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Chapter 41: You Should Definitely Do Something

Judith Keane had not been invited for coffee by a man in anything resembling a romantic context for nineteen years, and for the first four minutes she failed to realise it was happening.

This was partly because Martin Ellwood began by asking whether the chair opposite her was free.

It was.

It was also partly because Judith had spent thirty-six years in education, where a person approaching a table usually wanted one of four things: permission, clarification, a form, or an opinion they had already decided to ignore.

She looked up from the local-library newsletter.

“Martin?”

He smiled.

“That is encouraging. I was prepared to introduce myself.”

“You taught history.”

“So did several hundred people.”

“At Norchester Vale School. Room fourteen. You refused to use the interactive whiteboard for six years because you said chalk had never required a software update.”

Martin pulled out the chair.

“It had never betrayed me in front of Year Nine either.”

Judith folded the newsletter.

“I thought you moved to Derbyshire.”

“I did.”

“And then?”

“I came back.”

“When?”

“Three years ago.”

Judith stared at him.

“Three years?”

“Yes.”

“And we are only seeing each other now?”

“I had assumed that was the normal pace of retirement.”

Martin sat.

The Copper Kettle was busy enough that nobody at the neighbouring tables had any reason to care about two former teachers discovering that both had continued to exist.

Martin Ellwood had changed in ways Judith could measure and ways she could not. His hair was almost entirely grey now. His glasses were different. He wore a navy jumper under a brown jacket and had the same narrow, amused expression he used to have when a meeting had become ridiculous but he intended to let it finish before saying so.

“You look well,” he said.

Judith narrowed her eyes.

“That sentence is dangerous at our age.”

“I meant it normally.”

“Nobody means it normally after sixty. It always sounds as if you have exceeded expectations.”

Martin laughed.

“You look exactly as argumentative as I remember.”

“That is better.”

He glanced at the newsletter.

“Still correcting public institutions?”

“I am reading.”

“You have a pen.”

“I always have a pen.”

“The paragraph about the literacy fundraiser has three marks in the margin.”

Judith looked down.

There were, in fact, three marks in the margin.

“One is a question mark.”

“That is not a defence.”

He ordered tea. Judith had coffee she had already allowed to go lukewarm.

They began with former colleagues because former colleagues were safe. Mr Pritchard had moved to Spain and returned within eighteen months because he disliked being retired somewhere he could not complain fluently. Helen Dawes had become a magistrate. Simon Clarke had apparently taken up long-distance cycling with the same approach he had once brought to exam timetables: too much equipment and no visible joy.

Then they moved to families.

Martin had one daughter, Alice, forty-one, who lived in York and worked in environmental planning. She had a partner named Sam and a son, Theo, who was five and had recently become interested in volcanoes to the exclusion of everything that was not volcanic.

Judith told him about Rachel, Tom, Edie and Benjamin.

“Rachel is in HR,” she said.

Martin nodded.

“That must be useful.”

“It is useful to everybody except Rachel, who spends half her family life being asked whether a conversation is legally allowed.”

“And Tom?”

“Architect. He has recently started his own practice.”

“That sounds terrifying.”

“He would prefer ‘promising’.”

“Promising things are often terrifying.”

Judith approved of that answer.

Martin asked about retirement.

Judith told him she was very busy.

He asked doing what.

Judith told him.

By the end of the list, Martin was smiling again.

“What?”

“You said you retired.”

“I did.”

“You have described library work, a reading group, helping at a community education event, being involved with your grandchildren, advising one former colleague about a school appeal and apparently maintaining some sort of unofficial support desk in your building.”

“There is no support desk.”

“You described parcels.”

“Parcels are not support.”

“You described helping a neighbour with place cards.”

“That was one event.”

“You described another neighbour’s son asking you about a film.”

“He asked permission to use something I said.”

Martin lifted his tea.

“You have retired into being available.”

Judith opened her mouth.

Then closed it.

“That is annoyingly concise.”

“I have been saving it for fifteen years.”

They talked for nearly forty minutes.

There was no dramatic revelation.

