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It is an afternoon in early May. Pauline is looking out of the window of her study at World’s End. She looks not at the rich green of the field sweeping up to the cool blue of the sky, but at Teresa, who stands outside the cottages with Luke astride her hip, staring up the track towards the road. Pauline sees Teresa with double vision. She sees her daughter, who is holding her own son and waiting for the arrival of her husband. But she sees also an archetypal figure: a girl with a baby, a woman with a child. There is a whole freight of reference there, thinks Pauline. The girl, the child, the sweep of the cornfield, the long furrowed lines of the rough track reaching away to elsewhere. Seen through one lens, Teresa is a Hardy heroine – betrayed no doubt, a figure of tragedy. Seen through another, she is a lyrical image of youth and regeneration. And for Pauline there shimmers also a whole sequence of intimate references, other versions of Teresa which hitch them both to other days and different places. It is a day in May at World’s End, but it is also the extent of two lives – three lives, if Luke’s fifteen months are to be considered.

In fact, Teresa is standing where she is for good reason. She has already spotted the glint of the sun on the windscreen of Maurice’s car as it turned off the main road, and now indeed here comes the car, creeping in the distance like some sleek dark beast amid the rippling green. And Luke too has seen it. His whole body registers attention and anticipation. He twists his head. He points with all four fingers. ‘Da!’ he says. ‘Da!’ Here comes my father, he is announcing.

Pauline hears him, through the open window. She too notes the car. She watches its approach, she sees it pull off the track on to the area alongside the cottages that serves as a parking space. Maurice gets out. He kisses Teresa and they go together into the cottage, into their half of the pair of cottages which is World’s End. Pauline turns from the window and looks down again at her desk. She picks up her pencil and makes a note on the manuscript in front of her.

World’s End is itself something of an archetype, and as such is unreliable. It is a grey stone building set on a hillside somewhere in the middle of England. The stone is weathered, the hill behind reaches up to a crown of trees which are a delicate tracery against the sky. Adroitly photographed, it could be used as an advertisement by car manufacturers (you need one to get there), the bread industry (there grows the good healthy wheat) or those who operate the tourist trade (come with us and you too will see such scenes). The building appears to be locked still into the early nineteenth century – a terrace of three two-storey cottages with attic dormer windows, constructed of stone dug from a quarry a few miles away and roofed with stone slate also of local provenance. There it sits, tucked snug into the fields. It could have simply grown of its own accord, you feel – made from the very bones of this land. It is an emanation of a time and a place.

The truth is that World’s End is suspended in this landscape like a space capsule, with its machinery quietly humming – its computers, its phones, its faxes. Its microwaves, its freezers, its televisions and videos. World’s End in fact is nicely disguised, like one of those turfed-over bunkers kitted out as command posts in the event of nuclear attack.

The building has been gutted. Three dwellings are now two, with nothing left of the original construction but windows, fireplaces, a few oak beams and a staircase. The front door of the left-hand, larger cottage – now used by Teresa and Maurice – opens straight into a big open-plan kitchen. Behind that a new extension provides the sitting-room which overlooks the garden common to both cottages. A cleverly constructed space-saving staircase twists up out of one corner of the kitchen to the bedroom and bathroom floor above. The attic is Maurice’s study.

The smaller cottage – Pauline’s – is rather different. Kitchen and sitting-room are paired at each side of a tiny hallway, from which the original staircase rises to the upper floor. It is a disconcertingly precipitate staircase, much too steep and with narrow treads. Pauline has had hand rails put at either side, but even so visitors have to be warned. She wishes occasionally that the staircase had been ripped out when the building was done over, but at the time it seemed appealing and in some way integral to the cottage, and now she cannot be bothered with any further upheaval.

The whole place is of course radiant with electricity and central heating. It ticks and tocks with timing mechanisms and remote-control devices. Green digits blink from display panels. Telephones are poised for action. Computers and faxes stand waiting in Pauline’s study and in Maurice’s. Both of them can tap into a global communication network, both can conjure up the information resources of distant libraries. World’s End is a wolf in sheep’s clothing – it is no more rooted in a time and a place than is the flight deck of a 747.

