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To Bob




Voices


Voices, spilling down the corridor, all male, in harmony and unaccompanied. A strange but not unpleasant new sound that mixed with the usual sounds of an April morning – wind rattling the old sash windows, a car starting up, footsteps on the pavement outside. Seven o’clock; the world was waking up.


Bibi sighed; she was awake and didn’t want to be. Light seeped round the edges of her old grey velvet curtains, drizzled into the room. She listened, trying to decipher what she was hearing. A choir, she thought, Gregorian probably. It would be quite lovely at some other time of the day, but right now it was annoying. She shifted, trying to rearrange her body into a new sleeping position, shut her eyes and willed herself back to her dreams. But no, she couldn’t; she had joined the living and now she had to know why an old a cappella chant was humming through the flat.


She climbed out from under her duvet and shivered. It was cold; a bitter wind swept under the ill-fitting window and her kimono, a present Callum had brought her from Japan over twenty years ago, did little to keep her warm. She thought it had aged a lot better than she had. Mornings these days she was stiff, sore, her bones ached. First movements of the day were slow, arthritic. Every day, when she rose, she felt at odds with her body. It was, she felt, a lot older than she was. She shoved her feet into a pair of old trainers, and stood for a moment staring sadly down at them. They seemed too distant to reach. She left the laces undone and shuffled from her room and into the hall, following the sound of singing.


Of course, she knew where it was coming from – James’s room. The draught from his window, never shut at night, whatever the weather, had sucked open his door, which didn’t shut properly anyway, so she could see him, his young body, thin, too thin, absurdly thin, Bibi thought. He was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor, his back to her and wearing only his underpants, which were a startling shade of red. His ribs stuck out, his skin was shockingly white; there was a mole just below his left shoulder blade. He seemed, even from behind, to be transfixed by a candle burning on the dresser in front of him. The man’s a fool, thought Bibi. He’ll catch his death. Meditating at this time in the morning, half naked in front of an open window and the temperature hovering just above zero. Bloody idiot.


She left him to it, turned and made her way back to bed. No matter if she slammed her door; he would not hear anything, so lost was he in the pursuit of nothingness and light. Still, an early morning sight of the flat was cheering; it was always at its best at this time of day. She was rarely up to appreciate it; she hated rising before ten. The walls throughout were painted ochre, a dulled, mellow antique yellow that glowed when the sun streamed in and looked burnished, beautiful to Bibi when that bright sunlight was muffled by drawn curtains. The woodwork was lacquered black, a good contrast to the soft yellow of the walls. In the evening, lamps strategically placed to illuminate corners and create shadows lit the whole place. Bibi abhorred overhead lights. She thought them cruel, heartless, showing up dust on the surfaces as well as being merciless about the sagging cheeks and the wrinkles on her seventy-two-year-old face. No, she would not have them and refused to put bulbs in them.


She slipped off her kimono, threw it on the chair and crawled back into bed. Ah, warmth, comfort; she should never have left it. Head on the pillow, she shut her eyes. The singing still poured down the corridor, but she would try to blot it out. She would sleep. That man, she thought, is too thin, too fussy, uptight. All this meditating and eating health foods is not good for him. A proper hot meal is what he needs, a pie, a heap of sausages and a mound of buttery mash. Carbohydrates. Proper sustenance. He’s a fool, self-obsessed, nervy and more than likely a virgin.


Lying in bed, Bibi sighed. Seeing James meditating had reminded her of Graham, who had developed an interest in Eastern religion shortly before he left home. Though he had not sat in a trance at dawn, thank goodness. Graham’s interest had been inspired by kung fu films on television. There had been posters of karate masters on his wall alongside giant pictures of motorbikes and The Jam. The boy had worshipped Paul Weller.


