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WESTERN AUSTRALIA, 1960


THE GROUND CRACKLED BENEATH his boots and the air was thick with insects. He tramped on over the scorched plain, seeking landmarks on his map.

Behind him lay Marble Bar; to the west, the ocean; to the south, Perth – where she was, though it stung him to think of her. Ahead, if his calculations were correct, was the mountain range. He had seen it only from the air, and then for a flash in blinding rain. What shape it might have from looking at it straight on, he could not imagine.

The sun burned through his eyepatch. High up he saw a flock of birds, like seeds.

He pushed south over the hot tableland, stopping occasionally to take a photograph or to check his bearings, across dry riverbeds and rings of saltbush, threading through the scratching grass and into regions of himself. At the bottom of a clay pan, he came upon a tyre mark. It ran for fifty yards and disappeared, an imprint from some earlier rain. In the dancing heat, he was compelled to make his own track; one that would have betrayed his personality to anyone following.

The thunderstorm which had flooded Marble Bar evidently had not passed this way. A fine red dust tinged all objects with a colour peculiar to itself. It might have been the oldest landscape in the world. The bottom of an evaporated ocean out of which his earliest ancestors had floundered and unaltered by any life that had breathed since. He walked on, at the angle of a rheumatic finger, made crooked by the weight of the sun and by what he carried in his pack. Looking down the hard dark length of his shadow, as if the person he was had been thinned out of him into the parched red soil.

There was no wind. He could smell his breath, like spilled beer; could taste, with his thickened tongue, the dried spit on his teeth. His eye lost all connection to what lay in front of him. The earth glimmered as though it still held an ocean. In mirage-watered plains, he saw lakes perfect and distinct. And floating in the lakes: Cheryl walking up a church aisle in Perth on the arm of an Englishman; his grandmother in a desert like this one, drinking from a puddle that her donkey had pissed in; and always on the perimeter the figure of Don Flexmore.

A fly flew into his ear. It buzzed and ricocheted in his eardrum with a noise louder than any he had heard since leaving the Land Rover. He flicked it out and trudged on, swearing at himself because he had never thought that he would have to walk this far.

The country grew rougher. His legs bled and his soles wore thin, cracked open by sharp stones. He was in a world of stones. He picked one up, the size of a fist and hollow. Studied it intensely. Then threw it aside.

One step in front of another. His feet blistered and his eyepatch chafing. But every time he climbed out of a flood-scoured riverbed with the hopeful expectation of seeing his mountain, his eye drove on past the furthest red rocks into the featureless sky.

The air was so dry that coming to an outcrop he dumped his pack and rowed into the shade, where he waited, siding with the rocks, and a wedge-tailed eagle glided above. The black of its shadow slipped over the earth and merged with the boulder down on which it flopped. It looked at him, head at the angle of Cheryl’s mother, calculating how long before it might pick out his eye, and when he moved it flew lazily off.

On the second afternoon he came to the powdery edge of another tableland. Below, pink patches of earth and dark contours of bluish rock – and ahead, in the distance, a peak. But when he reached the top of the next escarpment he was disappointed not to see it. The sun was going down as he walked from the lowland into a deep gully where he camped for the night.

He prepared a fire from dried flood-wreck and boiled up a pan of tea. The tall walls of the gorge amplified the crackling of the flames and the sound of his slapped cheek. He picked a mosquito out of the water and stirred the tea leaves with a tiny bone he had found on the riverbed, the petrified shin of an animal. He was thinking of his grandmother, who smelled of French cigarettes and who fretted with the silver bangle on her wrist as she spoke to him.

The tide of light had gone out when he tugged off his Blundstones, wincing as he withdrew each sore heel. Tenderly, he set down his boots by the fire as though under a bed. The ocean of earth had left salt stains in white ripples on the caps that had become separate and gawped at him. He peeled off his socks. Deep red under the toenails and wet blisters caked with a rusty paste. He bathed his ruined feet with the dregs of the tea-water – the soothing relief, as though the tea might actually do some good, tanning his hide – and bandaged them with strips torn from his shirtsleeve.