A curious name for a row of cottages – World’s End. When Pauline bought the place ten years ago she was puzzled by the term but found no explanation until Maurice pointed out that such names were often given to farm labourers’ dwellings sited out in the fields in the last century – new constructions away from village centres and labelled accordingly, places that seemed remote, or – ironically – idyllic. World’s End. Botany Bay. Tasmania. Utopia Cottages. Paradise Row. He threw out the observation casually, offhand, standing down there on the track the first time he came there, before he married Teresa – as though it were the sort of thing everyone knew.

Pauline, sitting now at her desk, making another quick note on someone else’s manuscript, looks again out on to the track and sees the shadow of that Maurice, back then, making that observation. He slides her the self-deprecating glance he often uses when giving information, and she is at once interested and faintly irritated. Teresa flickers there also for a moment too, standing to one side while Pauline and Maurice talk about the cottages, her eyes on Maurice, far gone in love, snared, committed, lost.

Teresa is still in love with Maurice, three years on. This is plain for all to see. For Pauline especially to see. She saw it just now, saw it as Teresa stood watching for Maurice’s car, saw it in her stance, in the movements of her head, in the way her hand frets up and down the fence. And seeing this, she knew quite precisely what Teresa felt. Pauline could take her place for an instant – becoming not Teresa but herself on another day, in another decade, waiting thus for a man.

And here he comes – not driving a car up a dirt track but walking quickly through the crowds at Victoria station. She sees him coming from a long way off and does not go forward to meet him but stays where she is because these are the best moments of all – the thrilling jolt of recognition as she identifies him, an up-rush of being as though all the senses were intensified. She will spin it out, this exquisite anticipation. And then he is yards away, is smiling, waving. And then he is holding her. She can feel him, smell him. Harry. There is nothing else like this, she knows – nothing in the world.

And as the moment comes gushing back to her today at World’s End, it is the sensation that is sharpest, clearer by far than anything she sees – the station concourse, Harry’s face. Harry himself is reduced to a prompt – the trigger for recovered emotion.

Pauline reads another page of the manuscript she is editing. She makes a spelling correction, draws tactful attention to the repetition of a word. Then she shunts the manuscript to one side of her desk, yawns, stretches, and sits for a few moments looking out at the end of this May afternoon. It has become warm, all of a sudden, after a chill grey spring. Summer is a distinct possibility. She has opened the window while she is working, almost for the first time. The window next door must be open also: she can hear Luke-noises – a sequence of wordless urgencies – and Teresa’s responses. She can hear Maurice – an indecipherable murmur. Maurice must be on the phone. Maurice is frequently on the phone.

World’s End is around a hundred and seventy years old. Pauline is fifty-five. Teresa is twenty-nine. Maurice is forty-four.

Pauline’s purchase of the cottages had been made possible by her inheritance of her parents’ house when her mother died two years after her father. She was still working as a full-time editor at a London publishing firm. Teresa was at art college. Maurice was unknown to either of them and therefore off-stage to all intents and purposes. In fact Maurice was busy establishing an early reputation as the maverick young author of books on quirky aspects of history that flattered the reader by being simultaneously scholarly and inviting. A sparky account of the tobacco industry, a contentious book on the marketing of the stately home business. Right now, Maurice is working on a history of tourism – a hefty project which will discuss the ways in which the natural and the manmade environments have been exploited in the interests of commerce. He is in frequent communication with an influential film producer. There is serious talk of a TV series as a tie-in with the book. These discussions have had an inevitable effect on the enthusiasm of Maurice’s publisher for the work in hand. Maurice has stepped from the position of an interesting author of eccentric books to a potentially valuable asset.

It is because of this book that Maurice and Teresa are at World’s End this spring. Before their marriage, Pauline used to let out the larger of the two cottages while keeping the smaller one for her own use. When Teresa married Maurice, Pauline gave her the larger cottage as a weekend retreat. This year, Maurice has announced that they will spend the whole summer down here so that he can apply himself undisturbed to the book, of which the first draft is complete. He will of course have to make occasional forays to London to check references, and his editor, James Saltash, will be coming down to World’s End sometimes at weekends to go through the manuscript with Maurice. World’s End will become an editorial powerhouse this summer.

