in twice a week to do the dusting, I don’t think he speaks to a soul, now that Mum’s gone. He’s also bought this little place in France and seems to spend a lot of time there. He spent most of Wednesday night showing me pictures of the septic tank and the new boiler he’s had installed, which was thrilling, as you can imagine. Once or twice he said that I should go over there some time and stay for a week or two, but I could tell that he didn’t really mean it, and besides, I don’t want to. Nor do I want to stay under his roof for more nights than I can help it, this time.

Last night I had a meal out with Philip and Patrick.

Now – I hadn’t seen Philip for more than two years, and I suppose it’s pretty common, in these circumstances, for ex-wives to look at their ex-husbands and wonder what on earth it was that drew them together in the first place. I’m talking about physical attraction, more than anything else. I remember that when I was a student, and lived in Mantova for the best part of a year, back in 1981 if I can believe myself when I write that (God!), I was surrounded by young Italian men, most of them gorgeous, all of them as good as begging me to go to bed with them. A posse of teenage Mastroiannis in their sexual prime, gagging for it, not to mince words. My Englishness made me exotic in a way which would have been unthinkable in Birmingham, and I could have had my pick of that lot. I could have had them all, one after the other. But what did I choose instead? Or who did I choose, rather. I chose Philip. Philip Chase, whey-faced, nerdy Philip Chase, with his straggly ginger beard and his horn-rimmed specs, who came to stay with me for a week and somehow got me into bed on the second day and ended up changing the whole course of my life, not permanently, I suppose, but radically… fundamentally… I don’t know. I can’t think of the word. One word is as good as another, sometimes. Was it just because we were too young, I wonder? No, that’s not fair on him. Of all the boys I’d known up until that point, he was the most straightforward, the most sympathetic, the least arrogant (Doug and Benjamin were so up themselves, in their different ways!). There is a tremendous decency in Phil, as well: he is absolutely reliable and trustworthy. He made the divorce so untraumatic, I remember – a back-handed compliment, I know, but if you ever want to get divorced from someone… Philip’s your man.

As for Patrick, well… I want to see as much of Pat as I can, while I’m here, obviously. He is so grown up now. Of course, we have been writing and emailing each other constantly, and last year he came out to Lucca for a few days, but still – it surprises me every time. I can’t tell you what a peculiar feeling it is, to look at this man – he may be only fifteen, but that’s what he seems like, now – this tall (rather skinny, rather pale, rather sad-looking) man and know that once he was… inside me, not to put too fine a point on it. He seems to have a very good relationship with his father, I must admit. I envied them the ease with which they talked to each other, shared jokes together. Blokes’ stuff, maybe. But no, there was more to it than that. I can see that they look after him well, Philip and Carol. I have no grounds for complaint there. A little jealousy, maybe. But then, it was my choice, to try my luck in Italy again, and leave Pat with his father. My choice.

And now to my final piece of news, and in some ways the most momentous – or disturbing, maybe. I saw Benjamin again. About an hour ago. And in the strangest circumstances, I have to say.

I had been given the lowdown on Ben the night before. Still working for the same firm – a senior partner now, and I should think so too, after being there for so long – and still married to Emily. No kids: but, well, everyone has given up asking about that. Phil said that they’d tried everything, and been down the adoption route as well. Medical science baffled, etc., etc. Neither of them is to blame, apparently (which probably means that, deep down, without being able to say it, each blames the other). And in Benjamin’s case, as with children, so it is with books: he’s been labouring (!) for years to produce some shattering masterpiece, and so far, nobody has seen a word. Though everyone still seems touchingly convinced that it will appear one of these days.

So, that’s the story so far. And now picture me, if you will, looking through the History section of Waterstone’s on High Street. Only been back here a day and a half and already I can’t think of anything better to do. I’m right next to the part of the shop that is set aside for the ubiquitous coffee-drinkers. Out of the corner of my eye I can see a girl who’s facing me – very pretty, in a paper-thin sort of way – and opposite her, with his back to me, is a grey-haired guy who I assume at first must be her dad. I guess the girl must be about nineteen or twenty, and there’s a touch of the Goth in the way she dresses: she has lovely hair, black hair, thick and long and straight, half way down her back. Apart from that I don’t take much notice of these two to start with, but when I move over to look at the books on one of the display tables, I notice her reaching down to get something out of her bag, and I notice the way her black T-shirt rides up to expose her midriff, and I notice the way that he notices this, quickly, surreptitiously, and all of a sudden I recognize him: it’s Benjamin. Wearing a suit – which looks odd, to me, but of course it’s a working day for him, and he must just have slipped out of the office for a while – and looking, in that instant, altogether… What’s the word? I know there is a word this time, a perfect word for the way men look when they’re in that situation…

Ah… I remember. ‘Besotted’. That’s the word, for how Benjamin looks.

And then he notices me; and time seems to slow down – the way it always does, in the moment you recognize someone you weren’t expecting to see, and haven’t seen for a long time, and something shifts inside you both, some sort of realignment of your expectations of that day… And then I’m walking over to the table, and Benjamin is standing up, and holding out his hand, of all things, holding his hand out so I can shake it. Which of course I don’t do. I kiss him on the cheek instead. And he looks confused and embarrassed, and straight away he introduces me to his friend; who is also standing up, by now; and whose name, it transpires, is Malvina.

