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      The shutter had been painted shut by a man who, according to Mr. Kelleher, had worked for the council for twenty-seven years and ought to have known better.

      Daniel had tried explaining that another coat of paint was unlikely to improve the situation. Mr. Kelleher had handed him a screwdriver.

      Now it was a quarter to ten, the first children were running down the hill towards the lake, and Daniel was standing inside the snack bar with the screwdriver in one hand and a flake of green paint stuck to his lip. Through the open half of the serving window he could see a boy watching him.

      “You're going to break that,” the boy said.

      “It's already broken.”

      “Then you're going to improve it.”

      He wore the same yellow park shirt Daniel wore, but his had been washed enough to become almost cream. There was a narrow scar through his right eyebrow. He had a broom under his arm and carried a cardboard box containing a pair of abandoned plimsolls.

      “Mr. Kelleher told me to open it.”

      “Did he tell you to take the building down?”

      Daniel lowered the screwdriver. “Do you have a suggestion?”

      The boy put down the box. “Yes. Come outside.”

      “I'm supposed to stay with the till.”

      The boy looked at the empty counter, then at the lake, then back at Daniel.

      “I'll stand guard against the criminal element.”

      Outside, Daniel discovered that the shutter had a second hinge hidden beneath a curled strip of roofing felt. The boy moved it aside with the broom handle.

      “It's sagged. Hold it up a little.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Good. You'll know which direction.”

      Daniel held the shutter while the boy eased the screwdriver into the painted seam. He worked slowly, rocking it rather than forcing it. A strip of green broke away. The hinge gave a rusty squeak, and the shutter rose so abruptly that Daniel struck his elbow against the frame.

      “Careful,” the boy said, too late.

      “Thank you. I'll arrange to have been.”

      The boy laughed. It changed his face considerably. Daniel had thought him smug; now he looked younger, pleased by something he had not expected.

      They hooked the shutter open. Mr. Kelleher came around the building carrying a carton of paper cups.

      “There you go,” he said. “Little persistence.”

      The boy examined the head of the broom.

      Daniel took the cups without comment.

      “Peter, there's a mess by the changing rooms. Somebody's left half a birthday party.”

      “Whole child or just the cake?”

      “Don't be smart.”

      Peter picked up the box of plimsolls and went down the path. Daniel watched until he remembered the till.

      By noon, he had sold thirty-eight orange drinks, cut his thumb on a cardboard lid, and learned that children who asked for the largest ice cream were the ones most likely to drop it. His mother had told him the job would be good experience. He had not asked experience of what.

      The council ran the bathing lake outside Millbrook, a small Surrey town beyond the spread of London. The park stood beyond the last houses on the bus route. Daniel's school was on the other side of town; he knew most of the boys who used the lake, but Peter was unfamiliar. Possibly he went to school in the next town. Possibly Daniel had seen him somewhere and failed to notice him, which now seemed an unlikely failure.

      At one o'clock, Mrs. Devlin arrived to relieve him. She inspected his thumb, applied a bandage he considered excessive, and told him to eat in the shade.

      Behind the equipment shed, Peter sat on an upturned crate, making marks on a piece of brown paper spread over his knee. His sandwich rested on the lid of a coffee tin.

      “You're bleeding through,” he said.

      Daniel looked at his thumb. “It's not much.”

      “Don't get it on my lunch.”

      There was another crate. Daniel sat down on it without being invited and immediately wondered whether he should have asked. Peter shifted the coffee tin between them.

      The drawing on the paper showed two pieces of wood meeting at an angle, with a series of broad, tapering teeth.

      “Is that for a drawer?” Daniel asked.

      Peter looked up. “Supposed to be.”

      “Those are dovetails.”

      “They're meant to be those too.”

      “Why are the spaces different?”

      “Because I did the first one wrong and kept going.”

      Daniel smiled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You thought there was a reason.”

      “There might have been.”

      Peter turned the paper and studied it. “My uncle says there should be a reason for everything you do with a saw. I don't know if that applies to lunch.”

      His uncle repaired furniture in a shop behind his house in a neighbouring Surrey town. Peter spent Saturdays there when he could get a lift. He had made a small box for his sister, Ruth, but the lid fitted only if the weather was dry.

      “She keeps sewing things in it. I told her to keep the buttons somewhere else in August.”

      Daniel unwrapped his sandwich. His mother had put the tomato against the bread again.

      “You could leave more clearance.”

      “I could also have made it properly.”

      “I meant the next one.”

      Peter looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. The next one.”

      Daniel had brought a book, with folded sheets tucked inside it. As he set it on the ground, one slipped out. Peter caught it before it reached a patch of spilled oil.

      “What's this?”

      “Nothing. A building.”

      “I thought perhaps a very large drawer.”

      It was a drawing of the town library as Daniel believed it ought to look. He had moved the entrance from the side to the front, replaced the narrow windows, and added a covered place where people could wait out of the rain. The original building was dignified and almost impossible to find your way into.

      Peter held the paper at arm's length.

      “Where do you put the wet coats?”

      “Inside.”

      “I know inside. Where?”

      Daniel pointed to a space beside the desk.

      “That's the way to the stairs.”

      “There could be hooks.”

      “Then everybody going upstairs would have to go through the coats.”

      Daniel took back the paper. Peter returned to his sandwich, apparently unconcerned that he had located in twelve seconds a difficulty Daniel had not seen in three evenings.

      “I could move the desk,” Daniel said.

      “All right.”

      “Or put the stairs here.”

      Peter leaned across to look. “Would that work?”

      “I think so.”

      “Well, there you are.”

      For the rest of lunch, they discussed a building neither of them had any authority to alter. Peter wanted a room where talking was permitted. Daniel said there was already such a room; it was called outside. Peter wanted it heated.

      When Mrs. Devlin called, Daniel folded the drawing carefully along its old creases.

      “You going to be an architect?” Peter asked.

      “I hope so.”

      It was the answer he gave adults. They usually asked whether he was good at mathematics, or mentioned a nephew who had built a garage.

      Peter said, “You could do something about the school toilets.”

      “I'll make them my life's work.”

      “Start with the doors.”

      Daniel laughed all the way back to the snack bar and had to pretend he had been coughing when Mrs. Devlin asked what was funny.

      That evening, his mother wanted to know whether the work was agreeable.

      “It's work,” Daniel said.

      She was shelling peas into a bowl. His father sat at the kitchen table with the newspaper, making small disapproving sounds at matters occurring beyond their household.

      “Did you meet anyone?”

      Daniel opened the fridge. “People from school.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      “Probably.”

      He took out the milk, though he did not want any. He was not concealing anything, exactly. There was nothing to conceal. He knew a boy's name and that his sister kept buttons in a box that stuck.

      Upstairs, he redrew the library stairs.

      The following week, the park became crowded. A stretch of hot weather brought families who arrived with folded blankets and enough provisions for a siege. Someone lost a wedding ring in the shallows. Someone else found a set of false teeth, which Mr. Kelleher refused to leave in the lost-property box with the plimsolls.

      Peter put them in a cup behind the counter and labelled it MRS. DEVLIN.

      Mrs. Devlin removed the label, wrote PETER'S FUTURE, and left it where he would see it.

      Daniel found that he listened for Peter's voice long before he appeared. Sometimes Peter stopped at the window for water. Sometimes he needed change for the telephone. Once he brought a little girl who had lost her mother and required, according to Peter, an immediate medical ice cream.

      He was good with everyone. He could coax a crying child into describing her mother's dress, persuade an angry father to move his car, and make Mrs. Devlin laugh with a story Daniel had heard him tell quite differently to Mr. Kelleher. This disappointed Daniel in a way he was unwilling to examine. He had thought their lunchtime conversation unusually good. Perhaps Peter simply had unusually good conversations.

      On Friday, a girl named Anne leaned against the counter while Peter replaced a loose nail in the noticeboard. She had a white swimming cap hanging from her wrist and a laugh that carried across the picnic area.

      Daniel poured an orange drink too full. It ran over his fingers.

      “They're not asking for the cup washed,” Mrs. Devlin said.

      “I know.”

      Anne asked Peter whether he was coming to a dance. Peter said he might. Daniel could not hear the rest because a man wanted to know why there was no coffee on a day when it was ninety degrees.

      At closing, Daniel volunteered to scrub the floor. It would mean missing the first bus, but the floor was genuinely dirty, and he preferred work that had an identifiable conclusion.

      Peter came in carrying the metal wastebasket from outside.

      “You're going to wear through that board.”

      “It's been a long day.”

      Peter set down the basket. “Do you want help?”

      “Don't you have somewhere to go?”

      “Home, eventually.”

      “I thought there was a dance.”

      Peter looked at him. Daniel bent over the bucket.

      “Tomorrow,” Peter said. “And I'm not going.”

      “Oh.”

      “I can't dance.”

      “That doesn't seem to stop most people.”

      “You've been watching?”

      Daniel wrung out the cloth. “There was a school social.”

      “Did you dance?”

      “Under protest.”

      Peter pulled up his sleeves and took the other cloth. They worked on opposite sides of the counter. Outside, the last families were leaving; a child objected to the end of the day with increasing conviction.

      “Did you move those stairs?” Peter asked.

      Daniel stopped scrubbing.

      “In the library.”

      “Yes.”

      “Better?”

      “I think so. It gives me space for the coats.”

      Peter nodded and put his shoulder into a stubborn patch on the floor.

      Daniel had shown the drawing to his father, who said it was very nice without putting down the newspaper. His mother had asked whether it was schoolwork. Neither had asked about it again.

      “I made your talking room,” he said.

      “Good. Can I have a sign?”

      “What sort of sign?”

      “PETER BELL. TALKING.”

      “They'd have to take it down when you died.”

      “Put it on the box.”

      Daniel sat back on his heels and laughed. Peter smiled at him across the wet boards. For a moment neither moved. Then a drop of water fell from Peter's cloth onto his shoe, and he looked down and swore softly.

      They finished after the bus had gone.

      Mr. Kelleher locked the building and drove away in the council van. The boys walked towards the road, carrying their shirts rolled under their arms because the evening was still warm. Daniel had another shirt beneath his uniform. Peter's was a plain white one, with a little green paint near the hem.

      They talked about Mr. Kelleher's belief that the park would run perfectly if people stopped coming. At the bend, Peter moved to Daniel's other side.

      “What?” Daniel asked.

      “Can't hear much on this side.” He touched his left ear. “Had trouble with it when I was small.”

      “I didn't know.”

      “You do now.”

      Daniel began to repeat what he had said, louder.

      “I heard you. I'm over here now.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You apologise a lot.”

      “Sorry.”

      Peter grinned. Daniel was pleased with himself for having meant it as a joke.

      At the stop, they sat on a low stone wall. Peter lived within walking distance and had no reason to wait, but he did. A car went past with a canoe tied to the roof. The bus was due in twelve minutes. Daniel hoped it would be late, then felt disloyal to the timetable.

      “Are you working tomorrow?” Peter asked.

      “Till four.”

      “Me too.”

      “I know. I saw the schedule.”

      Peter picked at a loose thread in his rolled shirt.

      “Are you free afterwards?”

      “The bus is at four-ten. Unless Kelleher keeps us.”

      “I didn't mean the bus.”

      Daniel watched the empty road.

      “I meant, do you have to go home?”

      “No,” Daniel said, so quickly that he had to add, “Not right away.”

      Peter nodded. “We could do something.”

      “What?”

      “I don't know. I hadn't got that far.”

      The bus appeared at the bend. Daniel stood, disappointed by its punctuality.

      “I know a place,” he said. “Up past the mill.”

      “All right.”

      “There's a view.”

      “I'll bring something to eat.”

      The driver opened the door. Daniel climbed aboard and paid, then went farther back than necessary so he could look through the rear window without appearing to do it. Peter was still beside the wall. He lifted a hand.

      Daniel lifted his, although the glass was dusty and Peter might not have seen.

      On the way home, he considered what he had told Peter about the view. He had last been there in April, before the trees came into leaf. This was a difficulty. There might be no view at all now.

      He could suggest somewhere else. He could arrive early and check. He could say that what interested him was the mill itself, which was not entirely true but not a complete falsehood.

      At his stop, he got off still thinking about it. He passed his own gate before he realised where he was.
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      There was no view.

      There was a thicket, a patch of nettles, and the back of a sign informing people approaching from the other direction that they were on private property. Daniel stood at the top of the rise and wished he had stayed on the bus.

      Peter put down his bag.

      “You can see the sign very well.”

      “There weren't leaves when I came.”

      “When was that?”

      “April.”

      Peter looked at the trees. “They've been busy.”

      “We can go somewhere else.”

      “I'm hungry.”

      He opened the bag and began taking things out. There were sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper, two apples, a bottle of lemonade, a little jar of mustard, and two china plates.

      Daniel stared at the plates.

      “What?” Peter said.

      “Did you bring a sideboard?”

      “I thought we ought to have something to eat off.”

      “The ground is right here.”

      “I don't eat off the ground.”

      There were knives as well, wrapped in a tea towel, and two thick tumblers. Peter had carried all of it through the woods without complaint while Daniel explained the mill's former importance to the town.

      “My sister packed most of it,” Peter said. “I said I was going for a walk.”

      “Does she expect you to get lost?”

      “She expects hunger to occur.”

      They found a place below the rise where the trees opened onto the old millrace. The stone channel was dry. Ferns grew between its blocks, and a dragonfly hovered over a puddle with the persistence of someone waiting for service.

      Peter spread the tea towel. Daniel sat beside it, close enough to pass things but not so close that the proximity could be mistaken for anything deliberate.

      The sandwiches were ham. The mustard was so strong that Daniel's eyes watered.

      “You don't have to have more,” Peter said.

      “It's good.”

      “You're crying.”

      “I'm moved by the occasion.”

      Peter laughed with his mouth full and had to turn away.

      After they ate, Daniel drew the ruined mill on the back of a folded handbill. Peter watched him make the roofline, correcting it where the remaining wall showed that the pitch had been steeper.

      “You like telling people they're wrong,” Daniel said.

      “Only when they are.”

      “That must keep you busy.”

      “You have no idea.”

      The afternoon lengthened. Daniel had expected to need conversation prepared in advance, but Peter had stories, and questions that did not feel like an examination. His father drove a delivery lorry. His mother did alterations for a shop in town. Ruth worked in a dental surgery and had married a man named Eddie who could apparently sleep through anything, including Ruth.

      “Do you have brothers or sisters?” Peter asked.

      “No.”

      “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “All this willingness to listen.”

      Daniel smiled down at the drawing.

      A little before six, they washed the plates with the remaining lemonade because Peter did not want to return them dirty. Daniel thought this made them dirtier in a new way, but helped. When he held out a plate, Peter's fingers closed briefly over his.

      It could have been an accident. Peter did not look away quickly enough for Daniel to be certain.

      They went back through the woods with the plates sticking together in the bag. At the road, Peter waited for the bus again.

      “Was it all right?” Daniel asked.

      “The lemonade did something unfortunate to the knives.”

      “I meant the afternoon.”

      Peter looked at him. “Yes.”

      Daniel had been prepared for a joke. The plain answer left him with nothing to do but receive it.

      They began meeting whenever they could.

      Sometimes there was only half an hour after work. Sometimes Peter walked into town on his day off and appeared at the library, where Daniel had told his mother he would be. They developed an interest in a shelf of county histories because it stood beyond the librarian's immediate view. Neither read much county history.

      Daniel learned that Peter hated raisins and would remove them from cake individually rather than refuse the cake. Peter learned that Daniel could imitate Mr. Kelleher's voice so accurately that once, from behind the equipment shed, he made Peter stand up.