After the heat, the sudden chill made him shiver. He scraped a hip-hole to sleep in and laid out the tarpaulin, but termites marched up and down his spine, and so he broke a few mulga branches, some with the ghosts of leaves still on them, and made a spiky mattress and slept on that.

The following day, the sun rose red and undistinguished from the earth, save for the faint definition of fresh tracks. He squatted, examining them.

He had been followed. His billy was knocked over, tin cans dragged towards the bushes and fresh droppings nearby.

His lips came unstuck. ‘Hello?’

Nothing.

He rolled his swag and hoisted his pack and tramped along the dried river flat. Lighter for the tinned meat that he had eaten and the water that he had drained from his canvas bag. The early morning warmth was delightful though short-lived, until the moment of realisation that it stood to be another roasting day. The sweat that had dried on him unthawed, and soon his face and neck were damp with it and his back was a coat of flies. The tortured boughs of a desert gum pointed him on.

Further into the gorge, he came upon rockholes filled with oily water and floating with goanna scat, in which he saw his dark eyebrows blonder for moondust. The ground was soft and his boots squelched into the earth. Green grass had shot up in abrupt, unlikely patches, and on steep banks, in bursts of mysterious pinks and yellows, garish bands of small donkey orchids were shrill with finches. Here, the recent rain had brought life.

The gorge petered out in a bluff from which he obtained a view of the plain he had crossed. He was consulting his map when he felt an odd current of air. A noise dragged his gaze to a twisted tree sprouting from the south side of a cracked boulder, and in the same moment he heard a cough. He stood, rooted. The cough came again, like a guilt. Or was it a snigger? And at the tip of his long shadow was another, and he saw the silhouette of two lupine ears.

Then, before he could cast around for a stone – there it hung in the distance, looming over the stunted tops of the spinifex and obliterating all concern for what it was that had vanished back into the dirt. His first thought when he saw it: I’m looking at Mount Ararat. One large peak, one smaller and both rising from the desert at the spot he had circled.

He muscled forward, oblivious to his mashed feet and the pricked-up ears, dominated by his hatted shadow that stretched out now in the direction of the mountain. Needles of thirst and the constant dialogue of flies. And all the time the peaks growing before him and the glare in that rolling eye overhead.

Through the haze, he saw ridges of drifted red iron-sand lapping the purpler slopes. They were part of a range of weathered hills crafted by wind and rain into spectacular shapes. He snapped a picture for his inevitable return. The rocky mass of his Ararat, as already he thought of it, gave the impression of a citadel more than anything, with ramparts, turrets, chimneys. It shone in the sun, polished by wind and wind-borne debris.

It took him the whole day.

He camped in a ravine at its base. The sky, formerly blue and lucid, had clouded over with banks of thick dark cumulus. Night came on quickly, but lying on his back he saw no stars. He heard thunder vibrating in the hills and waited for raindrops the size of pennies to fall hissing onto the earth.

A cool breeze blew up before dawn. It funnelled down the ravine, and he listened to it communicating with the saltbush, but it did not rain.

At first light, he scrambled over a jagged overhang of ancient conglomerate and picked his way along slabs the colour of dried blood. Moisture had revitalised the earth and given it a gloss, but in the grey light the sides of the mountain were not shiny as he remembered them. The only indication that he might be close – his distracted compass, fluctuating from one escarpment to another.

The wind breathed into his face and over his skin. Not scented, as in Perth or Aleppo. Dustless and clean and sweet. Without history. Earlier, he could make no sense of its gibberish. Now the wind had the sound of a beginning, he thought.

Twenty minutes later, he reached his destination.

He stood there, trembling at the knee. It was as though something had gulped at the rock face. He laughed, and his heart flapped wildly from one side of his ribs to another as he looked right and left, seeing rust everywhere.

The young man afterwards calculated that on that day he followed his shadow over 1,000 million tons of high-grade iron ore, stretching forty miles one way, thirty miles another. And all of it his.


LONDON, 2005


1

ON A COLD WET afternoon in February, Andy Larkham was hunched over his desk in the offices of Carpe Diem when a woman appeared in the doorway.