‘Ach,’ said Bibi, rolling her head on the pillow as if this would shake her thoughts out. She didn’t want to think about Graham. She preferred to think about Callum first thing in the morning; it set her up for the day. Thoughts about her husband were also good last thing at night. They made for a better class of dreams. She slept so deeply, she thought she touched death nightly. Her dreams were often odd collages of places she had once lived – the house, not far from Inverness, where she was born, the cottage she’d shared with Callum when they were first married, the tiny apartment where she’d sweated through an airless New York summer in the sixties. Her other recurrent dream was of Graham. She’d be running after him through dusty, rubbled streets, following him into the dark heart of a city that was nameless and strange to her.


She shook her head again. This was not Graham’s allotted time of day. She let herself visit her memories of him – a skinny, dark-haired seventeen-year-old when she last saw him – when she was gardening. She would chip at the earth with her hoe or furiously dig her vegetable patch, then lean back cursing herself. ‘I was a fool. Pig-headed. Pig-bloody-headed.’ She could never forgive herself for what she’d done to Graham.


At last the singing stopped. The meditation was over. She heard the pipes clank. James was in the shower. In a while she would hear him move about the kitchen as he prepared his breakfast. He’d put the kettle on to make ginseng tea, his morning brew. He might toast a slice of organic stone-ground wholemeal bread, or have a bowl of the hideous muesli he made himself using oats and dried apricots and other indigestible things. ‘A decent bacon sandwich, at least, is what the man needs,’ she muttered. He’d wash his dishes and wipe the surfaces, then put on his puffa jacket, quietly tiptoe up the hall, and leave. He’d be back, as he always was, at quarter to seven. Prepare himself another healthy, organic vegetarian meal, then go to his room to sit reading, or watching television, before retiring to bed at half past ten.


Such a dull man, Bibi thought. I’d hoped for someone more vital, lively. Like Megan. Megan had been her last lodger. She’d been a popular girl, studying for her doctorate in biochemistry. The flat had been full of people, laughter, music. Bibi had loved that. But James was a solitary soul, friendless, Bibi thought. He kept himself to himself. They rarely saw one another.


‘He’s a strange one,’ Bibi had told her daughter, Beth. ‘Uptight, tense.’


‘Well, tell him to leave,’ said Beth. ‘Get someone else.’


‘I can’t do that,’ Bibi said. ‘Not without good reason. I don’t think uptight qualifies.’


‘I don’t know why you have to have a lodger anyway,’ said Beth. ‘It’s not as if you need the money.’


‘Whatever makes you think that?’ said Bibi. ‘Of course I need the money. My savings are tiny. The pension’s absurd. I have bills. I have you. You are always borrowing. Though why you call it borrowing, I do not know. You never give it back.’


Beth had shrugged. ‘One day.’


‘I like having people about,’ said Bibi. ‘Now everybody’s gone, I miss movement. I like hearing someone in another room. I like knowing there’s someone else in the house. James just doesn’t fit the bill. He’s quiet. We don’t speak much. I like speaking. People don’t chat like they used to on buses, in queues. I don’t know what’s wrong with everybody.’


That was what she missed. Talking. Someone to chat to. And she liked hearing voices, people calling, laughing, singing. Once, when her family was younger and still living at home, the whole place rang with voices, all sorts of voices and tones, high and low, male, female, all young. She missed them, her children and their voices.


James McElroy had been lodging with Bibi Saunders for six months now. He had wanted a small flat or even a bedsit to himself, but the prices in central Edinburgh were beyond his means. He’d found these two rooms he occupied through a leasing agency, and even before he viewed the property he had fallen in love with it. Well, not really the property, more the notion of it. Two names – Bibi Saunders and Saxe-Coburg Street – had captured his heart. He’d fantasised about them both. The street had not disappointed. Tall terraced buildings, old and grey and grand, with black railings between them and the passers-by on the pavement. The moment he turned the corner and saw it, he wanted to live here. He wanted to walk down this street every day; he wanted to say the name with pride: ‘I live in Saxe-Coburg Street, actually.’


Bibi, however, had been a surprise. James had been so taken with the name, he’d put a face, body and personality to it. The woman he’d imagined was in her early thirties, professional, with a busy career, foreign, probably Swedish, with a charming accent, who was looking for a lodger to help with her mortgage. She was small, lively, quick to laugh at his jokes. He’d tease her, gently, of course, about her eating habits and try to tempt her to some of his steamed vegetables and Quorn sausages. He’d make her ginseng tea in the morning and camomile before she went to bed. He’d tut and tenderly shake his head if he came across her standing in the kitchen, leaning on the sink, eating Ben and Jerry’s Phish Food ice cream straight from the carton.