      They did not discuss why these discoveries seemed worth keeping.

      On a Thursday in August, rain cleared the park before five. Mrs. Devlin went home with her husband, and Mr. Kelleher told the boys to finish locking up. By the time they had checked the changing rooms, water was coming off the snack-bar roof in a sheet.

      They sheltered beneath the narrow overhang. Across the lake, the opposite shore had disappeared.

      Peter held his hand out into the rain.

      “We could make a run for it.”

      “You live twenty minutes away.”

      “A long run.”

      “With the plates?”

      Peter laughed. Since the picnic, any undertaking that required equipment had become an occasion for Daniel to ask about the plates.

      They sat on the closed counter, their backs against the shutter. Daniel could smell wet pine needles and the soap they used on the floor. Peter's knee was a few inches from his. Water gathered at one corner of the roof and fell at irregular intervals into an empty bin.

      For once, Peter had nothing to say.

      Daniel watched the lake. He was aware of each breath he took, which made breathing difficult to perform naturally.

      “Did you have to kiss anyone?” Peter asked.

      “What?”

      “At that school dance.”

      “No.”

      “Oh.”

      The rain became harder.

      “Why would I have had to?”

      “I don't know. People seem to.”

      Daniel turned towards him. Peter was looking at the empty bin.

      “Have you?” Daniel asked.

      “Once.”

      “Who?”

      “A girl at a party. Everybody was watching. It was horrible.”

      Daniel tried to decide whether horrible referred to the girl or the audience. He could not find a way to ask without revealing how much the distinction mattered.

      Peter rubbed a patch of paint on his trousers with his thumbnail.

      “I keep thinking about something,” he said.

      Daniel waited.

      “And then I think I must have got it wrong.”

      The words seemed to open a space directly in front of them. Daniel knew what could be put there. He also knew, with a sick certainty, that if he pretended not to understand, Peter would make a joke and close it.

      “I don't think you have,” he said.

      Peter turned.

      Neither moved for a moment. Then Peter's hand came to rest on the counter beside Daniel's, not touching it.

      Daniel moved his fingers until they did.

      The kiss was brief and badly aimed. Peter caught the corner of his mouth, and Daniel turned too late, and their noses struck each other. They drew back, startled.

      “Sorry,” Daniel said.

      Peter let out a small, breathless laugh. “You really do say that a lot.”

      Daniel laughed too. He could feel himself smiling and could not seem to stop.

      Peter asked, “Again?”

      “Yes.”

      This time they managed it. Afterwards, Peter stayed close enough that Daniel could see a drop of rain caught in his eyebrow. He wanted to brush it away. He did, using the side of his finger, and Peter closed his eyes for an instant.

      Beyond the overhang, the lake remained almost invisible. The world had not provided any sign that something astonishing had happened at the snack bar.

      They waited until the rain slackened. Then they walked towards the road together, occasionally looking at each other and smiling for no defensible reason.

      Daniel arrived home wet through.

      His mother met him at the door with a towel.

      “Couldn't you have waited?”

      “We did.”

      “Who's we?”

      “Peter. From the park.”

      She took his shirt to hang over the bathtub. “You'll catch something.”

      At supper, he could not finish his potatoes. His father asked whether he was ill. Daniel said he had eaten at work, which was untrue. Upstairs, he sat on the edge of his bed, fully dressed, remembering the question Peter had asked before the second kiss.

      Again.

      There would be again.

      For nine days, the discovery made almost everything bearable.

      On one of those days, Peter taught him to skip stones. Daniel understood the principle and could not perform it. His stones entered the water with a noise that suggested deliberate sabotage.

      “Flatter,” Peter said.

      “The stone or the throw?”

      “Both, in your case.”

      Peter stood beside him and demonstrated. Three skips, then four. Daniel chose another stone and examined it with a seriousness that made Peter laugh.

      “It's not a building material. Throw it.”

      Daniel threw. The stone struck once, rose, and struck again before sinking.

      “There,” Peter said.

      Daniel turned towards him, absurdly pleased. Peter was smiling as if Daniel had accomplished something worth witnessing. He had spent years being praised for things he was already good at. This felt different, and he did not know how to hold it without becoming embarrassed.

      “You could have told me sooner,” he said.

      “I've been telling you for twenty minutes.”

      They were on the far side of the lake, where a little track left the main path. A family passed above them, arguing about a towel. Peter stepped away while the voices were near. When they faded, he came back, and Daniel understood that moving away could have a different meaning when they both knew what it meant.

      Peter took a smooth stone from Daniel's hand, turned it over, and gave it back.

      “That one.”

      Daniel did not keep the stone. He threw it, badly again, and Peter laughed. Later he would remember that he had wanted another hour, not a souvenir.

      On the walk back, Peter sang part of a song in a voice so uncertain of its destination that Daniel asked whether he was doing it on purpose.

      “People have paid me to stop.”

      “I haven't any money.”

      “Unfortunate.”

      Daniel began singing too, worse if anything, and they reached the main path laughing too loudly. The family with the towel looked back at them. For once Daniel did not care what the laughter might look like from a distance.

      Then, on a crowded Saturday, Frank Wilkes came to the counter with two boys Daniel knew from school. Peter was beside the serving window, telling Daniel about a woman who had reported a missing beach umbrella while sitting under it.

      “Here they are,” Frank said. “You two joined at the hip now?”

      It was not much. It might have meant nothing. Daniel heard the other boys laugh and saw, all at once, his classroom, his father's newspaper lowering, his mother's face becoming carefully blank.

      “He won't leave me alone,” Daniel said.

      Peter stopped talking.

      Frank grinned. “That's what it looks like.”

      “I'm trying to work.” Daniel turned away and began stacking cups that did not need stacking. “Go bother somebody else, Bell.”

      The use of the surname made it worse. He knew that as soon as he said it.

      Peter took the rake leaning against the wall and walked away.

      The boys bought drinks. Frank asked Daniel about a teacher they both disliked. Daniel answered, then heard himself laughing at something, and wanted to strike the sound out of the air.

      At lunch, Peter was not behind the shed.

      At closing, he had already gone.

      Daniel waited by the road anyway. When the bus came, he let it pass. He told himself Peter might have been sent to the far end of the park. After twenty minutes, he began walking home.

      On Sunday, Peter worked the opposite end of the grounds. Daniel could see him sometimes, lifting litter into a sack. He considered calling to him but could not bear the possibility of Peter turning away in front of everyone.

      That was, he realised unhappily, a smaller version of what he had already done to Peter.

      He found him by the shed after lunch.

      “Can I talk to you?”

      Peter tied the top of the sack. “You seem to be managing.”

      “About yesterday.”

      “I was there.”

      “I didn't mean it.”

      Peter looked at him then. His face was unfamiliar without its readiness to smile.

      “You said it.”

      “I know.”

      “You didn't have to tell them anything. I wasn't asking you to.”

      Daniel stared at the rake marks in the dirt.

      “I got frightened.”

      “So did I.”

      He had not considered that Peter might be frightened. Peter, who could speak to anyone, who had made the first move towards the space between them, had seemed protected by the ability to laugh.

      “I know what Wilkes is like,” Peter said. “You could have told him to buy his drink.”

      Daniel nodded.

      “You made it sound as if I was doing something to you.”

      “I know.” His throat hurt. “It wasn't true.”

      Peter picked up the sack again, then set it down.

      “I don't want to be a fool,” he said, more quietly.

      Daniel looked up. “You aren't.”

      “I don't mean with them.”

      That was worse, and clearer.

      “I want to see you,” Daniel said. “I wanted you to kiss me. I still do.”

      Peter glanced towards the path. There was no one there.

      “Don't say it so loud.”

      Daniel almost laughed, then saw Peter almost laugh, and the relief was painful.

      “I'm sorry,” Daniel said.

      “That one you can say.”

      They did not kiss. Peter had work to finish, and Daniel had to return to the counter. But at the end of the day Peter was beside the road, turning a small stone over in his hand.

      Daniel sat down next to him.

      “There's still no view at the mill,” he said.

      “There won't be till November.”

      “We could go somewhere else.”

      Peter considered the stone, then tossed it towards the ditch.

      “All right.”

      Later that month, Peter asked Daniel to come to Ruth's after work. He needed to carry over a small shelf he had made for her bathroom. Daniel thought the shelf could easily be carried by one person, but agreed to take an end.

      Ruth lived over a bakery in town. The staircase smelled of yeast and warm sugar. She opened the door with a pencil behind her ear and regarded the two of them holding a shelf eighteen inches wide.

      “Thank God you found help,” she said. “I was afraid you'd need a lorry.”

      Peter brushed past her.

      “This is Daniel.”

      “I had worked that out. Come in, Daniel. Do you drink tea?”

      He did not particularly, but said yes.

      Her flat was small and untidy in a way his mother's house never was. A shoe lay beneath the dining table. There were envelopes in a fruit bowl and a man's jacket draped over the back of a chair. Ruth moved a stack of magazines so Daniel could sit.

      While Peter put up the shelf, she asked Daniel about school and the park. Her questions were ordinary. She did not watch him for the right answer.

      “He's been less unbearable this summer,” she said, nodding towards the bathroom.

      “I can hear you,” Peter called.

      “I took the ear into consideration.”

      Daniel laughed into his tea.

      Ruth looked at him for a moment, then went to find biscuits. When Peter returned, she set a plate between them and began telling a story about a patient who had removed his own temporary crown with a toffee.

      Daniel had never sat with Peter in a room where someone appeared to understand why they were sitting together. He could not have said what Ruth understood, or what she might have called it. She simply handed Peter a biscuit, handed Daniel one, and continued the story.

      When they left, she reminded Peter to bring back the picnic plates.

      “I did.”

      “You brought back two plates. One of them wasn't mine.”

      “It was a better plate.”

      “I don't run an exchange.”

      Outside, the bakery was closing. A man carried trays to a van, and Peter waited until they were beyond him before asking whether Daniel had minded coming.

      “No. I liked her.”

      “She likes you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She gave you the good biscuits.”

      At the corner, they stopped. In two weeks the park would reduce its hours. School would begin. The arrangements that had brought them into the same place every day would disappear.

      Daniel had been thinking about it since breakfast.

      “I don't want this to stop,” he said.

      Peter looked at the bakery windows. “Neither do I.”

      “When school starts, I mean.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “We could meet on Wednesdays. I don't have anything after school. And Saturdays, when you're not with your uncle.”

      Peter turned back to him. “You made a schedule?”

      Daniel felt himself redden. “Only in my head.”

      “Good. I hate having to sign things.”

      “Would Wednesday work?”

      “Yes.”

      “The library?”

      “By the county histories.”

      Daniel smiled.

      Peter adjusted the empty bag over his shoulder. They could not kiss here. They could not even stand too long without feeling the question of what they were doing. But Peter reached for a loose thread on Daniel's sleeve and pulled it free with the careful attention he gave to things he made.

      “Wednesday,” he said.

      Daniel watched him walk away. Then he went home to ask his mother whether she could move his dentist appointment.
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      By the time Daniel was eighteen, the librarian had moved the county histories.

      “People couldn't find them,” she explained.

      “People were looking?” Peter asked afterwards.

      They had spent two winters making arrangements. Wednesdays became Thursdays when an evening technical drawing class Daniel wanted to attend moved to Wednesdays. Peter worked for his uncle on Saturdays and acquired a bicycle with one sound tyre. Daniel learned which public telephones were sheltered from the rain. They saw each other in Ruth's kitchen, at the cinema, on walks so long that his mother began to comment on the wear of his shoes.

      He told her they were friends. She said Peter seemed to have a great deal of free time.

      Once, when Peter was waiting downstairs, his father asked Daniel whether there was a girl he might invite to the house instead. Daniel answered that there were several, none of whom wanted to come. His father did not find this amusing.

      The acceptance letter arrived in April.

      Daniel read it standing at the hall table, then again in the kitchen, then a third time on the front steps because he could not remain indoors with it. The architecture course would take five years. There would be a grant, with an assessed contribution from his parents towards his living expenses. His father had agreed to discuss that contribution if Daniel got in. Getting in had seemed sufficiently unlikely that the promise had cost him nothing at the time.

      Daniel took the letter to Peter's uncle's shop.

      Peter was rubbing a dark substance into the leg of a chair. His uncle, Mr. Bell, looked up from a cupboard door and said the boy had been making mistakes all afternoon anyway, so he might as well stop.

      Outside, Daniel unfolded the letter.

      “I got in.”

      Peter read the first paragraph. His face opened.

      “You did.”

      “I didn't think… well, I hoped, but there were so many people applying, and the interview…”

      “I know. You told me about the interview.”

      Daniel had described it three times. He began again, explaining which question he now believed had helped him. Peter leaned against the brick wall and smiled.

      “I got something too,” he said when Daniel stopped for breath.

      “What?”

      “Cavanaugh's. The shop I told you about. They'll take me when school finishes.”

      “For the summer?”

      “For the apprenticeship.”

      “Oh. That's good. You could save quite a bit before you decide what to do.”

      Peter's smile went.

      Daniel looked down at the letter. “What?”

      “That is what I'm doing.”

      “I meant afterwards.”

      “Afterwards I'll be better at it.”

      Behind the wall, a machine started. Daniel could hear its rising whine through the brick.

      “I didn't mean…”

      “You did a little.”

      Peter wiped his hands on a rag that had already given up any chance of being clean.

      “They're good. Cavanaugh and his brother. They make things for people who can tell the difference. It isn't somewhere I'm going till something else happens.”

      Daniel folded the letter along the wrong crease, unfolded it, and tried again.

      “I'm sorry. Tell me.”

      “I've told you.”

      “Tell me again.”

      Peter regarded him for a moment. Then he explained the apprenticeship: the wages, the six-day weeks at first, the promise that he would learn the whole job rather than spend three years sweeping. Daniel listened. He asked about the woods they used. Peter showed him a little sample of walnut from his pocket, rubbing his thumb across the grain.

      They were both going somewhere. This fact had sounded simpler before either knew where.

      In September, Daniel left for Liverpool with two suitcases, a drawing board, and a cardboard box of food his mother thought might not be available that far north.

      His father drove. Peter had come the evening before, when they walked beyond the last streetlight and stood near a field they had no particular attachment to. Daniel had wanted a better place for their goodbye, but the town was full of places where someone might see them.

      “You can write,” he said.

      “I own a pencil.”

      “I mean whenever you want.”

      “Will you?”

      “Yes.”

      Peter reached for him. The kiss was familiar now, but the leaving made it difficult. Daniel held him too tightly, then loosened his arms because he did not want Peter to mistake fear for doubt.

      “I'm coming back,” he said.

      “I know you're coming back for Christmas. I mean after that.”

      “I don't know after that.”

      Peter nodded. It was the first honest thing either had said about the distance.

      For the first month, Daniel wrote almost every day. He described the studio, the enormous workload, a man in his class who wore a cape without apparent irony. He did not describe the loneliness very well. On paper, it became a list of activities, as if sufficient detail might disguise the empty place beside him.

      Peter's letters were less frequent and much better. He wrote about a woman who had ordered a table too large for her dining room and blamed the house; about Cavanaugh's habit of hiding his good chisels from his brother; about Ruth, who was expecting a baby and furious with Eddie for being able to remove his contribution from the situation and go to work.

      Daniel kept the letters in a box beneath his bed. He checked for them before meals.

      Peter visited in November. Daniel had arranged for his room-mate to spend Saturday elsewhere, an arrangement involving money and a story he did not enjoy telling. He met Peter at the coach station and nearly embraced him before stopping himself.

      Peter saw the movement stop. He smiled anyway and took the bag from his other hand.

      “You look tired.”

      “Everyone looks tired.”

