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Before  

This was Barbara in the morning of her first day of teaching at Coal Hill:  

She awoke early, too early, before the milkman's float rattled down the street. For lack of 

anything better to do, she brushed out her hair, teased it high, curled it around her face. She 

fastened it back with a comb handed down from her mother's mother, heavy silver with a 

creamy cameo whose edges were worn down and feathery. She took it down again, shook it 

out, let it fall where it would. In the mirror, she studied her reflection: pointed chin, heavy 

brows and wide eyes under a cloud of thick dark hair, the nose that always seemed too 

masculine for her face, the lips she thought too thin.  

She sighed and began again, brushing and curling and pinning until flags of color rose on her 

cheeks and the hair lacquer clogged in the atomiser's tiny tube. She felt ridiculous for 

making such a fuss but the nerves jangling in the pit of her stomach needed some sort of an 

outlet before she flew apart. With each stroke of the brush, she recited the names from her 

class register: Adams, Atherton, Baker, Blithe, Daniels... 

Father knocked on the bathroom door as he shuffled past, already grumbling about who 

knew what. Barbara followed him down to the kitchen and put on the kettle. He complained 

of the heat, and Mr Peppard's untidy garden next door, and the hole in his second-favourite 

pair of socks while she fried eggs and tomatoes for him and burned her own toast. She had 

to bite her tongue when he started in on the widow who had moved into the empty house 

across the street with her two children. Barbara saw nothing wrong with them at home by 

themselves during the day and after school now it had started again - they were bright, 

capable boys of twelve and thirteen - while their mother earned her wages as a secretary in 

a posh office in the City. To Father, though, it might well have been the end of the world.   

Her soft-sided leather bag had been packed for days: a new ledger with her name embossed 

in gold across the cover, two books of French history she planned to review during her free 

periods until there was enough marking to fill her time, the pen her parents had given her 

for her eighteenth birthday, and myriad other things she hoped might prove useful. As she 

left the narrow little house in its narrow little street to catch her bus, Father kissed her on 

the cheek and told her how proud he was.  

Before the door had even closed behind her, he was already turning away to find his coat.  

This was Ian:  

The alarm clock woke him at precisely half six, and he was brushed, shaved, dressed, and 

finishing a bowl of porridge at his landlady's table by a quarter past seven. He buttoned up 

his cardigan, straightened his tie, and tripped on the step down out of the front door. Once 

he'd righted himself and checked to make sure no one had seen, he bought his customary 
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paper from the newsagent on the corner and inspected his car for pings and dings before 

roaring off down the street with his briefcase tucked away in the boot.  

~*~*~*~*~  

Miss Wright had been teaching at the school for almost a full month before Ian worked up the nerve to 

speak to her. It wasn't that she was a dazzling beauty, although he did find his gaze drawn to her at odd 

moments, nor a brilliant conversationalist, at least as far as he knew. It had more to do with the way she 

carried herself, a shy smile on her face as she all but glided through the corridors, just a step removed 

from the bustle around her. He found that he was unwilling to enter into her orbit lest he knock her off 

course with his clumsy attempts at small talk and inanities.  

In the end, he needn't have worried. Not about the clumsy attempts, for they were abysmal at best, but 

about working up the nerve to approach her first.  

"Good morning, Mr Chesterton," she said as she fell into step beside him on the way into the school one 

early October morning. "It is Mr Chesterton, isn't it?"  

"Oh, yes, yes! Good morning, Miss Wright! Er, very fine weather today, isn't it?"  

She glanced up at the heavy rainclouds hanging over the grounds. "It is, but I'm not sure how long it will 

last. The newspaper said we may be in for periods of heavy sunshine later this week."  

Ian waited until she had disappeared down the corridor that led to their classrooms before he groaned 

aloud and covered his face with one hand.  

In the weeks that followed, she seemed to be seeking him out although Ian chalked most of that up to 

wishful thinking. Still, his conversation improved by leaps and bounds every time their paths crossed 

until he at last reached a point where he didn't want to drown himself in the lavatory following each of 

their encounters.  

By the time Mr Sheard called them all together for a staff meeting at the half term, he felt comfortable 

enough to sit down in a chair next to her as they waited for the headmaster to begin his customary 

rallying of the troops. As was usual, Ian had nothing in mind to say but the fact that he'd managed to sit 

without falling on his bottom was progress enough. When she lowered her eyes to the floor and smirked 

at one of his muttered asides, it felt like a complete victory. He wanted to raise his arms in the air and 

run a lap of the room like a conquering football hero but settled for shooting her a smile when she 

looked up again.  

Barbara smiled back, happy to have found one person on the faculty she could almost call a friend. She 

still felt terribly green and awkward most days, walking around pretending to be a figure of authority. 

Her fellow history teachers were a nice enough group but insular and uninviting. It hadn't been easy, all 

these long weeks of standing on the edges of their circle. By contrast, Mr Chesterton had a ready and 

affable smile and always seemed pleased to speak to her, for which she was grateful. What she hadn't 
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anticipated was that he would have such a quick wit, and she had to fight back a delighted laugh lest she 

draw the headmaster's wrath.  

As the speech droned on, peppered with unaccredited phrases lifted from some of Churchill's most 

stirring wartime addresses, she found herself watching Mr Chesterton fidgeting in his seat. He crossed 

and recrossed his legs, shot his cuffs, straightened his cardigan (she couldn't help but notice a bit of 

dried egg on one sleeve and wondered about his home life before she caught herself), tapped his shoe 

on the leg of the chair in front of him, then gave an embarrassed grimace when its occupant turned to 

glare at them both.  

She gave him a mock glare of her own, then leaned in close enough to smell a hint of his aftershave to 

murmur, "I think we shall have to be separated for the next meeting or you will surely bring me to ruin."  

He looked at her with such incredulity that she bit her lip and wished she could pull the words back in to 

her mouth.  

"Why, Miss Wright, I'm shocked at you," he whispered. "Nary a care for my own virtue?"  

To her great relief, the meeting broke up at that point and her startled giggle was swallowed up in the 

sound of their colleagues rising from their chairs and beginning to argue about the substance of the 

headmaster's speech. Mr Chesterton started to say something to her but got no further than, "Say, have 

you-" before he was tapped on the shoulder by the Head of Science and whisked away to the other side 

of the room. He turned away for a moment from whatever was being said to him to mouth an apology 

at her. She nodded an acceptance, only just managing to keep from rolling her eyes at the man's back, 

and went to join her own department.  

It was full dark by the time she gave up on hovering round the fringe of their discussion and gathered 

her things to leave. She half-expected Mr Chesterton to materialise by her side as she made her way out 

onto the street and found that she was only vaguely relieved when he didn't. Although he'd never been 

anything but good-natured and cordial, never betrayed anything more than a desire to be friendly to the 

newest faculty member, something in the way he sometimes looked at her made her think he might be 

working up to something more personal.  

It wasn't as though she would entirely mind if he did, she had to admit as she waited for her bus. He was 

a fine-looking man and very bright, always ready with a smile or a laugh, but an entanglement with a 

fellow teacher at this early stage of her career could prove ruinous. Of course, it could prove ruinous at 

any stage but especially in her first permanent position, when she felt as if she had to prove her worth 

daily.  

The house was empty when she let herself in; Father had mentioned earlier that day that he would be 

dining with an old army friend and that she shouldn't wait on him. She warmed a tin of soup and ate it 

standing up in the kitchen, her lesson plan open on the counter. Her fifth formers were just beginning a 

section on the Renaissance and she had a nagging suspicion that she hadn't a firm enough grasp of the 

material.  
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She sat in the lounge with a dog-eared text for a few hours after eating and took notes on a pad of 

paper, trying to pick out the points she thought would resonate with her restless audience. When the 

clock struck ten, she packed the book and the notes in her bag and readied herself for bed.  

Father came in sometime in the middle of the night, knocking into furniture with muffled curses and 

treading heavily down the hall past her room. Barbara heard his bed whine in protest when he fell into 

it, then all was quiet again but for his rasping snore. She pulled the pillow over her head and tried to fall 

back to sleep.  

The weeks slid by, January melting into February, then March and April crept up on her while she hadn't 

been paying attention. She started taking the bus from several streets past her usual stop so that she 

could enjoy more of the soft breeze on her way. Her students had gentled as the year went on, less and 

less interested in pushing her buttons and testing the boundaries she'd tried so hard to set. By the time 

the Easter holidays came around, though, she would be more than grateful to see the back of them for a 

week.   

As her last class of the day all but ran from the room, Barbara sank into her desk chair with a grateful 

sigh. Her feet ached, her head throbbed, and something that felt suspiciously like the onset of cramps 

tightened across her lower back. She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. Just a moment to rest, 

she thought, and then I'll tidy up.  

Mrs Kingston was warbling an aria in the room across the hall, something she often did after a long, 

tiring day. Barbara hummed along a bit at the parts she thought she recognised. Footsteps echoed along 

from the stairwell as the last of the students escaped downstairs to the bright spring sunshine. If she 

were a sillier woman, she would almost think the building had an air of anticipation, like a dowager 

queen waiting for the last of her former court to decamp.  

Shaking her head at the flight of fancy, she rose from her chair. "Only a history teacher," she scoffed. 

"Only a history teacher what?"  

She spun to face the door. "Oh! You startled me."  

The strangely-dressed man on the threshold lifted his hat and sketched a quick bow, an umbrella with a 

queer handle hanging from one arm. "My apologies, madam. I came to drop something off, but it 

appears I've left it a bit late - or perhaps I mean early? Whatever the case, I couldn't resist exploring the 

school. I knew a student here once, you know. But now it appears that I've lost my way! Could you point 

me to Mr Chesterton's classroom?"  

"Well, you're hardly lost at all. He has the room next to this one but he's probably already gone for the 

day." 

"Oh dear, that is disappointing. I had hoped to ask him a few questions about... Well, that doesn't 

matter if he's not here," he interrupted himself. "I have a package for him from a professor at his alma 

mater. Might I trouble you to deliver it for me?" 
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"It would be no trouble at all, but I won't see him again until Monday morning. Will that be all right?" 

Ϧbƻǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ aƻƴŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΚ .ǳǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ƘƛƳ ŀǘ Ƙƻ-" The man's face clouded with confusion and 

he patted his pockets before pulling out a round metallic object. It whirred in his hand and lights flashed 

along the top half. "Oh dear, I seem to have misread the time coordinates. It's early days yet then. I 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƛǊ ŘƻǿƴΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƘŀƛǊǎǘȅƭŜǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦϦ 

"I beg your pardon?" 

He tucked the object away again and pulled out a small bundle tied with twine instead. "Nothing to 

worry about, my dear! Here, give this to him and tell him it's from the professor." 

Barbara crossed over to the door and took the package from him. "Professor who?" 

"What?" 

"If I'm to give this to Mr Chesterton, I should be able to tell him who has sent it." 

"Oh, that won't be necessary, Miss Wright. Good day!" He raised his hat in salute and walked away, 

disappearing utterly before she had question him further, or even to think it strange that he knew her 

name and used it in such a familiar tone.  

She slipped the paper-wrapped bundle into her bag and promptly forgot all about it. Fifteen minutes 

work saw the bookshelves neatly arranged once more and the blackboard wiped clean. Barbara 

buttoned up her coat and collected her things, her mind already on what to prepare for supper. Father 

would be expecting something substantial, since he never took time to eat during the day. With any 

luck, she might coax him into helping her make pasties. It was far more likely that she would have to 

make the meal by herself while he gave her another in a long line of lectures about wasting her life away 

with other people's children instead of her own. She'd heard it so many times since first starting 

university that it had lost most of its sting years earlier, but was still an incredibly tedious way to spend 

an evening. 

She was mentally cataloguing the contents of the icebox when she passed Mr Chesterton as he was 

putting some books and papers into the boot of his car. She gave a brief wave when he started toward 

her, one hand raised up in greeting, and quickly turned the corner.  

Ian watched Miss Wright go with a stifled sigh. They hadn't seen much of each other in recent weeks - 

her history club had taken to holding impromptu meetings in her classroom during the lunch period, 

forcing him to make stilted conversation with whoever else had taken her place at their table that day. A 

few lunches like that had been too many and now he had started hiding out in his own room, marking 

papers that should have waited for home and a healthy dose of brandy and gooseberry pie to stifle the 

cringes.  
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¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

neither of them monopolised by students nor abducted to sit with their departments, nor pressed into 

chaperoning students elsewhere, nor trying to catch up on marking or setting exam questions, they 

followed the same routine they had established at the start of the new year. Those times were fewer 

and farther between as the end of the term closed in on them.  

Not to put too fine a point on it: he missed her. Which was ridiculous, really. They were colleagues 

whose interests happened to intersect on a wide range of odd topics and who had each found that 

eating with a like-minded companion was preferable to being bored stiff by complaints about rowdy 

students and unappreciative parents. Certainly they had their own complaints of that nature to voice 

but by an unspoken agreement they did so only occasionally and only in cleverly veiled references, 

though Ian was convinced his were not half so clever as hers.  

After Miss Wright disappeared around the corner and he stood there for an embarrassing length of time 

staring off after her, he saw a group of girls approaching from the school, giggling wildly and pointing at 

him. He slammed the boot  shut and jumped in his car before they could get too close, telling himself it 

did not resemble a hasty retreat in any way as he sped out of the car park. 

 

His landlady, Mrs Lambert, was lying in wait when he let himself through the front door. Her grey hair 

was tucked up under a kerchief and she was wearing one of her husband's old work shirts over her 

blouse like an artist's smock. She waited long enough for him to hang up his coat and put his briefcase in 

the cupboard under the stairs, then thrust a screwdriver, another of her husband's shirts, and an empty 

jam jar at him. 

 

"What's all this?" Ian cried as she chivvied him into exchanging his shirt and cardigan for the work shirt 

and then herded him into the kitchen. 

 

"I've been telling you for weeks that I'm ready to repaint these cabinets. Now get up on that ladder and 

start taking out the screws on the door hinges, there's a good boy."  

 

He grumbled but climbed up onto the stepladder. Mrs Lambert pulled a chair over to the sink and 

started working on the base units. She kept up a running commentary as they worked, filling him in on 

the latest neighbourhood gossip. He recognised maybe half the names but thought he did a fair job of 

feigning interest while he removed the doors and stacked them against the wall in the dining room.  

 

When he'd finished moving the last load, Mrs Lambert was ready with two buckets of soapy water and a 

pile of rags. After taking his share, he climbed back up on his ladder and started scrubbing.  

 

"Ian, whatever happened to that Margaret you kept sneaking up to your room?" Mrs Lambert asked 

suddenly. 

 

"Marjorie, her name was Marjorie," Ian corrected absently, then jerked in surprise and nearly upended 
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his bucket on her head when his brain caught up to the rest of the question. "Wait, you knew?" 

 

Mrs Lambert looked up at him gaping down at her from the top of the stepladder. She snorted and stuck 

her head back into the cabinet she was cleaning. "Of course I knew! You weren't exactly a master of 

subterfuge, dear. My son was much better at sneaking into the house after dark ς even the Luftwaffe 

was quieter than you going up those stairs." 

 

Ian looked at the cabinets in front of him, wondering if he could crawl completely inside. His face was 

flaming red and he felt flushed all over, like a spotty youth who'd just been caught looking at his father's 

pin-ǳǇ ƎƛǊƭǎΦ IŜ ŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΣ ƭƻǳŘƭȅΦ ϦL ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛse enough, Mrs Lambert. It was unforgivable-" 

 

"Oh pish," she said, her voice muffled by the cabinet. "You're a healthy young man in the prime of life. 

I'd be more worried if you didn't sneak girls in from time to time." 

 

He nearly upended his bucket again. "But when I first took the room, you said overnight guests weren't 

allowed!" 

 

"Well, you've hardly ever had one who stayed overnight, have you?" 

 

The wooden frame was cool against his skin when he smacked his forehead on it. "I can't believe we're 

having this conversation," he muttered. 

 

"It's hardly a conversation if you keep avoiding my question, dear." 