Pauline gave up her job five years ago. She now works from home as a freelance copy-editor, in demand because she is widely known and highly competent. She takes on as much or as little work as she wishes, and spends her time rescuing authors from semantic outrages and the carelessness of creative zest. She plods through novels checking that the heroine’s eyes have not turned from blue to grey half-way along, that spring has not suddenly given way to winter, that Sunday does not follow Monday. She queries awkward sentence constructions and tactfully indicates that the colon and the semicolon are not interchangeable. The manuscripts on which she works are peppered with her succinct and neutral comments – questioning the sense of a tortuous passage, drawing attention to a cliché. The author will of course go his or her own sweet way in any case. Many will accept some or all of Pauline’s amendments, with a varying degree of resistance. The intransigent few will fight to the last comma for the principle of authorial infallibility. Pauline rather enjoys these exchanges – the trading of dictionary references and literary precedent, and of course so far as she is concerned if they so wish they can go down with all solecisms blazing. It’s no skin off her nose. She has done her stuff, and enjoyed the doing of it, working away through long quiet days at her desk in front of the window, lifting her eyes now and then to note the changing light on the field as the sun swings up and over, getting up from her chair to take down a reference book or make a cup of coffee.

Pauline knows this field intimately – its range of mood and colour, its seasonal changes. It is growing wheat – winter wheat which at this May moment is a rich green pelt. It is a large field and will yield sixty tons of wheat in a reasonable harvest. So the emerald quilt which ripples silver in the wind represents around £5,000. Pauline has established these facts from Chaundy, the farmer from whom she bought World’s End. Chaundy is not an overly friendly man and their relationship is one of guarded acquaintance, no more, but from time to time they meet on the track and a desultory conversation takes place. On one of these occasions Pauline solicited this information about the field.

‘Thinking of taking up farming?’ said Chaundy, sardonic.

‘Certainly not. But I look out at that field all the time – I thought I’d like to know more about it.’

Chaundy was not interested in Pauline’s interest. He answered her queries grudgingly, in a throwaway manner. Acreage. Yield. He is not interested in Pauline, come to that. She is simply someone with whom he once did business and who is now a neighbour, but in a peripheral way, since she is not of his community. He is not obliged to deal with her from day to day. She does not work for him, or sell him fertilizer, or buy his grain, or share his concerns. She does not inhabit his world, except in a literal sense.

Chaundy is a big farmer, as they go. He has land here, and also over in the next valley. He runs a caravan site ten miles away, and a pick-it-yourself fruit farm on the other side of the hill, complete with farm shop and restaurant. He also has a large range of broiler chicken houses. Chaundy probably does not get his hands dirty very much, these days. Mostly he drives from one to another of his concerns in a newish but battered Peugeot, issuing terse instructions. Quite a lot of people work for Chaundy, most of them for rather small amounts of money.

Up at the top left-hand corner of the field, where its neighbour begins, there is a triangle of glaring yellow which tips away over the crown of the hill. Oilseed rape. Pauline is not entirely sure where she stands, vis-à-vis oilseed rape. Aesthetic opinion is sharply divided over this issue. There are those who find it cheerful – a nice splash of colour. The purists – who are the most vociferous – deplore it as a discordant and jarring note amid the subtle tones of the English landscape. The stuff is decried as an intrusive blight from across the Channel (EC agricultural policy has made rape a profitable cash crop) and it has therefore achieved sinister political overtones, as well as being a nasty colour. Pauline, looking over at that citron flag on the hillside, has mixed feelings. Sometimes it does indeed strike a note of gaiety – she thinks of the warm south, of fields of sunflowers. At others it appears as an aggressive shout against the skyline. But in any case it will pass. By June it will be extinguished, in line with the ephemeral qualities of this landscape.

Thus, World’s End, on this May afternoon which shades off now into evening, as Pauline tidies her desk, leaves her study and goes down that odd precipitate staircase to see what she has got in the fridge for supper. And thus also Pauline, Teresa, Maurice. Mother, daughter, son-in-law and husband. Neighbours, relatives, poised for this agreeable summer of industry and companionship.
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It is ten o’clock on the following morning. Pauline, Teresa, Maurice and Luke are gathered together in the open-plan kitchen of Teresa’s cottage.

Teresa is talking to Luke – the murmuring pigeon-talk of a mother to a baby – inconsequential chatter to an adult ear, a luminous revelation to the baby. ‘There we are …’ says Teresa. ‘Trousers on now. One leg … Other leg … Red trousers today. There we go.’ And Luke perceives that the sounds he hears are mysteriously linked to the things he sees. ‘Da,’ he says. ‘Da.’ Or perhaps ba, or doh. His sounds are not yet hitched to anything – to objects nor yet to vowels or consonants. They are simply sounds. The radio talks about an election in Italy, breaks off for a burst of music, talks now of slaughter in Rwanda. Pauline is reading a letter. She looks across at Teresa and says: ‘Jane has this flat in Venice for September. Maybe I’ll go there for a week.’ ‘Oh, right …’ says Teresa. ‘D’you want some banana, Luke? Mmmn … nana?’ Maurice is on the phone: ‘So we’ll see you both this weekend. Excellent. Oh … and could you bring a copy of Defoe’s Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain, James, if you can lay hands on one? Thanks.’