Bibi would wear designer business suits, charcoal grey or black, with silk shirts. But in the evenings she would slip into a pair of loose-fitting velvet pants, or maybe tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt. She’d run in the mornings before leaving for work, and probably visit a gym a couple of times a week. She’d go out most nights; she was bound to have a full social life. James would get along with her lovers, but sometimes might express a little disapproval if someone not quite up to snuff turned up in the kitchen in the morning. ‘Not good enough for you,’ he’d say. ‘Thinks too much of himself.’ Bibi might laugh, but she’d respect his opinion. They would banter, joke and, from time to time, talk seriously about themselves, their lives, their ambitions, disappointments. But they would give one another room. A person needs his own space, James thought.


He had fantasised so much about Bibi Saunders, she had become real to him. So real, in fact, that when a woman who was obviously in her late sixties or early seventies opened the door on that October afternoon when he’d come to view the flat and said, ‘Ah yes, Mr McElroy, you’ve come to see the rooms. I’m Bibi Saunders,’ he had almost told her that no, she wasn’t. Bibi Saunders didn’t look a bit like her.


This rather ancient woman standing before him was not in the least small or pretty. She was tall; her hair was white and cropped into a neat bob. She wore a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt bearing the words Harvard University that had seen better days. On her feet was a pair of battered blue canvas shoes, the sort of thing favoured by weekend sailors. James had to admit that, though not beautiful, this woman was striking. And once, many years ago, she must have been stunningly so. Still could be, James thought, if she cared. Her eyes were large, hauntingly brown, the lids hooded. Her lips were full, but probably not as full as they’d been thirty or so years ago. Once, she must have had cheekbones to die for. Once, she must have turned many heads.


‘Come in,’ she said, and started down the hall in front of him. ‘Shut the door after you.’


He’d done as he was told, then followed her. He would tell her, he decided, that he would let her know, he had other places to look at. Since this was not the Bibi of his imaginings, he did not want to live here.


Then he saw the rooms. They were ideal. Their perfection as a living space was beyond his dearest desires. They were, of course, ochre, the woodwork lacquered black. Neither of them was particularly large. But who wanted large, James thought, when small looked like this? The bedroom had an old four-poster bed, a dresser, black lacquer again, and matching wardrobe that looked to him to be Chinese. There was a small armchair covered in oatmeal linen; on the floor a pale but thick carpet.


‘The door on the left leads to your bathroom. It’s very tiny, but adequate. A shower, basin, loo, everything you need. My bathroom is down the hall. Don’t use it, please. I do not like sharing. And this,’ said Bibi, opening the door on the right, ‘is your living room.’


It was smaller than the bedroom. Beside the large window that overlooked the street was a huge plant, lustrously green and shiny. There was a sofa and an armchair that both matched the one in the bedroom, a table on which stood a television and a small CD player. On a grey marble mantelpiece were a clock and a collection of tiny jade boxes.


Bibi stood at the door watching James take in the rooms. She was never comfortable in here. Once, this had been Callum’s domain. Once, it had been littered with books, magazines and papers. There had been a thick, blue-grey layer of fug from his cigarettes floating above him, around him. His desk had a spreading of ash among his notebooks. He’d worked in what was now the bedroom, and the little living room was where he’d lain on an old day bed, thinking, planning, dozing. He’d been dead for three years before Bibi could face clearing it out. She’d shut the door and left it as it had been the day he died – a sort of shrine. Time passed; money was tight. Bibi knew the only way she could ease her dwindling bank balance was to take in a lodger, and the only way she could feel comfortable with a stranger in the house was to let him have Callum’s rooms. There was a living room, so she wouldn’t have to sit in the evening watching television with someone she hardly knew, and might not like. And there was a small bathroom – she would have hated to share that particular space with a person she was not related to.