Nobody confessed to having secretly admired the other in 1998.

They had worked in the same school for eleven years and had mostly known each other in corridors, staff meetings, exam weeks and the strange temporary intimacy of people who can name one another’s worst classes but not their favourite food.

When Martin stood, Judith assumed the encounter had reached its natural end.

“This has been nice,” he said.

“Yes.”

“We should do it again.”

Judith gave the automatic answer.

“We should.”

Martin did not move.

Judith looked at him.

He said, “I mean deliberately.”

There was a pause.

“Deliberately?”

“Rather than waiting another three years to occupy adjacent furniture.”

Judith understood.

She also, to her irritation, became aware of her own hands.

Martin continued before she could make the situation complicated.

“Coffee. Lunch. Somewhere that does not require us to pretend the local-library newsletter is why we are sitting together.”

Judith looked at him.

“Are you asking me out?”

“I believe that is the modern term, yes.”

“You are sixty-six.”

“I have not been informed of a replacement term.”

She laughed despite herself.

Martin waited.

It was the waiting that decided it.

He did not explain why this was sensible.

He did not tell her it would be good for her.

He did not suggest that they were both at an age when opportunities should be seized before somebody developed a knee problem.

He simply waited.

Judith said, “Coffee.”

“Coffee.”

“Thursday?”

“Thursday.”

“Half past ten.”

“At the Riverside café?”

“The one by the museum?”

“Yes.”

“That coffee is dreadful.”

“It has excellent cake.”

“Fine.”

Martin smiled.

“Thursday.”

He walked away.

Judith sat for another thirty seconds.

Then she opened the library newsletter, looked at the same paragraph she had already corrected, and discovered that she had no idea what it said.

* * *

Sylvia Mott knew something had happened before Judith had reached her own front door.

This was not because Sylvia possessed unusual powers of observation.

It was because Judith was standing in the entrance of Bracken House looking at her phone while smiling.

Sylvia came down the stairs carrying a canvas bag full of what appeared to be velvet.

She stopped.

Judith looked up.

“What?”

“That.”

“What?”

“The face.”

“I have a face every day.”

“Not that one.”

Judith put the phone into her coat pocket.

Sylvia descended the final two steps.

“Who is he?”

Judith stared at her.

Sylvia raised one hand.

“I withdraw the question.”

“Thank you.”

“I replace it with: what happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“Excellent. Those are usually the interesting ones.”

Judith unlocked her flat.

Sylvia followed her as far as the doorway without being invited inside, which was technically an improvement.

Judith said, “I met Martin Ellwood.”

Sylvia’s expression changed.

“Should I know that name?”

“No.”

“Then why have you said it as if I should?”

“He taught at my old school.”

“Married?”

Judith looked at her.

Sylvia said, “That was efficient, not intrusive.”

“It was both.”

“Widowed?”

“I don’t know.”

“Divorced?”

“I don’t know.”

“Available?”

“He asked me for coffee.”

Sylvia put the canvas bag down.

“What are you wearing?”

Judith closed her eyes.

“This is exactly why I did not intend to tell anybody.”

“You have told me.”

“I answered a question.”

“You volunteered his name.”

“That was a mistake.”

Sylvia reached for the canvas bag.

“I have a green jacket.”

“No.”

“You have not seen it.”

“I have seen your jackets.”

“This one is restrained.”

“The last restrained thing you showed me had gold frogs on the sleeves.”

“They were clasps.”

“They were amphibians.”

Sylvia picked up the bag.

“I am saying only that if you require something—”

“I do not.”

“—I have options.”

“I own clothes.”

“Yes, but most of yours say either ‘former headteacher’ or ‘woman about to challenge a parking decision.’”

Judith pointed at her own door.

“Goodbye, Sylvia.”

Sylvia took two steps away.

Then turned.

“Is it a date?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want it to be?”

Judith’s answer arrived later than she wanted it to.

“I don’t know.”

Sylvia nodded.

To Judith’s surprise, she did not make a joke.

“Well,” she said. “That seems like a perfectly good thing not to know on a Saturday.”