There is a blizzard of words in this room – Luke is bombarded with them, they stream through his head like particles through matter. He is battered by sensation – the white noise of language, the brilliance of the visible world. For him the room and the day blaze with novelty and revelation. The kettle whose shining surface dances with the reflection of blue flowers in a vase; the chair whose feet shriek against the floor as his father rises. Knowing nothing, he is astonished by everything. He exists on a different plane from Teresa, from Pauline, from Maurice – seeing what they cannot see, hearing what they cannot hear. Of the four of them, it is Luke who is in a state of shimmering perception. He sits there on Teresa’s lap, a visitor from a world of lost capacities. ‘Da,’ he says. And Teresa beams, uncomprehending. ‘He’s got that rash again,’ she says to Pauline.

Maurice is standing now at the window, holding a cup of coffee. He turns, lowering his cup. ‘We might go somewhere on Sunday, if this weather holds. James and Carol are coming for the weekend. James wants to go over Chapter Six again.’

‘I’ll do a big shop in Hadbury this morning,’ says Teresa. ‘Maybe we’ll have a leg of lamb.’

Pauline stows her letter in her pocket. ‘Carol?’ she says.

Maurice has picked up the newspaper now, is scanning the front page, abstracted.

‘She lives with James,’ Teresa tells her mother. ‘Carol … oh, what is her other name, Maurice? Anyway … will they come on Friday or Saturday?’

‘Saturday morning,’ says Maurice. He puts down the paper, finishes his coffee, moves towards the door. ‘So … back to the grindstone.’ He looks over at Pauline. He smiles – a propitiating, lop-sided, characteristic smile. ‘How’s your grindstone at the moment, Pauline? Anything interesting?’

‘Not specially,’ says Pauline. There is the faintest edge to her voice, a tiny hardness. Perhaps it is because she has opened another letter and is picking at a staple in the corner of some papers, always an irritating process.

Maurice leaves the room. He goes upstairs. Both women hear the door of his study close. Pauline succeeds in detaching that staple and glances through a torrent of justifications from an author which he, in his fervour, had stapled together out of sequence. She continues to see Maurice’s face superimposed above the text, like the Cheshire Cat, and thinks about faces – those presences in the mind. A face is an image, as insubstantial as a way of moving or the inflexion of a voice. A face cannot be translated into words – or only up to a point.

Maurice’s face is triangular. The forehead is broad and the eyes set wide apart, the nose is thin and quite pronounced. The planes of his cheeks slope sharply inwards to a pointed chin. His hair springs upwards, thick and wavy and light brown. Words … which give a notion of what Maurice looks like, which might form the basis of an Identikit portrait, but which are a feeble reflection of the particularity of features – that quality which means that those who know him well can conjure up Maurice’s face at will, which means that Luke could pick it out from a dozen others and say, ‘Da!’

Luke’s face is an assemblage of references. Pauline sees Maurice there, in the spacing of his eyes. She sees Teresa’s nose and a suggestion of her high curved eyebrows. She sees also something of herself – a quality of expression that she catches in the mirror and has caught also as Luke turns his head and stares up at her. She sees also a flicker of her mother and a shimmer of her father and once she has caught an echo of an aunt she barely knew but whose distinctive features look out from a photo in a family album. It is as though Luke is in the process of trying out this feature and then that until eventually he arrives at some acceptable synthesis.

Teresa’s face is oval, pale-skinned, dark-eyed. She has thick eyebrows and a high forehead from which her dark hair is pulled back and held by a band at the nape of her neck. When Pauline looks at her she sees all this, and sees also her serious, faintly anxious expression. But she sees something else as well, perceptible only to her, which is that eerie echo of self that a parent sees in a child. Teresa and Pauline are not alike – Pauline’s features are broader, flatter, her mouth is larger, her eyes are greenish, her hair a coppery brown streaked now with grey. Nevertheless, that echo is there, that mirror-glimpse of self – elusive, indefinable, but inescapable. There she is, thinks Pauline – Teresa. And there somehow am I too, she does not think but simply sees. And there also, inescapably, is Harry.