She had moved the books to her bedroom, the kitchen and bookcase in the living room. The desk, also, went into her bedroom; Callum’s typewriter sat on top of it. Celia, her daughter, took the day bed. She had the rooms redecorated, and paid for a carpet, a sofa and a couple of chairs. It looked lovely, she thought. But still, every time a new lodger arrived to view her property, she watched them gaze about, and felt guilty. Sorry, Callum, she’d say under her breath, but it had to be. It was either this or starve.


‘Not much to it, really. But my last lodger was happy here. I will leave you to yourself, but I do come in here once a week to water Henry,’ she said to James.


He looked puzzled.


‘The plant. A bit twee to give plants names, I know, but I’ve had him for years. I think he merits some sort of acknowledgement for staying alive for such a long time. I’ll let you see the kitchen, which, I’m afraid we’ll have to share. Still, it won’t be too bad, I’m rarely in there.’


The kitchen was huge and a bit neglected. There was a large table, round which stood seven or eight assorted chairs. Its top was cluttered with newspapers, mail, books and pot plants. Pine units ran the length of one wall, a cooker in the middle of them; the tops were white-tiled, littered with crumbs and coffee stains, illuminated by sunshine streaming through the window. Copper pots hung from hooks overhead, and the wall opposite the units was covered with a collection of oil paintings. James could tell that once this room had been the hub of a household; it had been alive and busy. It had stories to tell.


‘You can have the three cupboards on the right,’ said Bibi. ‘And that fridge is yours.’ She pointed to the newer of two fridges standing side by side behind the door. ‘The other’s mine. Like I said, I don’t like sharing.’


‘You don’t like sharing?’ asked James.


‘Well, some things. A bottle of wine, my bed once upon a time. I shared everything with my husband – food, obviously, toothpaste, some clothes even, a child or two. I have even shared a child with another woman, but I don’t talk about that. These days, I like to keep some things to myself. I come from a large family, six brothers and sisters. Personal belongings become precious.’


James said, ‘Ah,’ and asked if he could take another look at the rooms.


Bibi led the way. ‘The bed is an heirloom. My family, not my husband’s. It was among the few possessions my mother spirited away from her home before everything had to be sold to pay death duties on my father’s estate. My husband’s family had nothing worth inheriting.’


‘Your husband?’


‘Callum, died fifteen years ago. A man of many passions, socialist, trade unionist, poet, orator, but in the end he was faithless. Believed in nothing, not politics, unions, literature. Except love, he believed in that. Though, of course, love never comes without complications, don’t you think?’


James nodded. Sympathetically, he hoped. He wanted to make an impression. He wanted to come and live in these rooms.


‘It must have been quite a squeeze at home with all those brothers and sisters.’


‘Good heavens, no. We had an enormous house. A mansion, really. Twenty rooms. There was always somebody getting lost, usually me. I was a wanderer. Lovely times, huge parties, picnics, guests every weekend. After my father died, we lost pretty much everything. I always meant to go back and look at that old house. Never did get round to it.’


‘Where is it?’ asked James.


‘North, Inverness way.’


James nodded again. He went through the bedroom to the small living room, where he stood quite still and looked around him. He breathed the air and smelled . . . what? Lilies? Sandalwood? He didn’t know. But there was peace here, stillness. Who among his old acquaintances – for he never did have many friends – would believe he might live in rooms like these?


Bibi watched. He seemed to have forgotten she was there. She had been about to tell him there were other people interested in viewing the rooms. She’d actually been hoping for a woman. But, right now James reminded her of somebody, and her heart stopped. Something strange happened inside her – a rush and tumble of emotions. This surprised her. She’d long forgotten such things could happen. It was the way he stood, the concentration on his face, the intensity of his scrutiny of the furniture, the view from the window, the jade boxes on the mantelpiece, as if he could see something others couldn’t.


Graham, Bibi thought. My God, it could be him.