Some time passed before Andy became aware of her. He looked up and licked the tip of his pencil.

‘Don’t you have a funeral to go to?’ she said.

‘Oh, my God –’ pushing back his chair and springing up. His watch read 2.35 p.m. He unhooked his father’s blue suit from behind the door and started to change into it even as she stood there. One arm thrust into his coat, he asked: ‘How long to get to Richmond?’

‘In this weather? Half an hour – but you’ll need to take a cab.’

Andy had reached the door when he remembered the card on his desk. Coming out again: ‘Could I borrow twenty quid?’

‘And the twenty you borrowed on Friday?’

‘Please, Angela. It’s Saint Valentine’s Day. You know you’ll get it back.’

‘Do I?’

‘First thing tomorrow, I’ll go to the bank. Promise,’ running a comb through his thick blond hair.

She gave him the money, as she always did, along with a sour look that he ignored, and he hared down three flights of stairs, past Errol in Reception, to the kerb outside.

Raindrops fell on the black-bordered card as he checked the details. The service began at 3 p.m. Chapel 8.

He did not have an umbrella and he stood there getting wetter. A bus splashed by towards Kensington High Street and a line of schoolchildren hurried down into the Underground holding their book bags over their heads.

At last a taxi stopped and a woman got out and Andy climbed in.

‘Richmond Crematorium,’ he said.

In the taxi from Hammersmith, as all the rain from the sky spattered down on the roof, Andy wondered who else would be there.

His first teacher, Miss Carron? A lovely lady – kind, fair. The next year, Miss Lightfoot had taught him. Young, pretty. He had really taken to her. Unlike the vicious former lacrosse player who followed. ‘Stalin’ Podhoretz had lasted only a term before a new teacher arrived: a tall, sturdy bear of a man, older than the rest of the staff, with silver curly hair and piercing eyes, and disarmingly passionate about a range of subjects, from Vermeer and Argentine tango to the stories of Flannery O’Connor.

This was Stuart Furnivall. He had taught for the past thirty years in schools all over Europe and, his French wife having died, had retired to Shaftesbury in order to finish a book. He had settled down to write when the school approached him with a plea to help out.

Furnivall was not one of those teachers who moved about with a blackboard attached to their heads. He knew what mattered, what was mysterious to know, and had a talent for making people lean towards him. He was a keen fly-fisherman and rugby player, and within a year was running the cricket first eleven in which Andy played; although in what he really wanted to do he was unfulfilled. He really wanted to be a French scholar.

It was Furnivall who helped Andy back on his feet in the marrowless days following his father’s heart attack.

Furnivall’s instruction to Andy went beyond teaching him how to twist a ball through the air and what to read. Almost what Andy liked most about him was that he did not preach or give advice, but by his passion and engagement set off fires in his students; each of his thoughts cast out like his trout line, without effort, and landing at the right distance above your head to make you want to rise up and understand it.

Long after Andy left school, Furnivall’s firm example was a drum that resonated to his thoughts. What would Furnivall make of this? How would Furnivall behave in a similar situation? Would Furnivall approve? Although they had not been in touch for months, his death shocked Andy.

Rain was still bucketing down when the taxi pulled up outside the crematorium. Andy thrust Angela’s twenty-pound note into the driver’s hand and, not waiting for change, ran off between the puddles.

The chapel he sought had a number 8 on a white tile over the door, and was situated in an alley of such chapels. He burst in to find the service well under way.

The excruciating sense of being late yet again.

He stood dripping, his eyes adjusting to the interior. A coffin on a stand. A crucifix above a pleated oatmeal curtain. And empty – but for two people seated in the front pew on the left. A man whose dark grey head from the back seemed of one piece with his suit: fiftyish, with round bi-focal spectacles, who turned and fixed Andy with a what-the-hell-are-you-doing-here look in his eye. And a worn-faced woman in a brown fur coat, who stared straight ahead at the coffin and who – when with a gasp she also turned and looked at him – bore no resemblance to the diminutive Miss Carron, and definitely none to Miss Lightfoot.