‘More coffee?’ says Teresa.

‘Mmn … Thanks.’

Teresa, Pauline and Luke are alone in the kitchen. Everything is subtly different, as though the wind has shifted direction. There is a change of key as the two women speak. Certain resonances are lost, others have arrived. Only Luke, busy with his own concerns, remains constant.

‘You may as well leave Luke with me while you do the shopping,’ says Pauline.

Teresa demurs. ‘You’re working.’

‘I can stop working and catch up tonight. My time is my own these days.’

‘OK then,’ says Teresa. ‘Thanks. Anything I can get you?’

‘Bread, I could do with. Some fruit. I’ll have a think.’

There is silence, invaded only by Luke’s comings and goings around the room, his commentaries, his exclamations.

‘Nescafé,’ says Pauline. ‘And plain yoghurt. Otherwise I’m fine.’

‘Right.’ Teresa is making a list. She breaks off and stares at the table. She chews her lip. Perhaps she is thinking about groceries. Perhaps not.

Pauline looks at Teresa. ‘Where are they at, on this book? Maurice and James thing?’

‘Saltash. They’re sort of at the beginning of the second draft, I think.’

‘Maurice seems to need a lot of editorial input.’

‘Maurice says James is very constructive. James has been talking to this film guy too and they’ve got to be sure Maurice gets the book right if the TV programme is really going to come off.’

‘Ah.’

‘Luke could have scrambled egg for his lunch,’ continues Teresa. ‘If I’m late back.’

‘What about Maurice? Do I provide him with scrambled egg too?’

‘Maurice won’t mind waiting,’ says Teresa.

A mundane enough exchange. Useful, though – an arrangement has been made, information has been given and received. There are echoes and reverberations, there is a shimmer on the bland surface. Ordinary words are loaded, there are echoes of other events, other exchanges, of different manifestations of Pauline, of Teresa. A cycle of inescapable involvement is manifested in each inflexion of their voices. They are talking not just of shopping lists and lunch, but of a shared history.

And Pauline, seeing Teresa chewing her lip as she stares mutely at the kitchen table, sees her dissolve for an instant into another Teresa, staring at a different kitchen table in another house – to look up suddenly and say, ‘I’m not going out with Don tonight.’

‘Huh!’ says Pauline. ‘Standing him up, are you?’

Teresa looks awkward now. ‘Not exactly. Just … well, it’s all gone a bit stale, so I said maybe it’s better if we don’t go out together tonight.’

‘It’s called standing a person up,’ Pauline advises. ‘If you’re just sitting there fancy free could you do me a favour and stir that. I have twenty people coming here in three hours’ time.’

Teresa, now, is mortified. She has gone pink in the face. She is a kind girl, that is the problem.

‘He’ll get over it,’ says Pauline. ‘It’ll be water down the drain by the end of next week.’

‘Thanks,’ says Teresa, mildly offended.

‘Because he’s young and healthy. And now here you are footloose on New Year’s Eve. What are you going to do?’

‘I’m coming to your party,’ says Teresa.

‘Oh, you are, are you? All the more reason to get stuck in here, in that case. That has to be spread on those, and we’re going to make some sort of punch.’

‘Who’s coming?’ enquires Teresa.

One echo among many – extinguished already by the onward rush of things as Teresa gathers up her purse, her car keys, her shopping bag, as Luke howls briefly in protest, as Pauline sweeps him up and out into the garden to distract him from the departure of his mother.

The garden at World’s End is a rectangle jutting out into a field. It is the amalgamation of the three long thin strips which were the gardens of the original cottages – the sparse gesture which allowed each labouring family its own small plot on which to grow a few vegetables. And flowers – cottage garden flowers whose descendants tenaciously reappear year after year. At the end of the garden is an orchard of ancient apple trees, way past their prime, which deliver a crop of scabby fruit. These also are presumably relics of the former inhabitants of the place, cherished assets back then which are united now into a neglected place of lush grass which no one ever gets around to cutting.