      “The man beside you doesn't.”

      “He studies economics.”

      They walked back towards the campus. Peter had a new coat and a haircut Daniel disliked for the first ten minutes, until it became Peter's haircut. He had brought a small wooden ruler with Daniel's initials stamped into it.

      “I didn't make the ruler,” he said. “I improved the ownership.”

      In the studio, a classmate named Richard asked whether Peter was Daniel's brother.

      “A friend from home,” Daniel said.

      It was accurate. It was also a door closing, and he felt Peter hear it.

      “He works with wood,” Daniel added. “Furniture. He's very good. Traditional joints and things. He doesn't need drawings for half of it.”

      Peter set his bag down.

      “I do use drawings.”

      “I meant you can picture it.”

      Richard said his parents had a man who fixed their furniture and asked Peter whether he could get a white ring out of a table. Peter said probably. Daniel stood beside them, hating the conversation he had started.

      When they were alone, Peter looked around the studio.

      “Is this where you spend all your time?”

      “Most of it.”

      There were models, pinned drawings, coffee cups, and the remains of a sandwich that seemed to have become part of someone's project. Peter examined a cardboard stairway without touching it.

      “You don't have to explain me,” he said.

      “I wasn't.”

      Peter looked at him.

      “I was trying to make him understand.”

      “What?”

      Daniel could not answer without making it worse.

      They went to a café. For a while they talked about food, the only subject on which neither appeared likely to injure the other. Then Peter said he had not expected Daniel to tell Richard everything.

      “I just don't want to be the boy you brought to show people.”

      “I wanted you here.”

      “I know. It's different.”

      Daniel put down his fork.

      “I don't know how to do this.”

      Peter looked at the fogged window. “Neither do I.”

      The admission was a relief. They finished eating. Back in the room, Peter took off his coat, and Daniel kissed him before either could turn the reunion into another conversation about its difficulties. Later they lay together beneath a blanket too narrow for two adults, moving carefully whenever someone passed in the corridor. Peter fell asleep with one hand against Daniel's side. Daniel remained awake for a long time, grateful and angry that gratitude had to be so quiet.

      The first Christmas at home, Daniel's father asked about his marks before asking about the journey. His mother had made a pie and saved the smallest bedroom radiator for repair until he could look at it, although he knew almost nothing about radiators.

      Peter telephoned after supper.

      Daniel answered in the hall, twisting the cord around one finger. They arranged to meet the following afternoon. His father came out of the living room while he was still speaking and waited beside the stairs.

      “You've only just come home,” he said when Daniel hung up.

      “I'm here for two weeks.”

      “We don't see you for months, and the first thing you do is arrange to go out.”

      “It isn't the first thing.”

      His father looked towards the telephone.

      “Is that still going on?”

      Daniel felt his face warm. He could hear his mother moving dishes in the kitchen. The ordinary sound made the hall seem more exposed.

      “Peter is still my friend.”

      “You know what people think.”

      “Which people?”

      His father did not answer.

      For a moment Daniel wanted to force the conversation into plain language, whatever that might cost. Then he thought of the money his father was meant to send for the January term and hated the thought. His father had not mentioned money. He did not have to.

      “I'm seeing him tomorrow,” Daniel said.

      He went upstairs before either could say more. In his room, the walls still held the pale rectangles where his drawings had been. He sat on the bed feeling both brave and ashamed of the smallness of his bravery.

      The next day he told Peter some of it, not all. They were walking through town with their hands in their pockets.

      “We could meet less while you're home,” Peter said.

      Daniel stopped.

      “Do you want to?”

      “No.”

      “Then don't offer.”

      Peter looked at him, then nodded. They continued towards the library.

      The years did not pass neatly.

      Daniel failed an examination he had been certain of passing. Peter planed the wrong edge of a commissioned door and lost a week's confidence. Ruth had a daughter, Susan, who liked Daniel because he drew horses with implausibly long legs. Peter's mother began putting two portions of cake aside without discussing who would eat the second.

      They quarreled in letters and regretted the quarrels before the letters arrived. They learned that telephone silence sounded different from silence in a room. They learned which things could wait until Sunday and which could not.

      In Daniel's third year, Peter took a Friday off for a visit. Daniel had promised that the weekend would be free. Then a deadline moved, a model collapsed, and by the time Peter arrived Daniel had convinced himself there was no choice.

      “Only tonight,” he said at the station.

      Peter adjusted the strap on his bag. “All right.”

      It was not all right. Daniel knew that, but accepted the answer because accepting it allowed him to return to work.

      At two in the morning, he found Peter awake in the room, sitting beside the little ruler on Daniel's desk.

      “I brought dinner,” Peter said. “It's in the bag. I ate mine.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Yes.”

      Daniel began explaining the model. Peter stood up.

      “I lost a day's pay.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?”

      “Of course I do.”

      “You keep telling me why you had to stay. I'm telling you what it cost me to come.”

      Daniel was exhausted. He wanted Peter to understand that exhaustion, wanted to be welcomed into a tenderness he had done nothing that evening to provide.

      “You said it was all right.”

      “I shouldn't have.”

      They went to bed angry. In the morning, Peter left before Daniel's presentation. He kissed him at the door, which was somehow worse than refusing to.

      Two weeks later, Daniel took the coach back to Surrey. He brought his work with him and did it at Ruth's table while Peter finished at the shop. Susan crawled under his chair and stole one sock.

      Peter arrived smelling of cold air and sawdust.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Being inconvenienced.”

      Peter looked at him, uncertain whether to laugh.

      “I should have come before,” Daniel said.

      Ruth took Susan upstairs to a neighbour with such conspicuous indifference that neither boy could look at her.

      They ate the soup she had left. Daniel listened to an account of a difficult wardrobe. When he asked a question, Peter answered at length.

      By spring 1969, Peter wanted to learn restoration from a shop in Walthamstow. Daniel had found a junior position with a London architectural practice, conditional on finishing his course. They discussed the coincidence cautiously, as if naming it might make one of the offers disappear.

      The flat was over a dry cleaner's in Walthamstow, on a street where the trees lifted the pavement. It had a living room, a kitchen with a sloping floor, and two small bedrooms, one of which they could call a workroom when necessary. The landlady, Mrs. Corsi, wanted to know whether they played instruments.

      “No,” Daniel said.

      “Good. Last one had a trumpet. Bad at it, too.”

      She left them alone with the rooms.

      Peter opened a cupboard. Daniel tested a window. They performed these inspections with the seriousness of men considering a property rather than boys trying to imagine an entire life inside it.

      “We could put a table here,” Daniel said.

      “Not much of one.”

      “Four feet.”

      Peter took a tape from his pocket. “Three and a half.”

      “Four would fit.”

      “If you don't want to pass it.”

      Daniel watched him measure. There was a pale line across Peter's thumb from a cut that had worried him for a week. Daniel knew where Peter would leave his coat, knew he would object to the cupboard hinges, knew they could afford the flat only if neither behaved foolishly with money.

      “Would you want to?” he asked.

      Peter kept one end of the tape against the wall.

      “Live here?”

      “With me.”

      Peter released the tape too quickly. It snapped into its case.

      “I've been carrying a measuring tape around Walthamstow for two hours,” he said. “What did you think I was doing?”

      Daniel laughed, then had to look away because the laugh had brought something else dangerously close behind it.

      Peter came over and stood beside him at the window. Below, Mrs. Corsi was telling a customer that a stain could not be argued out of a coat.

      “Yes,” Peter said. “I would.”

      They went downstairs to ask about the deposit.
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      The first thing Peter bought for the flat was a yellow mixing bowl. The first thing Daniel bought was a ledger.

      They discovered the problem with this arrangement on a Sunday evening in July, when Daniel asked how much the bowl had cost.

      “Fourteen shillings,” Peter said.

      Daniel entered it beneath Household.

      “And the spoons?”

      “What spoons?”

      “The wooden ones in the bowl.”

      “Those came with it.”

      Daniel looked up.

      “They were two shillings,” Peter said. “Do you want to weigh them?”

      “I'm trying to work out what we spend.”

      “We spend sixteen shillings. I've just told you.”

      The flat was still half boxes. A mattress stood against the bedroom wall because the bed frame Peter's father had promised them had turned out to belong to someone else. They ate at a borrowed card table. The kitchen window opened only when someone held the frame up from below.

      Daniel had calculated their rent, food, utilities, travel, and savings. The calculations reassured him. They made this improbable venture appear to belong to the same orderly world as other people's households.

      Peter had bought a bowl because the flat had no bowl.

      “If we don't keep track, we won't know whether we can afford things.”

      “We can afford a bowl.”

      “It isn't just the bowl.”

      “Then don't keep asking about it.”

      They ate eggs that evening because neither wanted to discuss who should have bought groceries. Later, Daniel lay on the mattress on the floor and heard Peter moving around the kitchen.

      He had imagined living together would involve less waiting for Peter. Instead, Peter was twenty feet away and Daniel was waiting for him to enter the room.

      When he did, he carried two glasses of water.

      “Could we each have some money you don't write down?” he asked.

      Daniel sat up.

      “Just some. To do what we want with.”

      “How much?”

      Peter looked at him.

      Daniel smiled reluctantly. “We would have to agree on a number.”

      They agreed. Peter set down the glasses and lay beside him. For a while they listened to a radio in the flat below. Then Peter put his hand on Daniel's chest.

      “You know we actually live here?”

      “I've paid the deposit.”

      “That's not what I mean.”

      Daniel turned towards him. Peter kissed him, slowly enough that Daniel could stop thinking about the argument and begin attending to the person who had been inside it. The radio downstairs played on. Nobody would be returning unexpectedly. There was no bus to catch, no bag to pack before morning.

      When they finally slept, the yellow bowl was on the draining board and the ledger was still open on the table.

      The first Sunday they went shopping together, Peter bought peaches and Daniel bought enough potatoes to suggest a national shortage. They carried the bags upstairs and discovered that neither had thought to buy salt.

      “We'll go back,” Daniel said.

      “For salt?”

      “We need it.”

      Peter knocked on Mrs. Corsi's door and returned with a little jar, three tomatoes, and information about a nephew whose engagement was unlikely to last. Daniel had never borrowed food from a neighbour. He found the arrangement strangely intimate.

      They cooked with the kitchen window open. Daniel peeled potatoes while Peter cut tomatoes into uneven pieces and insisted that the pieces would taste the same. Outside, someone was washing a car. Water ran along the gutter, catching the light.

      “We should have invited somebody,” Daniel said when he saw how much food they had made.

      “I like just us.”

      Daniel looked across the table. Peter said it casually, already reaching for bread, and that was part of what made it difficult to answer. There was no occasion requiring reassurance, no departure approaching. Peter simply liked being there.

      After they ate, Daniel took the peach stones to the rubbish while Peter washed. When he returned, Peter held a damp hand towards him.

      “Come here.”

      Daniel went. Peter kissed him, tasting faintly of peaches. A drop of water ran from his wrist into Daniel's sleeve.

      “Now dry the dishes,” Peter said.

      “You might have begun with that.”

      “I preferred my way.”

      Daniel took the towel. Later they sat on the floor because the borrowed sofa was uncomfortable, their backs against it, listening to records Peter had brought from home. Daniel fell asleep before the second side finished. He woke with a stiff neck and Peter's fingers loosely around his wrist.

      They learned each other's habits in instalments.

      Peter left clothes on the nearest available surface and considered an inside-out sleeve a problem for the next wearing. Daniel rinsed cups before putting them in the sink, which Peter said defeated the purpose of a sink. Peter woke quickly and wanted conversation. Daniel needed coffee before he could hear questions without interpreting them as accusations.

      One morning Daniel tidied the workroom while Peter was out. He put the tools into a cupboard according to size. Peter returned, opened the cupboard, and stood silently for so long that Daniel asked what was wrong.

      “Where's the stone?”

      “Which stone?”

      “The sharpening stone.”

      “In the little box. With the other small things.”

      Peter shut his eyes.

      Daniel learned not to organise the tools. Peter learned not to leave damp work shirts on Daniel's drawings. Neither learned the second lesson quite as thoroughly as Daniel hoped.

      That first winter, the pipes froze. Peter went downstairs to help Mrs. Corsi while Daniel carried pans of water from a neighbour's flat. Mrs. Corsi told them the previous tenant had been useless in emergencies.

      “The trumpet?” Peter asked.

      “Still the trumpet. Who else would I mean?”

      By spring, she had begun leaving tomatoes at their door when her brother brought too many. She referred to them as the boys upstairs. They did not ask what else she thought.

      At work, Daniel was the youngest person in the room and almost always the one sent to make copies. He drew details for projects whose larger decisions had already been made. A draughtsman named Leon Pike inspected his work one afternoon and said that the stair rail he had drawn would suit a prison designed by someone with very small hands.

      Daniel disliked him until he explained how to fix it.

      Leon was six years older, wore good ties, and kept a photograph of a sailing boat on his desk. He did not own a sailing boat. The photograph, he said, discouraged people from asking about his personal life because they could ask about a boat instead.

      One Friday, after several months, he asked Daniel what he and his flatmate did at weekends.

      “Various things.”

      “I should hope so.”

      Daniel examined the drawing between them.

      Leon lowered his voice. “Martin and I are going to a film. You could come.”

      “Who's Martin?”

      “My various things.”

      Daniel laughed before he could stop himself. Leon smiled and returned to the drawing.

      The following Sunday, Leon and Martin came to dinner.

      Daniel made a chicken from a recipe his mother had dictated over the telephone. She had said to cook it until done. He had asked how long that would be. She had repeated the instruction with greater emphasis.

      Peter set the table and opened a bottle of wine. Leon tasted it, closed his eyes, and said it was surprisingly acceptable.

      “It came from the shop by the bus station,” Peter said.

      “Location isn't everything.”

      Martin took the bottle from him. “He liked one last week until he found out the price. Then he discovered a finish.”

      Martin worked in a print shop and had ink beside a thumbnail that no amount of washing appeared able to remove. He was quieter than Leon until there was something worth saying. Daniel liked him immediately and was astonished by how little work liking these two men required.

      The chicken was still pink near the bone.

      Daniel returned it to the oven. The potatoes waited on the table, cooling. Peter brought out bread. Leon began describing a client who wanted windows that admitted light without allowing people to see outside.

      “A wall,” Martin said. “He wants a wall.”

      “With light.”

      “A lamp.”

      By the time the chicken was safe to eat, the bread was gone and nobody particularly wanted it. Daniel carved with excessive force.

      “It's good,” Peter said.

      “You haven't tasted it.”

      “I was speaking of the evening.”

      Leon laughed. Martin passed the potatoes.

      After dinner, they played cards. Leon explained a rule, lost a hand, and amended the explanation. Peter challenged him. Daniel watched the two of them argue and felt a pleasure he had no name for. Peter could lean back in his chair, put a hand on Daniel's shoulder, and leave it there. Nobody needed a story about it.

      When their guests left, Peter shut the door and turned the lock.

      “Your chicken fought hard,” he said.

      Daniel leaned against the wall, laughing from fatigue and relief.

      “I like them.”

      “So do I.”

      “We could ask them again.”

      “After the chicken's parole.”

      Daniel reached for him. They kissed in the narrow hall, surrounded by coats that had no proper place to hang.

      The friendships grew around meals, films, repairs, and evenings when nobody had money to go anywhere. Ruth brought Susan, who was old enough to object to Daniel's horses but still requested them. Eddie came occasionally and watched football with Martin. Peter's parents visited once, inspected the windows, and sent curtains. Daniel's father never came. His mother came one afternoon while Peter was working and called the flat sensible.

      “And Peter has the other room?” she asked.

      Daniel looked at her.