Then she went upstairs.

Judith entered her flat.

Her phone buzzed.

Martin had sent:

Thursday, 10:30. Riverside. I promise not to bring educational policy documents.

Judith read it twice.

Then Rachel called.

Judith considered not answering.

She answered.

“Hello.”

“Mum, are you still coming tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Tom is cooking.”

“Then why are you asking?”

“Because last time Tom cooked you arrived forty minutes early and began helping.”

“I chopped vegetables.”

“You reorganised the fridge.”

“There was raw chicken above the yoghurt.”

“There is no need to reopen the inquiry. Five tomorrow.”

“Five.”

Rachel paused.

“What have you been doing?”

Judith looked at the silent phone in her other hand as if it had betrayed her.

“Library.”

“You sound odd.”

“I sound exactly the same.”

“You sound pleased.”

“I am often pleased.”

Rachel laughed.

“Mum.”

Judith could have said nothing.

She had, in fact, spent several years telling Rachel too much because she believed information was useful and asking questions was caring.

Recently, Rachel had become very specific about the difference between sharing and consulting.

Judith looked at Martin’s message.

“I ran into Martin Ellwood.”

There was a short silence.

“Who?”

“He taught history at Norchester Vale.”

“With you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“He asked me for coffee.”

There was another silence.

It was longer.

Judith immediately regretted everything.

Rachel said, very carefully, “Coffee.”

“Yes.”

“Like coffee coffee?”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“It means—”

“I know what it means. I object to the duplication.”

Rachel’s voice changed.

Judith knew that voice.

It was the voice Rachel used professionally when trying not to influence an answer.

“Do you want me to say anything?”

Judith leaned against the kitchen counter.

“That question is suspicious.”

“It is a normal question.”

“You are controlling yourself.”

“I am showing growth.”

“Painfully.”

“I can stop.”

Judith smiled.

“Good.”

Rachel waited.

Judith realised she had expected Rachel to continue anyway.

Rachel did not.

The silence became ridiculous.

Finally Judith said, “You really are going to stop.”

“You asked me to.”

“Well.”

“Yes.”

Judith looked around her kitchen.

“I don’t know what I think.”

“Okay.”

“That is all you are saying?”

“You told me not to advise.”

“I did not tell you not to speak.”

“Mum, there are currently about fourteen things I could say, and I do not trust any of them.”

Judith laughed.

Rachel laughed too.

“Tell me one.”

“No.”

“One.”

“No, because then you’ll argue with it and we’ll both forget you didn’t ask.”

“Rachel.”

“No.”

Judith could hear Tom in the background asking where the good knife had gone.

Rachel shouted, “Second drawer.”

Tom shouted something back.

Rachel said, “Not that second drawer.”

Judith said, “You need a better kitchen system.”

“Mum.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

“That is evasive.”

“I know. Five tomorrow.”

The call ended.

Judith stood in the kitchen for another moment.

Then she took Martin’s message and, against every instinct she possessed, did not forward it to anybody.

* * *

Miles Kersey had been advised to start dating by three people in six days.

The first was his brother Peter, who had not had a relationship longer than four years since university and therefore felt unusually qualified.

The second was a client called Leonard Moss, who had come to discuss cash-flow problems in his printing company and somehow left having recommended two dating apps.

The third was a woman Miles had never met before who was sitting beside Peter at a wine bar and had been introduced as “my friend Caroline, who has thoughts.”

Miles had learned that thoughts were dangerous when other people announced them for you.

On Monday evening, Peter phoned.

“Did you download it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to.”

“That is exactly why you should.”

Miles stopped on the pavement outside the museum.

“I would like you to listen to the sentence you just said.”

“I listened. It was excellent.”

“No, Peter.”

“You and Joanna have been separated for months.”

“Yes.”

“You cannot sit in emotional customs indefinitely.”

“I’m not in customs.”

“You are.”

“I am outside the Norchester Museum waiting to give Joanna a box of tax documents.”

“That is worse.”

“It is paperwork.”