 

He sighed. "You do have a point. The truth is that Marjorie was looking for a husband and has since 

decided that I don't fit the bill, which works out well for both of us as I wasn't looking to become a 

husband." 

 

"Well, I can't say I'm sorry to hear that. You're the first boarder I've had since my husband died who was 

willing to eat my cooking and help out with these household projects. If you run off to get married, I'll be 

forced to hire a handyman and you know how I hate to spend more than I have to." 

 

Ian laughed despite his embarrassment. "I see! So you're only putting up with my nonsense because 

labourers are so dear?" 

 

"Quite right! Now, have you finished cleaning up there? You've been dripping water onto my back for at 

least two minutes." 

He nearly toppled from the ladder again as he tried to avoid adding any more moisture to the growing 

ring of water on the back of her shirt. Mrs Lambert just clucked at him and rose, groaning, to her feet. 

Her knees made faint cracking sounds as she walked out into the garden to empty her bucket of water. 

Ian stepped carefully down to the floor, then followed her outside. 
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ϦWǳǎǘ ŜƳǇǘȅ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ǿŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ōƻy. I never did care for those 

impatiens." She said it in such an offended tone that he nearly asked what the flowers had ever done to 

insult her. 

IŜ ŘǳƳǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳŎƪŜǘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŘƳƛǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǎǳƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

following her back into the kitchen.  

She was standing with her hands on her hips in front of the cabinets. When she heard him step inside, 

ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ϧ²Ŝ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǎŎǳƭƭŜǊȅ ƳŀƛŘǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƴƻƴǎŜƴǎŜΦ IŜǊŜΣ ǎƛǘΦ LΩƭƭ make us some cold sandwiches." 

"Cheese and pickle?" 

"As if either of us would trust me with anything more complicated!" 

While she busied herself at the counter, she asked how his lessons were progressing. Darkness fell 

outside, a soft purple gloaming that made the kitchen feel cosier than normal. Ian told her about the 

frustrations of trying to keep a roomful of sixth formers focused on pistils and stamens without letting 

the lesson descend into tittering and rude comments.  

²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǿƛǇƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ tears of laughter, Mrs Lambert turned the conversation to several of 

their neighbours. Ian listened attentively but without much interest to the latest goings-on of happily 

and unhappily married couples alike. Without meaning to, he let his attention wander off the subject 

entirely, wondering what Miss Wright might be doing on a soft, warm spring evening. 

"I know that look," Mrs Lambert teased as she cleared away their plates and brought out a bottle of 

wine. 

"What look?" Lŀƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ŎƻƻƪƛƴƎΦ 

"¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭƻƻƪ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻƻƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƭƻƻƪΦ" 

When he sputtered, she snorted and said, "Don't be so missish! I need a bit of juicy gossip to share 

round the neighbourhood or they'll all clam up on me. So give over: who is she?" 

He drank deeply from his glass of wine and avoided her eyes. "L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΦ L 

was just trying to decide whether I should try to ring my parents this weekend or just drive up to see 

them." 

"5ŜŀǊΣ ƴƻ Ƴŀƴ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜΩǎ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦ" She reached over and patted his 

arm. ".ǳǘ LΩƭƭ ǎǘƻǇ ǇǊȅƛƴƎΣ L ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜΦ" 

"LΩƭƭ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎŜŜ ƛǘΗ" he scoffed. 

She smiled at him over her wineglass. "! ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜΗ .ǳǘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǎƴŜŀƪ ƘŜǊ ǳǇ 

ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǊƻƻƳΣ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ōǊƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƘƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛƴƴŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƻ L Ŏŀƴ ƳŜŜǘ ƘŜǊ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΦ" 
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Ian dropped his head to the table and prayed that the cabinets would fall on his head. 

Mrs Lambert let him retire for the night soon after, content to go out into the garden to enjoy the stars 

and perhaps catch a bit of late-evening gossip over the hedge from Miss Middleton next door.  

The rest of the weekend flew by in a blur of sandpaper and paint fumes, broken only by the occasional 

ƻǾŜǊŎƻƻƪŜŘ ƳŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ ǇƘƻƴŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǳǎǳŀƭ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎǇǊƛƴƪƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ happy home life. By 

ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ /ƻŀƭ Iƛƭƭ ƻƴ aƻƴŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΣ Lŀƴ ŦŜƭǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 

particularly annoying prison. Even the antics of his most high-spirited pupils and an uncomfortable 

interview with Mr Sheard about the pistil-and-ǎǘŀƳŜƴ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ƎǊƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƘŜΩŘ ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƭƭ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎΦ  

 

!ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƘŜ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜΩŘ ƎƻƴŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ aƛǎǎ ²ǊƛƎƘǘ 

was doing, after which he could do little else. With relief, he watched his last class of the day file out the 

door after the bell. Their headlong rush to freedom stalled as someone tried to enter from the corridor. 

  

His brain ground to a halt as Miss Wright broke through a clump of teenagers and gave him a sunny, if 

tired, smile. One of her arms was stretched toward him and she pressed a lumpy paper-wrapped bundle 

into his hand.  

 

"What's this?" he asked, turning it over and looking for some sort of identifying marks. When he looked 

up at her, she avoided his eyes and picked at imaginary lint on her skirt. 

 

"I haven't the slightest idea what it is," she said. "A man came to the school looking for you on Friday. I 

thought you'd already left, so he asked me to deliver it to you." 

 

"Friday? But you saw me in the car park on your way out." 

 

"I know, I'm so sorry!" she cried. "I put it in my bag and then completely forgot about it by the time I 

left. It's nothing terribly urgent is it?" 

 

"I'm sure it's not, else he wouldn't have left it with you instead of tracking me down." He smiled and 

slipped the twine off the package, mostly to erase the worried little frown that wrinkled her forehead. 

 

"What is it? It's been driving me mad ever since I found it in my bag this morning." 

 

He finished tearing off the brown paper and wadded it up into a ball which he tossed on his desk. "It's a 

load of old reports I wrote in university, I think. Whatever possessed someone to bring them to me?" He 

pulled one out at random, wincing a little at the sloppy assertions.  

 

Miss Wright leaned in to peer at the paper he was reading. "I asked who they were from and all he 
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would say was 'the professor'," she explained. "When I asked which professor, he just tipped his hat and 

left!" 

 

"How very curious," Ian mused. He wondered who would have even held on to his work all this time.  

There were reports from dating back all the way to his very first university course. The one that had 

ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜΩŘ ǳƴǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ ƘŀŘ Ψ{ŜŜ ƳŜΗΗΩ ǎŎǊŀǿƭŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ 

ǇŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ Lŀƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜmember any of his professors using such loopy, oddly feminine script. Nor had any 

of them ever signed his name or written notes with a series of interlocking rings and a question mark. 

He handed half the stack to Miss Wright, who seemed to have given idle curiosity a pass and gone 

straight on to full nosiness, craning her head nearly upside-down to read his cramped writing. 

"{ƻ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ǿƘƻ ƘŜ ǿŀǎΣ ƴƻǊ ǿƘƻ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŎƪŜǘΣ" he mused as she flipped through the papers 

in her hand. "I suppose this means a visit to ye olde alma mater is in order." 

"I suppose so," she replied. "!ƴŘ L Řƻ ǿƛǎƘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƻǇ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ΨȅŜ ƻƭŘŜΩ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǿƻǊǎŜ 

than some of my pupils!"  

 

He protested and enjoyed the sound of her laugh so much that he tossed a few more ridiculous phrases 

into the conversation, simply to hear her do it again.  

Before long, she gave a startled look at the clock above the door and made her excuses. Ian cast about 

for any subject that might prolong their conversation but came up empty. With regret, he said good 

ƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀŎƪŜǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƛŜŦŎŀǎŜ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀǘŎƘ ƘŜǊ ǿŀƭƪ 

out of the room. 

¢ƘŜȅΩŘ ƭƛƴƎŜǊŜŘ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ǊǳǎƘ ƘƻǳǊ ƘŀŘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƴŜǎǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ 

pulled out of the car park. His car moved along at a crawl as he headed across town toward his former 

university. The sight of the brick buildings sprawling in all directions around the central square brought 

on a rush of nostalgia so strong that he almost expected to see his friends walking toward him around 

every corner. 

By the time he parked the car, it was far too late to expect anyone to still be in the offices, let alone any 

of the professors who had taught him, most of whom had been nearing their dotage a decade earlier. 

{ƛƴŎŜ ƘŜΩŘ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ Lŀƴ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊŀƳōƭŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƛƳŜ 

had brought to the sleepy campus. He was so lost in memories as he walked along the path that led 

toward the science laboratories that he collided head-on with someone hurrying in the opposite 

direction. 

 

"I beg your pardon!" he cried as he steadied the other man, as much to keep himself from falling as 

anything else. "I wasn't paying a bit of attention to where I was going. Are you all right?" 

 

"Quite all right!" said the man, straightening his voluminous fur coat and the loop of twine wrapped 
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around him like a belt. 

 

Ian patted him on the furry shoulder as the man did a double-take and gripped his hand for a hearty 

handshake. 

 

"Oh my word, quite all right indeed!" He kept pumping away at Ian's hand, a crooked grin on his face. "It 

was I who was careless, my good man. But no worries, both of us seem in fine fettle indeed." 

 

The man chortled a bit and Ian carefully extracted his hand before it was shaken right off his arm. "Do 

we know each other?" he asked. 

 

"Oh no, no. You'd remember it if we did, wouldn't you? Yes, I dare say you would. I've something of an 

unforgettable face, or so I've been told. Tell me, do you have the time?" 

 

Ian blinked at the sudden change of topic then checked his wristwatch. "It's just gone eight o'clock." 

 

Pulling a yo-yo, a twisted lump of metal and wire, and a battered wooden recorder from his pocket, the 

odd little man grumbled a bit then produced an oversized and elaborately decorated pocket watch. He 

clicked the case open and consulted the dials - Ian saw at least half a dozen before the lid snapped shut 

again. "Just gone eight, hmm, that's very peculiar. I wouldn't have thought it would still be this light out 

by eight o'clock in November. And it's so warm! Very peculiar indeed," he mumbled. 

 

"But it's April," Ian reminded him. It appeared he'd met another of the dotty old madmen that 

universities seemed to breed all on their own. And this one was talking again without even registering 

what Ian had said. 

 

"I'd love to stay and catch up but Jamie's record shop is sure to be closed by now and it just wouldn't do 

to let him roam the streets all alone. And you're probably wanted for supper by now! Wouldn't want to 

keep her waiting, eh?" 

 

Catch up? But we've only just met! Ian thought as the man, whose name he hadn't thought to ask, 

pumped his hand again and wished him well before scurrying back the way he'd come. "Keep who 

waiting?" he called after the furry figure disappearing into the lengthening shadows. 

Ian wandered the nearby streets for a while, smiling vaguely at the young men and women rushing 

hither and yon. He crossed over the road and ambled through a small manicured green, emerging on the 

edge of a car park. Hands stuffed in his pockets, he surveyed the familiar buildings - the residence halls 

to the south and the library that cast a great hulking shadow over the smaller buildings. Past one side of 

the massive limestone building, he could just see the corner of the botany glasshouses winking under 

the setting sun.  
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It all seemed so long ago, in some other life he remembered mostly as tempered with the empty-

headed optimism of youth. He'd had grand visions of making some brilliant scientific discovery and 

being hailed as the next great man of science. Somewhere along the way it had all gone off the track for 

that ambitious young man who haunted the laboratory. It wasn't that Ian resented the life he had; for 

every twenty students who chattered away during his lectures about pop music and hairstyles, there 

were always one or two whose eyes lit up over a Bunsen burner or a dish of agar. He could almost 

convince himself that there was more glory in bringing those few to an understanding of the world 

around them than in laboratory work and published papers. 

 

Almost. 

 

He laughed a little at himself, wondering what one of his friends might say to hear his admittedly 

pompous inner thoughts. In truth, he didn't mind teaching, in the same way he didn't mind living a quiet 

bachelor life in one of Mrs Lambert's rooms. They simply weren't things he thought about very often - 

and certainly not after indulging in a drink or two. That way lay madness and drunken recitations of 

poetry outside some poor girl's window, as a former flatmate could and would attest. 

 

Still, he wondered if perhaps it were time to give serious thought to settling down, perhaps with a wife 

and a mortgage. He certainly wasn't getting any younger, and had to admit that his solitude had palled a 

bit in recent years. He went out occasionally with the few friends from school who hadn't yet buried 

themselves in domestic bliss and Ted Miller, who taught biology at his previous school and had made it 

the focus of his off-duty hours as well, often dragged him along to meet this or that eligible woman - 

even if it was usually to keep her friend occupied while Ted laid on the charm. It wasn't that he lived the 

life of a monk by any means, although getting around Mrs Lambert's strictures on guests had seemed 

more trouble than it was worth. Well, he wouldn't have to worry about that any longer, apparently. He 

felt his face heat again when he thought of her revelation the night before.  

Instead of driving directly home, Ian decided to throw caution to the wind and do something a bit 

irresponsible for a change. He drove in the opposite direction to his landlady's cosy little house and 

through the heavy early evening traffic to one of the poky little pubs he had frequented during his 

student days.   

It was much smaller and darker than he remembered, but every bit as crowded with brash young men 

talking loudly over each other. He took his pint to a corner table and sipped at it while watching the 

crowd.  

One of the boys approached with a shy smile and Ian was delighted to recognise Cedric Andrews, one of 

his former students.  

"I'm studying inorganic chemistry," said the boy - well, the young man really, although Ian could not stop 

seeing him as a spotty fourteen year old who had given up on a promising experiment on aspergillum. 

"I'm due to finish this year, and then I'll be going to America for a position with a research centre in 

California."  
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"California!" Ian exclaimed. "Whatever possessed you to go all that way?"  

Cedric fairly vibrated with excitement. "Hannah, that's my fiancée, well, her father is teaching for two 

years at a university near Los Angeles and while we were there, I was lucky enough to be invited to tour 

the facility. They're doing such groundbreaking work there. You wouldn't believe the equipment they 

have at their disposal: they even have an IBM computer! I didn't get near it, of course, but I did meet 

some of the women who write the programming. Hannah's thinking of applying for a position there too 

if we don't have children right away." His face went brick-red when he said this and it took a moment for 

him to stumble back on his conversational track. 

He went on at great length about the expansive vistas of the American West and the wealth of money 

and interest being funnelled into the research centre, but Ian was still stuck at the word fiancée. Surely a 

boy as young as Cedric couldn't be about to be married! He felt, all in a rush, as old as the hills and just 

as lonely. He smiled and shook the boy's hand, wishing him nothing but the best and love to the fiancée 

and of course he'd love to hear all about his California adventures and so on, then excused himself with 

a promise to write to the boy with his address. 

 

Driving home, he tried to keep his mind busy by cataloguing the errands he needed to run over the 

coming weekend and the remaining chores Mrs Lambert had manoeuvred him into agreeing to do. By 

ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǊΣ ƘŜΩŘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘΦ 

Even so, it was days before he stopped thinking of the two conversations whenever he had a free 

moment. It was even longer before he admitted that his mind frequently turned to Miss Wright 

whenever he puzzled over the odd little man's parting comments about keeping "her" waiting. As soon 

as he had, he resolved to ignore it as completely as possible. She was quickly becoming the one bright 

spot in his days, and he still worried that he would frighten her off if he spoke out of turn or let on how 

much he anticipated their conversations. 

Ian was carrying several test tubes out of the cupboard tucked into the back of the classroom when he 

saw someone pass by his open door. He dropped the glassware into the well of the sink with a clank and 

hoped nothing had broken, then hurried out into the corridor. "Good morning, Miss Wright," he called.  

She swung back toward him with a bright smile. "Oh, Mr Chesterton! Just the man I was looking for. 

Could you spare a moment?"  

Ian swept an arm toward his empty classroom. "I'm at your disposal. Until the bell, at least."  