      She adjusted the handle of her handbag.

      “It's a workroom,” he said.

      She nodded as though this clarified something quite different. They drank tea. When she left, she kissed him on the cheek and told him to eat properly.

      That evening, Peter found him washing the same cup for the second time.

      “How was it?”

      “Fine.”

      Peter waited.

      “She knows.”

      “Yes.”

      “She won't say it.”

      Peter put a hand between his shoulders. Daniel let the water run for a moment before turning it off.

      By 1974, they had better jobs, a real table, and a bed that did not announce every movement to Mrs. Corsi. Daniel was working towards registration. Peter had become the person the restoration shop trusted with difficult repairs. Their savings existed beyond the first page of the ledger.

      The argument that led to the rings began with a washing machine.

      Peter wanted to buy one. Daniel thought they should wait until they moved somewhere larger. Peter said they had been waiting to move somewhere larger for two years. Daniel said he was trying to avoid making an expensive mistake.

      “You talk as if we might have to undo everything,” Peter said.

      Daniel looked up from the figures. “What?”

      “The furniture. The money. You always want to know whose it is.”

      “So it's fair.”

      “Fair to whom?”

      “To both of us.”

      Peter sat down. He had been on his feet all day, and one trouser knee was pale with dust.

      “Do you think this is temporary?”

      The question frightened Daniel because Peter had managed to ask it in a level voice.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then say something else about it.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      Peter looked away.

      Daniel heard the cruelty of the question only after it had left his mouth. He had made Peter responsible for supplying the answer and then for deciding whether to believe it.

      He closed the ledger.

      “I want to live with you,” he said. “I want to get old with you. I thought you knew.”

      “I do know. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      Peter smiled without much happiness. “Some days the washing machine seems to be getting a longer trial.”

      Daniel moved his chair closer.

      “What if we did something?”

      Peter gave him a wary look.

      “Not a purchase. A day. We could ask people. Say it in front of them.”

      The wariness changed, but did not disappear.

      “What sort of day?”

      Daniel began describing a meal, rings, perhaps somewhere outside. Peter listened, then put a hand over the ledger as Daniel reached for a blank page.

      “Can we both decide?”

      “Yes.”

      “I'd like that.”

      They bought the rings from a jeweller who asked no questions beyond size and budget. Plain silver bands, neither expensive nor especially distinguished. Peter tried his on, flexed his hand, and said he could not wear it around machinery. Daniel said he knew.

      “I don't mean I won't wear it.”

      “I know that too.”

      They chose a Sunday in June. Ruth offered her flat, which was now too small because Susan had become a person with belongings, so Martin offered the little garden behind the building he and Leon rented. The landlord agreed, provided nobody stood on the vegetables.

      There were nine of them, including Susan, who wanted to know whether there would be cake. There was. Peter's mother brought it in a box and spent ten minutes worrying that the icing had shifted. His father carried folding chairs from the basement and shook Daniel's hand harder than necessary.

      Daniel's parents had received an invitation. His mother telephoned to say they would not be coming. He did not ask for the reason she was arranging so carefully not to give.

      On the morning itself, the absence hurt. Then Peter cut himself shaving, and Daniel had to find a small enough piece of tissue, and the hurt became one thing among several rather than the whole day.

      Leon had suggested writing their promises down. Peter refused because he knew he would lose the paper. Daniel wrote his on a card and then hated every sentence.

      “You sound like you're applying for something,” Peter said when he read it.

      “I am applying to spend my life with you.”

      “The references are mixed.”

      In the garden, Ruth asked everyone to be quiet. Eddie took Susan onto his knee. A door banged in the building next door, and someone began practicing scales on a piano.

      Daniel looked at his card, put it in his pocket, and took Peter's hand.

      “I love you,” he said. “I want you here. When things go well, and when they don't. I want to be the person you come home to.”

      Peter's mouth moved before any sound came. Daniel had rarely seen him unable to find words.

      “I want the same,” Peter said. “And I'll try not to make you do all the difficult parts.”

      “You don't.”

      “Let me finish.”

      People laughed gently. Peter smiled, steadied himself, and went on.

      “I want to keep finding things to tell you. That's what I want.”

      Daniel put the ring on Peter's finger. Peter put the other on his. Nobody had legal authority to pronounce anything, so Ruth said, “Well, kiss him, then,” and they did.

      For a moment Daniel forgot the garden, the neighbours, the missing parents. Peter was smiling against his mouth. He could hear Susan asking whether this meant cake now.

      They ate beneath a sheet Leon had rigged to make shade. It sagged in the middle and occasionally deposited a dead leaf into someone's drink. Peter's father told a story about a delivery that had gone to the wrong town. Martin cut the cake. Daniel's new ring felt unfamiliar whenever he lifted his glass.

      Later, after the guests left, he and Peter stood at Martin's sink washing borrowed dishes. Peter turned a glass beneath the tap and stopped to look at his hand.

      Daniel watched him.

      “All right?”

      Peter nodded. “It's strange.”

      “We can have it adjusted.”

      “Not the size.”

      Daniel put the towel down and leaned against him. Peter smelled of soap, warm cotton, and the garden.

      “I'm happy,” Peter said, sounding slightly surprised.

      “So am I.”

      From the other room, Leon called that there were more plates.

      “Of course there are,” Peter said.

      Daniel picked up the towel. Peter handed him the next wet dish, and their rings clicked against each other as it passed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            THE PEOPLE AT THE TABLE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          1983 TO 1987

        

      

    

    
      The cabinet was too tall for the dining room doorway, a fact Daniel had mentioned before Peter bought it and was now forbidden to mention again.

      “On its side,” Peter said.

      Leon stood at the other end, wearing the expression of a man who had been invited to lunch under false pretences.

      “Which side?”

      “The one towards you.”

      “That would put it on me.”

      “Eventually. First we lift.”

      Martin sat on the stairs drinking beer. He had hurt his back the week before. Daniel believed him, although the timing was excellent.

      They had bought the house in Walthamstow in 1978, a narrow brick terraced house with a deep garden and plumbing that resisted investigation. Peter had established his own shop two years later in a rented building behind an upholstery business. Daniel was a registered architect now, working on a school extension and learning that adults could spend forty minutes arguing about the location of a drinking fountain.

      The house contained things they had chosen together and things each believed the other had chosen. The cabinet belonged firmly to Peter, who had found it at a house clearance sale and declared it neglected rather than damaged.

      “It has no back,” Daniel said.

      “Neither do you, if you don't help lift it.”

      Ruth arrived while they had it balanced at an angle no piece of furniture should occupy. Susan, eighteen now, stepped around the men and went to find the bathroom.

      “Did you bring your husband?” Peter asked Ruth.

      “He's working.”

      “Convenient.”

      “I told him there was a cabinet. He became very necessary at work.”

      They eventually removed the feet and slid the cabinet through with half an inch to spare. Peter inspected the scraped doorway. Daniel inspected Peter. Leon sat down on the floor and demanded food.

      Lunch had been scheduled for one. At twenty past two, they ate.

      It was an ordinary Sunday, which was why Daniel would remember it so clearly afterwards: the back door open, Ruth complaining about a dentist who thought his receptionist controlled the weather, Martin passing bread, Peter carrying the mustard jar without a lid and leaving a small yellow mark on his cuff.

      Leon had brought wine. Peter covered the label with his hand and asked whether it would still be good if nobody knew how much it cost.

      “You have no palate,” Leon said.

      “I've got a cabinet.”

      “Yes. We all have a cabinet now.”

      After lunch they played cards. Susan joined long enough to win money from Leon, then left to meet friends. Daniel tried to make coffee while keeping track of the game, and Peter called him back because it was his turn and nobody wished to spend the whole afternoon waiting for an architect to decide where to put a king.

      He sat down beside Peter. Under the table, their knees touched and remained touching. The room was crowded, loud, and slightly too warm. Daniel looked at the cabinet against the wall and decided, privately, that it was beautiful.

      He told Peter that evening.

      “I know,” Peter said. “I'm waiting for you to apologise to it.”

      That summer, the four men took a Saturday trip to a maritime museum because Leon had been talking about it for so long that Martin said they must either go or forbid the subject.

      Daniel expected a pleasant hour. Leon expected to inspect every object with a hull. At the first large model, he became quiet. He bent to examine the rigging, pointing out details Daniel had not noticed, and for once did not make his knowledge into a contest.

      “Did you ever sail?” Peter asked.

      “When I was young. An uncle had a boat.”

      “You never said.”

      Leon shrugged. “He sold it.”

      They stayed much longer than planned. At lunch, Leon described a summer on the water, the way a small boat made weather personal, the humiliating difficulty of tying the right knot while somebody shouted that it was the wrong one. Martin watched him with an expression Daniel had seldom seen on his face: patient, amused, a little wistful.

      Afterwards Daniel and Martin stood outside while Peter and Leon went back to the model room.

      “He should do it again,” Daniel said. “Sail.”

      Martin leaned against the wall. “He says he's too old.”

      “He's forty-three.”

      “I have informed him.”

      In September, Leon took lessons. He was bad at it at first, which required considerable discussion at dinner. Peter listened with a seriousness so exaggerated that Daniel had to look away. Martin said the instructor was patient and had not yet asked them to stop coming.

      One Sunday Leon brought photographs. There he was in a borrowed life jacket, wind flattening his hair, one hand on a tiller. The picture was slightly crooked. Daniel thought it better than the polished sailing boat photograph Leon had kept on his desk for years.

      “You look happy,” Peter said.

      Leon examined it as if the fact needed checking.

      “I was trying not to hit something.”

      Martin took the photograph and put it where it would not get food on it.

      In November, Daniel’s mother, Evelyn, telephoned to ask them to lunch.

      Daniel's father had died five years earlier, in the same year they bought the house. Daniel had managed funeral arrangements and discovered how efficiently grief could be postponed by having the right documents. Peter had driven, made sandwiches, and stayed in the background when Evelyn required the background to exist. Afterwards she had thanked him in a note addressed only to Daniel.

      Her invitations since then had been uncertain things. Daniel could bring Peter if he wished. She understood he might have other plans. There was always enough food, but never a sentence that made the invitation unmistakable.

      This time she said, “Would you and Peter come on Sunday?”

      Daniel held the receiver more tightly.

      “Both of us?”

      “That's what I said.”

      He told Peter as soon as he came home.

      “She asked for you.”

      Peter hung his coat on the wrong hook. “That's nice.”

      “By name.”

      “I do have one.”

      Daniel waited for a larger response. Peter went to wash his hands.

      “It matters,” Daniel said through the bathroom door.

      The tap stopped.

      “I know it does.”

      “You don't sound pleased.”

      Peter came out drying his hands. “I'm pleased. I'm not surprised that she knows who I am.”

      Daniel looked away. He wanted Peter to share the relief without complicating it. Then he remembered whose name had been absent from the earlier invitations.

      “Will you come?”

      “Yes. I said it was nice.”

      On Sunday, Evelyn served roast beef and asked Peter about his business. At first Daniel answered for him, supplying the number of people he employed and the kind of work he did. Peter let him finish, then explained a restoration he was particularly proud of. A chest damaged by water. Drawers that had swollen, veneer that had lifted in long brittle strips.

      “How do you know what's worth saving?” Evelyn asked.

      “Sometimes you don't until you've started.”

      She nodded and asked another question.

      Daniel sat back. His mother was listening. Peter was telling her something she did not know. The conversation proceeded without his assistance.

      After lunch, Evelyn brought out his old school drawings. Daniel objected. Peter immediately wanted to see them.

      There was the library, with the relocated stairs and a room marked TALKING. Peter glanced at Daniel and kept the joke to himself.

      When they left, Evelyn handed Peter a parcel of leftover meat.

      “He won't eat properly if he's working,” she said.

      “Neither will I,” Peter answered.

      She considered this, then added potatoes.

      In the car, Daniel said, “That was good.”

      Peter looked out the window at the bare trees.

      “It was.”

      Daniel waited, resisting the urge to ask whether it had been good enough. Peter put a hand on his leg before they reached the main road.

      By 1987, Leon had stopped coming to dinner regularly.

      At first there were explanations: work, fatigue, a cold that would not clear. Daniel accepted them longer than Peter did. Then Martin telephoned and asked whether they could come over, and the explanations acquired a name none of them wanted to hear attached to Leon.

      For several weeks Daniel read everything he could find. He brought articles, telephone numbers, suggestions. Some were useful. Others gave Martin one more thing to consider when he was already considering more than anyone should have to.

      “Leave it,” Martin said one afternoon, holding a folder Daniel had prepared. “I'll look when I can.”

      Daniel wanted to explain the system of tabs. Peter touched his elbow and asked whether they should put the groceries away.

      Leon was in the living room, arguing with the television.

      “That's not a French accent,” he said as they entered. “That's a man suffering in public.”

      He looked smaller in his chair. His trousers were folded at the waist beneath a belt that had acquired extra holes. The good tie was gone; he wore a cardigan with one button replaced by a noticeably different one.

      Daniel tried not to look too carefully and became aware that this, too, was a way of looking.

      Peter sat on the floor beside the chair.

      “What are we watching?”

      “Nothing now. You've talked over the useful part.”

      “There was a useful part?”

      Leon smiled.

      They had brought soup. Martin went into the kitchen to warm it, and Daniel followed with instructions about the bread until Martin turned and said, gently, “I can cut bread.”

      Daniel stopped.

      “I know. Sorry.”

      Martin put the knife down.

      “I'm tired.”

      “Of course.”

      “I don't want to be kind all afternoon.”

      “You don't have to.”

      Martin looked at him with such exhausted disbelief that Daniel understood he had made kindness another task by granting permission for its absence.

      He took the bowls from the shelf and said nothing else.

      In the living room, Peter and Leon were discussing a table Leon had once wanted to buy. Peter insisted the legs had been replacements. Leon said that if everything with replacement parts were disqualified, half the people they knew would have to leave the room.

      Daniel brought the soup.

      Leon managed several spoonfuls, then set the bowl down. Daniel felt a useless urge to count them.

      “Tell me about the school,” Leon said.

      Daniel hesitated.

      “The one with the famous drinking fountain. Has civilisation arrived at a decision?”

      So Daniel told him. He described the committee, the headteacher, the parent who believed children would spend all day drinking water if it was made convenient. Leon listened with the attention he had once given a bad drawing.

      “Put it in the ceiling,” he said. “Only the committed will drink.”

      Daniel laughed. The laugh came out too loudly, then settled. Peter leaned his head against the chair. For a few minutes they were simply visiting.

      Later, when Leon slept, Martin asked whether Peter could look at a drawer that would not close. Peter went to find a screwdriver. Daniel stood beside Martin in the kitchen.

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      Martin looked at the sink, the cooling soup, the folder on the table.

      “Could you take the laundry on Tuesday?”

      “Yes.”

      “And don't put the good shirts in the dryer.”

      “I won't.”

      The instruction was so ordinary that Daniel nearly cried. He held the edge of the counter until he could ask where Martin kept the laundry bag.

      There were more visits. Some went well enough that Daniel drove home believing the balance might hold. Others left him unable to speak. Peter sometimes talked in the car, sometimes watched the road. Once he asked Daniel to pull over because he needed to get out and walk for a minute. Daniel waited with both hands on the wheel while Peter went as far as the next lamppost and came back.

      Leon died in October.

      After the funeral, Martin asked them to collect a set of drawings from the office. Leon had wanted the old work kept together. Daniel went through the flat drawers with a colleague who cried without making any attempt to hide it. He had worked beside Leon for twenty years. Daniel realised he did not know what Leon had told him, and that he no longer had any right to assume what had been understood.