“It is symbolic paperwork.”

“Everything is symbolic if you refuse to leave it alone.”

Peter made a disappointed sound.

“Caroline says you need a rebound.”

“I have met Caroline once.”

“She is very intuitive.”

“She asked whether I was a Capricorn.”

“She was establishing context.”

“She was establishing that she had forgotten my birthday.”

Peter laughed.

“Fine. No rebound. Dinner.”

“No.”

“One drink.”

“No.”

“A walk with a woman.”

“I walk near women every day.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes. I am saying no in several formats.”

The museum doors opened.

Joanna Kersey came out wearing a dark red coat and carrying a tote bag with an exhibition logo.

Miles said, “I have to go.”

Peter lowered his voice.

“Is she there?”

“Goodbye.”

“Ask if she’s dating.”

Miles ended the call.

Joanna approached.

“Peter?”

Miles held up the phone.

“How did you know?”

“You look as if somebody has explained your own life to you.”

“He thinks I should date.”

Joanna stopped.

“Oh.”

“He has an app.”

“For you?”

“Apparently for civilisation.”

She smiled.

Miles held out the document box.

“Tax records. Insurance correspondence. And the warranty for the washing machine, which has somehow become part of the separation.”

“I wondered where that was.”

“I almost kept it as leverage.”

“That would have been the darkest thing you have ever done.”

They walked toward the museum café, which was closed.

Joanna glanced through the glass.

“I forgot they shut early on Mondays.”

“I can wait if you want to go back inside.”

“No. I’m finished.”

They began walking toward Kingsmead.

The first few months after Miles moved into Bracken House, he and Joanna had treated every conversation like a meeting between two governments after a border dispute.

They were careful.

Then they became tired of being careful.

Now they had reached something stranger: familiar conversation with missing assumptions.

Joanna said, “My sister thinks I should date too.”

Miles looked at her.

“Lucy?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Apparently I have become ‘comfortable in limbo.’”

“That sounds like something Peter would pay to say.”

“She said I don’t have to marry anybody. Which was generous.”

Miles put his hands in his coat pockets.

“Did she suggest an app?”

“She sent three.”

“Peter sent two.”

“Are they coordinating?”

“God, I hope not.”

They walked another few metres.

Miles could hear his own mind producing questions.

Had Joanna downloaded one?

Had she gone out with anyone?

Did she want to?

Would he mind?

Was he supposed to mind?

What answer would indicate emotional maturity?

He hated all of them.

Joanna looked sideways at him.

“You are thinking loudly.”

“I am not.”

“You always breathe through your nose like that when you are calculating.”

“I breathe through my nose most of the time.”

“Not with spreadsheets.”

He smiled.

Then said, “Have you?”

Joanna looked ahead.

“Have I what?”

“Dated.”

There it was.

The sentence Peter had requested.

Miles regretted it before the final consonant.

Joanna was quiet.

“No.”

Miles nodded.

She looked at him.

“That answer changed your shoulders.”

“It did not.”

“It absolutely did.”

“I was asking.”

“I know.”

“I am not—”

“Relax, Miles.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You have never once in your life said ‘I am relaxed’ while relaxed.”

He exhaled.

Joanna smiled, but not unkindly.

“I haven’t dated,” she said. “Not because I’m waiting for anything. Not because I’m making a statement. I just haven’t wanted to.”

“That makes sense.”

“Have you?”

“No.”

“Because you don’t want to?”

“Yes.”

“Then perhaps everybody can survive.”

They reached the crossing.

Miles said, “Peter thinks I am in emotional customs.”

“That is good.”

“Do not encourage him.”

“I said good, not correct.”

The light changed.

They crossed.

Halfway over, Joanna said, “Lucy asked me whether I think we’ll get back together.”

Miles almost missed the kerb.

He recovered.

“And?”

“I said I don’t know.”

He looked at her.

She looked back.

“There,” Joanna said. “Now your shoulders have done something else.”

“I was not aware I had expressive shoulders.”

“You do. They are the least private part of you.”

They continued.

Miles waited.