Though, of course, it wasn’t, Graham had left many years ago. For a moment she wondered if perhaps he had returned to her in some mystic way to let her know he was all right. But she didn’t believe in such things. Besides, the young man she was looking at was smaller than Graham, slighter, and with fair hair, while Graham’s had been dark. And, of course, he was much younger. Graham would be in his forties now. Still, in this light, watching his face – the high cheekbones, the thin lips, the long forehead – the resemblance was uncanny.


So she didn’t say that there were others coming to view the rooms. Or that she was waiting for a decision from a previous viewer. Instead she said, ‘So, when can you move in?’


‘I can have the rooms?’ asked James.


‘Absolutely. I thought that was the purpose of the visit. I’m certainly not going to put up with a huge crowd of potential lodgers arriving every half-hour or so to view them. No, you seem fine to me. You’re not a rapist or murderer, are you? You don’t play loud rap music at unspeakable hours of the morning? You’re not going to be entertaining dubious people like drug-pushers, I assume.’


She wanted him here so she could look at him. This might have been what Graham was like in those early years when he was first away from her. The time in his life when he’d moved from being a boy to becoming a man. The time, too, when he’d been angry with her. She didn’t know if he still was.


‘No.’ James shook his head, quite appalled that she might think he was a rapist or murderer who played loud rap music and invited drug-pushers round.


‘Well, you’ll do then. I’ll contact the agency and they’ll get you to sign the lease. There’s three months’ rent in advance, returnable when you leave, less any money for breakages. You’re not prone to breaking things, are you?’


‘No,’ said James. And he blushed. He was. Sometimes he got nervy and things just fell from his hands, or he felt his elbows were out of control and seemed to knock over things he hadn’t noticed were there.


‘Excellent,’ said Bibi. She’d noticed the blush, and thought, Yes, he looks like someone who doesn’t fit his body. It acts on its own without him being able to do anything about it. He has an elbow problem. She led him up the hall towards the door. ‘I don’t supply linen. But your electricity and heating are included in the rent.’


‘Fine,’ said James. He paused, staring at a framed photograph on the wall. A family gathered round a table outside a long, low building. It was sunny; there were pots of begonias by the open door, a vine climbed a pergola, sprawled green and vibrant over the gathering below. The table was spread with plates of food, bottles of wine, glasses. James longed to know what it was they were all eating, but didn’t like to peer too closely.


‘France, about twenty-five years ago,’ said Bibi, coming to stand beside him. ‘A family holiday. That’s Callum.’ She pointed to the man, smiling, raising a glass of wine, nearest to the camera. He was tall, wore a straw hat and small wire-rimmed spectacles. His shirt was denim, collarless, his trousers white, worn and baggy. On his feet was a pair of sandals. He looked to be in his sixties, but he was tanned, handsome.


At the far end of the table was a woman, also tall and tanned. She wore a long calico dress, was leaning on her elbow, head in hand, smiling, a tumble of dark chestnut hair falling past her arm. She was, James thought, the most strikingly good-looking woman he’d ever seen. Her face was open, humorous, sensual. The dress was low cut; James could see her breasts: not all of them, but enough to know he was looking at someone who was earthy and very sexy.


‘Me,’ said Bibi. ‘Not altogether sober, I have to tell you.’


James nodded. He was swamped with envy. He wanted to be there, with those people, drinking wine, joining in the jokes and banter, laughing. ‘There’s a lot of children there,’ he said.


‘Mine,’ said Bibi. ‘All five of them. Liz, Roddy, Celia, Graham and Beth. Though not necessarily in that order. Roddy’s the oldest,’ she pointed to a young man of about twenty, ‘and that’s Beth. Three at the time.’ Squatting by Callum’s knee was a round and happy child wearing nothing more than a pair of yellow knickers; she was waving a spoon. ‘Nothing like that now, of course. She’s twenty-eight and full of herself. There’s always a tendency to spoil the youngest. You’ll meet her, no doubt. She usually drops by when she’s short of cash or when some steamy romance goes awry. And I’m afraid these things happen rather a lot.’


James smiled and nodded. Steamy romances that go awry; yes, he knew about that. ‘You had a big family.’