      Peter waited downstairs in the van. They carried the drawings into Martin's flat and leaned the package against the wall.

      “Not there,” Martin said sharply. “He hated things leaning against that wall.”

      Daniel moved them.

      Martin put a hand over his face.

      “I'm sorry.”

      “It's all right,” Peter said, and made it sound as if it actually was.

      At home, Daniel began sorting the papers that had accumulated on the kitchen table. There were bills, magazines, a catalogue of tools Peter wanted to keep, and three telephone numbers Daniel no longer needed.

      Peter came in and watched him put things into piles.

      “Will you stop?”

      “I'm just clearing this.”

      “I can see.”

      Daniel squared a stack against the table.

      “We have to eat somewhere.”

      “Then move it. Don't make a project.”

      Daniel set the papers down harder than he intended.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Peter stood very still. Then his face changed, and Daniel saw how close his anger had been to something else.

      “I don't know,” Peter said. “I don't know what I want.”

      Daniel went to him. Peter resisted for half a second, then held him with a force that made Daniel's shoulder ache. He was not crying. Neither was Daniel. They stood there until the hold loosened.

      That night they ate toast in front of the television with the sound low. Peter's feet rested on Daniel's lap. Daniel rubbed one heel through the sock, absentmindedly at first, then because Peter sighed and let his head fall back.

      In December, Martin came for dinner.

      Daniel nearly put out four places and caught himself. Then he put out three and disliked the deliberate vacancy at the other end of the table. He tried a different arrangement until Peter took the plates from him.

      “He knows who's dead,” Peter said quietly.

      Daniel sat down.

      Martin arrived carrying wine and a bag of oranges somebody had sent him. He had cut his hair. There was no explanation for this, and Daniel was grateful when Peter simply said it suited him.

      They ate a stew that required no judgment about whether the middle was done. Martin talked about the print shop. Peter described a customer who wanted an antique finish on a new cabinet but objected to any suggestion of age.

      “A common request,” Martin said. “I've considered it myself.”

      Afterwards they played cards, badly, because three was the wrong number for their usual game and nobody wanted to learn another. Daniel proposed a rule Leon had once insisted upon.

      Martin looked up.

      “That's not a rule. He made that up because he was losing.”

      Peter began to laugh. Martin joined him, and Daniel did too, and the laughter lasted long enough to become something they would not apologise for.

      When Martin left, he forgot the oranges. Peter ran after him and returned with the bag because Martin had meant to leave them.

      “We have twenty-three oranges,” Peter said.

      “We could invite people.”

      “For an orange?”

      “Several oranges.”

      Peter put the bag on the counter and took one out. He began peeling it with his thumb, dropping the skin into the yellow bowl. Daniel stood beside him, and Peter handed him half without asking.
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      Margaret Hale closed her office door before she asked Daniel whether he would consider Manchester.

      He knew enough by then to keep his first response small.

      “In what capacity?”

      “Heading the public projects group. Nicholson's leaving.”

      Daniel looked at the model on her windowsill. A school he had worked on three years earlier, its cardboard trees still green despite the sun.

      “I hadn't heard.”

      “You weren't meant to.”

      She gave him the outline: a larger staff, responsibility for several civic projects, the likelihood of a partnership if things went well. Their Manchester office had grown beyond the arrangement that had served it for years. They needed somebody who could make a committee feel heard without letting it design the building.

      “You can do that,” Margaret said.

      Daniel almost smiled at the compliment. He had spent that morning discussing whether a school corridor could be shortened after the foundations had been poured.

      “It would mean moving,” she said.

      “I understand.”

      “Not next week. But it isn't a commuting position.”

      He nodded.

      “Talk to Peter.”

      Margaret knew about Peter. By then most people who mattered at the firm did, although there remained clients to whom Daniel supplied the word partner with its conveniently broad meaning. He had become practiced at measuring the room before deciding what a sentence could hold.

      “I will.”

      She pushed a folder towards him.

      That afternoon, he visited a school whose extension had opened the previous month. The headteacher wanted him to inspect a door that occasionally stuck. Daniel suspected humidity, then discovered that somebody had attached a noticeboard where it interfered with the frame. He explained this without making the headteacher feel foolish, a skill the headteacher rewarded by asking about three other things.

      When they finished, he stood for a moment in the new corridor. Children were coming in from outside, carrying wet coats and talking with the astonishing volume of people who had never doubted that their news deserved to be heard. A teacher redirected them towards the hooks. Light fell across the floor from the high windows Daniel had fought to keep when costs rose.

      A boy stopped beside him.

      “Are you fixing the door?”

      “Somebody will.”

      “It makes a noise.”

      “I've heard.”

      The boy ran after the others. Daniel stayed until the corridor emptied. There were coats where coats were meant to go, and the light remained after the children had gone into class. He knew what the drawings had become. He knew which compromises had been necessary and which he still regretted.

      Manchester meant more of this on a scale he had not yet been allowed to attempt. He did not want the title merely to print it on a card. He wanted to make decisions whose consequences he could walk through, and to be accountable for the whole of them. On the drive back, he rehearsed how he would tell Peter. He began with the school, then discarded it because it sounded self-important. By the time he reached the office, he was back to salary and practical advantages, the safer language of wanting something badly.

      He took it home in his briefcase, then left it there because Peter had had a difficult day. An employee had damaged a customer's cabinet, and the customer wanted to discuss it every hour. Daniel listened, offered a suggestion, and decided Manchester deserved a better evening.

      On Tuesday, he looked at property advertisements during lunch.

      On Wednesday, he asked a colleague about neighbourhoods with small commercial premises.

      On Thursday, Margaret asked whether the offer interested him.

      “Very much,” he said.

      “And at home?”

      “We'd need time to arrange the business.”

      The sentence was close enough to the truth he expected that he allowed it to stand.

      By Friday, he had worked out how the equity in their house might help with a move. Peter's lease would end the following summer. Two employees could perhaps take over part of the work. He was forty-five, spending long hours at the bench; he had mentioned being tired. A smaller operation in a new place might give him more freedom.

      Daniel called a property agent from his office. He asked general questions. When she offered to send particulars, he gave her the address.

      He bought fish on the way home and cooked it with a care that made Peter suspicious.

      “Who's coming?”

      “Nobody.”

      “Did somebody die?”

      “Sit down.”

      Peter washed his hands and came to the table. He looked tired, but less troubled than he had been on Monday. There was a small burn near his wrist.

      “What happened?” Daniel asked.

      “Hot glue.”

      “You should put something on it.”

      “I did.”

      Daniel served the fish, poured wine, and waited until Peter had eaten several bites before telling him.

      At first Peter was pleased.

      “That's a big thing.”

      “It is.”

      “They asked you?”

      Daniel nodded. The pleasure in Peter's face was what he had wanted all week. He began describing the position, the projects, the money, the way it would change the work he could do.

      Peter asked questions. Daniel answered them. For ten minutes they were having the conversation Daniel had imagined.

      Then he took the property particulars from his briefcase.

      Peter's fork stopped above his plate.

      “What are those?”

      “Just possibilities. To see what things cost.”

      He spread two sheets beside the plates. One showed a house with a detached garage.

      “There might be room for a workshop. Not all the machinery, obviously, but you could decide what you wanted to keep. The lease is up in June, which would make the timing…”

      “What I wanted to keep?”

      Daniel paused.

      “From the business.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      Peter put down his fork.

      Daniel looked at the sheets. The photograph of the garage had seemed reassuring at lunchtime. Now he saw that it was very small.

      “It's just an example.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Monday.”

      “You've been doing this all week?”

      “Finding out whether it's possible.”

      “Without asking whether I want to go.”

      “I'm asking now.”

      Peter looked at the papers, then at the meal.

      “Are you?”

      Daniel felt the first heat of resentment. He had taken trouble. He had considered the business, the lease, the cost. He had delayed because Peter was upset. It seemed unjust that every sign of care could be turned into evidence against him.

      “Nothing's decided.”

      “What did you tell Margaret?”

      “That I was interested.”

      “And about me?”

      Daniel reached for his glass.

      “That we'd need time.”

      Peter pushed his chair back a little.

      “To do what?”

      “Arrange things.”

      “Christ, Daniel.”

      “I haven't signed anything.”

      “You don't need my signature to tell people what we're doing.”

      The fish cooled between them.

      Daniel began explaining the money. Peter listened for perhaps half a minute, then shook his head.

      “The shop isn't a pile of tools.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you? Because you've put it in a garage.”

      “A hypothetical garage.”

      Peter gave a short laugh without amusement.

      “Oh, well. That's better.”

      “You're deliberately misunderstanding me.”

      “No. I'm understanding what you did.”

      Daniel stood to clear the plates, though neither had finished. Peter put a hand on his own.

      “Leave it.”

      He sat down again.

      Peter told him about the business as if Daniel had never been there: the customers who came because somebody they trusted had given them his name; the upholsterer next door who sent work; the two men who depended on their wages; the room he had fitted out himself, where he knew every awkward corner and every fault in the light.

      “I know all this,” Daniel said.

      “Then why is it the thing we get rid of?”

      “I didn't say get rid of.”

      “Reduce. Move. Hand over. Which one would you like?”

      Daniel rubbed his forehead.

      “You said you were tired.”

      “On Monday. When a man telephoned six times about a scratch. I was tired on Monday.”

      Outside, a car door slammed. The sound made them both pause, as if somebody else had entered the argument.

      “I've been thinking about classes,” Peter said.

      Daniel looked up.

      “At the shop. A few people. Teaching repairs, basic joinery. Adults who want to learn properly.”

      “You've mentioned that.”

      “You said it would be difficult to fit around the paid work.”

      “It would.”

      “I didn't say it wouldn't.”

      “Have you actually arranged anything?”

      Peter's face tightened. “Listen to yourself.”

      Daniel sat back.

      “I'm not asking for permission to have an idea,” Peter said.

      “Neither am I.”

      That stopped them. Daniel heard the fairness of it and the unfairness, both present, neither cancelling the other.

      He wanted Manchester. He wanted the staff, the projects, the chance to do work without waiting for someone senior to turn it into his own. He had imagined bringing Peter a larger life. He had not imagined Peter regarding it as a threat.

      “I want this,” he said.

      Peter's expression softened a little.

      “I know.”

      “It matters to me.”

      “I know that too.”

      “Then help me.”

      Peter looked down at his plate. For a moment Daniel thought he had reached him. Then Peter said, “I don't know how to help you without disappearing from the plan.”

      They left the conversation there because neither could find a sentence that would not make it worse.

      On Saturday, Peter went to the shop early. Daniel spent the morning in the garden, doing work he had intended to postpone. He cut back a shrub too severely and stood looking at it, annoyed that even a shrub could expose haste.

      He rehearsed explanations. He had supported Peter when he opened the business. He had carried more household expenses during the first year. He had spent weekends painting the shop. Surely that counted for something.

      Then he remembered Peter making scale models with him at three in the morning, the money sent during his final year at architecture school, the patience with his father, the Saturday outings cancelled for deadlines. The accounts did not settle. Each sum produced another column.

      Peter came home at six with food from a Chinese restaurant. He put it on the table without taking off his coat.

      “I can't do yesterday again,” he said.

      “Neither can I.”

      They ate from cartons. Daniel asked about the damaged cabinet. Peter said it was repaired. Daniel asked whether the customer was satisfied.

      “He'll find something.”

      The answer almost made Daniel smile. He missed their ordinary way of speaking with a sharpness that surprised him. It had been only a day.

      “I don't decide everything,” he said.

      Peter set down his carton.

      “I didn't say everything.”

      “You make it sound as if I've kept you prisoner.”

      “I don't think that.”

      “Then what do you think?”

      Peter looked towards the dining room. The old cabinet stood where they had wrestled it into place eight years earlier.

      “I think you get there first,” he said. “By the time I know there's a decision, you've done the sums and found three reasons mine won't work.”

      Daniel began to object, then remembered the classes.

      “Sometimes there are reasons.”

      “Of course there are. I still want to be there when we find them.”

      “And sometimes you say yes because you don't want an argument. Then six months later I discover you've hated it all along.”

      Peter looked at him.

      “The holiday,” Daniel said. “You told me the dates were fine. Then you worked every evening for two weeks and blamed me.”

      “I didn't blame you.”

      “You hardly spoke to me.”

      Peter put the carton down on the newspaper beneath it.

      “I thought you knew I was busy.”

      “I knew you were always busy. I asked about those dates.”

      They sat with that. Daniel felt no satisfaction at having found a fault that belonged to Peter. It only widened the problem.

      “I should have said no,” Peter said.

      “Or told me what it meant.”

      “Yes.”

      Daniel looked at his hands.

      “I don't know how I'm meant to know which yes is real.”

      Peter was quiet for a long time.

      “I'll have to make them real.”

      The sentence sounded difficult to him. Daniel could hear the effort in it.

      “And Manchester?”

      Peter shook his head.

      “I don't want to move the shop. I don't want to start again somewhere else because there's a space behind a house. I want to stay here and find out what I can make of what I've built.”

      Daniel swallowed.

      “Even if it means I can't go?”

      “I don't know what it means yet.”

      “It seems fairly clear.”

      “To you.”

      The old anger rose, exhausted but ready.

      Peter pushed away from the table.

      “I'm going to Ruth's for a couple of nights.”

      Daniel stared at him.

      “What?”

      “I need to stop doing this for an hour. Every room I go into, we're still having the argument.”

      “So you're leaving.”

      “I'm going to my sister's. I'm telling you where. I'll be back Monday.”

      “You could stay here.”

      Peter's face changed. For a moment Daniel thought he would. Then he shook his head.

      “I love you. I don't want to leave you. I also don't want to be talked into something because we're both too tired to keep saying it.”

      He went upstairs for a bag.

      Daniel remained at the table. He could hear drawers, footsteps, the bathroom cupboard. Each familiar sound had become a preparation for absence.

      At the door, Peter put down the bag and came back. He touched Daniel's shoulder.

      “Monday,” he said.

      Daniel nodded because he could not trust himself to do anything else.

      The first night, he slept badly. The second, he slept on Peter's side of the bed, an act so embarrassing he intended never to mention it.

      On Sunday afternoon, Ruth telephoned.

      “He's here,” she said. “He's fixing the drawer Eddie was going to fix in 1976.”

      “Is he all right?”

      “He's angry. So are you, I expect.”

      Daniel began explaining Manchester. Ruth listened until he reached the house particulars.

      “Daniel.”

      He stopped.

      “I'm not the court of appeal.”

      “I wasn't asking…”

      “You were a bit. He did too. I told him the same.”

      In the background, he could hear Peter asking where she kept a screwdriver. The sound of his voice in somebody else's house made Daniel close his eyes.

      “Tell him I called,” he said, then realised she had called him.

      “I will.”

      He walked through the house afterwards, seeing objects he usually saw only when they were misplaced. The hooks Peter had fitted at a height Susan could reach as a child. A shelf that held Daniel's books because the original one had bowed. The repaired leg of the kitchen table. Beyond those things, the messes, preferences, and half-finished projects that made the house inhabited by somebody other than himself.

      It would have been easy to turn these into evidence of Peter's usefulness. That was the mistake, or part of it. Daniel tried instead to imagine which of them Peter would choose to leave behind. He found that he did not know.

      On Monday morning, he went to Margaret's office.

      “I need more time,” he said.

      She put down her pen.

      “How much?”

      “A week. Perhaps two. And I need to correct something. We haven't agreed to move.”

      Margaret regarded him without surprise.

      “All right.”

      “I shouldn't have given that impression.”

      “No. You shouldn't.”

      She would give him ten days. After that, the firm needed an answer. Daniel thanked her and left.