So, what is the situation, there? What’s going on? After five minutes’ broken conversation – not a word of which I can remember – I’m none the wiser. But in what is already establishing itself as a pattern, in the last couple of days, I do have something in my hand that I didn’t have before. A flyer. A flyer for another event taking place on Monday December 13th. It turns out that Benjamin’s band is playing that night.

‘I thought you split up ages ago,’ I say.

‘We’ve-reformed,’ he explains. ‘This pub’s celebrating an anniversary. Twenty years of live music. We used to have a residency there, and they’ve asked us to come back and play, for one night only.’

I look at the flyer again, and smile. I remember the name of Benjamin’s band, now – ‘Saps at Sea’. Named after a Laurel and Hardy film, he once told me. It would be fun to see them again, in a way, although I never cared for his music much. But I’m speaking the honest truth when I say: ‘I’ll come if I’m still in town. But I may have left Birmingham by then.’

‘Please do,’ Benjamin’s saying. ‘Please do come.’

Then we say the usual awkward stuff about it being nice to see you, and so on, and next minute I’m out of there, with never a backward glance. Well, OK, then – one backward glance. Just enough to see Benjamin leaning towards Malvina – who he introduced to me as his ‘friend’, which was all the explanation I got – and showing her the flyer and telling her something about it. Their foreheads are practically touching over the table. And all I can think of as I hurry away is: Benjamin, Benjamin, how can you be doing this to your wife of sixteen years?


In my old bedroom

St Laurence Road

Northfield

Saturday, 11th December, 1999

Night time



This trip just gets worse and worse. It happened more than three hours ago, and I’m still shaking all over. Dad is sitting downstairs, reading one of his terrible old Alastair Maclean novels. He wasn’t remotely sympathetic. Seemed to think the whole thing was my fault anyway. I don’t think I can stay in this house any longer. I shall have to leave tomorrow, find somewhere else to stay for a while.

I’ll tell you what happened, briefly. I was longing to see Pat again today, and he was supposed to be playing football for the school in the morning. It was an away game, against a team in Malvern. So I said I’d pick him up from Philip and Carol’s house, and drive him over there myself. Much against his better judgment, Dad let me borrow his car.

We went south along the Bristol Road and then took a right turn when we got to Longbridge, through Rubery and along towards the M5. It was pretty weird, being alone in the car with him – weirder than it should have been. He’s very quiet, my son. Maybe he’s just quiet when he’s with me, but somehow I don’t think that’s the whole story. He’s an introvert, for sure – nothing wrong with that. But also – and this was what really unnerved me – when he did start talking, the subject he chose was the last thing I’d been expecting. He started talking about you, Miriam. He started asking questions about when I’d last seen you, and how Mum and Dad had coped with it when you disappeared. I was dumbstruck, at first. Simply didn’t know what to say to him. It wasn’t as if any of this had arisen naturally in the course of conversation: he brought it all up, quite abruptly. What was I supposed to say? I just told him that it was all a long, long time ago now, and we would probably never find out the truth. Somehow we had to live with that, find an accommodation with it. It was a struggle: something we both battled with, me and Dad, in our different ways, every day of our lives. What else could I tell him?

He fell silent, after that, and so did I, for quite a while. I was a little freaked out by that conversation, to be honest. I thought we’d maybe be talking about life at school, or his chances in the football match. Not his aunt who had vanished without trace ten years before he was born.

I tried not to think about it any more, tried just to concentrate on the road.

Now, there’s another thing I’ve noticed about this country, Miriam, in the few days I’ve been home. You can take the temperature of a nation from the way it drives a car, and something has changed in Britain in the last few years. Remember I’ve been in Italy, the homeland of aggressive drivers. I’m used to that. I’m used to being cut up and overtaken on blind corners and sworn at and people yelling out that my brother was the son of a whore if I’m going too slowly. I can handle it. It’s not serious, for one thing. But something similar has started to happen here – only it’s not that similar really, there’s an important difference: here, they really seem to mean it.

A few months ago I read an article in the Corriere della Sera which was called ‘Apathetic Britain’. It said that now Tony Blair had been voted in with such a huge majority, and he seemed like a nice guy and seemed to know what he was doing, people had breathed a sort of collective sigh of relief and stopped thinking about politics any more. Somehow the writer managed to link this in with the death of Princess Diana, as well. I can’t remember how, I can remember thinking it all sounded a bit contrived at the time. Anyway, maybe he had a point. But I don’t think he really got to the heart of the matter. Because if you scratch the surface of that apathy, I think what you find underneath is something else altogether – a terrible, seething frustration.