"This won't take long -- I merely wanted to ask if you could speak to George Bell. He's seemed a bit out 

of sorts lately. I wanted to make sure everything is all right, but I'm not his favourite teacher at the 

moment."  

"So I'd heard." And oh how he had heard. George had complained long and bitterly about being told to 

turn over the adventure novels he kept trying to hide in his textbook during lessons. "He's in my final 



14 
 

class before lunch; I'll ask him to stay behind a few moments. Is there anything in particular you'd like 

me to ask?"  

"No, if anything is the matter, I'm sure he'll tell you. You're very good with the students, you know. They 

think very highly of you." She smiled as she said it. "Catch me up at lunch?" 

 

"Of course. Save me a seat in the staff room." 

As she thanked him and went down the corridor to her own room, he had to fight the urge to puff out 

his chest a bit. He settled for straightening his cardigan and pretending not to watch her legs as she 

walked away.  

He almost succeeded. 

 

His morning classes crawled by, and the conversation with George took only moments. Long, incredibly 

awkward moments in which Ian floundered and the boy danced around his questions before admitting 

that he was having trouble with his girlfriend. Ian escaped as quickly as he was able, after offering 

generic and insipid advice.  

This was one of the parts of his position he would willingly trade; if he could do nothing but lecture and 

lead experiments all day, he would. He hadn't been any great success at relationships at any point in his 

life and felt singularly unqualified to offer words of wisdom to students when he was only just noticing 

his own growing dissatisfaction with his lot. 

 

Barbara had saved him a seat as promised, long since inured to the sly knowing looks slanted in their 

direction by the other occupants of the staff room. When he slid into the chair, only her quick 

movements kept him from spilling his bowl of soup all over her sandwich. He apologised profusely and 

she waved it off. If she took offense every time he nearly injured one or the both of them, they'd never 

have become friends in the first place. 

 

"Did you speak to George?" she asked when he seemed to be stuck for an opening line. 

 

"Yes!" he said and then paused, a slight flush colouring his face. "It seems he's worried that Mary 

Watson is about to throw him over for some rugby player." 

 

"Oh dear, that is world-shattering news." 

 

"It is, isn't it? I gave him a hearty lecture on the merits of a stiff upper lip and tried to turn the 

conversation in a more academic direction." 

 

"Which worked splendidly, I'm sure, given how very academically-minded he is." 

 

He chuckled into his coffee and winked at her. Barbara pretended not to see it and busied herself with 
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her sandwich, hoping that he wouldn't see the matching flush that now crept up into her cheeks. 

 

When his attention seemed to wander, she rapped him on the knuckles with her fork to bring him back 

to earth. 

 

"Do you ever wonder if there's some other reality just beyond this one?" he asked, as though it had 

been weighing heavily on his mind.  

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎǳǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǎƻ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜΦ 

"A somewhat bewildering reality that lurks just below the surface of ours?" Ian said, then groaned. That 

hadn't been what he'd intended to say, and now he sounded like a lunatic. 

 

"You've been stuck inside your books too long," she countered. "All that science can't be healthy." 

 

"That came out all wrong," he tried to explain. "I had the most bizarre encounter the other night - this 

little man with a fur coat who acted as though he knew me, but I'd never seen him before. I haven't 

been able to put it out of my head." 

 

She paused for a moment before she replied. "I think," she said slowly, "that there are many levels of 

reality around us all the time. We just have to learn how to be perceptive in the right ways to notice 

more than our usual. If you and I were to walk into the British Museum right now, we would see all the 

same exhibits but you would concentrate on the scientific merits of them whereas I would put them into 

a historical context. We both see the same thing, but it's coloured by our experiences. Do you see what 

I'm saying?" 

 

Lŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ŀǘ ƘŜǊΣ ǾŀƎǳŜƭȅ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǳǘƘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǇŜƴΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǎƘŜϥŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ 

exactly what he'd been thinking: that his focus had narrowed so far that when confronted with 

something out of the ordinary, he slotted it into a neat "other" category and discounted it. More than 

that, though, her words made him suddenly realise that she was one of those things he had such trouble 

categorising.  

His mind drifted back to the strange little man his own resulting maudlin mood a few days prior that had 

sent him on a train of thought that kept circling around mortgages and someone waiting supper on him. 

She figured into those thoughts far more often than he though strictly necessary. 

 

²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƎƎŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǿƛƴŎŜΦ Ϧ5ƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ǘƻƻ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊƛǎƘΚ L ǘƘƛƴƪ L 

need to spend more time away from the classroom." 

 

"I think the museum sounds like a splendid idea," he blurted. "We should go sometime. You can teach 

me the error of my scientific ways." 

 

She dropped her fork. "That- I, yes. Yes, that sounds like fun," she agreed, looking startled by her own 
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response. 

 

"It does? I mean, yes, it does! I know that wasn't what you were saying but... Well."   

The conversation petered out quickly after that as both of them struggled to find something innocuous 

to say. Salvation arrived in the form of the bell signalling the start of afternoon lessons and they 

awkwardly parted in the corridor between their classrooms. 

Barbara quickly immersed herself in her lessons and left the building as quickly as she could at the end 

of the day. She felt cowardly and small but the simple exchange at lunch had somehow altered the path 

of their relationship, or so she felt. She tried telling herself that she was overreacting but the truth of the 

ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǊǳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǘ 

Coal Hill.  

She had never imagined that establishing herself in her chosen profession would be as difficult as it had 

been and even more disheartening was her lack of allies among her colleagues. Aside from Mr 

/ƘŜǎǘŜǊǘƻƴΣ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀny of the 

other members of staff and losing even a tiny measure of the comfortable friendship they shared was 

simply not acceptable.  

Since she was a child, she had dreamed of becoming a teacher - of sharing the mysteries of the world 

with her students and discovering along the way the vast realm of things she did not yet know. 

University had been a revelation, at once terrifying and freeing in ways she hadn't dared to imagine. The 

drudgery of daily study made her long to go out into the world and do, but the camaraderie and lively 

discussion she found in her fellow students was enough to keep her content with staying.  

Making her way out into the world held far fewer enticements. She'd struggled for several years to find 

a permanent position, whiling away the time in a succession of temporary and supply teaching positions. 

One especially dark year had seen her working as a secretary just to fill the hours between short-term 

assignments. Through it all, though, there had been bright sparks, when she connected with a single 

student or a roomful and was reminded of the very reason she had chosen her path in the first place. 

She thought of all of this when Mrs Kingston asked how she'd ended up at Coal Hill over a cup of tea in 

the staff room a few weeks after the awkward conversation with Mr Chesterton, but said, "Random 

chance, I think. I happened to be at a party where Mr Drummond told everyone of his plans to move 

back to Glasgow once the term had finished. When he heard I was a teacher, he quizzed me for an hour 

on the Roman Empire and insisted I come in to meet with the headmaster." 

"Well, it's lucky he did, is all I have to say," Mrs Kingston said. 

And that was that. After months of beating her head against the wall that separated her from her 

colleagues, she ǿŀǎ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƛǊŎƭŜΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ǘƘŀǿ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ 

torrent of invitations to lunch and weekend parties, most of which she attended by herself ς feeling very 

much the outsider still as the others gossiped about previous colleagues.  
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More awkward still were the increasingly pointed comments and probing questions about her 

relationship with Mr Chesterton. Among the single women on staff, not to mention the married ones, he 

was considered something of a dish. Privately, Barbara agreed but always demurred or deflected when 

pressed.  

After some time, the questions stopped but the significant looks when they ate together in the staff 

room increased exponentially. When one of the French teachers found them chatting at his car a few 

ǿŜŜƪǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳΣ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ƎǊƻŀƴŜŘ ŀƭƻǳŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŜȅŜōǊƻǿǎ ŀƴŘ 

exaggerated wink. 

"Are you all right?" Lŀƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΦ {ƘŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŦƛƴŜ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ƴƻƛǎŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƘŜ 

was in pain. 

She coloured rapidly, her cheeks taking on a hue better suited to a tomato. "LΩƳ ŦƛƴŜΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΦ LΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ ƻƴ aƻƴŘŀȅΗ" she called back to him as she hurried away. 

"Would you like a lift home?" ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳǘŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊΦ {ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇŀǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǾŜŘ ŀnd hurried 

onward. Ian puzzled over her odd behaviour for most of the ride home but was soon distracted by the 

ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ƻƴ aǊǎ [ŀƳōŜǊǘΩǎ ŜƴŘƭŜǎǎ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǊŜǇŀƛǊǎΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ƳŜŀƭǎΦ 

On Saturday morning, he went out to run errands. A light rain was falling as he went into a shop to 

purchase toiletries, but it had turned into a full-force thunderstorm by the time he exited. Rain lashed 

his face as he ran for the car with his purchases tucked under his jumper.  

Ian turned the key and waited for the engine to settle into a steady idle before pulling away from the 

kerb. As he moved into traffic, he spied a familiar dark-haired woman waiting at the crossing and 

juggling her handbag, a few bags of shopping, and an unwieldy umbrella. He pulled up alongside her, 

ignoring the indignant horns that blared behind him, and rolled down his window. His shoulder and 

sleeve were soaked through before he had it halfway down.  

"Fancy meeting you here, Miss Wright!" he shouted over the noise of the cars and the drum of the rain.  

She looked up with an expression of surprise that quickly melted into a crooked smile. "Mr Chesterton! 

What brings you out to this end of town?"  

"A little of this, a touch of that. Nothing important, really. Where are you headed? Let me give you a 

lift." He hoped his face didn't show how much he hoped the answer would be yes.  

"I don't think so, but thank you for the offer. I'm perfectly capable of getting myself home." She looked a 

bit irritated; a tiny wrinkle had popped up between her dark brows. The light changed and she moved to 

cross in front of the car.  

Ian couldn't help the words that slipped out of his mouth as she turned away. "You seem to always be 

walking away from me, Miss Wright. Why is that?"  
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She stopped as quickly as if she'd walked into a wall. Ian curled both hands around the wheel, 

desperately wishing he could roll back time. A big van roared by and splashed water up onto the 

windscreen. When it cleared, he realised that Barbara was no longer standing next to him. He sighed 

and turned his head to look for a break in traffic and found her on the opposite side of the car.  

She opened the door and climbed in, tucking the umbrella neatly between the seat and the door and 

settling the bags under the dashboard. When she was situated, she turned and gave him an apologetic 

smile. "Well? Drive on!"  

He closed his mouth with an audible snap and put the car in gear. A brief gap between two lorries 

widened to double the length of his car and he zipped into it. Barbara braced one hand against the 

window, but otherwise gave no indication that his driving was the least bit distressing. As they careened 

around a roundabout, Ian suddenly realised he had no idea where he was taking her.  

"You can just drop me at the nearest tube station," she said, as if she'd been reading his mind.  

"No, I couldn't! What kind of a gentleman would I be if I abandoned you in this weather? My mother 

would swoon like a Victorian debutante at the very idea."  

Barbara looked torn between giggling and giving him a very cross glare. "It's hardly likely to be raining 

underground."  

"Ah, but it will be at the other end. Unless you live in one of the tunnels? If that's the case, just say so. 

I've always thought the Piccadilly area would make for a cosy home."  

She burst out laughing and Ian struggled to keep his eyes on the road instead of her face. After a few 

moments, she gave him directions to her home. He was shocked to learn she lived only streets away 

ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǊƻƻƳ ŀǘ aǊǎ [ŀƳōŜǊǘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘΦ  

A comfortable silence filled the car, broken only by scattered horns as they drove through the heavy 

weekend traffic. Ian cast about for some reason to prolong the afternoon and came up with nothing of 

any use. After working in adjacent rooms for months and speaking as often as they did, he still knew as 

little about her life outside the school as he did on her first day.  

The rain slowed and eventually stopped just as he pulled up in front of the house Barbara pointed out as 

hers. He hurried around to open the car door for her, but she was already standing on the pavement by 

the time he rounded the front. She refused his offer to carry her bags and thanked him for the lift.  

As he slid back behind the wheel, she turned from her front door and called, "I think it's past time you 

called me by my first name, don't you?"  

She was inside with the door closed before he could think of a more substantial reply than nodding 

dumbly at her.  

He loitered outside the school until the first bell rang the following Monday morning, hoping to catch 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿΣ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅΥ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴƧǳǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ 
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quit, that a plane had fallen out of the sky onto her house. With each new scenario he thought up, he 

ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƭŀōΣ ƘŜ 

pulled out one of the ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ǉǳƛȊȊŜǎ ƘŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎƪ ŘǊŀǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 

office. The school secretary gave him a funny look when he burst through the door. She told him that a 

supply teacher had been assigned as Barbara had called off ill and wouldnΩǘ ōŜ ōŀŎƪ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

week. 

Feeling ten pounds lighter, but still worrying over ludicrous scenarios in his head, he returned to his 

room and tried to act normally. During his planning period, he went to the telephone in the staff room 

to ring her bǳǘ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜǊ ǇƘƻƴŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊΦ wŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ 

had quickly moved from puzzlement to a look of sly understanding, he decided not to ask her for the 

number and went on with his day.  

He was distracted to the point that even the students noticed for the next two days, and gradually 

became aware that he was acting like a fool. Realising it and actually stopping himself turned out to be 

mutually exclusive actions ς as each hour crawled past, he found himself continually making lists of 

things to tell Barbara when she returned. His mood was so altered that even Mrs Lambert commented 

on it, though when he stammered out a weak story in explanation, she merely patted him on the 

shoulder and winked.  

"L ƪƴŜǿ ȅƻǳΩŘ ŦŀƭƭΣ ǎƻƻƴŜǊ or later," she said.  

Lŀƴ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǊŜŀŘƛŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŦƻǊ ōŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

ŀǾƻƛŘ ƛǘ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜΦ IŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ŦƻǊ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŜƴǘ ŦŀǊ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ 

for a friendly colleague, or even a friend full-ǎǘƻǇΦ ¦ƴǘƛƭ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ƘŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ 

he looked forward to seeing and speaking to her every day.  

By the time he arrived at the school on Thursday morning, both he and his lesson plans were in total 

disarray. He felt as ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎƭŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜǇǘ ǎǿƛǊƭƛƴƎ 

around in his head. His classes had run riot, taking full advantage of his distraction and he expected a 

summons from Mr Sheard at any moment. 

When his door opened part of the way through his free period, he steeled himself for the unwelcome 

ǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ōŀƭŘ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƴƎŘƻƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƎǊŜŜǘŜŘ ōȅ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ǇŀƭŜ 

and drawn face and had to grip the arms of his chair to keep from leaping across the room and ushering 

her into a seat. 

"Hello, Ian," she said. Her voice was raspy but strong and though she looked tired, she moved with her 

usual grace as she came over to perch on the edge of his desk. 

He ignored the little thrill it gave him to hear her use his given name. "Barbara, you're back! How are 

you feeling?"  

ϦLΩƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōŀŎƪ ȅŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǌƛǎƪ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ 

the students falling ill."  
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"I wish you had, actually. This week's been a nightmare. I'll be glad when this year is finally over!" He 

hoped she would take his words at face value and not ask why the week had been such a nightmare. He 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŦŀōǊƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŀŘƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΦ 

"Have you any plans for the summer holidays?" she asked. 

"No, not really. My parents have gone to visit my brother and his family in Toronto and my landlady has 

asked me to do quite a few more repairs. Other than that, I'm afraid it will be a succession of Old 

Miserable Bachelor Days."  

She rolled her eyes. "Oh, that does sound dreadful. Will they be filled with musty old chemistry tomes 

and scandalous amounts of whisky?"  

"Very near, I'm sorry to say," he said, trying to keep his face relatively serious when all he wanted to do 

was grin at her like a fool. "Although, you'll have to substitute 'fascinating' for 'musty' and 'grotesque 

amounts of pudding' for the whisky to gain a more accurate picture."  