      Peter came home at seven. He put his bag at the foot of the stairs. Daniel had made soup because it could wait without being ruined.

      They ate. Peter described the drawer at Ruth's, which had required more work than expected. Daniel told him about Margaret.

      “Thank you,” Peter said.

      Daniel wanted the words to release him. They did not.

      He put the housing particulars in his briefcase and moved it away from the table.

      “Tell me about the classes.”

      Peter watched him for a moment.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Daniel nearly said how they would pay. He nearly asked where the extra benches would go.

      “What you want to teach.”

      Peter leaned forward. He began with the mistake beginners made when they sharpened a blade, pressing harder when what they needed was to change the angle. Daniel listened, resisting the temptation to find a lesson about anything else.
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      For the first three days after Peter came home, they were exceptionally polite.

      Daniel asked whether Peter wanted the radio on. Peter asked whether Daniel needed the bathroom. Each moved things out of the other's way with an attentiveness that made the house feel borrowed.

      On Thursday, Peter dropped a spoon into the sink and said, “For God's sake, tell me to move if I'm in your way.”

      Daniel looked up.

      “You are in my way.”

      Peter moved. They both laughed, briefly, and the kitchen became more familiar.

      That evening they sat down without property particulars. Daniel explained the part of Manchester that mattered most: the responsibility for an entire public building, from the first meetings to the last argument about a door handle. He had done enough pieces of other people's buildings. He wanted the decisions to connect.

      Peter listened. He asked whether Daniel wanted to leave the London office in particular, or whether he wanted work the office could not offer.

      “Both, perhaps.”

      “Which is the bigger part?”

      Daniel had not separated them before. He thought for a while.

      “The work.”

      Peter told him about the teaching. He wanted a small group first, perhaps four people on Saturday mornings. He liked the idea of helping somebody make a thing they had not believed they could make. He also wanted to find out whether he could teach without simply taking the tool away and doing the difficult part himself.

      “That may be your main obstacle,” Daniel said.

      “I live with an example.”

      Daniel smiled and accepted it.

      They did not solve the problem that evening. But they stopped discussing the move as if the only possible outcomes were Manchester or a failure of love.

      Margaret listened to Daniel's next proposal with her arms folded.

      There was a civic project in the Manchester office that needed an experienced architect during its design and approval stages. Daniel asked whether he could take a limited assignment on it, remain based in London, and spend part of each week in Manchester.

      “That isn't the position I offered.”

      “I know.”

      “It won't come with the same salary.”

      “I understand.”

      She asked about staffing, continuity, costs. He had answers for some questions and had to return the following day with answers to the rest. The firm would not hold the permanent role open while he decided whether he liked commuting. Somebody else would take it. If the arrangement failed, he could not expect to recover the offer.

      Daniel went home and told Peter all of this, including the part he would once have described as a minor detail: he was afraid that refusing the promotion would look like an admission that he was not capable of it.

      Peter sat beside him on the sofa.

      “Do you think that?”

      “Some days.”

      “I don't.”

      It did not solve the fear, but Daniel believed him.

      They worked out the practical arrangement together. Nine months, beginning in February. Two nights away most weeks, sometimes three. The firm would cover modest accommodation and travel directly related to the assignment. Daniel would keep his London responsibilities within agreed limits. Peter would take on more of the ordinary household work but would not cancel Saturday classes whenever Daniel came home tired. They would tell each other when the arrangement was becoming unbearable, rather than wait for proof that the other should have noticed.

      Writing none of this down frightened Daniel. Peter noticed.

      “You can make a list,” he said. “We've actually talked about it now.”

      The first week in Manchester, Daniel stayed in a room whose window faced a brick wall. There was a narrow bed, a desk, and a television fixed so high that watching it required an attitude of prayer.

      He called Peter after supper.

      “How's the room?”

      “Architecturally humbling.”

      Peter laughed. Daniel closed his eyes and listened.

      They talked about the shop, the weather, a letter from Evelyn. Daniel described the project team and a young architect who corrected him twice before lunch, accurately both times. Peter said that sounded healthy.

      After they hung up, Daniel watched a programme he did not like because turning it off made the room too quiet.

      At home, Peter slept badly too. Daniel learned this only on Friday, when he found the hall light on and a saucepan burnt black in the sink.

      “I forgot it,” Peter said.

      “What was in it?”

      “Something requiring less time.”

      They kissed in the kitchen, then again with greater attention. The weekend felt briefly like a visit from their younger selves, except that the house was theirs and nobody needed to invent a reason for the bedroom door being closed.

      By April, the romance of reunion had acquired laundry.

      Daniel arrived home on a Friday nearly two hours late, carrying a headache and the conviction that he had spent the week paying for everybody else's preferences. There had been a difficult client meeting, a missed connection, and a sandwich so poor that it seemed an additional professional insult.

      Peter was at the dining table with four pieces of wood arranged before him.

      “Did you eat?” he asked.

      “Something claiming to be food.”

      “There's soup.”

      Daniel put down his bag. “Are we going out tomorrow?”

      Peter looked up.

      “I've got the class.”

      “All day?”

      “Morning. Then I have to put things back.”

      Daniel had known this. It had been on the calendar for weeks. Knowledge did not prevent him from feeling abandoned by it.

      “Right.”

      Peter watched him take off his coat.

      “I can be home by two.”

      “Don't hurry on my account.”

      There was a silence in which they both recognised where the conversation was going.

      Peter set down the wood.

      “I'm not cancelling it.”

      “I didn't ask you to.”

      “You're going to make me wish I had.”

      Daniel turned. The headache sharpened.

      “I've spent all week in a room facing a wall.”

      “I know.”

      “You don't have to sound so calm.”

      “I'm trying something.”

      Daniel looked at him. Peter's mouth twitched, but he did not let the joke carry them away from the problem.

      “I want to see you,” he said. “I also want to teach the class. I can do both if we stop treating Saturday morning as the whole weekend.”

      Daniel sat down heavily.

      “I'm tired.”

      “I can see.”

      “And I wanted you to be pleased I was home.”

      Peter came around the table.

      “I am pleased.”

      He put a hand at the back of Daniel's neck and kissed his forehead. The gesture should have felt parental. Instead it made Daniel aware of how long he had been holding himself rigid.

      “Eat,” Peter said. “Then tell me about the week. I won't cancel, but I'll listen.”

      Daniel leaned into his hand for a moment before standing.

      The following Saturday, Peter invited him to the workshop.

      “You can watch. You can't reorganise anything.”

      “What if it's dangerously disorganised?”

      “Then you can watch from farther away.”

      There were four students: a retired postal worker, a woman who managed a restaurant, a young man with more equipment than experience, and Elise Porter, who worked at an ironmonger’s and wanted to learn furniture restoration. She was twenty-four, direct, and unimpressed by the mystique of hand tools.

      Peter introduced Daniel as his partner. Nobody looked startled. Daniel had time to notice that he had expected them to.

      The morning concerned repairing a loose joint. Peter demonstrated on an old chair, explaining why adding more glue without cleaning the surfaces would not solve the problem. The young man asked about a product he had bought. Peter said he should take it back.

      Elise held up a clamp.

      “How tight?”

      “Firm.”

      “That's not a measurement.”

      Peter went over and began adjusting it. She kept a hand on the screw.

      “Tell me. Don't do it.”

      Daniel looked down at the bench to conceal his smile.

      Peter paused, then released the clamp.

      “All right. Watch the joint. Tighten until it closes. Then stop. You're holding the parts together, not trying to squeeze all the glue out.”

      Elise turned the screw carefully.

      “There?”

      “There.”

      For the rest of the morning, Daniel watched Peter become a little less quick to reach for things. He knew the hands, the voice, the impatience. He did not know this version of the attention Peter could give, distributed among people who were not customers and did not owe him affection.

      One student had brought a chair from home, a plain kitchen chair with a split in the seat. Peter examined it and said the repair would be possible but not particularly elegant.

      “I don't mind,” the man said.

      Peter turned it over. “You could buy another one for less than the time this will take.”

      The man ran his fingers along the back.

      “It was my father's.”

      Peter put the chair upright again. Daniel watched him reconsider, not the repair itself but the question he had answered without being asked.

      “Then we'll keep the seat,” Peter said. “Let's look at the split.”

      They worked through possible repairs while the others watched. Daniel could see Peter becoming absorbed in the problem. He forgot to perform expertise and simply used it, asking the man to hold the chair while he tested how the wood moved. The man leaned close, interested, no longer apologising for wanting to save it.

      At the break, Elise asked Daniel whether he worked with wood too.

      “I draw things other people complain about building.”

      “An architect,” Peter said.

      “I gathered.”

      She asked about his work without asking him to repair her house. Daniel liked her.

      After the students left, he helped put the chairs away.

      “You're good at it,” he said.

      Peter looked pleased and suspicious. “At talking?”

      “At waiting. Eventually.”

      Peter threw a clean rag at him.

      “I almost sent that man to buy a chair,” he said.

      “You didn't.”

      “Nearly.”

      Daniel put a clamp on the bench where Peter pointed.

      “You listened when he told you.”

      Peter considered that. “I should have asked first.”

      Daniel smiled a little. Peter caught the smile and rolled his eyes.

      “Don't. I can hear it coming.”

      “I didn't say anything.”

      “You were thinking loudly.”

      They went back to putting the shop in order, and Daniel kept his observation to himself.

      In June, Peter visited Manchester. Daniel showed him the project, still drawings and arguments, but now with enough substance to occupy a room. There were sketches pinned over older sketches, a model with a removable roof, notes in several people's handwriting.

      Peter studied a public entrance and asked where a person would wait if someone was late collecting them.

      Daniel laughed.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. We've made a place. Come here.”

      He showed him the sheltered seating, the sightline to the road, the doors arranged so that wind would not drive straight through the lobby. Peter listened. Daniel found himself describing decisions with the enthusiasm he had felt at sixteen, before he learned to translate enthusiasm into professional assurance.

      They ate at a restaurant Daniel had passed for months without entering because he did not want to go alone. Peter ordered something unfamiliar and disliked it. Daniel exchanged plates with him, not as a sacrifice but because he liked the thing Peter did not.

      “I can see why you wanted this,” Peter said.

      Daniel put down his glass.

      “Thank you.”

      “I still don't want to move.”

      “I know.”

      They sat with the two facts between them.

      The assignment ended in October. It had gone well, though not without mistakes. Daniel received credit, useful experience, and an exhausting knowledge of the railway between London and Manchester. The permanent position belonged to a man named David Ames, who was competent and pleasant enough to make resenting him unsatisfying.

      At a meeting in November, David spoke about changes to the group Daniel would have headed. Daniel listened, asked a sensible question, and went home angry.

      Peter was sorting invoices.

      “Bad day?”

      “Not exactly.”

      He described the meeting. Peter stopped sorting.

      “Do you wish you'd taken it?”

      Daniel stood beside the window. In the garden, leaves had gathered against the fence he had repaired badly.

      “Today, a little.”

      Peter nodded. Daniel expected the nod to close something. Instead Peter moved a chair out with his foot.

      “Tell me.”

      So Daniel told him, including the unflattering parts: that he disliked hearing someone else thanked; that he imagined decisions he would have made better without having to prove it; that he wanted Peter to reassure him but knew reassurance could not restore a position he had declined.

      Peter listened. He did not apologise for the existence of his workshop.

      “I can't give it back to you,” he said eventually.

      “I know.”

      “I can be sorry it hurts.”

      Daniel sat down. It was enough for that evening.

      They did not become exemplary people afterwards. Daniel still booked a dinner once without asking and had to telephone back. Peter still said he was fine when he was annoyed, then returned ten minutes later to admit that he wasn't. The second attempt counted, even when it came with bad grace.

      In spring 1993, Peter suggested a weekend away.

      Daniel reached automatically for the calendar. Peter laughed and said that this was, in fact, what the calendar was for.

      They went to the coast in April, when the weather was uncertain and the room affordable. On the first afternoon it rained. Daniel began listing indoor attractions. Peter lay down on the bed and said he would like to spend half an hour doing absolutely nothing.

      Daniel stood with the leaflet in his hand.

      “You can go,” Peter said. “I don't mean you have to lie here watching me.”

      Daniel considered the rain against the window, the damp shoes by the radiator, Peter with one arm over his eyes. Then he put down the leaflet and lay beside him because he wanted to.

      After a while Peter moved his arm.

      “You're awake?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      He turned towards him. The afternoon took a direction neither had put on the calendar.

      That evening, they walked along the harbour and ate in a restaurant whose chief recommendation was that it was open. Peter told a story about a student who had repaired a chair so enthusiastically that it could no longer be taken through his front door. Daniel laughed until the waiter looked over.

      Back home on Sunday, Peter chose a film and fell asleep twenty minutes into it. Daniel watched the rest with Peter's head against his shoulder. He needed to move because his arm was becoming numb, but waited until the scene ended. Then he shifted, Peter stirred, and neither made an occasion of it.
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      The newspaper was on the breakfast table when Peter asked whether they were going to get married.

      Daniel was reading an article about pensions. Their latest pension statements had made speculation about the future feel less recreational.

      “We are married,” he said.

      Peter waited.

      Daniel looked over the paper.

      “I know what you mean.”

      “Do you?”

      They were sixty-eight. The house had a new roof and most of its original arguments. Peter employed three people and taught one Saturday each month, with Elise now helping run the classes. Daniel had become a partner at the London firm, later and along a different route than the one once offered. Both had begun talking about retirement in the abstract, a place where it remained pleasantly free of details.

      Same-sex couples had been marrying in England since March. They had talked about a civil partnership years earlier, then let the conversation lapse. Daniel had read the marriage reports with a satisfaction so deep it had seemed beyond any need to act quickly. It had happened. There would be time to consider what followed.

      Peter folded the corner of the newspaper towards him.

      “I would like to.”

      “All right.”

      “You make it sound like renewing the insurance.”

      Daniel put the paper down.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't mean that.”

      Peter turned his ring around on his finger. The silver had worn smooth. He took it off at work and put it back on when he washed his hands before coming home, a habit so familiar that Daniel could hear the tap and expect the faint click against the little dish.

      “We've said partner for years,” Peter said. “And friend when somebody couldn't bear partner. I've explained you to receptionists and people delivering fridges. I'd like to use the word everybody else gets to use.”

      Daniel looked at the ring.

      “You can already call me that.”

      “I know I can. I want to marry you. I'm asking if you want to marry me.”

      The directness left him nowhere useful to hide.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Peter held his gaze.

      “Yes,” Daniel repeated. “I do.”

      Peter smiled then, relieved enough that Daniel understood the question had cost him more than it appeared to.

      They decided on December because waiting until spring began to seem absurd once they had stopped waiting altogether. Susan helped them contact the register office, where a registrar named Alice Reed had conducted a colleague’s wedding. Alice asked whether they wanted a large ceremony.

      “No,” Daniel said.

      Peter, beside him, said, “Small doesn't mean rushed.”

      Daniel put a hand on his knee.

      “Small and unhurried,” he told Alice.

      They met her a week later at the register office. She was in her fifties, carried a plain folder, and asked what they wanted included. Daniel had expected a professional performance of warmth and found instead a person taking notes.

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Fifty-two years,” Peter said.

      Her pen stopped. She smiled, but did not make them explain the fifty-two years as if they were applying for recognition of endurance.

      “Would you like to say something yourselves?”

      Daniel looked at Peter.

      “A little,” he said.

      “Nothing from a greeting card,” Peter added.

      “That narrows things pleasantly.”

      They would gather at home before the ceremony, marry in a small room at the register office, and have lunch afterwards at a restaurant with a small private room. Ruth offered to make food, but Peter told her she had done enough feeding of this relationship for one lifetime and could sit down for once.