We weren’t on the motorway for long – only about twenty minutes or so – but even so, I started to notice something in those twenty minutes. People on the motorway were driving differently. It’s not just that they were driving faster than I remembered – I drive pretty fast myself – but there was a kind of anger about the way they drove. They were tailgating each other, flashing their headlights when people stayed in the outside lanes for a few seconds longer than they should. There seems to be a whole new class of driver who just takes up residence in the middle lane and won’t be shifted, and that really seems to infuriate everybody else: people drive about five yards behind them for a while, pressuring them to move, and then, when they don’t move, they swing out into the outside lane and swing back in again before it’s really safe, cutting into their path. And there were drivers who were happily cruising along at seventy and then, when they noticed that someone was overtaking them, they would accelerate, up to eighty, eighty-five, as if it was a personal affront to suggest that a P-registration Punto might overtake an S-registration Megane, and they weren’t going to stand for it; as if it was an insult to the rawest and tenderest part of them. I’m exaggerating, perhaps, but not massively. This was a Saturday morning, after all, and surely most of these people were heading off to the shops, or just out to enjoy themselves, but there seemed to be a collective fury building up on this motorway. It felt tense and pressurized, as if all it would take was for someone to make one really bad mistake and it would tip us all over the edge.

Anyway: we arrived at the school, and battle commenced. Patrick was playing somewhere in midfield, and the game seemed to keep him pretty busy. He was self-conscious with me watching him, and was trying to look tough and grown-up, but then there was also this permanent frown of concentration on his face which wiped about five years off him and almost cracked my heart at the same time. He played well. I mean, I don’t know anything about football, but it looked to me as if he was playing well. His team won, 3–1. I almost froze to death, standing there on the touchline for an hour and a half – there was still frost on the pitch – but it was worth it. I’ve got a lot of ground to make up with Patrick, and this was a start, definitely. Afterwards I’d assumed we would go off and have lunch somewhere, but it turned out he had other plans. He wanted to go back on the coach with his schoolfriends, and then he was going round to the house of this friend of his, Simon, the goalkeeper. I couldn’t very well say no, even though it took me by surprise. Within a few minutes the boys had showered and the coach was gone and suddenly I was left in the middle of Malvern all by myself. With the rest of the day to kill.

So: back to my usual state of affairs. The loneliness of the single woman. Too much time, not enough company. What was I going to do? I had a sandwich and something to drink at a pub on the Worcester Road, and in the afternoon I went for a walk along the hills. It calmed me; cleared my head. Perhaps I’m someone who only feels happy inside herself when she’s halfway up a hill. Certainly I seem to have spent a lot of time, these last few weeks, climbing up to different vantage points. Maybe I’m at a point in my life where I need that Olympian perspective. Maybe I lost my bearings so thoroughly when I got involved with Stefano that I can only recover them by getting a sense of the bigger picture. The picture today was pretty big, I must say. Would you remember that view, I wonder, Miriam, if you were ever to see it again? We used to go there when we were kids, you, me, Mum and Dad. Freezing cold picnics, ham sandwiches and thermos flasks, the four of us tucked away behind some big rock on the escarpment for shelter, the fields spread out below us, beneath grey Midlands skies. There was a little cave in a hidden part of the hillside, I remember. We used to call it the Giant’s Cave, and somewhere I’ve got a picture of us, standing outside it, in our matching green anoraks, hoods pulled up tight. I think Dad’s thrown most of them away, the pictures of you, but I managed to hold on to some of them. Saved from the wreckage. It seems to me now that we were both terribly scared of him, always, and it was that fear that made us so close. But that doesn’t make the memories unhappy. Quite the opposite. They’re so precious that I can hardly bear to think of them.

I don’t believe you could have just walked away from all that. It makes no sense. You wouldn’t have done it, would you, Miriam? Left me to fend for myself? I can’t bring myself to believe it; even though the alternative’s worse.

By half past three, it’s getting dark. It’s time to gather my strength and go home and spend another evening with Dad. The last one, I’ve decided. I’ve been thinking that if things had been better, we might have spent Christmas together, but that’s not going to happen. He and I are a lost cause. I’ll have to find somewhere else to stay. Maybe Pat and I could go away together somewhere. We’ll see.

So, anyway, I’m on my way home. I told Dad that I’d pick up something for us to have for dinner, so I pop into Worcester, and I buy some steak. He likes steak. Considers it his patriotic duty to eat it, in fact, as rare as possible and as often as possible, now that the French have banned it. That’s Dad for you. And I’m leaving the outskirts of Worcester and I’ve already had a bit of a skirmish with someone who tried to overtake me on a roundabout and I’m getting jumpy about it again, getting that sense that everyone behind the wheel of a car these days is for some reason on edge. And as I head further out of the city, there’s a car in front of me going very slowly. The streetlamps are lit by now and I can see that the driver is a man, a man on his own, probably not very old; and the reason he’s driving slowly is that he’s talking on his mobile. Otherwise he would probably be speeding along because he has quite a fancy car – a Mazda sports. But this phone conversation, whatever it’s about, is evidently quite distracting. He’s driving with only one hand on the wheel and keeps veering over to the left-hand side of the road. We’re in a forty-mile limit but he’s doing about twenty-six. But it’s not the fact that he’s slowing me down that’s annoying me, so much: it’s because what he’s doing is so unsafe, so incredibly irresponsible. Isn’t it illegal, in this country? (It is in Italy – not that anyone takes any notice.) What would happen if a child were to run out in front of him? He speeds up for a moment and then slows down again, drastically and for no reason, and I almost crash into his bumper. He has no idea that I’m behind him, as far as I can see. I brake sharply and the plastic bag of shopping I’ve put on the passenger seat next to me shoots off and spills its contents over the floor. Great. And now he’s picking up speed again. I think about pulling over and putting the food back in the bag but decide against it. I watch the driver ahead of me, instead, fascinated in spite of myself. He’s reached an animated point in the conversation and is making hand gestures to himself. He has no hands on the wheel at all! I decide that I want to get away from this situation as quickly as possible: if there’s going to be an accident, I don’t want anything to do with it. The road is single-carriageway, at this point, passing through the outer suburbs, and there’s a window of opportunity with no other cars in sight. It’s not the safest thing to do but I’ve had enough of this joker: so I indicate, swing out to the right, and try to overtake him. He’s slowed right down again so it should only take a few seconds.