He was about to ask if she might like to save him from this impending doom by going out for a meal or 

ǘƻ ŀ ŦƛƭƳΣ ƻǊ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǊŜŀƪ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

the fifth formers came in with a question about photosynthesis. He made a face at her over the boy's 

head as she slipped from the room.  

It took several weeks for Barbara to regain her former vigour. By the time she turned in her final marks 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŀŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ŀŎŎǳƳǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ her room, she was beyond ready 

to retreat into her house and the blissful existence of a teenager-free summer. 

It would be the last summer she would spend under her father's roof. Rosemary, her closest friend from 

university, had moved into a two-bedroom flat several miles nearer to the Coal Hill School than her 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎƻƻƴ ōŜ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŦƭŀǘƳŀǘŜΦ  

Barbara had leapt at the opportunity to move out, ready with an acceptance before Rosemary had even 

offered her the chance. She was rapidly approaching thirty and increasingly aware of a restlessness 

growing inside her heart. Not that she expected her life to change radically by moving a few miles away, 

but she was sure that this was the first step onto a wider path. 

Once everything had been settled with her friend, Barbara said over breakfast one morning nearly a 

fortnight into the summer holidays, "Rosemary's flatmate will be moving out soon." 

 

Father made a rumbling noise behind his paper and turned the page. She steeled herself and pushed on. 

 

"She's marrying a very nice man from Brighton. I'm thinking of taking her room when she leaves." 

 

That got his attention. He folded up the newspaper and set it down next to his plate. 

 

"Rosemary - she's the one with all those unnatural notions about spirits and whatnot, isn't she?" 
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Barbara hummed noncommittally and busied herself with the marmalade. She wasn't about to allow 

him to drag her into an argument about the quality of her friends as though she were still in pigtails. 

"The rent is very reasonable, and I'm due a pay rise this year. It's also much nearer to the school, close 

enough that I'll be able to walk to and from when the weather is pleasant." 

 

"And when it's not, I'll wager." Father gave her a small smile that she returned easily. 

 

It slid off her face very quickly when he said, "You know, I always assumed that the day you started 

making plans to leave would be the same day you began planning your wedding." 

 

She breathed in through her nose and concentrated on keeping her voice steady. "I'm hardly 

announcing my intentions to take the veil." 

 

He snorted and waved a hand at her. "As good as." 

 

"Father..." 

 

"No, you'll listen to me. Your mother, God rest her, must be so disappointed in the both of us. Since she 

died, we've both retreated into this house and damn the rest of the world if they want to pull us out. 

You should be married by now with children of your own, instead of settling for teaching other 

people's."  

 

When she bristled, he snapped, "Don't get all starchy with me; we both know it's the truth." 

 

"It's nothing of the sort! My career is not a poor substitute for the home and husband I don't have - it's 

everything I've wanted to do since I was a child. I'm sorry that you think it's a waste of my life." She 

scraped her chair back from the table and walked stiffly across the room to put her plate in the sink. 

 

"Don't be so melodramatic. I know what you gave up to stay with me after your mother died, and I'm 

sorry for that. But since then, it's as though you've given up on starting your own life. You're already on 

the back side of thirty and no serious beau in sight." 

 

She stared down at the drain and counted to ten, then twenty. When she felt steadier, she said, "I'll find 

someone to come in to clean every week for you once I've moved out." 

 

"Oh, now that's not what I'm saying at all! I just want you to be happy, Barbara."  

IŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ǎƻ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ƘƛƳ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀǿŀȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻǎŜ ǳǇ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ 

throat. "L ŀƳ ƘŀǇǇȅΣ CŀǘƘŜǊΦ L ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǊ ƘƻǇŜŘ ŦƻǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ LΩƳ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

more than enough for me."   
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Without looking at him, she walked from the room and went upstairs to start packing her things. 

²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘΣ ƛǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΩǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ was so easily 

ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜǘŘƻǿƴΦ {ƘŜΩŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎ 

full of turmoil as making the decision to leave had been. Instead, she was sitting in her fully furnished 

room, surrounded by all her things, by the time the sun set that night. 

Adjusting to living with someone other than her father took quite a bit longer. She and Rosemary had 

shared student accommodations for a year of university, but the situation had changed drastically in just 

a few years. 

In a word, life in the flat was chaotic. Rosemary was a much more social creature than Barbara was, 

constantly coming and going at all hours of the day and night. More than once, Barbara returned to the 

flat after a day out in the city to find an impromptu party in full swing or Rosemary snuggled up with a 

date on the narrow divan.  

!ŦǘŜǊ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŦƻǊǘƴƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ǘǿƻΣ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ƛƴ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

room. On the rare occasions that it was only the two of them in the flat, Rosemary needled her 

constantly about her lack of a social life and kept offering to set her up on a date with this or that man 

she knew.  

"LǘΩǎ мфсоΗ" she would cry, a glass of potent red wine dangling dangerously from one hand. "You need to 

go out and ƘŀǾŜ ŦǳƴΣ ƴƻǘ ǎƛǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǘŜǊƳ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƻƴŎŜΣ ȅƻǳ 

know." 

"Yes, but-" Barbara would start to protest before being cut off. 

"Look, just come out with me tonight. Bobby can bring someone along for you and you can pretend you 

ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅΗ" 

¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΥ ǿƘŜǊŜ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ǇǳǎƘŜŘ ƘŜǊ 

to look for a husband, Rosemary was pushing her to take full advantage of the wonders of the Pill. 

Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ .ŀǊōŀǊa was opposed to letting down her hair once in a while but the relentless pressure 

ŦǊƻƳ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ ƳŀŘŜ ƘŜǊ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΦ {ƘŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ 

father doubtless believed but there was something else holding her back. 

If she was totally honest with herself, it was someone else who was holding her back. Over the summer, 

she met a seemingly endless parade of eligible men, all with something to recommend them ς be it a 

quick wit or a handsome face or an interesting career ς ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƻ LŀƴΦ 

LŀƴΣ ǿƘƻƳ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƴ ƻǊ ǎǇƻƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳΦ 

{ƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴ ǿƘƻ 

ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƘƛƳΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀŎȅ ƻŦ ƘŜr room, she allowed herself to be angry with her own behaviour. As a 

modern-thinking woman, she recoiled from the idea that she could be so fixated on what was essentially 
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a romanticised ideal of a good friend that she blinded herself to the other possibilities even as they 

pursued her. 

bŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅǎΣ ǎƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ƎŀǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƻ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΩǎ ǳǊƎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ 

on one of her dates. At the very least she could have a pleasant night out on the town, she told herself.  

And if anythinƎ ŜƭǎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΣ ǎƘŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ 

father were both right: she had been on her own for far too long. 

When she told Rosemary, her friend had squealed like the eighteen-year-ƻƭŘ ƎƛǊƭ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŜǘ ŀƴŘ 

swung her around the kitchen in a joyous parody of a courtly dance. She rang her date for the evening, 

ǿƘƻǎŜ ƴŀƳŜ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŀǘŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ς but no one too grotesque. 

"Not like last time," Rosemary had giggled into the phone. .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎΦ 

They arrived at the restaurant more than fifteen minutes after the pre-arranged time, something that 

ƳŀŘŜ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ǎƪƛƴ ƛǘŎƘΦ {ƘŜΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΩǎ ǿŀƴǘƻƴ ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

passage of time and her months of keeping a close eye on the punctuality of her pupils had made her 

even more inflexible than ever before. 

wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΩǎ ŘŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ ŀ ōƻƻǘƘ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΣ ƘŀƭŦ-obscured by a long 

curtain that swept down from the ceiling to trail on the floor. The flickering candlelight made it difficult 

for Barbara to see him clearly until he rose to greet them. 

"Barbara Wright, this is Ted Miller," Rosemary announced with all the solemnity of a society matron 

before starting to pout a little. "¢ŜŘŘȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΚ" 

"IŜΩƭƭ ōŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΣ L ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜΦ ²Ŝ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƭƻǾŜƭȅ ƭŀŘȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǳƴŜǎŎƻǊǘŜŘ 

tonight!" This he said as he half-ōƻǿŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ŘǊȅ ƪƛǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ  

She pretended to fuss with her skirt to hide that she was wiping off her hand. Ted slid back into the 

booth, motioning for the women to sit on either side of him. Barbara sat reluctantly on his left, keeping 

a careful distance. Rosemary started to slide in on his right then suddenly excused herself and left the 

table. 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ƘŜǊ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘΦ {ƘŜ ƘƻǇŜŘ ¢ŜŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ Ƙƛǎ 

attention to the nearest available woman when they were alone. 

IŜ ǿŀǎΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦŜŀǊŜŘΦ 

"Rosemary tells me you roomed together during university," he said after a short and uncomfortable 

silence. "²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴΚ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ the way she keeps house!" 

{ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƘŜǊ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ¢ŜŘΩǎ 

cynical observations nor his long-winded stories about his position as a biology teacher. When the 
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server arrived, she tried not to be offended by his arrogance in ordering for the whole table, even his 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƛǘΦ 

While he quizzed the server on the wine list, she took the opportunity to look around the restaurant for 

RƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΣ ǿƘƻΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƎƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƎŜǎΦ {ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƭƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƛŘŜƻǳǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƴƎ ŀōƻǾŜ ¢ŜŘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

booth. Blobs of purple and red melted into what could have been a grassy green hill, all of it contained 

in a gaudy gilt frame. It looked like something a nursery school might produce but Barbara had a 

suspicion that it cost more than she earned in a full term. 

She startled when Ted put his hand on her shoulder. 

"Look, here he comes now," he said and pointed with his free hand to where someone was approaching 

the table. "IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƻƻ ƪŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘȅ ǎƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ Ŝŀǎȅ 

on him, yeah?" 

Barbara looked to where he was pointing and felt her mood lift immediately. "Ian!" 

IŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƴƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƘŀƪƛƴƎ ¢ŜŘΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ 

the table. "Barbara, you look well. How has your summer been?" 

She only managed a few words in response before Rosemary returned in a flurry of chatter and 

distracted her. 

"¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǿƘƻ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŀǿΣ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΗ .ƛƭƭ ¢ƘƻƳǇǎƻƴΣ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΗ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŜΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭŜŀǾŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǇƛƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōǳǘ ƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƛǎΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴΦ hƘΣ ȅƻǳ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ¢ŜŘΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ LŀƴΗ" She gave him a quick hug 

that seemed to take him aback. "LΩƳ ǎƻ ƎƭŀŘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǎ ǘƻƴƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƴƻǘƛŎŜΗ" 

She slid into the booth next to Ted and patted the seat next to her. Ian sat, looking ill at ease. Barbara 

studied him over the table, noticing thŀǘ ƘŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƴƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀƴ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ ŀǘ 

/ƻŀƭ IƛƭƭΦ {ƘŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ς ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇƻƪŜΣ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ 

looking forward to catching up on his reading and generally being as slothful as possible but here he 

was, face pinched and tight and his mood more than a little on the surly side. 

All through the first course, she kept trying to engage him in conversation but he would give no more 

ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΦ 9ǾŜƴ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΩǎ ƎŜƴǘƭŜ ǇǊƻŘŘƛƴƎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōǊing him any farther out of his 

shell. 

When Ted and Rosemary put their heads together to whisper about something, Barbara leaned across 

the table and lightly touched his hand. "Is something wrong, Ian?" 

"bƻΣ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ" Another of his uncomfortable smiles briefly crossed his face.  

She felt her brow furrow and her mouth turned down in a frown. "!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǎǳǊŜΚ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

yourself tonight." 
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This time his smile was decidedly more of a grimace. "LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ƻǾŜǊΣ 

really." 

Confused and disappointed by his bad mood, she sat back and let herself be pulled into their 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƭΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ Lŀƴ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ 

ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ conversation unless asked a direct question.  

When their coffees arrived, Ted excused himself to speak to someone he recognised across the room ς 

though Barbara wondered how he could have even seen the man in the first place. Rosemary followed 

after him, leaving Ian and Barbara alone at the table. 

Rather than risking being rebuffed by Ian again, Barbara pretended to be totally absorbed in the 

contents of her coffee cup.  

After a few moments, Ian cleared his throat and said, "Are you nearly ready to go back to work? Only a 

few days of freedom left." 

She decided to follow his example and kept her answer as short as possible. "Yes, I am." 

{ƛƭŜƴŎŜ ŦŜƭƭ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀǿ ƘƛƳ ŦƛŘƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǇƻƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ {ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

hide her smile when his gaze fell on the painting over their booth and he recoiled violently.  

"LǘΩǎ ŀǿŦǳƭΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ" 

"DƻƻŘ ƭƻǊŘΣ ȅŜǎΦ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴŘƭŀŘȅΩǎ ƛŎŜōƻȄΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ōȅ ƳǳŎƘΦ" 

That shocked an amused snort out of her and she clapped a hand over her mouth as she dissolved into 

giggles. Ian grinned at her over the table, his earlier foul temper seemingly forgotten. 

"{ƘŜΩǎ ƻǳǘŘƻƴŜ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ƭŀǘŜƭȅΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ [ŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ǎƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ Ŧƭŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǳǊǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƻǊŀƴƎŜ ǇŜŜƭΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ Ŝŀǘ ƛǘΗ"  

In the absence of their friends, Ian felt more like himself. The tension and irritable mood that had 

gripped him when he entered to find Barbara sitting alone in the booth with Ted melted away, leaving 

ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀƴ ǳǘǘŜǊ ǇǊŀǘ ŦƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘΦ IŜΩŘ ƳƛǎǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ¢ŜŘΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƻƴ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ shoulder that bore little resemblance to reality. 

IŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛǎŜ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ 

to do. 

They sat talking long after the tables around them emptied. Suddenly Barbara looked up in surprise and 

ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ¢ŜŘ ŀƴŘ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΦ !ƭƳƻǎǘ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎƘŜ 

seemed to realise what had happened and looked away. 

Ian blushed, something he was embarrassingly prone to doing around her, and offered her a lift home. 

She accepted easily enough but avoided making any more mention of their missing friends. 
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In the car, he asked her to remind him how to get to her house, remembering only that her street 

crossed his somewhere. To his surprise, she told him to go in the opposite direction. 

"I thought you lived just a few streets away from me?" 

"L ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ L ŦƻǊƎƻǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳΗ" She looked embarrassed by the lapse. "LΩǾŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ Ŧƭŀǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

Rosemary ς ǿŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƘŜǊ ŦƭŀǘƳŀǘŜ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƻǳt to get married this 

ǎǳƳƳŜǊΣ L ƧǳƳǇŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƴŜŀǊŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜΦ" 

He found it difficult to imagine the serious, studious Barbara he knew living with the much flightier 

ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ǿƘƻΩŘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ Ƙƛǎ ¢ŀǊƻǘ within minutes of meeting him that night. When he said as 

much, Barbara said, sounding cross, "I do have a life outside of teaching, you know." 

"{ƻ LΩƳ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ" he said, very softly.  

They returned to less volatile topics for the rest of the drive. This time, though, when Ian pulled into an 

open parking space in front of her building, he jumped out of the car and hurried to open her door 

before she could do it herself.   

As they walked toward the front door of her building, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and wondered 

when exactly the evening had started to feel like a real date.  

At the door, he started to put out a hand for her to shake at the same time that she leaned toward him. 

He tried to jerk his arm back but misjudged how near she was standing and the tips of his fingers 

glanced off her ribs. He pressed his hand against his leg to keep from reaching out for her again. 

She waved off his apology and pressed a light kiss to his cheek. "Thank you for an eventually lovely 

evening. Once you came out of your snit you made a very pleasant date." 

He shuffled his feet. "About that, Barbara..." 

"tƭŜŀǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ" she said. "²ŜΩƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΦ" 

"That I can do very well." He felt awkward standing there on the front steps but was loath to turn and 

walk back to his car. 