      “I will not sit down if your windows are dirty,” she said.

      They invited Martin, Elise and her husband, Ruth and Eddie, Susan and her husband. Seven guests, two registrars, and themselves. Daniel counted twice because he had spent too much of his life in meetings where somebody inevitably added a person after the chairs had been arranged.

      Their parents were gone. Evelyn had lived long enough to come to the house for Christmas and tell Peter that Daniel's father would have liked the garden, a claim Daniel had neither challenged nor accepted entirely. She died in 1998. Peter's father had died earlier, his mother several years after Evelyn. Their absence at this wedding was different from absence chosen, and Daniel was grateful that he did not have to confuse the two.

      Martin agreed to come before Daniel finished asking.

      “What should I bring?”

      “Nothing.”

      “That's never meant nothing in this house.”

      “Wine, then.”

      “I have retained one useful skill.”

      Daniel was surprised by how much there was to do for a small wedding. He was more surprised by how often he wanted to do it. He made a list, then another list, then handed Peter the pen before the second list could turn into instructions.

      Peter wanted music playing when people arrived. Daniel wanted photographs but disliked the idea of being posed. They disagreed about flowers until Elise said she knew a florist and could bring something modest. They accepted this intervention with the gratitude of men who had not known flowers could produce so many opinions.

      The argument about clothes lasted longer.

      Daniel's good suit was navy. Peter's was grey and had last been worn to a funeral. He said it was perfectly serviceable. Daniel said that was not the only quality clothes could possess.

      “You want me to buy a suit?”

      “I want you to wear something you like.”

      “I like things I already own.”

      They went shopping. Peter tried on a jacket, emerged from the changing room, and looked so unexpectedly handsome that Daniel forgot the useful comment he had prepared about the sleeves.

      “Well?” Peter said.

      “Yes.”

      “That's all?”

      Daniel smiled. “Come home in it.”

      The salesman pretended to study a rack of trousers. Peter bought the jacket.

      They took the rings to be cleaned. Peter's needed a slight adjustment. Daniel disliked leaving his behind, though he had removed it countless times over the years. At home that night, he found his thumb moving towards the place where it should be.

      “You can survive three days,” Peter said.

      “I know.”

      Peter held out his own bare hand. Daniel took it.

      Giving notice of their intention to marry was simpler than Daniel had imagined and more affecting than he was prepared for. At their appointment in November, the registrar asked ordinary questions, checked their documents, and passed papers across the desk. Other couples waited outside. A printer made a grinding noise and stopped.

      Daniel watched Peter write his name.

      He knew the handwriting from envelopes, shopping lists, notes left beside the telephone, the label on a drawer of spare screws. Here it was on a notice of marriage, apparently entitled to be there.

      “Mr. Mercer?” the registrar said.

      He looked up.

      “Your signature here.”

      He signed.

      Outside, Peter asked whether he was all right.

      “Yes.”

      “You went very quiet.”

      Daniel looked back at the building. People were walking in and out without visible astonishment.

      “I thought somebody would ask us to explain.”

      Peter took a breath, then let it go.

      “They didn't.”

      On the wedding morning, Daniel woke before six. Peter was asleep on his side, one hand beneath his cheek. There was a crease in his forehead that remained now even when he slept, and grey in the hair that had once seemed impossibly dark against the rain at the snack bar.

      Daniel watched him for a moment, then got up because sentiment did not excuse failing to make coffee.

      At nine, Ruth arrived with a bag of cleaning cloths she had promised not to bring. Eddie followed carrying a garment bag and the resigned expression of a man whose wife had declared other people's wedding preparations a local emergency.

      “The windows are fine,” Daniel said.

      “In this light.”

      Susan came with a camera. She had become a teacher, capable of arranging adults with the briskness she used on children. She photographed the flowers, the rings, Peter pretending to flee through the kitchen door. Then she made Daniel stand still long enough for her to straighten his collar.

      “You did that to me for twenty years,” she said. “Take it graciously.”

      Martin arrived last among the guests, carrying two bottles of wine and wearing Leon's old cufflinks. Daniel recognised them when Martin took off his coat.

      “I thought he'd enjoy being overdressed,” Martin said.

      Daniel touched his arm. They did not need to do more with the moment.

      Before they left, they stood beside the front window. The furniture had been moved, but not far; Daniel could still see the faint mark on the floor where the sofa had stood. Behind Peter was a shelf he had built years earlier. Somewhere in the kitchen, the fridge began its familiar rattle.

      At the register office, Alice introduced her colleague, who would register the marriage. Susan and Ruth would be the witnesses. Alice set out her papers and asked whether they were ready.

      Peter looked at Daniel, eyebrows raised.

      “Apparently,” Daniel said.

      They stood beside a tall window in the ceremony room. Their guests settled into the two short rows of chairs behind them.

      Alice spoke about the decision they were making. Daniel listened, then lost a sentence because Peter reached for his hand. The hand was older, its knuckles broader, a scar pale across the thumb. Daniel knew how it held a pencil, a knife, the back of his neck when he had a headache. He had held it through more situations than he could recall, and now he could hardly look down at it without losing the ability to attend to what Alice was saying.

      She took them through the legal declarations. Daniel repeated the words clearly enough.

      Peter repeated his. Then each took the other as his husband, using the words Alice gave them.

      Then it was time for their own words.

      Daniel had brought a card. Peter saw it and smiled.

      “I wrote something,” Daniel said. “I'm not sure it's what I want to say now.”

      “There's a precedent,” Peter said softly.

      The guests laughed. Daniel's hand steadied.

      “You asked me once to say something about our life that wasn't a practical arrangement,” he said. “I haven't always been good at it. But I have wanted you beside me every day, including the days when I didn't know how to make room properly. I want you beside me for the rest of them. And I'm very glad I get to ask you here.”

      Peter looked at their joined hands, then back at him.

      “I had things written too,” he said. “Ruth told me not to put in the story about the washing machine.”

      “You're welcome,” Ruth said from behind them.

      Peter smiled, then became serious.

      “When we were boys, I used to think up things to tell you so I'd have a reason to find you. I still do it. Something happens, and I want you to know. I want to come home and tell you. I love you, Daniel.”

      Daniel could not answer immediately. He nodded, then managed, “I love you.”

      They exchanged the same rings, brighter now but still marked by years of wearing. Alice pronounced them married. The word seemed to occupy the room physically, joining the furniture and the flowers and the people who had come to hear it.

      Peter kissed him. Daniel heard clapping, then Susan telling somebody to move because she could not see. He laughed into the kiss, and Peter laughed too.

      After they and their witnesses had signed the register, they went to the restaurant and ate far too much. Eddie made a short toast that wandered into a story about Peter repairing his front door. Ruth interrupted to say the door had needed repairing because Eddie had installed it. Martin lifted his glass.

      “I remember their first dinner party,” he said. “We were young when the chicken went in.”

      Daniel put his head in his hands.

      “By the time it came out, several of us had changed careers.”

      Peter laughed so hard he had to put down his fork.

      There were photographs, some good and some already destined to become favourites for the wrong reasons. Daniel looked across the table at Peter speaking to Elise, his face animated, his hand moving as he described something. His husband. He tried the words silently and felt an almost foolish pleasure in them.

      Back home, they opened Martin’s wine. Later, the guests collected coats and leftover flowers. Ruth inspected the kitchen and announced that she would return the next day for her dishes.

      “You didn't bring dishes,” Peter said.

      “Then I'll find another reason.”

      When the last car left, Daniel shut the door. The living room was disordered. Two chairs stood where no chairs usually stood. A glass had been left on the mantelpiece.

      Peter loosened his tie.

      “Well,” he said.

      Daniel went to him and put his arms around him. They stood that way without speaking until the telephone rang.

      “Ignore it,” Peter said.

      Daniel did. The answering machine took a message from Margaret, congratulating them and apologising for calling on the day itself. Her voice filled the quiet room, cheerful and slightly embarrassed.

      Later, Daniel called back while Peter changed upstairs.

      “It was lovely,” he told her. “Small. Just family and friends.”

      She asked whether Peter had survived wearing a tie.

      “My husband,” Daniel said, trying the words aloud, “has already escaped from it.”

      At the foot of the stairs, Peter stopped. Daniel looked at him over the receiver.

      Margaret said something, and Daniel answered, still looking.

      After the call, Peter came into the kitchen. He put the kettle on and took two cups from the cupboard. Daniel moved the flowers away from the cooker.

      “Tea?” Peter asked.

      “Please.”

      Peter brushed a hand across his back as he passed. Daniel stayed beside him while the water heated.
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      On the fourth morning of Daniel's retirement in early 2015, Peter found the tea in the wrong cupboard.

      He opened the usual door, closed it, and opened it again, as if the contents might reconsider.

      “Where's the tea?”

      “Beside the kettle,” Daniel said.

      “It was beside the cups.”

      “This makes more sense.”

      Peter turned slowly.

      Daniel, who had spent forty-six years making spaces more useful to people, recognised too late that he had entered a situation in which usefulness would not be the deciding question.

      “I only moved a few things.”

      Peter opened another cupboard.

      “Yes. The wrong few.”

      Retirement had been celebrated at a dinner where people said kind things and gave Daniel a book of photographs of buildings he had worked on. Margaret, retired herself by then, came back for the occasion and reminded him of the day he had drawn a door that opened into a column. Daniel disputed the details. She said he had disputed them at the time as well.

      Peter made a toast, brief and funny, about the number of houses they had not bought because Daniel could see what was wrong with all of them. Daniel had gone home feeling appreciated and ready.

      He had not realised that Tuesday would be so long.

      For years, time at home had been the part left over after work. Now there was breakfast, then an enormous interval before lunch. The house contained hundreds of things he had been meaning to do. He did several quickly and discovered that finishing them enlarged the interval.

      Peter still went to the shop three days a week. He had reduced the business, let one employee go with a good reference when work slowed, and arranged for Elise to take more responsibility. He taught twice a month now because the classes had become reliably popular. He had no wish to stop altogether.

      Daniel supported this in principle. In practice, he disliked watching Peter put on his coat when the morning had only just begun.

      “Are you staying late?” he asked.

      “I don't know yet.”

      “I thought we might go somewhere.”

      “We can go tomorrow.”

      “You have the dentist tomorrow.”

      Peter looked at him over the coat collar.

      “For forty minutes. I haven't booked the whole day in his mouth.”

      Daniel laughed, but after Peter left the house became quiet again.

      He tried television in the morning and disliked himself for it. He went to the supermarket and returned with things they already owned. He telephoned the office, found everybody busy, and said there was no need to call him back. When someone did, he spoke for too long.

      On Friday, he met a former colleague for lunch. They spent most of it discussing a project Daniel was no longer entitled to worry about. He enjoyed the meal and came home more restless than before.

      Peter was in the garden, pulling weeds from between paving stones.

      “You could have waited. I'd have helped.”

      “I felt like doing it.”

      Daniel stood beside him.

      “Are you nearly done?”

      Peter sat back on his heels.

      “I don't know, Daniel. There isn't a bell.”

      The argument about the tea came the following morning.

      Peter took the box from its new cupboard and put it back beside the cups. Daniel said there was no need to make a point. Peter said the point had been standing in the kitchen all week, waiting to be noticed.

      “I need some time on my own,” he said.

      Daniel felt the words before he understood them.

      “You've had three days at the shop.”

      “That's work.”

      “And lunch with Elise.”

      “Also work, mostly.”

      “I didn't know being here was such a burden.”

      Peter put both hands flat on the counter.

      “Don't do that.”

      Daniel looked away.

      “I want to read for an hour without being asked whether I'm nearly finished. I want to go into the garden without it becoming something we should have scheduled together.”

      “I was trying to help.”

      “I know. I don't need help with everything.”

      Daniel stood with the cupboard door open beside his head. He closed it.

      “I don't know what to do with myself,” he said.

      Peter's face softened. He came closer but did not turn the admission into an invitation to abandon his own request.

      “I know,” he said. “But you can't do all of me instead.”

      Daniel laughed once, without much amusement, because the sentence was both absurd and accurate.

      That afternoon he took a sketchbook into central London.

      He had not drawn a building simply because he liked looking at it for years. At work, every drawing had required a reason beyond its own existence. Now he stood across from a shopfront and found that the hand could still do things the retired title had not explained.

      A man asked whether the building was going to be demolished.

      “I hope not,” Daniel said.

      “You're drawing it.”

      “I like it.”

      The man looked at him with polite suspicion and walked away.

      Daniel stayed for another hour. When he came home, Peter was reading in the living room. Daniel put the sketchbook on the kitchen table and made tea, finding it exactly where it had been for years.

      At supper, Peter asked where he had been.

      Daniel told him. It felt good to have something Peter did not already know.

      The drawing led to other drawings, then to a local group that met twice a month. Some members were accomplished, some enthusiastic, one almost unbearably fond of describing paper. Daniel learned to accept criticism that did not arrive with a fee attached. He also learned that being an architect did not make him good at drawing trees.

      “Yours look frightened,” Peter said, examining a page.

      “They're elms.”

      “That may explain it.”

      One afternoon Martin telephoned Daniel to ask whether a blue shirt was too much.

      “Too much for what?”

      “Dinner.”

      “Where?”

      There was a pause long enough for Daniel to understand that the restaurant was not the important part.

      “His name is Alan,” Martin said. “He belongs to the book group.”

      Daniel set down his pencil.

      “Is this the man who objects to the endings?”

      “He objects to several things. We get along.”

      “Then wear the blue shirt.”

      “You haven't seen it.”

      “Does he object to blue?”

      Martin laughed, relieved. Daniel was glad he had not made a speech about how pleased they all were. Martin was going to dinner. He deserved to worry about a shirt without being congratulated for continuing his life.

      The following week he came over and mentioned, after almost an hour, that the dinner had gone well. Peter asked whether Alan could cook. Martin said they had eaten at a restaurant. Peter said that was not an answer.

      “You'll meet him,” Martin said. “Eventually.”

      Daniel recognised the tone. There were things Martin wanted to discover before inviting his oldest friends to have opinions about them.

      When Alan did come, he disputed something Peter said about a film within ten minutes of arriving. Peter disagreed enthusiastically. Martin caught Daniel's eye across the table and smiled.

      Afterwards, Daniel walked them to the door. Martin went ahead to the car while Alan looked for his scarf. Through the window Daniel saw Martin waiting, collar turned up, with the unmistakable patience of somebody expecting a particular person to join him. He turned away before the sight became an occasion he might embarrass Martin by describing.

      Later that year, Elise proposed taking over the ordinary business at the workshop while Peter retained a bench and continued teaching. They spent months discussing terms with people whose job it was to make agreements clear. Daniel offered to read the papers only after Peter asked. He was proud of this restraint and wise enough not to request credit for it.

      Peter had mixed feelings. He wanted fewer demands and disliked discovering that fewer demands meant fewer people demanded him. For several weeks after the change, he came home with complaints about decisions Elise had every right to make.

      “She moved the timber rack.”

      “Was it in the way?”

      “Only if you don't know how to get round it.”

      Daniel looked at him.

      Peter looked back, then sighed. “All right.”

      They were not always gracious about recognising themselves in each other.

      By 2018, Peter's hands hurt enough that he could no longer dismiss it as a bad week. He had seen a doctor, tried the recommended measures, and become impatient with the slowness of improvement. Some tasks were easier with different tools. Others were simply harder now.

      Daniel began lifting things before Peter reached them. He opened jars without being asked. He told Elise that Peter ought not to spend so long at the bench, a conversation Peter discovered when Elise asked him what arrangement he actually wanted.

      He came home furious.

      “Don't go behind me.”