But as I’m overtaking, he notices what I’m doing and he doesn’t like it. Without dropping the phone, he puts his foot down and starts racing me. I’m the one going faster, still, but Dad’s Rover doesn’t have a lot of power in it, and it’s taking me a lot longer to overtake than I’d like: and now there’s a van coming in the other direction. Swearing to myself at the sheer stubbornness of this macho idiot, I change down to third gear, hammer down hard on the accelerator, and rev forward at forty-five, fifty miles an hour, just squeezing in ahead of him as the van closes in, flashing its headlights on to full beam to tick me off.

And that was that. Or would have been, if I hadn’t done two really stupid things as I was in the middle of overtaking. I glanced over at the man on the telephone, making eye contact for a second or two. And I pipped my horn at him.

Now, it was only a little, frail, girly sort of pip. I’m not even sure what I meant by it. It was just my feeble way of saying, ‘You wanker!’, I suppose. But it had the most amazing, instantaneous effect. He must have finished that call and chucked his phone on to the passenger seat immediately because a couple of seconds later this car is right up behind me – about six inches away, I reckon – and his lights are on full beam, blinding me in the rear-view mirror, and I can hear his engine screaming. A real howl of anger. And suddenly I’m scared. Terrified, actually. So I try to accelerate away from him – quickly reaching some ridiculous speed, like sixty miles an hour or something – and he doesn’t give any one of those inches. He’s still coming up behind me, bumper to bumper. I wonder if I dare try flicking the brakes on, just to give him a shock, just to make him pull back a little, but I daren’t do it, because I don’t think it would work. I think it just means he would crash into the back of me.

I suppose this can only go on for a few seconds, although it feels much longer. Anyway, then I’m out of luck. We come to a set of traffic lights where the road splits into two lanes, and the lights are on red. So I pull to a halt on the inside lane, and Mazda man screeches up next to me and jerks the handbrake on and next thing I know, he’s getting out of his car. I’m expecting some lumbering oaf with a neck thicker than his head, but in fact he’s a scrawny little thing, only about five foot four. I can’t remember anything else about him because what happened next is all a blur. First of all he starts hammering on my window. I glimpse his face for a horrible, stretched moment and then I stare straight ahead, willing the lights to change, my heart pounding as if it’s going to burst. Now he’s shouting – the usual sort of stuff, fucking bitch, fucking slag, I’m not really taking it in, it all sounds like white noise to me – and then I can’t stand waiting for the lights to change again so I go straight across on a red light, thinking that it’s clear, only another car is coming at me all of a sudden from the left, and it has to swerve to avoid me and slam on the brakes with a screech and then its horn starts blaring as well but soon that’s faded away because I’m driving off like a maniac, no idea what speed I’m doing, and it’s not until I’ve gone about a mile and left the city well behind that I wonder why my side of the windscreen is wet when it’s not raining and then I realize it’s because the guy managed to spit all over it before I drove off. His parting shot.

There were quite a few lay-bys before I got to the motorway but I didn’t stop in any of them because I was scared that he might be following and if he saw me there he’d pull over too and try to complete his unfinished business. So I drove on, which was a crazy thing to do because I was crying and shaking all the way back into Birmingham, and endlessly looking around to see if there was a Mazda sports coming up behind me on the outside lane, headlights flashing, guns blazing for battle.

Maybe some women would have turned around and given him the same treatment in return. But I genuinely think that if I’d wound the window down he would have attacked me. He was beside himself, completely out of control. I’ve never seen –

I stopped there because I was about to say I’d never seen a man look that way before. But that isn’t true. As I said, I only glimpsed his face for a moment, but that was enough to see into his eyes, and yes, I have seen that kind of hatred in a man’s eyes – just one other time. I saw it a few months ago, in Italy. But that’s another story, and I should save it for another day because my hands are already stiff from all this writing.

How quiet this house is. I really noticed it then. I realized that the scratching of my pen had been the only sound.

Good night, sweet Miriam. More tomorrow.