The only other person was a short, stout chaplain with a wide florid face and pointed chin who stood beside the coffin, delivering his tribute. That was all.

‘... It is at moments like this that we pause awhile and reflect and maybe ask ourselves the age-old question – “What is it all about?”’

Andy took off his sopping coat and sat down in the back pew. He checked his watch – twenty past three. Another ten minutes before Furnivall’s service ended and the next one commenced. Where was everybody? It could not be the weather. People surely turned up in the rain for funerals.

‘... The only reasonable answer I can come up with is that the purpose of life lies in the quality of our relationships. How did I get on with my family? How did I get on with my colleagues? How did I get on with my fellow-beings? And if I have faith – how did I get on with my God?’

The chaplain cast a grateful gaze across the empty pews at Andy, who wiped the dirty London rain from his forehead and shifted uneasily in his seat. He realised with a pang that he had no clear picture of his God. The only image bizarrely to break surface was not the long-bearded figure from the Sistine Chapel roof; much less the multi-armed divinity on the wall of his local Indian restaurant. Instead, there came to Andy through the fog of a distant wintry afternoon the outline of a silver-haired man gesticulating from the touchline and calling in a stern voice: ‘Your shorts, Larkham. How can you expect to run with them round your knees?’

‘... If this makes sense, then his life had great purpose, because love, affection and genuine concern undergirded all these relationships.’

That described Stuart Furnivall. But the couple in front? Andy took a harder look. His teacher had once mentioned a bossy sister, with whom he had survived the Blitz in Wimbledon. Perhaps that was her. As for the bespectacled man in the suit, his expression was not mournful.

The chaplain’s eyes were anchored on Andy.

‘... Everyone here today is here because one way or another we have been touched and influenced by this gentle and special man.’

Andy had lost contact with Stuart Furnivall once he went to university. The school had been sold. The games field, the ugly Victorian clock tower, the ‘san’ where Miss Lightfoot dispensed her repellent cough medicine, formed part of an industrial park. All that survived of Barton School was contained in a sporadic newsletter which Miss Lightfoot circulated to alumni. It was she who had supplied Furnivall’s address in Cornwall, to which Andy had written two and a half years before, after Angela requested a character reference. Furnivall had replied by return and renewed his invitation for Andy to visit. Ever since learning of Furnivall’s death, Andy had beaten himself up for not having taken a day out of his life to drive down to St Buryan. He owed Furnivall a huge amount – not least his job. It was Furnivall who had planted the seed of publishing.

The chaplain burbled on, but Andy was ten years back in the centre of Shaftesbury. A surburban Edwardian stucco with a monkey puzzle outside and a smell of piss that assaulted him as he entered for the last time to say goodbye. The old ladies watching telly on the ground floor were leaky, but Furnivall did not have that trouble. He lived upstairs, a room to himself, with a metal bed and a marble-topped table on which there lay a single volume, spine up, on the riffling hitch. There was a shelf for his CDs and art books; a row of hooks on which to hang his fishing gear, and on the wall a studio photograph of his wife Christine and, beside it, a reproduction of a charcoal sketch by the Delft painter Leonhard Bramer to which Andy’s attention inevitably drifted during their tutorials: of a man and a woman lying on a raft, floating on an open sea. He looked at that sketch a lot.

The black silk gown shimmered in the subdued light.

Andy remembered his teacher saying that when Stendhal had died in Rome only three people had come to his funeral.

‘And now let us pray and give thanks for the life of...’

He groped for a hassock and kneeled. The curtain opened, and there was a humming noise and the coffin began to glide on unseen rollers through the cavity. The sound of the recorded hymn made Andy want to raise his finger and press PAUSE.

‘... of our brother...’ consulting the service sheet.

Andy closed his eyes. He would never see Furnivall again unless he closed his eyes. And into his mind, as he tried to find somewhere to rest his elbows, flashed the memory of their first encounter on the river bank below Sutton Mill –

‘... Christopher Madigan.’

Christopher Madigan? opening his eyes and sitting up.

Andy grabbed his coat, made to go – then realised that even if he did manage to locate the right chapel, it was too late.