"!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘŜǊƳ ǇŀǊǘȅΚ" she asked. "LΩƳ ǘƻƭŘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ Ƴǳǎǘ-ŀǘǘŜƴŘΣ ƻǊ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 

be positively shunned all year." 

"²ŜƭƭΣ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿŜΚ" Feeling brave, he said, "²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ Ǝƻ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΚ LŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ 

dead bore ς ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ - L Ŏŀƴ ŦŀƪŜ ŀƴ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ 

forced to drive me home." 

"I doubt it will come to that!" she protested. 

"¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΤ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴ ǎƻƛǊŜŜΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ƳŜ ǿhen I say that an escape strategy is a 

necessity," Ian assured her.  
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"LΩƭƭ ŘŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƧǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƴΦ aŜŜǘ ƳŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǘ ǎŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΚ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ 

ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜΦ LΩǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎΦ" 

"LǘΩǎ ŀ ŘŀǘŜΗ !ƴŘ LΩƭƭ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ aƻƴŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΦ" 

She wrinkled her nose. "5ƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ƳŜΗ" 

Lŀƴ ƎŀǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ƪƛǎǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜŜƪ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘƛƳΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

the kerb as she went into the building and turned on her lights. Feeling more light-hearted than he had 

in weeks, he started to whistle as he drove home. 

The first week back at school was exhausting. Barbara barely had the energy to make a sandwich at 

night, let alone take care of the errands she needed to run. On the day of the party she rushed through 

her chores then hurried off to try to find suitable gifts for both  

aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ LŀƴΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŦŀǊ ƻŦŦΦ  

"What on earth am I going to give him?" she muttered. Clothing was far too intimate, she had no idea 

what sort of music he liked, and the only books he ever seemed to read were boring old science texts.  

On the next street, she bumped into a tall, curly-haired man who reached out with one long arm to 

steady her when she became tangled in his impossibly long scarf. She apologised profusely and helped 

him to pick up his packages, which had tumbled onto the sidewalk. As she handed the last paper-

wrapped parcel to him, a young woman with long blonde hair stepped out of a nearby bookstore and 

said, "I've found that biography of Newton you wanted, Doctor."  

The doctor grinned, revealing a dangerous-looking set of teeth, and cried, "Excellent! Now we shall see 

what lies have made it into print." He winked at Barbara and said, "ReallyΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

this book ς ǘƘŜ ōƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛǘΣ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅΚ"  

She agreed, but along rather different lines than those he was referring to. Before she could say 

anything, he had walked into the bookstore after the young woman, calling over his shoulder, "Until we 

meet again, my dear!"  

Barbara, not wanting to look as though she were following the mismatched pair, continued walking 

down the street but turned back after only passing only a few shops. A biography of a famous scientist 

would be the perfect gift for Ian and close enough to her own field that she was reasonably certain of 

her ability to choose a good one.  

The tall man and his companion were nowhere in sight when she entered the bookstore and she sent up 

a brief prayer of thanks ς one uninvited conversation per day was her limit, she decided. She browsed 

through the books on display, choosing several at random that looked interesting enough, then added a 

slim volume of RoƳŀƴǘƛŎ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ŦƻǊ aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǊƪΩǎ 

opinion. 

"bŜǿǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ƳƛǎǎΦ aŀȅōŜ ȅƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜΣ" he offered. 
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Barbara gratefully set aside the rest of her selection and paid. When she mentioned that the books were 

intended to be gifts, the clerk wrapped them for her in brightly coloured paper and threw in two small 

embossed cards. She wrote out two quick notes then went back out into the street with her purchases. 

The bells from a nearby church rang out the hour and she hurried back to the tube station. 

Rosemary was out when she arrived back at the flat, which made getting ready that much faster since 

ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ƳƛǊǊƻǊ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƛǊΣ ǘƘŜre was a knock on 

the door. 

"Come in," she called.  

The door opened then closed again and Ian called, "Are you ready to go?" 

"Lƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƛƴŜ ƻǇŜƴ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƭŀǎǎΦ" 

"5ƻƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ƛŦ L ŘƻΣ" he said. 

{ƘŜ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΩ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ the kitchen, feeling a little embarrassed as he did an exaggerated 

double-take and whistled.  

"Are you ready to go? Traffic was a bit heavy on the way here so we should probably go soon." 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ Lŀƴ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ open for her as they went out to 

his car.  

He spent most of the ride into Chiswick trying to divine the contents of her packages and to talk her into 

stopping for a drink before they subjected themselves to an entire evening of their colleagues and 

assorted spouses. 

"Are you sure we're not too early?" {ƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ 

"Mrs Kingston said the party would start at eight and it's only just half seven."  

"Well, if you hadn't kicked up such a fuss about not stopping for a fortifying drink on the way, we would 

be exactly on time," he chided as they went up to the door and rang the bell. 

"I just don't think it would look good to show up together reeking of spirits, that's all."  

"Ah, there's a point I hadn't considered. Can't hold your drink, hmm? Must be murder on the laundry, 

spilling drinks all over yourself."  

She could feel her eyes starting to roll heavenward. "Really, Ian, your jokes get worse the longer I know 

you. In ten or twenty years, they may very well drive me to violence."  

They stood in awkward silence for long moments after her pronouncement, waiting for someone to 

answer the door. Finally a blond man in cricket whites opened the door and ushered them inside. He 

introduced himself as a friend of Mr Kingston, and directed them into the lounge. 
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"The Kingstons have been unavoidably detained and asked me to entertain any early arrivals until they 

get here." 

"L ƘƻǇŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΗ" .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǎŀƛŘΦ {ƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ poorly, 

and had had at least one serious health scare in the past year. 

"Just a little confusion about interstellar social conventions - nothing to worry about! Now, can I get 

either of you a drink? I mix a mean Tom Collins." 

"Interstellar what?" Ian asked, then shook his head. "You know what, never mind. I think I will have that 

drink." 

"9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΣ ŜǊƳΦΦΦ {ƻǊǊȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜΦ"  

"LǘΩǎ /ƘŜǎǘŜǊǘƻƴΦ .ǳǘ Ŏŀƭƭ ƳŜ LŀƴΦ L ƎŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƭŀǎǘ ƴŀƳŜ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ" 

The blond man smiled. "LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳ do. And this must be Mrs Chesterton! Barbara, right?" 

He pumped her hand energetically, the wilted celery in his lapel bobbing with the motion, and ignored 

their attempts to correct his assumption. As he mixed drinks, he said, "I should have known it was you as 

ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ L ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΗ aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŦƻƴŘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ ōƻǘƘΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ Iŀǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ 

talking about you all day." 

"/ƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ" Ian muttered. 

Barbara cuffed him on the shoulder and whispered, "Play nice with the madman." When the madman in 

question came around from behind the bar, she accepted her drink with a wry smile. "Have you known 

the Kingstons long?" 

"Wǳǎǘ ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘΦ LΩŘ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ Ƙƻǿ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΗ" 

As if on cue, the doorbell rang again and he bounded away to greet the newcomers. 

"What on earth has that old busybody been saying about us, I wonder?" Ian mused over the rim of his 

glass. 

Barbara gaped at him. Surely he ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻōƭƛǾƛƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƳƻǳǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎǿƛǊƭƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

them for months. 

Catching her look, he glanced down at his shirtfront. "Did I spill something on myself already? You 

ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜΦ" 

In the end, neither of them had to fake illness to get away. The party was a rousing success, due mostly 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƭŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ 

to say their goodbyes. 
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¢ƘŜ ōƭƻƴŘ ƳŀƴΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎŀǳƎƘǘΣ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ early in the evening but Barbara kept 

ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴŎŜΦ {ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

loss for words when two of the language teachers had cornered her and asked when she was going to 

put Ian out of his misery and make her move. When they started to tell her in graphic detail how they 

ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ƭŜǘ ƘŜǊ ǘŜƳǇŜǊ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǊƎŜ ǘƻ 

tweak them a bit. 

 

"Wǳǎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǎ ƎƛǊƭǎΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƻƴƛƎƘǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƛght," she stage-whispered with a conspiratorial air. "IŜΩǎ ǎƻ 

ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎƛǎǘ ǿƘŜƴ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎΦ" She walked away calmly, putting a little more hip-swinging 

into her gait than was strictly necessary, and immediately regretted the impulsive words. The two 

women erupted into frantic whispers behind her and with each step she imagined more and more eyes 

following her every move. 

Lŀƴ ǎǘƻƻŘ ŦǊƻȊŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ IŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ǎƘŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 

their escape when heΩŘ ƘŜŀǊŘ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŘǳŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƘǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƭǳŎƪȅ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜȄŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ 

wallflower or else he might have embarrassed both himself and Barbara by blundering into what was 

clearly not a conversation intended for his ears. 

But what did she mean by itΚ ²ŀǎ ǎƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǉǳƛŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǎǎƛǇȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǿƘƻΩŘ ƘŀŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻǊƴŜǊŜŘ ƻǊ 

ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΚ IŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘŜƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

past few months had been devoted to thinking about her and wondering if they would ever progress 

ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǎǇŜƴǘ 

ǿƛǘƘ ¢ŜŘ ŀƴŘ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΣ ƘŜΩŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƻǇŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘΦ  

Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƘŜΩŘ ƘŀŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǾŀƎǳŜ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ōǳǘ the shock of being mistaken for a 

married couple had pushed them right out of his head. Now, having heard her, he felt emboldened. He 

pushed away from the wall and went in search of her. 

By the time he found her in conversation with Mr Sheard, some of his bravado had dissipated. Her smile 

ǿŀǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ōǳǘ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ ƘƛƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

When the older man wandered away a few minutes later, Barbara said, "!ǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ƎƻΚ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŜƴƧƻȅƛƴƎ ȅƻǳrself very much." 

There was nothing in her manner or her voice that hinted that she was burning up with the desire to get 

him alone, just friendly concern and perhaps a touch of fatigue. He was surprised at the strength of the 

disappointment that swept through him. 

"Ready whenever you are. Should we say good night to our hosts?" 

"[ŜǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻΦ LΩƳ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƛŦ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ aǊǎ YƛƴƎǎǘƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŘǊŀǿ ƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƻƴƎ 

conversation about her son. I swear I know more about that boy now than I do about my own family." 

They made their way quickly out of the house and Barbara kept up a running commentary on the way 

ƘƻƳŜΣ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ Lŀƴ ƛƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǎǎƛǇ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΦ {ƘŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƘŜŜǊŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ 
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tired once it was just the two of them, but when he walked with her up to her building, she just leaned 

in to kiss him on the cheek again then slipped through the door. 

All the next day, as Ian made revisions to his lesson plan for the first term, he kept distracting himself 

with outlandish wŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƎŀǳƎŜ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ IŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

maybe the opposite sex had something to offer after all. 

The sun was only just beginning to peek over the horizon on Monday morning when Ian pulled the car 

into his usual parking space. He'd set his alarm nearly an hour earlier than normal in order to be at 

school well before Barbara arrived, hoping to catch her for a few minutes before either of them could be 

distracted by students and lessons. Once he was there, though, he realised he hadn't thought this plan 

through as well as he ought to have done. The earliest member of the faculty wouldn't be here for at 

least another half an hour, and Barbara was never the first to arrive. He had hoped to get her alone, but 

the prospect of hanging about the corridors like a lovestruck idiot made his stomach start to churn.  

Mentally kicking himself, he walked briskly down the road to a little café. A plate of toast and a cup of 

coffee sounded just the thing. Having a flip through a newspaper wouldn't be outside the realm of 

possibility, either. This was the first morning in years he hadn't sat down to a hearty breakfast before 

heading off and the absence of it was like an itch along his spine, not to mention the queer empty 

feeling in his stomach.  

The café was bright, homely, and a welcome change to the blustery day dawning outside. Ian took a seat 

at a small table near the window and looked around. The place was not very crowded. Almost half the 

tables were empty and it wasn't a large ǊƻƻƳ ōȅ ŀƴȅ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ IŜ ƘƻǇŜŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ 

reflection of the quality of the food; the rumbling of his empty stomach had started to sound like a 

threat.  

Within moments, a stout, middle-aged waitress had filled his coffee mug, badgered him into ordering 

something more substantial than toast and jam, and conjured up a morning paper, seemingly out of thin 

air. He listened to the conversations flowing around him and had to bite down on his tongue to keep 

from jumping into a conversation about the recent scandalous behaviour of a local politician. It was far 

too early to be drawn into arguments with complete strangers.  

The waitress soon returned with a plate piled high with eggs and toast and sausages and slices of grilled 

ǘƻƳŀǘƻΦ LŀƴΩǎ ǎǘƻƳŀŎh gave an embarrassingly loud growl, which the waitress acknowledged with a nod 

and a wink before moving off to refill the cups at a neighbouring table.  

"ΦΦΦōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǎŜŜΚ aŀƴ ƎŜǘǎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 

standard!" cried a man with an absurd amount of messy hair seated at the next table, the coffee in his 

cup sloshing dangerously as he waved it in the air.  

Ian shook his head and applied himself to his breakfast. It was hardly worth the upset the man 

displayed; there were far worse things in the world than a politician being caught out in a lie. In fact, 
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everyone would be better served by being held to a higher standard of behaviour, not just those few 

who held positions of power or prestige.  

As he swallowed the last forkful of eggs, Ian realised that his inner voice had sounded remarkably like 

Barbara. That woman really did affect him in the strangest ways sometimes. A little more time spent in 

ƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜ ƻŦŦ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳy or some such nonsense.  

"{ŜŜΣ ƴƻǿΣ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ LΩƳ ǊƛƎƘǘΗ LΩƳ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜǘ ƘŜΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ 

with his conscience, even if it gets him into trouble."  

Ian looked up from the paper to find the man staring at him expectantly. "I beg your pardon? "  

  

"hƘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ƘƛƳΣ" said the red-haired woman sitting with the other man, whose eyeglasses were 

sliding down his nose. "He just jabbers on and on and on. You'd think he got paid by the word or 

something."  

The man looked affronted, but kept staring at Ian. "You wouldn't, would you? Do something that didn't 

jibe with your view of the world, no matter the consequences?" 

"I try not to engage in philosophical debates with people I don't know." 

"Well then!" cried the man, with a manic-looking grin. "That's easy enough to remedy. I'm the... I'm John 

Smith, and this is Miss Donna Noble." 

Donna gave John a strange look then smiled at Ian and leaned forward over the table so that her low-cut 

top gaped dangerously lower. "Pleased to meet you," she purred. "What's your name then?" 

Ian cleared his throat and tried to keep his gaze away from her prodigious cleavage. "Ian Chesterton." 

"Chatterton? Bit of an unusual name, that," John said. 

"Yes, but my name is Chesterton." 

"Ohh, Chesterton. My hearing must be going a bit funny in my old age." 

Donna snorted into her coffee. 

John ignored her. "So, now we've been properly introduced, how about it? Let's say you're faced with 

some crisis or other, and the only way to extricate yourself is to do something you would normally find 

morally repugnant. Would you do it?" 

"That's a ridiculous question - there's never only a single solution to a problem." 

"Would that that were true," John muttered.  

When he didn't elaborate, Donna gave him another strange look then leaned forward again, this time 

with a distinctly predatory look. "So, you married?" 
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"Ah, no. I'm not married," he said. 

"Really," she drawled and scooted her chair closer. "Girlfriend?" 

Ian shifted away uneasily, looking around for the waitress. Or anyone else who might rescue him from 

the conversation. "No, I'm not seeing anyone at the moment. Well, there is someone. We work at the 

same school. We're not in a relationship exactly but-" 

"But you'd like to be," Donna finished for him. "Does she know?" 

"I hope so, or I'm going to feel like quite the idiot a little later today."  

Both of his new acquaintances raised an eyebrow at him. 

ϦLΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘΦϦ IŜ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻƻ ƭƻǳŘƭȅΦ ϦIƻǇŜŦǳƭƭȅ ǎƘŜϥƭƭ 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ŀǎƪ ƻǊ LϥƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƻǇƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴŘƭŀŘȅΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǎƻǊǊȅ 

for myself." 