In my old bedroom

St Laurence Road

Northfield

Sunday, 12th December, 1999

Late morning



So, big sis, can you guess where Dad is, and why I’ve got the house to myself for an hour or two? Of course you can. He’s in church! Making himself a better person. Which would be a wonderful idea, in his case, if there was only the slightest prospect of it working. But he’s been doing this, week in, week out for about sixty years now (as he was reminding me over breakfast only this morning), and if you ask me, the results haven’t exactly been outstanding so far. To be honest, if that’s the best the church can do after sixty years, I think we should ask for our money back right now.

But no – he’s not worth thinking about. And besides, I’ve only got one more meal to sit through with him – the dreaded Sunday lunch – and after that I’m out of here. I’ve decided to spoil myself, and I’ve booked in to the Hyatt Regency for two nights. It’s the poshest new hotel in Birmingham: more than twenty floors, right next to the new Symphony Hall and Brindley Place. I was walking round that part of town on Friday and I could barely recognize it, it’s changed so much since the 1970s. All that area around the canals used to be deserted, a wasteland. Now it’s wall-to-wall bars and cafés, and every one of them was jumping. More of that mysterious meeting and talking that I’ve noticed springing up everywhere.

But maybe you know all this. Maybe you’ve been there yourself, in the last year or two. Maybe you were there on Friday morning, having a coffee with some friends in All Bar One. Who can say?

Even though I only saw it for a fraction of a second, I keep thinking of the face of that man who swore and spat at me yesterday because I pipped my horn at him. I told you, didn’t I, that it reminded me of something that happened in Italy this summer. It was the only other time I’ve seen a man lose his temper like that. It was a terrible thing to see (in fact I did more than see it, I was caught up right in the middle of it), but in a way the consequences were even worse, because it led directly to me becoming involved with Stefano. And look where that got me.

It seems like a lifetime ago, already.

Lucca is surrounded by hills, but it’s the ones to the north-west that are the loveliest, I think. High on a hillside there, in open countryside but with a fabulous view of the city (which is one of the most beautiful in Italy), an old farmhouse was being restored, from top to bottom, inside and out. It was being restored by a British businessman by the name of Murray – or at least, he was the one who was footing the bill. The person supervising all the work was his wife, Liz, and the architect and project manager was called Stefano. Liz didn’t speak any Italian and Stefano didn’t speak any English and that was where I came in. I was brought in to do all the translating – in person and on paper – and so for six months Liz Murray became my employer.

Now, it’s a slightly alarming feeling, to sign a contract with someone and then to realize, about two days later, that you’re dealing with the boss from hell. To describe Liz as having a bad temper and a foul mouth doesn’t even begin to convey what she was like. She was a stuck-up cow from north London whose basic attitude towards the people working for her – and, as far as I could see, to the whole of the human race – was one of absolute contempt. Whether she had ever worked herself I was never able to find out: certainly she showed no particular talent for anything, apart from scaring people and bossing them around. Luckily, my job was straightforward, and I was good at it, or at least competent; so although I never received a gracious word from her, or was made to feel that I was anything other than her minion, at least I never had her screaming at me. But Stefano had to put up with the most terrible abuse (which I of course had to translate), as did the builders themselves. Eventually, it was more than they could take.

It happened on a Wednesday, I remember, a Wednesday in late August. There was a site meeting fixed for 5 p.m. Stefano, Liz and I all drove out to the house separately. The builders’ foreman, Gianni, was already there. He’d been working all day, with four other men, and they were hot and bothered. The job had overrun now by several weeks, and they were probably all wishing that they were on holiday, like everybody else in Italy. The heat was indescribable. Nobody should have to work in that kind of heat. But in the last couple of weeks they had done (I thought) an extraordinary job. A huge swimming pool had been dug out, and almost completely tiled. The tiling alone had taken three days. They had used porcelain tiles in subtly different shades of blue, each one five centimetres square. The effect was magnificent. But there seemed to be a problem.

‘What are these?’ Liz snapped at Gianni, pointing at the tiles.

I translated for him, and he answered: ‘These are the tiles you asked for.’

She said: ‘They’re too big.’

He said: ‘No, you asked for five centimetres.’

Stefano stepped forward, leafing through the thick wedge of papers that made up his spec.

‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘We placed the order about five weeks ago.’

To Gianni, Liz said: ‘But I changed my mind since then. We talked about it.’

He said: ‘Yes, we talked, but you hadn’t come to a decision. You never came to a new decision, so we just proceeded.’

Liz said: ‘I did come to a decision. I asked for smaller tiles than those. Three centimetres across.’

Slowly, as they argued, it must have dawned on Gianni what she was asking him to do. She wanted his men to strip all the tiles out, order thousands of new, smaller ones, and start all over again. What’s more, she wanted him to do this at his own expense, because she was adamant that she had given verbal instructions to use smaller tiles in the first place.

‘No!’ he was saying. ‘No! It’s impossible! You’ll bankrupt me.’

I translated this for Liz, and she answered: ‘I don’t care. It’s your fault. You didn’t listen to me.’

‘But you didn’t make it clear  –’ Gianni said.

‘Don’t argue with me, you fucking idiot. I know what I said.’