The surrounding field is planted not with wheat but with young cabbages, rank upon rank of bluish-grey plants which merge into a swathe of delicate colour. This is a smaller field, bounded by a hedgerow. Beyond the hedge the hill rises, another acreage of green wheat. But this field is not the same uninterrupted green sweep as that overlooked by Pauline’s study. Here, the line is broken half-way up the hill by a fence, beyond which a further discordant note is struck – a rim of autumnal gold. This field appears to be a waste of dead grass, now in May when everything else is in vibrant growth. Its colour, though, is the more disturbing because it is not the fawn of winter decay but an unnatural harsh yellow, the raw shade of a verge that has been treated with weedkiller. And that is precisely the case. This field is set-aside. It is a product of the policy whereby the government pays farmers not to farm. Chaundy collects several hundred pounds in return for not growing anything in that field this year. Its random growth has been sprayed so that it can subsequently be ploughed up. The landscape is scarred with similar fields, provocative blotches amid the orderly line-up of wheat, barley, brussels sprouts, leeks, sheep, cows and of course battery chickens, caravan sites and pick-it-yourself fruit farms. A nice irony, thinks Pauline – this land which has ground down generations of labourers is now too productive for its own good. It has outstripped the economic climate and must be laid waste with weedkiller.

Pauline sometimes thinks of the people who have lived at World’s End before her. The real inhabitants – those who lived here seriously, because they had to. She sees stunted people with skins ripened by dirt and weather. Most of these people would have been old at fifty-five – at her age – keeling over, heading for their hole in the turf, worked quite literally into the ground. They would have looked rather differently upon the silver gleam of winter sunshine on ploughlands, upon the billowing gold of an August cornfield. All very fine for us, thinks Pauline – playing at Marie Antoinette, soothing the troubled soul with contemplation of nature. Time was, this place was for real.

Luke is heading for the long grass of the orchard, wet still with dew, in which he will get soaked. It is almost as tall as he is. Pursuing him, Pauline sees it for an instant through his eyes – an inviting wonderland of sensual possibilities, a cyberspace of light and shade, of things that wave and twitch and bob. She picks him up, redirects him towards the house, and sees Maurice coming out of the french windows towards them.

Maurice has a mug of coffee in his hand. Maurice is fuelled by coffee throughout the day. ‘Hi, you two,’ he says. ‘Where’s Teresa?’

‘Gone shopping. You have guests for the weekend. Remember? Food has to be bought.’

Maurice smiles – the lop-sided Maurice smile. It is a smile that seems designed to side-step difficulties, such as any implications of what Pauline has just said. He looks down at Luke, who is clutching his knees, asking to be picked up. He pats his head. Maurice has not offered to look after Luke while Teresa goes shopping because it would not have occurred to him. Indeed, it seems that he had not taken on board the proposed shopping expedition. ‘How do you spell gesellschaft?’ he inquires.

Pauline tells him. ‘I thought this book was about the British tourist trade?’

‘It is indeed. But I need to demonstrate a bit of cultural eclecticism, don’t I?’ He lifts the mug to his lips and looks at Pauline over the top of it with that winning and attentive look that is central to Maurice’s charm. Those on the receiving end feel flattered, and enhanced.

But Pauline, who is familiar with the look, remains impervious. She sees Maurice peering at her above a blue-and-white china mug in the garden at World’s End, and that Maurice gives way to another Maurice, leaning up against the mantelpiece of her flat in London, lifting a wine glass to his lips and staring over it into the crowded room. ‘So that’s the daughter,’ he says. Red wine with the light shining through it, and Maurice’s eyes, intent.

Maurice gives in to Luke’s urgent noises and picks him up. He holds him awkwardly. Maurice is not adroit, physically, which is unexpected in a man of swift and elusive mental processes. He drops things and knocks things over. He is a bad driver. He is hopeless at tasks like putting on an electric plug or changing a tyre. Some of this clumsiness is attributable to a minor limp, the result of an accident in childhood. He lurches slightly, under certain circumstances. But that does not account for the hamhandedness, in evidence now as he shifts Luke from one arm to the other. And of course fatherhood has come late to Maurice. He is old at forty-four to be the father of an infant. Harder to pick up new skills, when you have tipped forty.

Maurice is terrified of age. He is incredulous that age is stalking him, that the ageing process applies to him also, that he is not somehow exempt. Pauline has seen the sudden onset of panic, has noted the way in which he makes sure to surround himself with younger people, the way that he keeps up a frenetic pace, is always on the move, is always shooting off in pursuit of some new interest, some new acquaintance. And of course men thus affected frequently turn to women much younger
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