‘Yes,’ said Bibi. ‘Making babies was one of the few things Callum and I did together. We got rather good at it. We disagreed about most things: politics, religion, books, music. But when we got into bed, well, we did rather enjoy ourselves.’


James said, ‘Yes, well.’ There was something about a woman of Bibi’s age talking so candidly that embarrassed him. He didn’t think they should. Old ladies, he thought, should leave carnal doings behind them and never mention them. ‘Is this a big flat?’ he asked. ‘Where did everyone sleep?’


‘It’s enormous,’ said Bibi. ‘Far too big for me on my own. The family is always trying to persuade me to move into something smaller. But this is home, has been for the past forty-odd years. I’m settled, won’t leave unless it’s in a box. Which may be soon enough.’


James smiled. ‘Surely not.’ He didn’t want that to happen. He’d have to find somewhere else to live.


‘My room is down the hall a bit from yours, opposite the kitchen. Then there’s the drawing room, as Callum liked to call it. Beyond that there’s a further four bedrooms. All empty now the family has flown the nest,’ Bibi said, heading for the front door. She turned, held out a hand for James to shake. ‘See you next week then. I’m sure you’ll be very happy here.’


James had walked back to the leasing agency in Dundas Street. He signed the lease and wrote a cheque for the deposit, thanked everyone very much indeed, and left. He walked towards the town centre, looking for somewhere to have a cup of coffee. It was cold, a wind sweeping up from the Forth; people busied past him, clutching their coats, huddled against the chill. He stopped. What a strange old woman, he thought. All that stuff she told me, and me an absolute stranger. He frowned, remembering the conversation he’d had with Bibi. He hadn’t taken it all in at the time. What had she meant when she’d said she’d shared a child? He shrugged. Old ladies, they rambled.




A Chance to Make a Statement


Celia phoned Beth. ‘You’ll have to take her, I can’t. I have clients back to back all day. Two root canals and some bridgework on a policeman who has a phobia about dentists. Huge bloke, reduced to jelly by the sound of a drill. Then I have to be home by six, it’s Olivia’s school concert tonight. She’s doing a solo on her flute, some Mozart thing that frankly I’ve heard so much I’m not sure I want to sit through it again. The state she’s in, she’s worse than my policeman.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ said Beth. ‘She’ll get on that stage and dazzle everyone.’


‘I know. But I’ll have to sit on one of those hard little school chairs for two hours, and my back’s killing me.’


‘Dentist’s back,’ said Beth. ‘A well-known condition.’


‘I know. I’m going to a chiropractor next week. Anyway, our mother, can you take her to the clinic? I’m not going to manage it.’


‘When’s her appointment?’


‘Two o’clock.’


‘My lunchtime ends at half one.’


‘Well change it. You can do that. You’re sleeping with the boss, for heaven’s sake. That should get you some privileges.’


‘I don’t like to take advantage of my situation. It annoys my colleagues,’ said Beth. ‘There is jealousy and aggravation.’


‘Just change your lunch hour and take Mum to the clinic.’


Beth said she would but that she wasn’t staying to drive her home. ‘She’ll be ages. She’ll pester the doctor and try to sort out the National Health Service. Will she be at home?’


Celia sighed, ‘No, she’ll be at the allotment. She goes there every day if it isn’t raining. God knows what she does.’ She looked round at her reception area. She was proud of it. It was relaxing, pale green, a colour known to be soothing. There were paintings of tranquil landscapes on the walls. A sofa, a couple of leather chairs stood beside a table with a selection of mind-enhancing books about meditation, keeping calm, finding inner peace. Celia desperately tried to convince her patients that a visit to the dentist could be an enriching experience. She played music as she drilled and poked inside people’s mouths – Mozart, Chopin or Schubert trilled out, barely audible above the whine of her expensive equipment. But somehow this decor, a call for inner peace, didn’t work for her if she was talking about, or even thinking about, her mother. Bibi always made her nervous.


‘She sits in that little shed talking to other old gardening types, drinking red wine, sorting out the world. Look, it’s quarter to nine, I have to get up and get ready for work,’ said Beth.