I translated this, without the ‘fucking’.

Gianni was still furious. ‘I’m not an idiot. You are the stupid one here. You keep changing your mind.’

‘How dare you! How dare you try to put the blame for your laziness and your sheer fucking incompetence on to me?’

‘I cannot do this. My business will go under and I have a family to support. Be reasonable.’

‘Who cares? Who gives a shit?’

‘Stupid woman! Stupid! You said five centimetres! It’s written here.’

‘We changed it, you cretin. We talked about it, and I said three centimetres, and you said you would remember.’

‘You never put it into writing.’

‘That’s because I was silly enough to think that you’d remember, you big fat fucking moron. I thought that three centimetres would be easy to remember because it’s the same size as your dick.’

She waited for me to speak. I said: ‘I’m not going to translate that.’

‘I pay you,’ she pointed out, ‘to translate every word that I say. Now translate it. Every single word.’

I dropped my voice, and translated Liz’s last comment. And that was when I saw it happen: an astonishing transformation coming over Gianni – this big, kind, gentle man – whose eyes suddenly gleamed with hatred, and who without thinking about it snatched up some tool from the box near to him – it was a chisel, an enormous chisel – and lunged towards his employer, screaming at her, inarticulate words of fury, so that he had to be restrained by his workmates, but not before he had managed to catch her a blow across the mouth. So that Liz, lips bleeding, had to storm off indoors to the kitchen, which had just recently been plumbed in, and a few minutes later we heard her drive away without another word to any of us.

After that the men packed up their gear methodically and in silence. Stefano and Gianni had a long conversation in a quiet corner of the garden, beneath the shade of a cypress tree. I had asked Stefano if I could go but he said that he would like me to stay a little longer, if that was possible. I waited for about twenty minutes and then, when he had finished talking to the builder, Stefano came over to me as I sat in what was designed to be the loggia, and he said, ‘I don’t know about you, but I need a drink after that – will you join me?’

We went to a restaurant along the main road not far from the farmhouse, up on the hillside overlooking Lucca, and we sat on the terrace and drank wine and Grappa for a couple of hours, and then ate some pasta, and talked until the sun started to go down, and I noticed how handsome he was and how kind his eyes were and what a great, childlike, shoulder-shaking laugh he had, and he told me what a relief it would be if Liz sacked him, because she was the worst client he had ever worked for, and the stress of it was almost giving him a breakdown, and this was the last thing he needed because apart from anything else his marriage was in trouble. And there was a sudden silence after he said that, as if neither of us could understand how it had slipped out. And then he told me that he’d been married to his wife for seven years, and they had a little daughter called Annamaria who was four, but he didn’t know how much longer they were going to be together because his wife had been unfaithful to him and although her affair was over now it had hurt him terribly, worse than anything that had happened to him in his life, and he didn’t know if he could ever forgive her or feel about her the same way again. And I nodded and made sympathetic noises and spoke comforting words and even then, right at the beginning, I was too blind, too self-deceiving to admit that really my heart was singing when he told me all this, that it was just what I most wanted to hear. And the evening ended with him kissing me in the restaurant car park – kissing me on the cheek, but not just in a friendly way, stroking my hair a little bit as he did so, and I asked him if he wanted my mobile number and he reminded me that of course he’d already got it, it was on my business card, and he said he’d call me again soon.

He called me the next morning, and we went out for dinner again that night.


Living the high life

Hyatt Regency Hotel

Birmingham

13th December, 1999

Late at night



I fell on my feet with this hotel. I’m not quite sure how it happened, because I’ve never been very good at the fluttering-eyelashes, damsel-in-distress look. But when I turned up here yesterday afternoon, looking pretty downtrodden I suspect, with just a few clothes and things crammed into a holdall (I’ve left the rest of my stuff at Dad’s, for now) the man behind the desk was one of the junior managers and he did me a big favour. He told me that all of the executive suites were free at the moment and I could have one of those if I wanted. And I can tell you, dear sister, it’s been wonderful. After four miserable days in the Amish-style establishment that Dad maintains these days, I’ve at last been able to relax and enjoy myself. I’ve spent half the time in the bath and half of it raiding the minibar. It will all have to be paid for, of course, but this is going to be my last little fling before I settle down to the serious business of sorting my life out. Meanwhile the lights of Birmingham are twinkling away beneath my feet and all at once the world seems full of possibilities.

Now: I’m just going to tell you about this evening, and then I shall leave you in peace.

So, just a few hours ago, I decide that I might as well do the decent thing and go to hear Benjamin’s band after all. The pub where they’re playing, The Glass and Bottle, is only about five minutes’ walk along the canal from here. Phil and Patrick will be there, and so will Emily: it’s high time that I caught up with her. And there’s no danger of running into Doug Anderton, because he’ll be in London saying ‘Goodbye To All That’ at the Queen Elizabeth Hall (a marginally more prestigious venue than The Glass and Bottle, I can’t help thinking to myself, but there you go). So I have no excuse, really, for not putting in an appearance.