Donna reached over to pat his hand. "If she says no, she's the idiot. But I've got a good feeling about 

this, Ian Chesterton." 

She elbowed John in the ribs. "What about you?" 

"What about me what?" 

"God, you're dense. You got a good feeling about Ian here?" 

Instead of mimicking Donna's cheerful prediction, John looked serious and sombre. "I don't have a good 

feeling; I've a great one. You're going to have a brilliant time tomorrow, and an even better future. I'd 

stake my lives on it."  

Lŀƴ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŀǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǊƛǇǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŜŀǎŜ ŎǊŜǇǘ ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ ǎǇƛƴŜΦ IŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘŜƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ 

words made him feel that much better about his plans but there was something about his certainty that 

made him uncomfortable. 

Donna just gaped at John. "¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ǎƻǇǇȅ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ" 

"{ƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƳŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǳǊŀōƭŜ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎΣ LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΗ /ŀǎŀƴƻǾŀΣ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜΦ" 

"Oh go on, pull the other one," Donna jeered. 

John suddenly broke into a grin that nearly split his face in two then leapt from his chair and shook Ian's 

hand. "Come on, Donna. Let's leave this young man to his breakfast and his nerves." Without waiting for 

a response, he raced out the front door.  

"But my eggs!" Donna yelled after him as she pulled a few crumpled notes from her pocket and tossed 

them on the table. "Can't even sit still for five minutes together but what're you gonna do?" she 

grumbled. "Time waits for no one, especially not that hyperactive overgrown toddler in pinstripes." 
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She leaned over Ian's table and patted his cheek fondly. "Don't let that girl get away, you hear?" 

He didn't know what to say to her, this utter stranger who acted like she'd known him longer than the 

ten minutes or so that they'd been talking. 

As the door swung shut behind her, Ian thought he heard John say, "Never mind your eggs. We'll have a 

big lunch in 1810!"  

He leaned back to watch them race down the street together through the cafe's front windows, 

wondering what madhouse they'd escaped from.  

Students were starting to trickle into the school when he returned and he saw Barbara walking briskly 

toward the entrance. He hurried across the front lawn and vaulted up the stairs just in time to see her 

disappear through the door of her room with one of her students who'd asked for additional tutoring.  

He swore and tried not to slam the door behind him as he went into his own classroom. The day crawled 

past agonizingly slowly, except for the brief few moments at lunch when he thought he'd have a chance 

to speak to Barbara alone. Those hopes were dashed when she was cornered in the corridor by a 

hysterical girl waving a test paper in one hand. He lingered in the staff room until the final bell, then 

dashed up to his classroom. 

 

Halfway through the afternoon, he gave up on trying to keep his attention on the subject at hand, let 

alone engaging the students in what he was saying. In his last period, he scribbled some equations on 

the blackboard and divided the class into groups to work out the coefficients. Just before the bell rang, 

he collected their papers and stuffed them into his briefcase. He hurried out on their heels and then 

loitered under a tree, out of the drizzling rain, waiting for Barbara to emerge. 

²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǿΣ ƘŜ ǇŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎΦ ! ŦŜǿ ƻŦ 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ŏƭǳō ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ȅŜŀǊ ǿŜǊŜ Ƨust starting down when he reached the 

top and he suddenly remembered that she had talked that weekend of planning some sort of event with 

them.  

He waited outside her door until the last of the students filed out, then screwed his courage to the 

sticking point and stepped over the threshold. 

Barbara recognised his footsteps as he came into the room and said without looking up from the papers 

ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿƛƴƎΣ Ϧ¸ƻǳϥǊŜ ƘŜǊŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƭŀǘŜ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ LŀƴΦ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜ ƻŦŦ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǎƘƻǘ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ 

the bell rang."  

"Yes, yes. I was. I mean, I was planning on it, but..."  

When he didn't continue right away, Barbara looked up to find him fidgeting in her doorway. He 

straightened his tie twice while she waited for him to speak.  
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"Barbara," he began. He seemed to lose his train of thought after that and started fiddling with one of 

the buttons on his jacket.  

She laughed. "Well, out with it! It's nearly full dark outside and I don't fancy the walk home in this 

weather."  

Ian stood a little straighter. "Nonsense! I'll give you a lift. Not fit for man nor beast outside."  

She was ready to refuse the offer, but reconsidered. It wasn't an awfully long walk home but the rain 

now pounding against the windows made her less than eager to step outside. "Thank you. That would 

be lovely."  

Ian helped her tidy the shelves and held her coat for her once everything was to her satisfaction in the 

room. He kept up a lively chatter on the short drive to her flat and it wasn't until hours later as she was 

changing into her nightclothes that she realised he'd never said why he'd been waiting for her.  

The next day, he was still acting fidgety around her; it was enough to make her want to shake him and 

tell him to spit it out. She decided to wait him out ςǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŎŀǊŜ ƘƛƳ ƻŦŦ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ 

to say or do whatever it was that had him so agitated. 

{ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ƭƻƴƎΦ  

"Right. Sorry to barge in on you during your planning period but I want to ask you something," he said as 

he burst through her door that afternoon. 

"Don't you have a class this period?"  

"What? Yes, no, I've left them to read ahead for a few moments. Convection currents in the 

atmosphere." He half-turned away like he could check on the class through the blackboard on the wall. 

Barbara pressed a hand to her lips to keep from tittering. Something about his attitude was making her 

feel as nervous as he seemed. "That sounds fascinating."  

"It is, really! I'm going to set them a special project of mapping a particular re-occurring atmospheric 

current with an eye to how it affects weather here in London-"  

"I wouƭŘ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ƛǎ ƛǘΚϦ ǎƘŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿŀǊƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǊŀƛƭ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜΩŘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ 

start. 

"Not as such, no," he admitted. Without so much as pausing for a breath, he said all in a rush, "Do you 

have plans for this weekend? I thought we might finally get around to going to the museum together."  

{ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ƘŜΩŘ ŀǎƪ ŜǾŜǊ ǎƛƴŎŜ 

the ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛǘΦ Ϧ¸ŜǎΣ ƭŜǘϥǎΗ Iƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘ {ŀǘǳǊŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

ten? That way we should beat most of the crowd." 
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Ian looked far more shocked by her ready acceptance than she thought he ought to have been. They had 

been dancing around each other for more than a year, growing close enough to confide secrets in each 

other but always holding back from that final step - the one that would carry them far from their 

comfortable relationship.  

Or ruin everything, as she worried might happen. She wasn't certain that dating a fellow teacher from 

within her own school was the wisest choice she'd ever made. Despite the increasingly progressive 

attitudes toward her sex, there was still the expectation that an unmarried teacher was what some 

might call a spinster for a reason. If she did marry, she knew there would be pressure on her to leave 

teaching to devote herself to her husband and any children they might have. Certainly her own father 

would expect it.   

Not that she expected to marry Ian! Heavens, it was only a date to go to a museum together and, more 

than likely, argue about the exhibits. She was embarrassed by the way her mind kept racing along to 

ridiculous conclusions and tried with some difficulty to concentrate on what he was saying.  

"...the admission, since I'm the one who asked you to go. Should I pick you up or would you rather meet 

there?" 

"Why don't you pick me up? That way neither of us will have to wait if there's some delay." 

 

"Practical as always," he teased, and she rolled her eyes at him. 

 

On Saturday morning, she rose far too early and was waiting for him on the kerb when his car pulled up.  

"L ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƘǳǊǊȅΚ" Ian asked as she got into the car. 

"I like to get there before the crowds," she said primly and ignored his bark of laughter. 

"Lucky I picked up two admission tickets yesterday after school then, eh?" 

When they neared the museum, Ian started to complain about the lack of available parking. Barbara 

directed him to a nearby street that was all but empty of cars. They walked quickly back to the main 

entrance, dodging groups of tourists and students along the way. 

A large blond man in a garish coat held up his arms as they 

approached the doors. "I should have known you'd turn up. 

I'm afraid the museum is closed for the rest of the day," he 

told them.  

"Oh, but we've already purchased our tickets!" Barbara cried. 

"When did this happen?"  

"About ten minutes from now."  
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Ian startled and felt his face set into angry lines, much like it did whenever he left a meeting with the 

headmaster. "From now? Whatever does that mean?"  

"Well, your language was never very good at tenses, was it?" the man replied as he put a hand on each 

of their shoulders and started pushing them away from the entrance. "Now hurry along now, I haven't 

time for all of your tedious questions. You can go catch the early, early show at the Odeon or hang about 

across the road there to see what's happened. Happening? Will happened? I really ought to do 

something about the translation matrix."  

Ian was ready to argue further when Barbara slipped her hand in his and started pulling him away from 

the buffoon in the coat.  

"Let's just go, Ian," she said. "We can have a coffee instead. The museum will still be here when we 

come back."  

Several streets away, she ducked into the first restaurant she saw. Behind her, Ian was still muttering 

about rude clowns and wasted tickets. They had just ordered their coffees when a loud boom slammed 

into the windows and everything in the restaurant rattled and shook. Both she and Ian, along with most 

of the others, ran for the door. People were pouring into the street from every direction, cars stopped 

and people shrieking.  

Barbara tamped down the fear that had crawled into her throat, the long-forgotten remnants of 

childhood terror as she sat tucked against her mother's side in their Anderson shelter. If she closed her 

ŜȅŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƭƻƴƎΣ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ Řŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƛƎƘǘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛŜǎ 

exploded and the city fell or burned around them.  

Up and down the street, people were staring into the sky and pointing in opposite directions. Ian 

grabbed her by the elbow and started running back the way they'd come, toward the museum.  

As they flew past, an elderly woman cried, "Dear God, it's not the Germans come again, is it?"  

Her heart was pounding in her ears as she pelted along after Ian. She was certain the man in the funny 

coat was responsible for whatever had happened, but it didn't stop her from darting quick looks up into 

the sky to make sure there weren't planes and bombs screaming overhead. She was so busy looking and 

praying that she didn't notice Ian had stopped dead in front of her. She slammed into his back and 

gripped his shoulders to keep from tumbling to the pavement.  

"Barbara, look!" he said, urgently. He thrust an arm behind him and grabbed her elbow again, pulling 

her around to his side to face what he was seeing as if she couldn't have spotted the gaping crater 

where the museum had been only moments before. "It's gone, it's simply gone!"  

"But it can't be. It was just right there! Ian, we were nearly inside!"  

His hand tightened on her arm as though he were trying to convince them both that they hadn't fallen 

into some nightmare reality where buildings could just disappear.  
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She didn't know how long they stood there staring, only that police and soldiers were swarming all over 

the crater as they were ushered away in a clump of bystanders. A young soldier in battle dress and a 

turtle helmet gave them what sounded like a not very well-rehearsed story about gas pockets and a 

doodlebug left from the war.   

The crowd around them seemed content with the story but Ian's hand shook in her grip and he burst 

out, "What about the rubble? There would be-"  

But no one heard what there would be as Ian's shout was drowned out by a sound not entirely unlike 

someone attempting to play the bagpipes with a lorry engine or a rusty saw. When it died away at last, 

the soldier's eyes were as round as his helmet and he urged them all to return home.  

Ian stood his ground as the crowd dispersed around them then headed for the young man, who turned 

away with sharp, precise movements and wouldn't meet their eyes.  

"Hang on a minute," shouted Ian in his no-nonsense teacher's voice. The soldier made a beeline for 

another uniformed man, snapping off a crisp salute and speaking in a low voice that didn't carry back to 

where they were pursuing him still.  

The other man, at least a decade closer to Ian and Barbara's age, looked up sharply at them and 

dismissed the soldier with a jerk of his head.  

"You there," Ian said. "Are you in charge of all this?"  

"Group Captain Gilmore, sir. Ma'am," he added with a brief nod.  

"What's happened here?" Barbara asked. "And don't give us any of that nonsense about an explosion. 

Not even a V-1 could obliterate an entire building with no debris left behind, no matter how many gas 

pockets you say you've found."  

She saw Ian give her a wondering look and couldn't stop herself from snapping, "You're not the only 

who's ever taken a physics course."  

Gilmore looked like he couldn't decide between amusement and irritation while Ian harrumphed at her. 

Irritation won out in the end.  

"Ma'am, I'm going to ask you to stand aside and let my men do their work." He gestured at a soldier 

standing nearby who slung his rifle back over one shoulder as he came toward them.  

"Then I suppose you won't want to know about the man who told us the museum was closed," she said 

as Gilmore turned away.  

He turned back, narrowed his eyes at her and told the soldier to wait. "What man?"  

"We didn't ask for his name," Ian told him. "He was several inches taller than me with a rather burly 

build. Curly blond hair and a ludicrous patchwork coat."  
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Barbara added, "He stopped us going in half an hour or so ago. What was it he said? Closed for the rest 

of the day?"  

"Yes, and that queer business about tenses," Ian added. "Whatever's happened here, he's a part of it. 

I'm sure of it."  

Gilmore didn't look like he put much stock in anything they'd said. He told the soldier to escort them to 

the command post and have the sergeant take down their information.    

The sergeant didn't seem any more disposed to believing their story than did the Group Captain, but he 

was marginally more polite about it. He had them both write out statements while he hunted up a 

couple of cups of tea and someone to witness their signatures. 

 

Barbara had just finished reading over her page again and was signing her name when the sergeant 

returned, holding back one flap of the tent for a tall, handsome man in a long gray coat. 

 

Ian jumped to his feet and pointed his pen at them. "When is someone going to tell us what is going 

on?" 

 

"LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ" the new arrival said in a flat American accent. "IƻǿΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀΚ" 

"²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀΣ" Ian blustered. 

"Not very good then, huh?" 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ƘŀƴŘ ƻƴ LŀƴΩǎ ŀǊƳ ǘƻ Ƙŀƭǘ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΦ "Please excuse us," she said. 

"²ŜΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ōƛǘ ǊŀǘǘƭŜŘΦ" 

"LǘΩǎ ƴƻ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ" the man leered as he came over to take her hand in his. "Captain Jack Harkness, 

at your service." He followed this with a wink and a squeeze of her fingers.  

bŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΣ Lŀƴ ōǊƛǎǘƭŜŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊΦ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ǎƭƛǇǇŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ƎǊƛǇ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ 

back.  

IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜŘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎǊƛƴƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ŏƭasped his hands behind his back then launched into what 

sounded like a thoroughly rehearsed speech. 

"At approximately 1000 hours we were informed that a grounds crew found a piece of unexploded 

ordnance in a courtyard they were renovating inside the museum. By the time we arrived, the bomb had 

been detonated and destroyed the building-" 

Barbara squared her soldiers and summoned her most no-nonsense tone to interrupt. "LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

going to tell us the truth, you may as well let us go." 

The American bounced on the balls of his feet and looked delighted. "/ŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ ȅƻǳΣ Ŏŀƴ 

I?" 
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{ƘŜΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭƻǳŘ ōƻƻƳ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǘΦ {ƘŜ ƎǊŀōōŜŘ ƻƴǘƻ Lŀƴ ŀƴŘ 

all three of them started for the opening. Before they could make it outside, the same young soldier 

from earlier came skidding through and snapped to attention. 

"LǘΩǎ ōŀŎƪΣ ǎƛǊΗ" ƘŜ ōŀǊƪŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴΦ 

Captain Harkness sprinted after him with Barbara and Ian on his heels. They all stumbled to a stop in the 

street and gaped up at the solid bulk of the museum which had appeared just as suddenly as it had 

disappeared. 

"But this is impossible!" Ian cried. 

"Not impossible, just highly improbable," answered Captain Harkness. "IŜǊŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ go back into the 

ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜΦ" 

They followed him dumbly, still sneaking disbelieving glances back at the museum over their shoulders. 

LƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƴƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǘǎ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀǎ IŀǊƪƴŜǎǎ ǘƻǎǎŜd out their tea and poured new 

cups for them both. He asked if they both took milk and sugar, then stirred something into both cups 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƻŘŘƭȅ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊ ƘŜΩŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŎƪŜǘΦ 

Barbara started to protest but he cut her off with a flourish.  