He remained seated, considering his options. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself. And it was rude, sacrilegious even, to sneak out of a funeral the moment it was drawing to a close. Also, he could tell that Christopher Madigan, whoever he was, needed all the mourners he could get.

The curtain closed and there was another prayer. ‘We brought nothing into the world and it is certain we can carry nothing out.’

The chaplain was saying ‘Amen’ when the grey-haired man stood up and advanced in quick steps past Andy, towards a table against the brick wall near the exit, on which he lay down what looked to be a condolence book, opening it.

Andy was all set to leave, but the woman in the brown fur coat was progressing down the aisle. Shorter than he first thought, with protruding eyes and a deeply grooved, pale face, rather thin. She shot him a stiff look as she went by.

The man stopped her at the door and said something. She shook her head and Andy heard her talking in a lowered voice. Her coat came down to her ankles. She appeared very loose inside that fur. ‘He didn’t have on his yellow cardigan,’ sounding foreign and upset.

The other, while offering comfort, unscrewed a fountain pen and motioned for her to sign the book.

She hovered over it before writing. Then handed back the pen, pushed open the door and, after turning to give Andy another glare, hobbled out.

Andy made to follow, but found his way barred.

‘Can I ask you to fill in your name and address?’

‘Why?’

‘Because I have been asked to keep a record of all who attended the service.’

Andy was on the point of explaining that he did not know the deceased when it struck him how embarrassing this would sound. Besides, what harm resulted from signing one’s name in a condolence book? He had never set eyes on Madigan, but he had sat through part of his funeral and that in a sort of way bound them.

He took the pen and scribbled his name in a firm neat hand.

The man looked at him without expression.

‘And your address. We need that.’

Andy complied. For some reason, he added as an afterthought: ‘I am so sorry.’

He was about to walk out when the door opened and a gust of cold air swept through the chapel. A young woman, collapsing an umbrella and wearing a soft ochre raincoat with its collar up, looked around. White face, shoulder-length black hair and the brownest eyes, Andy thought, that he had ever seen.

She raised a hand to brush the rain from her head and the light caught on a silver bracelet. Her agitated dark eyes pincered him in their gaze. She could have been the age of his sister; a year or two older than him.

‘Have I missed it?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ the grey-haired man said.

She took in the fact and closed her eyes, biting her lip the way one does to stop tears. She shook her head and walked over to sign the condolence book.

The man sprang forward and interposed himself between her and the book, slamming it shut before she could write anything. ‘I’m sorry, madam. The service is over.’

Silence.

She gave him a smudged, blurred look, as though the man had been at her face with a rubber. Her chin went from smooth to choppy. ‘I need to enter my name.’

But the man stood his ground, pressing the book against his chest. ‘I’m sorry, you’re too late,’ in a rock-firm voice.

She gathered herself and stared at him again. And turned on her heel and marched out.

The rain had eased when Andy stepped outside into a low buzz of conversation. People waiting for the next service assembled in dark-suited clumps beneath dripping umbrellas, none of their faces familiar.

A large lady, her shoulders draped in a black Persian-lamb stole, peered with smallish, impatient eyes above his head: ‘Here we are. Chapel 8.’

Andy was still holding the card printed with Furnivall’s funeral details. A raindrop had distorted the number. It was Chapel 3 he had wanted, not 8.

The door opened, releasing the sound of a taped organ voluntary, and a pinkish grey face peeped out. ‘All right,’ the chaplain said, compressing his lips at the cold, ‘you can come in now.’

On either side mourners streamed past Andy into the chapel. Until two people remained sheltering under the overhanging roof, studying the rain that ripped from the clouds.

The woman in the fur coat had become less imposing outside. Something about the way she held herself caused Andy to think that she knew the younger woman, who looked more irritated with herself than with the weather or with the incident that he had witnessed inside. They continued, all three of them, staring up at the sky, the colour of scattered ashes, until the worn-faced woman cleared her throat and said in a surprisingly tentative, kind voice to the younger: ‘I have something I need to tell you.’

‘There’s nothing I wish to hear.’

The sharpness of the reply made Andy turn.