On my way there, all the same, I find myself wondering why it is that I feel so reluctant to be part of the audience tonight. It has nothing to do with musical taste, or my suspicion that I’m in for an evening of slightly morbid nostalgia. I’m trying to be entirely honest with myself, and I know it must be – partly at least – because I had a tiny crush on Benjamin when we were at school, and even now, so many years later, running into him again on Friday at the bookshop felt weird. Not just because of the woman he’d been with, and how obvious they made it that I was interrupting rather more than a meeting between two friends. No, there was something else: I can hardly believe this, because I have hardly given Benjamin a thought (truthfully) in the last decade or more, but it was still there – a stubborn little residue of what I used to feel for him. How annoying – how depressing – is that? It’s the very thing I don’t need to know at the moment. I feel that it’s now absolutely necessary, to my health, to my mental wellbeing, to my survival, that I flush Stefano out of my system as soon as possible: but what if you can never do that? What if those feelings never go away? Am I unique in that respect – uniquely hopeless – or does everyone have the same problem, deep down?

I push open the door to the pub and exchange the black frostiness of the canalside for a blast of light and warm air and loud, competing voices.

Patrick sees me at once, comes over, gives me a big kiss. Phil is talking to Emily. We fall into each other’s arms. Hi, Emily, great to see you, how long has it been, et cetera, et cetera. She hasn’t changed. No grey hairs (or at least, she’s got a good hairdresser), still with a nice figure, doesn’t even look as plump as she used to. (Cruelly, I tell myself that it’s easier for women to stay that way when they haven’t had children.) I ask for a Bloody Mary and Phil sees to it. (They’ve already clocked that Patrick is underage – not difficult, to be honest – and are refusing to serve him.) There’s a decent-sized crowd in there. ‘Have they all come for the music?’ I ask. Philip nods. He’s in a good mood, proud that so many people have turned out for Benjamin. As I said, Philip was always the best-natured of us all. It’s not hard to define the crowd’s demographic: they nearly all seem to be men on the cusp of early middle age. I see incipient paunches everywhere. But most of the band members have got families by now, as well, so wives are also in evidence, and a few confused-looking teenagers. Altogether there are about sixty or seventy of us, maybe, gravitating in small groups towards the stage, which is in a far corner of the pub, and where the band is setting up. Benjamin is sitting at his keyboard, frowning in concentration, pushing buttons. There are beads of sweat on his brow already: the ceiling is low, and it must be hot up there, under the lights. I look around for his friend, Malvina, and spot her at a table by herself, in another corner. We make eye contact but that’s about all: I don’t know what the protocol is. She’s not socializing with any of the others and my guess is that she hasn’t met any of them before tonight. Am I supposed to make introductions? Too risky – I don’t want to complicate an already ambiguous situation. I wonder if Emily knows this woman exists, if Benjamin’s ever mentioned her. I bet he hasn’t. Emily is gazing up at him on stage, now, and her eyes are rapt, hero-worshipping. All he’s doing is plugging a keyboard into an amplifier and setting up a piano stool. It’s not like he’s building a model of Westminster Abbey out of matches or making an ice sculpture or anything like that. But she still adores him, after sixteen years of marriage. I never expected Benjamin and Emily to last that long, I have to say. I suppose in a way it makes sense: Benjamin would always find it hard to split up with anyone, because he hates difficulty, he hates confrontation. Anything for a quiet life, is his unspoken motto, and I imagine that life with Emily must be very quiet indeed. But really, they are not well suited. Benjamin always struck me as rather a self-centred person. I don’t mean that he’s greedy or (consciously) unkind, I mean that he has a strong sense of self – a good sense of self – and he doesn’t really need anybody’s company other than his own. He’s not very giving of himself, that’s for sure. Whereas Emily gives a lot of herself. She is happy to spread herself around, generously, among her friends, and I expect that within a relationship, or a marriage, she will give herself entirely, hold nothing back: no secrets or no-go areas. But surely there must have come a point where that’s started to frustrate her – giving so much of herself to him, and getting so little back? There must have been such disappointments for her, in that time. Not just the children, the lack of children. I mean the small disappointments. The many little ways, the hundreds of ways, in which he has probably let her down. Over the years.

I know that I’m right. I know that what I’m thinking about Benjamin and Emily is true. I see it in her eyes, later that evening.

The gig (is that the word? It’s a word I can never take seriously) goes well. I remember hearing this band play a few times back in the 1980s, and thinking how out of date they sounded. They were doing these long, funky instrumentals, but this was a few years before somebody coined the phrase ‘acid jazz’, and that kind of thing became fashionable again. Back then, what they were doing just seemed perverse and anachronistic. But tonight it goes down a treat. Great rhythm section: I think the drummer used to work with Benjamin in a bank or something, that’s how the whole thing got started. Anyway, he knows what he’s doing, and so does the bass player: and over this solid foundation Benjamin and the guitarist and the sax player weave sweet, slightly wistful melodies (Benjamin’s touch there, I reckon) and improvise cleanly and cleverly: no over-indulgent solos, no blowing endlessly over the same two chords while the audience gives up and drifts back to the bar. After the first two or three numbers, in fact, people have stopped tapping their toes self-consciously and jiggling up and down on the spot. They’re dancing! Actually dancing! Even Philip, who may be a beacon of niceness and decency in some ways but is certainly no Travolta in the moves department. Emily’s really going for it, too. She’s surprisingly nifty on her feet. Really getting down and enjoying herself. She seems to have come along with a whole crowd of friends (‘church people’, Phil tells me) and in the middle of one piece, after it’s reached its first climax and gone quiet again and there’s already a smattering of applause and cheering, she turns to one of these people – a tall, narrow-hipped, good-looking guy – and he leans down towards her and puts his hand on her shoulders and she shouts, ‘I told you they were good, didn’t I? I told you they’d be brilliant.’