"LǘΩǎ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǿŜŜǘŜƴŜǊΣ L ǎǿŜŀǊΦ IŜǊŜΣ ƭƻƻƪΣ LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƻƻΦ" He set down their cups then mixed 

one for himself.  

"You promised us answers, not a cuppa," she reminded him. 

"{ƻ L ŘƛŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ȅƻǳΩŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎƛŎƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘe trick that went wrong?" 

"Hardly," Ian scoffed. "²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΚ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ Ŏŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ 

disappear and reappear like that." 

"There are plenty of ways, actually," Harkness assured him. "Wǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ŀƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ with. 

IƻǿΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ǘŜŀΚ {ǿŜŜǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΚ" 

Both Ian and Barbara raised their cups and emptied them, though Barbara had a vague feeling that 

ǎƘŜΩŘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘŜ ǎƛǇΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳǇǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ 

down on the table, Harkness rubbed his hands together and leaned in conspiratorially. 

"Have you, by any chance, seen a large blue police box nearby today?" 

Barbara expected Ian to have another outburst but instead he merely settled back into his chair and 

narrowed his eyes. {ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƭŀƳŜ ƘƛƳΤ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀ 

fright. 

Harkness continued, looking from one to the other. "Or possibly a dark-haired man in a leather coat, 

looks a little like he might be a sailor?" 
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"This is all nonsense," Ian protested but without the irritation that had coloured his voice earlier. 

".ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛƴ ŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ōƻȄŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛƭƻǊǎΦ" 

Barbara nodded, for lack of anything more constructive to do. 

Harkness flashed them both another of his blindingly white smiles and clapped his hands. "LΩƳ ǎƻǊǊȅ ǘƻ 

ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ȅƻǳ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ L ŀƳΦ ¢Ŝƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŀǘΣ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

these fine young men escort you to a great restaurant a few streetǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΩǎ ƻƴ ƳŜΥ 

ǎǘŀǊǘŜǊǎΣ ŀ ōƛƎ ōƻǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘ ǿƛƴŜΣ ǇǳŘŘƛƴƎΦ LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊŘŜŀƭ 

today." 

"Our ordeal?" Barbara asked, confused. She felt utterly relaxed and had to fight to keep upright in her 

chair instead of flopping down onto the ground ς certainly not the kind of reaction she would expect to 

have after a trauma. 

"The bomb?" Harkness reminded her. "Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΚ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ƭǳŎƪȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻƴŜ ς any 

bigger and neither of you would have made it out alive." 

Barbara tried to make his words fit with her memories, but could summon up only a hazy recollection of 

ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƘŜΩŘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΦ {ƘŜ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Lŀƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

seemed to happen in slow motion ς ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊ ǿƘƻΩŘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀǎǘ 

ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŎǎ ǿƘƻΩŘ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǾŜǊΣ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴ IŀǊƪƴŜǎǎ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ 

to this tent to catch their breath.... 

When he left and returned with a vaguely familiar young soldier, she let herself be led out of the tent 

and bundled into a service vehicle.  

"Do everything I would do!" Harkness called after them. 

hƴŎŜ ǎŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǎƘŜ ŀƴŘ Lŀƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪΣ Ƨǳǎǘ 

tucked into the food placed before them. They drank a full bottle of wine, then another, and by the time 

they stepped outside into the late afternoon sunshine, she could remember only a little more about 

what had happened in the museum. Everything seemed covered over with an opaque film, like a 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ƻǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƭŜŦǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƴΦ  

Ian quickly determined that he was barely fit to walk in a straight line, let alone to drive them home. 

They walked up the street until he was able to hail a cab to take them home. 

¢ƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ōƭǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀō ŘǊƻǾŜ 

ƻŦŦΦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊƭȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ  

"L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΣ" Barbara said with a hand to her head as though she had a 

headache. "L ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŘƻΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ 

concentrate, it all slips away." 
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"¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƛǘΣ" Ian agreed. "LΩŘ ōƭŀƳŜ ƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŜ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘΦ" His own 

head was starting to pound as he tried to recall the events of the past few hours. 

Barbara unlocked the door and stepped inside. "²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇΚ LΩƭƭ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜǘǘƭŜ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ 

see if ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŜƭǇΦ" 

As he followed her up the stairs, he was vaguely aware that she was still talking but he kept hearing the 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŜŎƘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ IŀǊƪƴŜǎǎ 

ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ do - especially if he were following a beautiful young woman up to her flat. 

Ian regretted the stray thought almost immediately as he was suddenly unable to think of anything but 

what Harkness would do in his place. The blood started to pound in his veins. It seemed that no matter 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǿƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ƘƛǇǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƛǊ ōǊǳǎƘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

nape of her neck or how her trousers clung to her thighs. He dropped into a chair at the kitchen table 

and watched as she bustled around the kitchen. Sweat beaded on his brow when she bent over to 

rummage through a cabinet and he cleared his throat. 

She looked at him over her shoulder as she filled the kettle from the tap. "Are you all right, Ian? You look 

a bit flushed." 

He pulled at the collar of his shirt and wiped a hand across his forehead. "LǘΩǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŦŦȅ ƛƴ ƘŜǊŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

you think? Could we open a window?" 

Barbara came across the room and laid a cool hand on the back of his neck. He nearly jumped out of his 

skin at the ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǇǘ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŜŜǘΣ ǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ŦŀǊ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ 

ƘŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛƳΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƳǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ Ǌŀƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

She closed the distance between them again, a familiar determined look on her face. Ian backed up 

against the wall and braced himself for another brush of her fingers across his skin. 

"I think maybe the captain put something in my tea," he said faintly.  

Her brow wrinkled as she considered his words. "Do you really think so? I feel fine, if a bit unsteady." 

He leapt on the qualifier. "Ah but you do feel different! That artificial sweetener must have been 

something else entirely. There are several compounds he could have used to-" 

Barbara put her hand over his mouth to halt the slightly manic flow of words. "L ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ L ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ LΩǾŜ 

had too much to drink, not that I think he poisoned us." 

He looked chagrined above the hand she kept over his mouth. "I was afraid you were going to say that," 

he mumbled, his lips tickling against her palm.  

She tamped down the desire to replace her hand with her lips and stepped away from him to open the 

ǿƛƴŘƻǿΦ ! ǎƭƛƎƘǘ ōǊŜŜȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƻƻƭŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎǿŜǇǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ .ŜǎƛŘŜ 
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her, Ian wiped away the sweat on his brow and sagged against the wall. She grabbed his arm and 

ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴΦ 

"CƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀΤ LΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ" 

She filled glasses for both of them, then sat next to him and drank deŜǇƭȅΦ {ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǎ ǿŀǊƳ ŀǎ ƘŜ 

appeared to be, but the wine was definitely doing funny things to her composure. She felt as if she could 

still feel his mouth on her palm and found it difficult to look at him for fear that he would see it 

somehow.  

She needƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘΤ Lŀƴ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ōǳǘ ŀǘ ƘŜǊΣ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ǎƘŜ ŀƴŘ 

Rosemary had hung on the walls. 

"Is that Bournemouth Pier?" he asked suddenly, getting up to take a closer look. 

She was surprised that he would recognise it and said so.  

"I was there just this summer for a few days ς Ƴȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ōƻŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ .ƻǎŎƻƳōŜΣ" 

he explained. "We went to the Pier Theatre one night for a show." 

 

"Rosemary lived there for a few years doing palmistry and Tarot for the tourists." 

He raised his eyebrows. "What a funny coincidence! While I was there, a gypsy woman offered to read 

my palm ς now that I think about it, she looked just like Rosemary. Are her relatives there?" 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΦ "LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊe," she said. 

The brief conversation deflated around them. She played with her glass, making water rings on the table 

and drawing crosses from them while Ian continued around the room, occasionally making appreciative 

noises at the photographs.  

Her head felt as if it was starting to clear but still skittered away from trying to think about the events at 

the museum. She could remember very clearly what Captain Harkness had said and the smell of his 

cologne but everything before and after that was still a blur. The last mostly clear memory she had of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ Ǉƻǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƳ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ 

had engendered was as strong as ever.  

She felt like time was slipping away, that she needed to do something ǘƻ ǘŜǘƘŜǊ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ōǳǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 

ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǎƘŜ ƪƴŜǿ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ōǳǘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ LŀƴΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛŦ 

ǎƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘǊŜǿ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǘ ƘƛƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƭŜǎǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦ Lŀƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ 

anything as she left but she could feel his gaze on her back. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǳƴƎŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǎǇƻǘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛŦǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ Lŀƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ȅŜǘ Ƙƛǎ 

birthday but she seized it eagerly. At least it would give her something to do besides fighting to keep her 

hands to herself. 
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"L ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ȅŜǘ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ƳŜ ς ƛŦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǿΣ LΩƭƭ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ 

it," she said as she handed him the gaily wrapped package.  

Ian tore into the wrapping eagerly, like a young boy on Christmas morning. She worried at a thumbnail 

ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ǘŜŜǘƘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƘŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ǎƘŜ 

ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ƛǘΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΦ  

He was delighted, though, as evidenced by the wide grin on his face. He thanked her profusely, far more 

than she thought necessary for such a simple gift, and kept running his hand along the embossed spine 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜŀǊ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ  

Impulsively, she hugged him and whispered "Happy early birthday" in his ear. There was a thump as he 

dropped the book and then his arms tightened around her, nearly lifting her off the floor. She clutched 

at his shoulders and then he was kissing her ς not a friendly gesture of thanks, but a full-on frontal 

assault.  

Barbara slid her hands off his shoulders and up to grip the back of his head to try to bring him closer. She 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƭƛǇǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǎǿƻƭƭŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

she had to struggle to catch her breath when he finally lifted his head.  

"I should have done that months ago," he panted, staring at her mouth the whole time. 

"Oh yes," she agreed, and pulled him back to her. 

She half-expected him to nudge her toward her bedroom, or failing that, to drag him there herself. 

Instead, he walked her backward into the lounge, where they fell onto the divan and snogged like a pair 

ƻŦ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōǊŜŀƪ ŀǇŀǊǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ ŎŀƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ "Finally!" when she 

saw them entangled together. 

Over the next few weeks, Barbara felt more like a teenager than someone entrusted with the education 

of them. She and Ian stole moments together at the school when the staff room was empty, each 

keeping an ear out for approaching footsteps. Weekends were spent rambling around the city together, 

ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƘŀƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜǾŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊŜŘ ƛǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ 

about so many months before. 

He spent so many evenings with her in her flat that she started to expect to see him there whenever she 

ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘΣ ǎƘŜ ƳƛǎǎŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ  

As the term progressed, there was only one thing that dimmed her joy. While there were always petty 

dramas and squabble to keep her busy during the school year, Barbara grew more and more concerned 

about one student in particular. Susan Foreman was a bright and engaged pupil, but the gaps in her 

knowledge were worrying. She acted as though the simplest things baffled her but at the same time 

displayed a keen understanding of complex political manoeuvrings and an impressive grasp of the 

causes and effects of historical events.  
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After the girl rebuffed her offer to work with her at home so the she could specialise in history, Barbara 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ about it. Where had she come from before she showed up that first day of term 

at Coal Hill? Why the curious gaps in her knowledge, and what was causing the poor performance on her 

homework? 

She skipped lunch one day and went to the office to look up the giǊƭΩǎ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΦ 9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

was in order, transfer papers and vaccination records, but there were no notes from previous teachers ς 

ŦƻǊ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ŀǎ ƻŘŘ ŀǎ {ǳǎŀƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ǊŜŘ ŦƭŀƎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΩǎ ōŀŎƪ ǿŀǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘΣ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǇƛŜŘ 

down the girƭΩǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǳŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǇƻŎƪŜǘΦ  

hƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΣ ǎƘŜ ƪƴƻŎƪŜŘ ƻƴ LŀƴΩǎ ŘƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǇǳƭƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƻǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ 

ƘƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ IŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǘhe 

issue when she said no. After checking to make sure they were out of sight of any prying eyes, she kissed 

him quickly and promised to ring once she was home for the night. 

!ŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ƭŀǎǘ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦŦ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŎƻǇƛŜŘ ŘƻǿƴΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀ ŦŜǿ streets, she was cursing 

ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻŜǎ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǿƻǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ Řŀȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǊǳōōŜŘ ōƭƛǎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƘŜŜƭǎΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ¢ƻǘǘŜǊǎ 

Lane, a crooked street that seemed to have more weed-choked lots than homes, she was ready to pack 

it in.  

She passed number 92 and a man in an old-fashioned frock coat came jogging toward her from the 

opposite side of the street. Barbara plastered a polite smile on her face and started walking faster. He 

fell in step beside her and started chatting away. 

She was hampered by her too-ǘƛƎƘǘ ǎƘƻŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōŀƎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ 

danger ς the man fairly radiated good cheer and an air of genial confusion. She wondered if perhaps 

ƘŜΩŘ ǿŀƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎŀǊŜǊΤ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ than her, he gave off a 

very distinctive impression that he belonged to another time altogether. It was similar to the way her 

grandfather had acted as he slipped farther into dementia and so she felt almost protective of the 

stranger. 

Even so, she was mindful not to let him draw her into conversation though he seemed content with 

merely talking at her instead of to her. In the short distance between 92 and 80 Totters Lane, she heard 

his opinions on everything from tomcats to Italian leather to the perils of long hair in tropical climates. 

As they neared the address Susan had given to the school, he suddenly gave a shout and leapt in front of 

.ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƳǎ ƻǳǘ ǿƛŘŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƻŎƪ Ŏƻŀǘ ŦŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōŀǘΩǎ ǿƛƴƎǎΦ {ƘŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ 

around him but he anticipated and moved with her every time she shifted from one side to the other. 

"Let me pass!" she cried, and lashed out at his stomach with her bag.  

He let out an oof! but stood his ground. She feinted to her left and when he moved in that direction she 

ran to the right and out into the street to get around him. As she did, she spotted a slender figure 

slipping through the gates at 76 Totters Lane. She hurried over but they closed in her face just as she got 
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there. She dropped her bag and tried pushing and pulling on the latch but to no avail ς they were locked 

from the inside. 

She called out but there was no answer from within and, looking around, she saw that the man who had 

ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƴŜΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƘŜΩŘ ǾŀƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛƴ ŀƛǊΦ {Ƙe picked up her things from 

where they had spilled onto the ground. When she straightened up, she noticed for the first time the 

lettering on the gates: I.M. Foreman, Scrap Merchant? 

"What on earth is going on here?" she said aloud. "Susan, are you in therŜΚ LǘΩǎ aƛǎǎ ²ǊƛƎƘǘΗ {ǳǎŀƴΣ 

please answer me!" 

{ƘŜ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ƴƛǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƛƎƘǘŜǎǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

inside. When all remained quiet, she tried walking around the property but the high walls kept her from 

seeing anything inside.  

Finally, she gave up and started on her way home. It felt like she had ground glass in her shoes by the 

time she reached her flat and she threw them in the trash with something approaching glee before 

going in to soak her feet in the bath. 

After ringing Ian to tell him she was home safely, she sat with her hand on the receiver for a very long 

time. She wanted to ring the police but there was nothing to report, not really. If she called and 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƛƭƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ŎƻǇƛŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ aǊ {ƘŜŀǊŘΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōƭƛƴƪΦ !ƴŘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻΩŘ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘŜŀŘ ŜƴŘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǎƘŜ ŦŜƭǘΦ {ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ ōǳt 

ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀƭƛŎƛƻǳǎ ƻǊ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΦ 

.ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƘŜ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜŘΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǾŜƴǳŜ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ LŀƴΦ {ƘŜ 

would find some reason to keep Susan after school and then ask for his help. In addition to her desire to 

uncover the mystery, she was truly worried about the girl. She was just so strange and what little she 

said about her grandfather made him sound either mad or a complete bully, possibly even both. Every 

time Barbara tried to ask her questions, Susan either deflected them or answered with utter nonsense.  