The older woman looked defenceless. Her wrinkled face reflected an indescribable sadness. In that moment, Andy saw an openness in her that he warmed to.

Before she could say another word, the man in the grey suit emerged and stood behind them, still tightly clutching his condolence book. The young woman stepped forward at his appearance. Cold wet marble grated beneath her heels.

A bottle-green Volkswagen Beetle was parked on the grass. She shook open her umbrella and walked towards it.

Andy looked at his watch. 3.35 p.m. He considered searching for Chapel 3. But chapels spread out to the north and south of him, one chapel identical to the next. Even if he did find the right one, chances were that another service was getting under way.

Further, he had no idea how he was going to get back into London. He had spent all he had on the cab fare.

She had reached her car and was opening the driver’s door.

Before he knew it, he was calling out: ‘Where are you heading?’

She turned and two dark eyes stared back at him beneath her umbrella from which the rain flashed up like silver filings flying off a drill.

‘Holland Park any good for you?’

She did not introduce herself and nor did he.

They had passed Shepherd’s Bush roundabout when Andy felt that he ought to say something.

‘That was my second funeral.’

‘I’m surprised he bothered to have a funeral.’

‘It’s important to have some sort of ritual.’

‘The only ritual he liked was torture,’ she said.

‘You don’t sound as though you were very fond of him,’ unable to work out her connection to Christopher Madigan.

‘Fond of him?’ she snorted. ‘No one was fond of him, except possibly you.’ Her eyes flashed. There was something derisive in them.

‘Me? Yes. Well – you can drop me here.’ They were approaching the bottom of Ladbroke Grove.

He could tell that she was tempted to halt the car right there, outside Lidgate’s butcher. But good manners must have kicked in.

‘Where do you live?’ glancing at him sideways.

Seen from a different angle, her face was more striking than before. Not beautiful, like Sophie. But definitely she had a magnetism.

‘Hortense Avenue.’

‘I’ll drive you.’

‘Really, you don’t have to,’ feeling her eyes on his father’s faded blue suit.

‘I know.’

She showed no further interest in him and said nothing for the rest of the journey. When he climbed out and looked back at her through the passenger window, she was yawning.

‘Thanks for the lift,’ he said.

‘No trouble.’

And that was that. When he raised his hand, she looked straight through him as if he did not exist.

‘Bye, then.’

Her car drove away. Until it was just a motionless speck among the other specks of rush-hour traffic on a rainy London afternoon in February. It had begun to rain again.


2

THE RAIN HAD STOPPED by the time Andy opened the front door to his building, shortly after seven o’clock, on his way to pick up Sophie. He was taking her to the Portuguese restaurant on Portobello Road where they had eaten the night they first met.

It was his best friend David who had introduced them at Ivo’s Christmas party.

‘Andy, meet Sophie Sobko.’

She stood there, shy and heaven-sent. She might have been the only female in the Polish Club that night.

The dryness that spread over his lips.

She had the whole room’s attention. Green eyes, wavy hair the colour of wood shavings, a bearing that said I am probably the best-looking woman you have ever seen.

She was wearing a tight-fitting, blue-black dress. Andy asked her a question and she did not answer. He asked her another question. This time her eyes jarred with interest.

‘Grand Forks,’ in a broad North American accent. ‘You wouldn’t know it.’

‘Grand Forks?’ he repeated, and felt sad. And saw his father at the airport, his face against a thick window pane, his ointment leaving a mark on the glass, calling to a glamorous woman who did not hear, then racing around the barrier to embrace her while Andy stood there, waiting for the luggage. If he had never suspected before, he understood in that moment.

‘I think I went to Grand Forks once on my holidays,’ his voice slightly breathless as his father’s had been.

Her eyes came alive, transforming her nervous, haughty face.

‘No way! You are kidding me.’ It was a sign for her to forget – instantly – everyone in the room but Andy.

David said: ‘Come and meet Ivo.’

But Sophie was not listening. Not to him.

‘Did you ever eat Easter brunch at the Westward Ho?’

‘The Westward Ho?’ The only Westward Ho! Andy knew was a novel by Charles Kingsley.