Joanna did not elaborate.

He wanted her to.

He also knew that if she did, he would immediately begin building a model out of whatever she said.

Probability of reconciliation.

Probability of divorce.

Probability of becoming one of those separated couples who continue using a joint streaming account for eight years because neither wants to discuss the password.

Instead he said, “I don’t know either.”

Joanna nodded.

“That is probably why it is still true.”

It was not an answer.

Miles disliked it.

It was also, he realised, accurate.

At the corner near Alder Street, Joanna stopped.

“I’m meeting Elliot on Wednesday.”

“I know.”

“He wants us both at his birthday dinner next month.”

“I know.”

“Can we do that without making him feel he has booked diplomatic seating?”

“I think so.”

“Good.”

Miles hesitated.

Then said, “Do you want me to tell Peter that we remain administratively confusing?”

“Please tell Peter nothing about me.”

“Excellent advice.”

“I was not advising you.”

“Even better.”

They separated at the corner.

Miles walked toward Bracken House.

His phone buzzed.

Peter: ??

Miles typed:

NO.

Peter: no what

Miles put the phone away.

* * *

By Sunday evening, Judith had received advice from Sylvia, Rachel, Tom, Edie, and—without anyone understanding how—Benjamin.

The advice contradicted itself so efficiently that Judith began to suspect the family had organised it as a demonstration.

Rachel’s position was that Judith should not overthink it.

Tom’s position was also that Judith should not overthink it, but he delivered this through a seven-minute explanation of why people often overthink unfamiliar social situations.

Edie, who was nine, asked whether Martin was handsome.

Benjamin, who was six, asked whether Martin had a dog.

When Judith said she did not know, Benjamin said, “You should find out first.”

“Before what?” Judith asked.

“Before you marry him.”

Rachel nearly dropped a serving spoon.

“Nobody is marrying anybody,” she said.

Benjamin looked surprised.

“Then why are we talking about him?”

Judith looked at Rachel.

“That is an excellent question.”

Rachel pointed the spoon at her son.

“Your grandmother is having coffee with someone.”

Benjamin considered this.

“She already has coffee with people.”

“Yes.”

“So?”

Tom covered his face with one hand.

Edie said, “It’s different coffee.”

Benjamin looked at Judith.

“Why?”

Judith said, “Apparently because there are two coffees.”

Edie groaned.

Dinner moved on.

For eleven minutes.

Then Tom said, “The main thing is just to go as yourself.”

Judith put down her fork.

“How else would I go?”

“You know what I mean.”

“No.”

“I mean you don’t have to present a version of yourself.”

“I have known Martin for twenty years.”

“Not romantically.”

Rachel said, “Tom.”

“What?”

“You are now coaching my mother on authenticity.”

“I am trying to be supportive.”

Judith looked around the table.

“I want to establish something.”

Everyone stopped.

Even Benjamin, who was constructing a dam out of peas.

“I am not entering a competition.”

Nobody spoke.

“I am not applying for a position. I am not attempting to secure a second meeting. I am having coffee with a man I already know.”

Edie said, “A date.”

Judith looked at her.

Edie corrected herself.

“Coffee.”

“Thank you.”

Rachel said, “We know.”

“No, you know now.”

Tom held up both hands.

“No more advice.”

“Good.”

Benjamin raised one hand.

Judith looked at him.

“What?”

“Ask if he has a dog.”

She laughed.

“All right. One approved question.”

After dinner, Rachel walked Judith to the front door.

Tom was upstairs dealing with a bath-related dispute. Edie and Benjamin had begun arguing about whether a towel on the landing belonged to either of them.

Rachel handed Judith her coat.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“We did exactly the thing I complain about you doing.”

Judith put one arm into the sleeve.

“Yes.”

“I knew you would enjoy that.”

“I am not enjoying it.”

“You are a little.”

Judith put on the coat.

Rachel leaned against the wall.

“Are you nervous?”

Judith answered before deciding whether she wanted to.

“Yes.”

Rachel nodded.

She did not say that was normal.

She did not say it would be fine.