      Daniel put down the newspaper.

      “I was worried.”

      “Then talk to me.”

      “I have talked to you. You tell me it's nothing.”

      “It isn't nothing.”

      The admission surprised them both.

      Peter looked at his hands. The fingers were still capable, still his, but one joint had swollen enough to make the ring uncomfortable on damp days.

      “I know what hurts,” he said. “I also know what I can do.”

      “Sometimes you keep doing it after you should stop.”

      “Yes. Sometimes.”

      Daniel waited.

      “That doesn't make you the foreman.”

      Peter sat down and began telling him about a cabinet door he had struggled with that afternoon. He had concealed the trouble until Elise came over and offered a clamp that held the work more steadily. The solution had been available. Pride had made him slower to accept it.

      Daniel listened. When he started to say that this was exactly what he had meant, he stopped.

      “What would help here?” he asked.

      Peter considered the kitchen.

      “Put the heavy pans on the middle shelf. I can lift them. I don't want to lift them from the floor.”

      They moved the pans together. Daniel resisted reorganising the rest of the cupboard. Peter let him open a stubborn bottle at supper without making a joke about decrepitude.

      That summer, Daniel's drawing group arranged a display in a community hall. He contributed six pieces and told Peter he did not need to come to the opening because it would mostly be people discussing each other's frames.

      “Do you want me there?” Peter asked.

      Daniel was fastening the back of a frame.

      “Yes.”

      “Then why didn't you say that?”

      “I didn't want to make an obligation.”

      “I've attended decades of your architectural things. I can look at six pictures.”

      Peter arrived with Elise, who had brought her teenage son. Daniel was talking to a woman who believed his drawing of a church needed more sky. He saw Peter across the room and felt a ridiculous lift in his chest, as if he had been waiting behind a snack counter for someone to appear.

      Peter studied each drawing. At the last, a little grocery with an awning, he stood for a long time.

      “This is the one,” he said.

      “You like it?”

      “Yes. You left the crooked bit.”

      Daniel looked at the awning. One side had sagged, and he had drawn it that way.

      “It was crooked.”

      “I know. You used to improve things even when you were only looking at them.”

      Daniel leaned closer. “I'm still willing to improve your manners.”

      Peter smiled. “The waiting list is long.”

      A woman bought the drawing. Daniel tried to talk her out of paying the full price until the woman who wanted more sky intervened and told him to behave like somebody whose work was worth buying.

      Afterwards, he and Peter went to dinner. They sat beside a window overlooking a car park because the restaurant with the attractive view had a wait of an hour. Peter ordered dessert before Daniel had finished his main course and said he was simply planning ahead.

      “You've learned from the best,” Daniel said.

      Peter looked at him over his glass. “You were very handsome tonight.”

      Daniel glanced down at his shirt.

      “I mean you,” Peter said.

      The directness still had power. Daniel felt it in his face and was grateful the light was low.

      At home, he took off the shirt and began putting it away. Peter sat on the edge of the bed, removing his shoes more slowly than he once had. Daniel saw his own reflection in the mirror: the softer waist, the shoulders less straight, the face he sometimes recognised only after a moment.

      “What?” Peter asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Peter followed his glance.

      “Ah.”

      Daniel closed the wardrobe.

      “I don't know when all this happened.”

      “I was here. It took a while.”

      Daniel laughed. Peter held out a hand, and Daniel went to him.

      They kissed with none of the old anxiety about whether someone might hear. There were other considerations now: a stiff shoulder, a tender hand, the angle at which Peter's knee was comfortable. They knew enough to ask and enough to laugh when something needed adjusting. Daniel found, as he often did, that worrying about his body was much easier at a distance from Peter than close to him.

      Later they lay together with the window partly open. A car passed, its radio briefly filling the room before fading down the street.

      “I liked being there,” Peter said.

      “At the hall?”

      “Yes. Looking at something you've done.”

      Daniel turned his head towards him.

      “You always have.”

      “This was different. You seemed pleased without needing it to become something else.”

      Daniel thought about that, then decided he did not need to examine a compliment until it broke.

      “Thank you.”

      Peter reached for the sheet. Daniel helped pull it up, and they settled into the ordinary negotiations of sleep.

      The following morning, Peter went to the workshop. Daniel met a friend from the drawing group. They came home separately, each carrying something to tell the other.

      Two years later, the pandemic kept them home for a long stretch, and the old problem of too much shared space returned under circumstances neither could reorganise away. They learned to occupy different rooms without making it a statement. Susan left groceries on the step. Martin telephoned so often that Peter threatened to give him a key to the answering machine.

      They lost acquaintances, worried about friends, argued over which errands could wait. Daniel began drawing the view from the kitchen window. Peter repaired a box he had made for Ruth more than half a century earlier, finally giving the lid enough clearance for damp weather.

      When they could visit again, Ruth inspected it and said she had grown accustomed to the old defect.

      “I can put it back,” Peter said.

      She held the box away from him.

      They kept seeing people. They kept making arrangements that sometimes had to change. The years altered the pace more than either liked, but did not empty the calendar.
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      Daniel's glasses were on his head, but Peter allowed him to search the kitchen for almost a minute before mentioning it.

      “That's unkind,” Daniel said, bringing them down.

      “I was interested in your method.”

      “You could have helped.”

      “I did. Eventually.”

      At eighty, Peter still considered eventually an acceptable part of a service.

      He was sitting at the table cutting a pear. The fruit was perfectly ripe, a condition he regarded as a personal achievement despite having bought it that way. Daniel put the kettle on and looked out at the garden.

      The grass needed cutting. He paid someone to do it now, a decision reached after years of doing it himself while explaining that the activity was good for him. The young man who came on Thursdays did in twenty minutes what had begun to take Daniel most of a morning. Daniel admired him and found his speed faintly offensive.

      Peter pushed half the pear across the table.

      “Susan called.”

      “When?”

      “While you were upstairs. She and Ruth will come Sunday. Martin might too, if Susan can collect him.”

      “I could collect him.”

      “She's offered.”

      Daniel nodded. He was still learning the difference between something he could do and something he needed to take over.

      Susan was sixty-one, which remained, in his opinion, an administrative error. Ruth was in her eighties and had become more willing to accept a lift than advice. Martin lived in a smaller flat with Alan, whom he still described as a nuisance with good books. Alan remained a nuisance, and Peter liked him.

      “What will we give them?” Daniel asked.

      “Lunch.”

      “More specifically.”

      “We have several days to develop it.”

      Peter ate a piece of pear. His hands were stiff this morning, though he was using the knife easily enough. Daniel noticed without offering to finish. There were things Peter would ask for help with. Cutting a pear was not yet one of them.

      They had moved their bedroom downstairs three years earlier, turning the old sitting room into something more useful. Upstairs held visiting beds, drawings, boxes that had become harder to justify keeping and no easier to throw away. Elise came by every few weeks with work to show Peter or gossip from the shop. Daniel's drawing group still met, though there had been changes in membership he tried not to count too carefully.

      His husband remained the person most likely to make him laugh before breakfast.

      This did not prevent mornings when they irritated each other almost on sight.

      “I thought we might go to the lake,” Peter said.

      Daniel looked up.

      “Today?”

      “If you'd like.”

      “What's at the lake?”

      Peter waited.

      “Apart from water,” Daniel added.

      “I haven't been for years. Neither have you.”

      Daniel reached for his phone to check the weather. Peter watched him, and Daniel became aware of the familiar sequence: weather, route, lunch, parking, a reasonable question transformed into an operation.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asked.

      “A walk. Something to eat. Looking at it.”

      Daniel considered the day he had been planning, which consisted chiefly of a visit to the ironmonger’s and a disagreement with a drawer.

      “I'd like that.”

      Peter nodded as if there had been no doubt.

      By eleven, they had sandwiches, a flask, napkins, two apples, and a basket whose handle Peter had repaired twice. Daniel looked inside.

      “No plates?”

      “We've grown coarse.”

      Peter added two small plates from the cupboard anyway.

      Daniel drove. He still preferred familiar roads in daylight and had stopped pretending that night driving offered any pleasure. Peter navigated despite the route being obvious, occasionally pointing out a turn after they had passed the point at which it would have been useful.

      The town had changed in patches. A bank stood where the ironmonger’s had been. The bakery beneath Ruth's first flat was now a business Daniel could not identify from its name. Their old school looked smaller, though he knew that was his own failing rather than the building's.

      “Was the petrol station there?” Peter asked.

      “Farther down.”

      “I don't think so.”

      “There was a café beside it.”

      “That was the other one.”

      They continued disagreeing until the subject became less interesting than a dog sitting upright in the passenger seat of the car beside them.

      “He knows where he's going,” Peter said.

      “Better than my navigator.”

      At the park, Daniel found a space near the paved path. He turned off the engine and sat for a moment. Through the windscreen, the lake appeared between trees that had been saplings when they worked there.

      Peter looked out quietly.

      “Well,” he said.

      There was no fee to enter that day. A board near the gate listed summer hours, swimming rules, events that had already happened. The snack bar had been replaced by a larger building with toilets at one end and vending machines at the other. Its shutters were aluminium and appeared immune to the particular incompetence that had once brought them together.

      Peter stood in front of it with his hands in his jacket pockets.

      “Was this where the counter was?”

      Daniel looked from the building to the lake.

      “A little farther over.”

      “No. There was a pine tree.”

      “There were a lot of pine trees.”

      Peter gave him a look. Daniel smiled.

      They walked towards the water. Peter used a stick on uneven ground now, mostly for confidence, though he disliked the phrase. Daniel carried the basket. The path had been widened and made smoother. He approved of it without explaining why.

      A woman was pushing a little boy on a swing. Two teenagers sat at a picnic table sharing something on a phone. A man stood beside the water with the intense stillness of someone fishing without evidence that fish existed.

      The lake itself was much as Daniel remembered: a pale border of sand, the dark line of the far shore, sunlight breaking into small moving pieces where the wind touched it. He had forgotten the smell of the place, leaves and water and the faint mineral scent of the exposed bank. It returned so completely that for a moment he expected to hear Mrs. Devlin call him back to work.

      Peter chose a bench near a table.

      “Here?”

      Daniel set down the basket. “Here.”

      They unpacked with the practiced inefficiency of people who knew what the other would forget. Daniel had brought napkins. Peter had brought the knife. Neither had remembered cups.

      “We have plates,” Daniel said.

      Peter looked at the flask.

      “The lid is a cup.”

      “One cup.”

      “At this stage, I think we can risk sharing.”

      They ate sandwiches from the plates. Peter had used too much mustard on Daniel's, or perhaps Daniel's tolerance had declined. His eyes watered.

      Peter watched him.

      “Still moved by the occasion?”

      Daniel looked up. The remembered sentence came back a fraction after the recognition in Peter's face.

      “Very.”

      They laughed. A woman walking past glanced towards them and smiled without knowing why.

      For a while they watched the lake. Peter poured tea into the flask lid and passed it over. Daniel took a sip and gave it back.

      “You thought there'd be a view,” Peter said.

      “There was in April.”

      “There was a sign.”

      “An excellent sign.”

      Peter smiled at the water.

      Daniel remembered carrying the plates through the woods, trying to think of reasons the afternoon had not been a failure. He remembered the bus arriving too soon, the library shelf, a door he had wanted shut, another he had been afraid to open. Memory offered these things unevenly. Some years were accessible through a single meal; some whole seasons had become only the knowledge that they had occurred.

      He could no longer remember exactly what Peter had worn the first day, beyond the yellow shirt. He had seen that shirt so often afterwards that he might have supplied it to the wrong moment. The scar through the eyebrow was still there, lighter now, nearly hidden by the grey.

      “What are you looking at?” Peter asked.

      “You.”

      “Anything new?”

      “Not much.”

      Peter snorted and began peeling an apple with the small knife.

      Daniel watched his hands. There had been a time when he could not imagine a future large enough to contain them openly: two boys arranging Wednesdays, each afraid the other might change his mind. Then there had been so much future that he had tried to plan it on Peter's behalf. He could see the younger man now with an affection that did not excuse him.

      Peter offered a slice of apple.

      “Stop thinking so hard. You'll miss lunch.”

      “We've had lunch.”

      “Then you'll miss the next thing.”

      Daniel took the slice.

      They stayed until the sun moved off the table. Peter rubbed his hands together, and Daniel asked whether he wanted to walk or go back.

      “A little walk. Not all the way round.”

      They left the basket in the car and followed the paved path along the nearer shore. At a short incline, Daniel slowed. Peter looked at him.

      “Knee?”

      “A little.”

      “We can stop.”

      “In a minute.”

      Peter waited until Daniel found his pace. There was no satisfaction in being the one who could wait that day. He simply waited, looking at the trees.

      Beyond the incline, the path leveled. Daniel held out his hand. Peter moved the stick to the other side and took it.

      They walked like that past the new changing rooms, past a drinking fountain that had been turned off for the season, past a family arranging a photograph in which no child appeared willing to occupy the requested place.

      Nobody asked them to explain themselves.

      At the old bus stop, the low wall was still there, though the bus no longer stopped beside it. Daniel recognised a crack in the stone, then doubted himself. Peter sat down carefully.

      “I waited here,” he said.

      “I know.”

      “You thought I had nowhere to go.”

      “I hoped you had nowhere to go.”

      Peter turned to him, pleased.

      “I used to walk home the long way afterwards.”

      “Why?”

      “Didn't want anybody asking why I was smiling.”

      Daniel sat beside him. Cars went by on the widened road. For a moment he wanted every detail of those walks, all the thoughts Peter had carried away from him before Daniel knew he was allowed to ask.

      Then Peter began describing how his mother had once sent him back out for bread because he had arrived home empty-handed and apparently incapable of explaining where he had been. Daniel laughed and asked whether he had got the bread.

      “Eventually.”

      Of course.

      They drove home before the light began to go. Peter dozed for ten minutes, his head turned slightly towards Daniel. At a red light, Daniel glanced across at him and then back at the road. There were things he wanted to say, but none required waking him.

      At home, Peter carried the empty flask. Daniel brought the basket into the kitchen. The house smelled faintly of the coffee they had made that morning.

      There was a message from Elise about a chair she wanted Peter to look at, and another from Susan asking whether Sunday at one would suit. Daniel called her back while Peter put the plates in the sink.

      “One is fine,” he said. “Bring your mother. Tell Martin we're making enough.”

      Peter looked over his shoulder. “Making what?”

      “We'll develop it,” Daniel said.

      Susan laughed at the other end of the line.

      Later they sat in the living room with the lamps on. Daniel read for a while. Peter watched part of a programme, decided everyone in it needed more useful employment, and turned it off.

      “Are you free tomorrow?” he asked.

      Daniel looked up from his book.

      “I have to get something for that drawer.”

      Peter waited.

      Daniel smiled.

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “We could get apples. From that place you like. Have lunch somewhere.”

      “We have apples.”

      “We have two apples.”

      “We could buy two more very locally.”

      Peter gave him the patient look he used when Daniel was being deliberately difficult.

      “Yes,” Daniel said. “I'd like to go.”

      “If the weather's good.”

      “And if it isn't?”

      “We'll find something.”

      Daniel closed the book, keeping a finger at his place.

      “We could take the basket.”

      “For apples?”

      “That's what baskets are for.”

      “Ours seems to be mostly for plates.”

      Daniel got up to bring their cups into the kitchen. He washed them and set them beside the sink. Then he took the folded napkins out of the basket, shook a crumb into his palm, and brushed it away.

      From the living room, Peter called, “Not too early.”

      “Ten?”

      “Half past.”

      Daniel considered this modest revision to the future.

      “Half past, then.”

      He left the basket by the door.
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