But Ian, when he managed to keep his temper and irritation under control, had a way with people that 

Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǘ ŜŀǎŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅΦ aƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŎŜΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ Ƨǳǎǘ a few words convince a reticent 

pupil to confide in him, even though he professed that he was uncomfortable interacting with teenagers 

in such a personal manner. Not that she could blame him; they did tend to enmesh themselves in 

horribly melodramatic situations at an alarming rate. 

¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƳŀƎƛŎ ƘŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǿƛŜƭŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ {ǳǎŀƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

ŘŀȅΦ {ƘŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǘ /ƻŀƭ IƛƭƭΣ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ŎǊǳǎƘ ƻƴ ƘƛƳ ōǳǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ 

open up than she was with Barbara alone. With some disappointment, she left the girl in her classroom 

and went down to the car park with Ian. 

 

"Where on earth did you ever hear about that pop group?" she asked as they got into his car and pulled 
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away from the school. 

 

"Just because you're a square doesn't mean we all are, Barbara." 

 

She thumped him on the arm with a balled-up fist and he cried, "Hey!" 

At her incredulous look, he rubbed the sore spot and admitted, "Oh all right, Carol Marcus left one of 

those pop-star magazines on her desk the other day and I ran out of papers to mark during my free 

period." 

"A likely story." 

"LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΗ L Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŜƴǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŘΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ" 

"{ƻ LΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘΣ" she allowed with a small grin. "Here, take the second turn on the roundabout. Totters 

[ŀƴŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻŎŜǊΩǎΦ" 

Ian followed her directions and they were soon driving past buildings that grew shabbier the farther 

they travelled. Several times, he thought he saw someone skulking at the side of the road where the 

ƘŜŀŘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘŜ ōǳǘ ƻƴ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǘǊƛŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƪ ƭƛƎƘǘΦ 

"Are you sure you want to do this?" he asked suddenly. "We could go out to dinner instead, or you could 

finally come home with me and meet Mrs LambŜǊǘΦ {ƘŜΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎ ƴƻƛǎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ 

I come in without you." 

"LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ LΩƳ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜǘΣ LŀƴΦ" 

 

"CƻǊ ǿƘŀǘΣ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴŘƭŀŘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ŀǿŦǳƭ ŦƻƻŘΚ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ LΩƳ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ 

in with me." He regretted the impulsive words almost before they left his mouth. 

Barbara turned away to look out the window. "bƻΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΦ" 

"¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴǘΣ" he began but she cut him off before he could continue. 

"There, Ian, up ahead on the righǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ тс ¢ƻǘǘŜǊǎ [ŀƴŜΗ" 

IŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ Ƙƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ ƭǳŎƪΣ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ 

{ǳǎŀƴΩǎ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎƛǘ ƘŜǊ Řƻǿƴ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ 

instead of past him. 

"Lucky there was no fog - I'd never have found this," he said. 

She twisted her hands together in her lap and they traded stories about their nonsensical pupil until 

Barbara finally spotted Susan making her way through the gates. 

"It's silly, isn't it?" she asked as they got out of the car to follow. "I feel frightened, as if we're about to 

interfere in something that is best left alone...." 
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"Come on, let's get it over with," Lŀƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǘƛǊŜŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻŦ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

sooner they went inside, the sooner they could get to the bottom of this and get back to the business of 

where they were headed and whether they would get there together. 

"Well, don't you feel it?" Barbara asked in an irritable tone. 

"I take things as they come," he told her. "Come on." 

~*~*~*~*~  

After  

This was Barbara in the morning of her first full day, after:  

She stretched like a cat, arching her back and pointing her toes in the late-morning 

sunshine, then rolled to bury her face in the crisp white pillow. Her attention was caught on 

the way by the ring on her finger, a welcome weight that bound her to this time and place 

more than any desire she'd ever had while inside the TARDIS.  

She felt a wide smile spread across her face as a man's hand stroked down the column of 

her spine before curving over her hip. He pressed a kiss to the skin of her shoulder, his nose 

poking through the fall of her dark hair to brush against the side of her neck.  

This was Ian's, too.  

~*~*~*~*~  

Slipping back into life in London was easier than Barbara ever could have imagined. For a few days, she 

wondered if perhaps they had carried away some vital piece of the TARDIS by accident. Something that 

made them fit into this newly alien landscape the way it did in Ancient Rome, and the Aztec Empire, and 

that funny little planet she never learned how to pronounce in a way that didn't make Susan giggle.  

Her father greeted them at the door of his narrow little house in its narrow little street. There were 

tears in his eyes, and the jumperǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻŜǎ ǎƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƭƻǎǘ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ wƻǎŜƳŀǊȅΩǎ Ŧƭŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛƴŜŘ ǳǇ 

side-by-side in the wardrobe in her old room. He shook Ian's hand and welcomed him to the family with 

an awkward one-armed hug, then took a silent moment to marvel at the matching rings they flashed at 

him. There were no words of admonishment or disappointment, no reference to their disappearance for 

almost two years. He brought them into his home and his life as though mere hours had passed since he 

had last seen his daughter. When she finally cornered him, just the two of them next to the stove in the 

kitchen, he shrugged off her apologies and half-truth explanations and offered more tea.  

At that moment, Barbara was convinced that the worst thing she had ever done in her life was to give 

her father almost exactly what he wanted, and to teach him to swallow his words in the process. 

When they finally managed to excuse themselves without feeling like she was abandoning him for a 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƛƳŜΣ Lŀƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ƘŜǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƪŜȅǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘǊƻǾe the few miles to his former house 
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ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ Lŀƴ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ Ǝƻ 

until he turned into his old street. Cheery printed curtains were blowing in the breeze through the front 

windows when they pulled up to the kerb and parked. 

Before they had even reached the front step, the door swung wide open and a grey, plump lady 

launched herself straight at them. Barbara nimbly jumped out of the way as Ian flung his arms around 

the woman she presumed was the often-mentioned but never-seen Mrs Lambert. 

"²ƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜŜƴΚ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŘΗ" she cried when she 

pulled back enough to look Ian in the face. 

"L ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΚ" he teased. 

"¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ L ƘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻΣ ŘŜŀǊΦ hƘΣ ǿƘƻΩǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƻǾŜƭȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƭŀŘȅ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ 

brought home?" 

"aǊǎ [ŀƳōŜǊǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΣ Ƴȅ ǿƛŦŜΦ ²ŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǿŀȅ ƻƴ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪ-" 

"5ƻƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŀƴΗ L ƪƴƻǿ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ƻŦŦ ƻƴ missionary work ς you 

would have told me that, at least." 

Without warning, she pulled Barbara into a tight hug. "Are you that girl from his school he was always 

ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΚ" she asked. 

"I suppose I am," .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ŀƎǊŜŜŘΣ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ Lŀƴ ŀƴ ŀƳǳǎŜŘ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǊǘŜǊ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƘŜŀŘΦ  

"²ŜƭƭΣ ǿƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ȅƻǳ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ Ƴŀƴ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΗ /ƻƳŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ Ǝƻ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΦ LΩǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 

put the kettle on and I want to hear all about the wedding." 

As they followed her inside, Ian asked, "²ƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŜŀǊ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

past few years?" 

"hƴƭȅ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǇŜŀǘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΦ" 

Ian groaned and allowed himself to be pushed down into one of the kitchen chairs. "I ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘΣ" he offered. 

"CƛƴŜ ǘƘŜƴΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜΦ" She set out cups and went to the icebox. "Do you take milk, Barbara?" 

"¸ŜǎΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΦ !ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ƘƛƳ ς ǿŜΩǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǎƻ ƘŜΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ bit 

out of sorts." 

"LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŀƴƎ ǳǇ ƻƴ ƳŜΣ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǎŎŀǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƘƛŦǘȅ 

builders have done in my absence." He took the cup of tea Mrs Lambert had poured for him and beat a 

hasty retreat to the garden.  

Barbara watched him through the small window and idly stirred her own drink. 
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"Not been married long then, have you?" 

She started and turned a questioning look on the other woman. "Whatever makes you say that?" 

Mrs Lambert took a sip and nodded her head toward the window, through which they could both see 

Ian knocking on one wall of the shed and studying the pitch of the roof. "¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 

where he goes. That lasts for at least the first year and then you start pushing him out the door." 

Seeing Ian pacing around the small building so similar in dimension to the TARDIS, on the outside at 

ƭŜŀǎǘΣ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ ƭǳƳǇ ǘƻ .ŀǊōŀǊŀΩǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŦƻǊŎŜ ƘŜǊ ƴŜȄǘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻǳǘΦ "After everything 

ǿŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƭƭ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ǇǳǎƘƛƴƎ Ƙim to leave, Mrs Lambert." 

{ƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ƻŦ ǘŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ǎǉǳŜŜȊŜ ƘŜǊ 

own. 

"¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ LΩŘ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ȅƻǳ ƘƻƳŜΣ ŘŜŀǊΣ" she said. "And call me 

Peg, please. I still look around for my mother-in-law when anyone calls me Mrs Lambert." 

"LΩŘ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƻΣ" Barbara said, feeling steady enough again just from the kind words to open her eyes. "But 

ƻƴƭȅ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Lŀƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΦ !ƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ leave out a single 

pratfall!" 

²ƘŜƴ Lŀƴ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƎƛƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ 

years. Barbara let out a whoop of laughter when he tripped over the threshold and he knew without 

asking the topic of their conversation. 

"9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΗ" 

The women just dissolved into gales of laughter while he helped himself to another cup of tea. The three 

of them talked long into the night, then went out together to the shed where Peg had stored his 

belongings. 

"L ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƪƴŜǿ ȅƻǳΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǎƻƳŜŘŀȅΣ" she told him. "You left all your books, after all. I hope you 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘ ōǳǘ L ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜǘƻƴΩǎΩ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƳ ς ƘŜΩǎ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ 

mad scientist phases." 

"Better that than sitting here waiting for the spiders to move in," he assured her. "LǘΩǎ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ 

someone made use of them." 

Peg helped them carry as many of his things as would fit into the car out to the kerb, then let them go 

with a flurry of hugs and extractions of promises to keep in touch this time. 

While Ian started the car, she pulled Barbara into one last embrace and stage-whispered up into her ear, 

"IŜΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǿƛƭŘƭȅ ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƘŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘŜƭƭǎ ȅƻǳ ǎƻΦ" 

Barbara squeezed her back and said, "He does." 
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Despite their happy reunions, not every part of their return was as easy as all that. There was no 

question of recovering their positions at Coal Hill; in addition to vanishing into thin air mid-term, there 

was the little matter of violating the morality clause of their contracts. The headmaster told them that 

he might have been convinced to overlook the elopement - and they both privately hoped no one ever 

noticed just how delayed the actual ceremony was - if it hadn't been for Susan disappearing along with 

ǘƘŜƳΦ IŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǎƻǊǊȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

scandal and ushered them out of his office. After all, married teachers could do as they wished as long 

aǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ƘŀŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ 

Ian was crushed when they stepped through the doors of the school and out into the silent courtyard. 

After the dream he'd so long held about returning home and picking up their lives where they'd left off, 

he felt as though he were watching everything turn to dust around them. Barbara, on the other hand, 

was steaming. She declared that she was more incensed than she had been in the whole of her life. She 

railed against the narrow-minded administrators and mean little gossips and walked so quickly off the 

school grounds that he had to hurry to keep up with her. Ian would later swear that she didn't take a 

single breath until they got into the car, where she swiped angrily at a lock of hair that had fallen 

forward over her face and then began making plans to apply for supply teaching positions.  

 

He couldn't stop sneaking glances at her as he drove them through the heavy afternoon traffic, watching 

the way her eyes sparkled as she applied herself to fixing their lives before the angry flush had started to 

fade from her face.  

She was as good as her word, prodding him out of bed a few days later. Already dressed in a smart suit 

now several years out of fashion, she had two attaché cases stuffed with CVs and reference letters 

waiting by the front door. Armed with her papers and their missionaries-in-Africa cover story, they each 

made the rounds of the local schools slated for conversion to the new comprehensive system together. 

When they met up with each other at the end of the day, Ian had no less than two firm verbal offers for 

positions to start in the new term. Barbara had come away with the name of a university administrator 

who was looking for a part-time history lecturer and her eyes glittered with excitement. 

 

[ŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŜǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

all almost too good to be true: their easy reception by her father and Peg, the recommendations and 

references willingly given by their former colleagues, even the convenient position available at the 

university. As they walked arm in arm down to their car, Barbara asked, "Do you think the Doctor ever 

made it back to our time after all?" 

 

"I've been wondering the very same thing. I'd like to think he did, although if he'd had anything to do 

with our situation I'm sure he'd be here with us right now crowing about it." 

 

Barbara smacked him on the arm. "Be nice, Ian. After all, he never said anything after Rome and you and 
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I both know that was no spur-of-the-moment decision to leave us alone in the villa while he wandered 

off with Vicki." 

"Perhaps," he agreed, feeling generous enough to give even the Doctor the benefit of the doubt.  

 

When Barbara smiled at him, eyes twinkling, Ian lifted her up against him in front of a crowded café and 

swung her around, feeling more light-hearted than he had since they left the villa at Assessium.  

"Oh, Ian, really," she chided after he put her back on her feet and stole a swift kiss to a muffled but 

raucous round of applause from the patrons inside.  

He was chastened for a split second, until she took his hand in hers, flashed a wicked grin, and pulled 

him along behind her as she raced down the street toward the car. He didn't even begin to try to wipe 

the silly smile off his face.  

As they passed out of view, The Doctor finished his coffee and stood with a flourish, sweeping his opera 

cape back from his shoulders as he made his way out onto the pavement. Across the table, Sarah Jane 

hastily slurped the dregs of her cappuccino and hurried after him. 

 

"Are you ever going to tell me what we're doing here, Doctor?" she asked as she caught up with him. 

"Did you know those people just now? I saw the way you smiled at them when everyone applauded."    

"Don't be ridiculous, Sarah," he scoffed. "I simply had some errands to run and thought you might enjoy 

a short trip where nothing was shooting at us for a change." 

 

"Yes, but ten years into the past? Couldn't we at least have gone somewhere more interesting than half 

a dozen schools? I'd had more than enough of them growing up here as it was." 

{ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƎƛǾŜ ƘƛƳ ŀ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƘŜ ǇŜǇǇŜǊŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ "What 

ŜǊǊŀƴŘǎ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΚ Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ Řŀȅǎ ƛǎ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ŀ 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŦŦȅ ƻƭŘ ƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŦŦȅ ƻƭŘ ǊƻƻƳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ōŜ 

interested in." 

 

The Doctor took her arm and steered her through a crowd of university students loitering on a corner. 

Ϧ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΣ ŀǎ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŘŜŘǳŎŜŘΦ !ƴŘ LϥƳ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŎǊƛǎǎ-crosses far too 

often in this era to allow sightseeing. But you can choose our next destination, if you'd like." 

 

As she debated the options, he felt a familiar sensation tickling along the back of his mind. Looking all 

around them, he spotted a tall, thin young man standing with two vaguely familiar and oddly dressed 

men on the opposite side of the street watching Ian and Barbara's car pull away into traffic. He smiled 

and tipped an imaginary hat at them as they passed. 

 

"Oh let's just go back home," Sarah Jane said at last in a grouchy tone. "I feel like I haven't seen my flat 

in ages." 
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"An excellent choice," he said as they turned down the alley where he'd left the TARDIS.  

 

 

 