She did not say there was nothing to be nervous about.

Judith noticed the effort.

“You can say something.”

Rachel smiled.

“You look happy.”

Judith looked down at the buttons of her coat.

“That is not advice.”

“No.”

“I can tolerate it.”

“I hoped so.”

Judith hugged her.

At the door, Rachel said, “Mum?”

“Yes?”

“If you hate it, you can leave.”

Judith turned.

Rachel grimaced.

“That was advice.”

“It was.”

“Sorry.”

Judith considered it.

“No. That one is useful.”

* * *

On Thursday morning, Sylvia knocked on Judith’s door at nine fifteen.

Judith opened it wearing trousers, a blue blouse and an expression prepared for conflict.

Sylvia looked her up and down.

“That is perfectly fine.”

Judith blinked.

“Thank you.”

“I brought nothing.”

“Thank you again.”

“I am demonstrating restraint.”

“You came downstairs to tell me.”

“Restraint is wasted without witnesses.”

Judith closed the door on her.

At ten twenty-seven, Judith entered the Riverside café.

Martin was already there.

He stood when he saw her, which irritated her only because she liked it.

“You’re early,” she said.

“So are you.”

“I am three minutes early.”

“I am seven.”

“Then you are the problem.”

“I suspected that.”

They ordered coffee.

Judith also ordered cake because she had spent five days refusing to behave as if the meeting were an examination and had decided that refusing cake would amount to examination behaviour.

Martin chose lemon drizzle.

Judith chose coffee and walnut.

“This is extremely traditional,” he said.

“What?”

“Our cakes.”

“Would you prefer activated charcoal sponge?”

“I do not know what that is.”

“Neither do I. I saw it on a menu once and have resented it ever since.”

They sat near the window.

The museum stood across the square. People passed with umbrellas closed because the sky was threatening rain without committing to it.

For the first few minutes they talked about ordinary things.

Martin had joined a local walking group and disliked the phrase “gentle route” because it usually meant steep hills undertaken by retired engineers who believed fourteen kilometres was a morning.

Judith told him about Bracken House.

He asked whether she liked living there.

“Yes.”

“Because of the people?”

“Sometimes because of the people. Sometimes despite them.”

“That sounds like most communities.”

“It is not a community in the way people like to say. We are neighbours.”

“Is there a difference?”

“Yes.”

Martin waited.

Judith thought.

“Community suggests people are available to one another by design. We mostly become available accidentally.”

“That sounds better.”

“It often is.”

He told her he lived in a small house near the university, alone.

Judith knew enough now to ask the question Sylvia had asked in the lobby, but she disliked the bluntness of it.

Martin solved it for her.

“My wife and I divorced twelve years ago.”

Judith looked at him.

“She lives in Nottingham now,” he continued. “We are on good terms when nobody makes us spend Christmas together.”

Judith smiled.

“And you?”

“Widowed.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“That doesn’t make it nothing.”

“No.”

There was a short silence.

It did not need filling.

Judith had forgotten that.

In headteacher meetings, silences had been failures of management. In family conversations, silences tempted her to rescue people from thinking. In Bracken House, silences were often the moment before somebody asked her where a parcel had gone.

Here, silence was simply silence.

Martin broke it.

“I nearly did not ask you.”

“For coffee?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I assumed you would say no.”

“Why?”

“You were very formidable at work.”

“I was a headteacher.”

“You were formidable before that.”

“That is not a reason.”

“No. The reason was that I did not want to make an old professional acquaintance awkward if you were not interested.”

Judith looked at him.

“That is surprisingly sensible.”

“I was hoping for charming.”

“At our age, sensible has considerable charm.”

Martin laughed.

“And you? Why did you say yes?”

Judith took a sip of coffee.

She had had five days to produce an answer and had rejected all versions that sounded like a speech.

“Because I wanted to see what happened.”

“That seems dangerously spontaneous.”

“I know.”

He smiled.

The conversation moved again.

They talked about grandchildren. Martin showed her one photograph of Theo wearing protective glasses much too large for his face beside a
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