‘You know, the hotel with the pool shaped like a cowboy boot,’ and he could hear it in her voice, light and airy like pine. A homesickness for a shared memory.

‘The pool shaped like a cowboy boot...’

‘Noo! Don’t tell me. You do remember!’

What he remembered was a gridded town of bungalows exactly the same, the streets like open cuts into the sunset, where the other boys, all shovel-chinned and baseball-shaped, made fun of his voice and the way he skated.

‘Know what?’ she said, biting a cushiony bottom lip. ‘They tore it down.’

‘They didn’t! Bastards,’ this time with emotion.

Something about his response must have appealed to her. She held her lips open a little. Above her smile, two huge green eyes were staring.

Since her arrival in London four months previously, Sophie Sobko had not met a soul who had been to Grand Forks. Let alone one who knew the Westward Ho. As it turned out, Andy had not been to Grand Forks. ‘No, that was Grand Falls,’ sighed his mother. By then, it was too late, he and Sophie were unofficially engaged, and Andy had to beg his mother not to tell Sophie the truth, which was that he had mistaken her birthplace for a remote village in Newfoundland, where his father had taken him on their last holiday, that is to say in another country altogether – not even close.

Andy’s choice of fiancée did not go down well with his mother or sister, but it was not Sophie’s fault that she came from the same hemisphere as the person his father had run off with.

Sophie’s maisonette in Chesterton Road was a ten-minute walk from the first-floor flat that Andy rented in Hortense Avenue. He pressed the top-floor bell and waited for her to let him in, instead of which she came out and closed the door behind her.

‘Hi.’

Her face hurried across the space between them to kiss him. ‘Hi.’

She was wearing her chunky-knit chinchilla coat belted at the waist and, underneath, an orange cashmere jersey that he had not seen before.

‘You look lovely,’ he praised. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

Why the faculty of running late was so highly developed in Andy, he was unsure. It was not something he was proud of. It was systemic – from his tenth year on.

‘I’d never make a good prince,’ he said.

Sophie did not answer.

The cold wind gusting off Ladbroke Grove flushed her cheeks as they set off for the Camões.

The restaurant was emptier even than the chapel in Richmond. On this Saint Valentine’s Day evening, all those who normally ate there must have been sunning their guts in Praia da Rocha, save for a brown-haired young man four empty tables away with a book propped in front of him. When he saw them enter he looked up, and returned to what he was reading.

It was good to be inside, away from that snapping wind.

‘Oh, I’ve been looking forward to this all day,’ said Andy, rubbing his hands as Rui limped across with two menus.

Andy sought Sophie’s eyes and his heart ballooned. He forgot the cock-up at Richmond. In that moment, everything shone with a pure enchanted glow; nothing could flourish except their love and the expanding sense of himself about to discuss their honeymoon in Cintra. The man across the room had his book. Andy had Sophie.

After Rui had taken their orders, Sophie said: ‘Did you get your pay rise?’

‘No,’ Andy said. ‘Not yet.’ He worked in a small publishing house that specialised in self-help books: living with loss, grief, how to get through pregnancy. Plus a whole lot of syndromes that he had grown too jaded to joke about. ‘Goodman said he’d sleep on it and get back to me tomorrow – but it’s looking good. He gave me the afternoon off.’

‘I’m sure you’ll get it this time,’ she nodded, not catching his eye.

‘Even if I don’t,’ he smiled, ‘we’ll survive somehow.’

At the thought of their life together, their shared bed, Andy felt a sexual tightening. He brushed her knees with his, and though she did not move her legs away she did not respond either. He started to feel, not nervous exactly, but as if he had failed Sophie as well as Stuart Furnivall. He wanted her to know that she could rely on him. She was making the money right now, but time would come when the photo-shoots and freebies would dry up – and it would not matter. By then he stood to be an established publisher, running his own list. He would look after her. She would never fade in his eyes.

‘Conrad fixed the front door yet?’ she asked, although Andy had the idea that it was of no interest to her whether his landlord had repaired the lock. Neither did she appear to notice that he was wearing the Emilio Zegna jacket that she had given him on their first anniversary.

‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Jerome’s sorting it out.’ A drug-dealer who lived on the ground floor.

‘What about the fridge?’

‘An engineer’s coming on Wednesday.’

She wrinkled her nose and stared straight ahead. She sometimes had that see-nothing look on the catwalk.

‘Andrew?’

‘Yes.’

Her cheeks were no longer pink. She was pale and had an odd expression.

‘You know I love you.’

Her voice.

‘I just wanted to let you know,’ she said quickly.

But he himself was too much in love with the moment at hand to see that something vital was being left unsaid.

Rui limped from the kitchen carrying their main course, grilled cod for Andy, chicken milanesa for her.

‘Bom apetite,’ he said sombrely and left. The Gipsy Kings were playing and then they stopped and it was fado moaning from the loudspeakers.

Sophie was studying the cod on his plate. She opened her mouth and closed it.

‘I don’t know about you,’ Andy smiled, ‘but fado makes my toes curl up like a rose leaf.’

She put her knife and fork neatly together, gave a quick look round, and said: ‘Sweet, I’m not coming home with you.’

He felt a moustache of heat form. ‘Why, you have something to do?’

She stared in an abject way at her broccoli. But something had shifted inside her. Something very simple and important that explained her forgiveness-seeking smile. ‘Andrew, you’re far too nice for me.’

On hearing those words, Andy sat very still. ‘Oh, I can be nasty if you like. How nasty would you like me to be?’ But he felt a chilling shame spread over his skin, settling in a stone weight at the top of his knees.

‘I don’t want you to be nasty.’

‘I’m too poor for you,’ he tried growling.

‘You are not too poor for me.’

She opened the menu. There was a cord running down the middle of it like the string on his mother’s spectacles. Sophie plucked it in a desultory way, as though she intended to break into hoarse, aching song with Amália.

‘Andrew, I’ve met someone.’

It was the opposite of sprouting wings. The sense of something caving in; of his insides – his beams and rafters – crumbling.

He sat even stiller. Persuading himself that there was an appropriate reply and if he waited a few heartbeats longer the right words would click into place. But nothing came. It was what he feared most. He was falling. Tumbling away from himself. Disappearing.

‘Oh,’ he said. And then again: ‘Oh.’ And then, to protect himself by saying the most reasonable thing he could think of saying: ‘Well, if you love someone you have to let them go.’

‘Which was a pretty pathetic response,’ he would admit afterwards to David. ‘No wonder she preferred to be with someone else. I mean, how sexually attractive is reasonable – or Jonathan Livingston Seagull for that matter? The odd thing was, I didn’t feel angry. I was unsure what I felt, but anger was not part of it.’ He was only aware that the room had altered shape; the photos of Cintra looked embarrassed; the sprig of lavender had turned away in disappointment. Even the invisible guitarist was having trouble playing fado, he was so busy straining to listen.

As was the young man at the table behind.

For some reason – and this was precise in his mind – Andy was becoming very aware of him. He had the impression that he was sliding backwards down a tube and the light was getting smaller and smaller, until all he could see was this man’s face. So he resorted to a trick he had developed as a boy whenever he was unhappy, of trying to crawl out of himself and imagine he was Someone Else. He thought: If I put myself for a moment into that person’s shoes and force myself to believe that all this has been a joke and Sophie has been pulling my leg, maybe everything she’s been saying will erase itself. So that is what he did. He concentrated very hard on the only other person in the restaurant.

The young man wore a burgundy V-neck jersey and striped blue shirt, open at the collar, and was wiry and compact and had dark, sly features that he had not bothered to shave.

He was leaning forward, but his fierce involvement in his book was not convincing.

Sophie was saying in a small voice: ‘It’s not that I don’t love you. But I’m fond of Richard, too. I haven’t been able to concentrate on anything since I met him.’

Andy flushed. He wiped his face with a napkin. ‘Who is he?’ he heard himself say.

‘He works at Lehman Brothers. I don’t know how it happened. But it’s unstoppable,’ her voice rising to a defiant falsetto before it became small again
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