She looks so happy.

Me, I can’t quite bring myself to join in. I don’t know why. Maybe because the last few days have been































Synopsis of The Rotters’ Club

Birmingham, England, 1973. LOIS TROTTER (aged seventeen) answers a lonely hearts advertisement and starts going out with MALCOLM, a man in his early twenties, also known as The Hairy Guy. Meanwhile her younger brother BENJAMIN TROTTER (aged thirteen) attends King William’s School and converts to Christianity after a bizarre, quasi-religious experience: having forgotten to take his swimming trunks to school one day, terrified that the PE master will make him swim in the nude in front of his classmates, Benjamin prays to be saved from this humiliation and his prayer is answered when he immediately discovers a spare pair of swimming trunks in an empty locker.

Benjamin’s best friends at school are SEAN HARDING (an anarchic prankster), the quiet and conscientious PHILIP CHASE, and DOUG ANDERTON. Doug’s father BILL ANDERTON is a leading shop steward at the British Leyland car factory in Long-bridge. He is having an affair with MIRIAM NEWMAN, an attractive young secretary. But the affair is making Miriam miserable, and she threatens to bring it to an end.

On 21st November, 1974, Malcolm takes Lois to a pub in central Birmingham called The Tavern in the Town, intending to propose marriage to her. An IRA bomb explodes in the pub and Malcolm is killed. A wave of anti-Irish feeling spreads through Birmingham in the subsequent days and weeks; and, shortly afterwards, Miriam Newman disappears without trace. Nobody knows whether she has run off with another man, or something more sinister has happened.

*

Two years later, in the summer of 1976, the Trotter family go on holiday to Skagen in Denmark, with the family of Gunther Baumann, a friend and business associate of Benjamin’s father. Lois remains in England: she has not yet recovered from the shock of seeing Malcolm die, and is still hospitalized. During this holiday, Gunther’s fourteen-year-old son ROLF BAUMANN makes enemies of the two Danish boys in the house next door, and they try to drown him at the treacherous meeting point of the Kattegat and Skaggerak seas. Benjamin’s younger brother PAUL, now aged twelve, dives in and saves Rolf’s life.

Back in England, Benjamin joins the editorial staff of the school magazine, The Bill Board. His colleagues include Doug, Philip, EMILY SANDYS and Miriam’s younger sister, CLAIRE NEWMAN. One of the stories they cover concerns the deadly athletic and personal rivalry between RONALD CULPEPPER and STEVE RICHARDS – the only black boy in the school, popularly known as ‘Rastus’. Culpepper is disliked by almost everyone at King William’s, with the exception of Paul Trotter, who is beginning to show a precocious interest in politics, and who persuades Culpepper to let him join a secretive school discussion group known as The Closed Circle.

Benjamin writes a review of the school production of Othello, savaging the performance of CICELY BOYD even though he is hopelessly in love with her. However, Cicely is grateful for the review, and becomes his friend. The rivalry between Culpepper and Richards intensifies, Lois slowly begins to recover, and Harding’s humour becomes increasingly provocative and uncomfortable: in a mock by-election held at the school Debating Society, he puts himself forward as a candidate for the National Front, causing Steve Richards to walk out in disgust.

Steve Richards beats Culpepper to the school sporting trophy, and incurs his lasting hatred. Later, when Richards comes to sit his A-levels, someone doses him with a sedative beforehand and he fails a crucial physics exam. He is obliged to take a year out before resitting the paper.

Meanwhile Benjamin abandons a rainswept family summer holiday on the Llŷn peninsula in North Wales, and makes his way instead to the house where Cicely is recovering from an illness with her uncle and aunt. He and Cicely declare their love for each other, but they do not sleep together for many more months.

Not, in fact, until May 1979. Benjamin is now working for a bank in central Birmingham, prior to attending Oxford university in the autumn. Cicely has been living with her mother in New York. One morning after her return to England, she and Benjamin make love for the first and last time in Paul’s bedroom. Ecstatically happy, Benjamin takes her for a drink that lunchtime in a Birmingham pub called The Grapevine. There, he meets Philip’s father, SAM CHASE, who makes two predictions: that Benjamin and Cicely will have a long and happy life together, and that Margaret Thatcher will never be Prime Minister. Cicely leaves the pub, after being told that a letter has just arrived for her, from her friend Helen in New York. Later that day, Mrs Thatcher sweeps to her first election victory.
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