‘You’re not up!’ said Celia. ‘What sort of job do you have? I’m calling you from work. I’ve been here for an hour. I’ve already seen two clients.’


‘God,’ said Beth, ‘going to the dentist is bad enough; going at dawn must be hell.’


‘It’s the only time of day some people can manage. They have responsible jobs.’


‘I have a very responsible job. I may not get into work before ten, but I never leave till well after six. And I often have to work really, really late.’


‘Taking people to dinner isn’t work,’ said Celia.


‘Is too,’ said Beth. ‘You have to project, smile, keep the conversation going. It isn’t the same as going out with friends.’


Celia snorted and said she had to go. Deirdre, the receptionist, had arrived and was making coffee, and she had a lot of paperwork to get through before her first root canal at nine fifteen.


Beth put the phone down and lay back, her head filled with things she didn’t want to do – get up, go to work, fetch her mother from her allotment and take her to the clinic. But then her life these days was so packed with things she didn’t want to do, she’d lost track of what it was she did want. She told herself often that she had to take hold of her existence, get some direction, find something that roused her passions, gave her a reason to get out of bed in the morning.


She would have liked to blame this apathy on her mother, but couldn’t. Both her mother and her father, when he was alive, had doted on her. They’d encouraged any interest she showed in anything. So there had been dancing classes, piano lessons, horse-riding, trips to the cinema, books about horses, astrology, biographies of rock stars and actors she’d taken an adolescent shine to, posters, CDs. They’d cuddled her when she was little, carried her on their shoulders, laughed at her jokes, which were mostly pathetic, welcomed her friends into their home, accommodated her eating fads. No, she couldn’t fault them, though she desperately wanted to. In fact, and she was loath to admit this, they’d given her more of their time, affection and actual material things than they had any of her four siblings. And look at them, all in good jobs, buying houses, bringing up children, and all of them happy. Or making a show of being happy. Except Graham, of course, but then he might be happy now. Beth didn’t know. Nobody in the family knew. Graham was lost to them, nobody knew where he was.


And look at me, she thought. What am I? A marketing liaison assistant. What the hell is that? People looked impressed when she told them what she did. They also looked blank. ‘I liaise,’ she’d say. ‘I work for the PR department in an advertising agency, and I liaise between departments and with financiers and clients.’


‘At the moment,’ she’d once told a woman at a dinner party, ‘I’m working on an exhibition of graphics used in advertising and I’m liaising between the people who are mounting the exhibition, the exhibitors, and the people who are financing the whole thing.’


The woman had looked mildly impressed, and more than a little blank. Beth thought she had sounded pretentious and absurd. In truth, she’d been sleeping with Bradley, who owned the agency and who was bright, hardworking and creative. And when she’d complained of having nothing to do, and needing money, he’d put her on his payroll. Then he’d thought up a name for the job he’d given her, which was a very creative bit of thinking. Now she did at the office the same things she’d done when she wasn’t working: she emailed and phoned her friends, chatting and arranging outings to the cinema and restaurants. ‘I’m a sham,’ she told herself.


The allotment was fairly large. Bibi had rented it from the council for the past thirty years. She grew a selection of vegetables – onions, cabbages, cauliflowers, broad beans and mangetout peas. Herbs flourished, as did the fruit bushes. Once, everything had been brought home and put into the freezer or made into jam. Now, with nobody around but herself, she gave most of it away. The flowers she kept, though she rarely picked them. She liked tall blooms, ones with a swagger – delphiniums, dahlias, hollyhocks – and rarities: black lilies, dark purple poppies, a selection of unusual fritillaries. The front of her borders was thick with clustering green and black pansies. She had fifteen or so assorted clematis and several different kinds of lavender. She had planted salmon-pink verbascum and tall white daisies to add to the mix.


These days, the allotment, with its winding brick paths, small white picket fences and vibrant flowerbeds, was a little neglected. Weeds had pushed up through the cracks in the path, and the small shed where the tools were kept, and where Bibi sat by an old electric heater, needed painting. But that was not why the council had, a couple of years ago, tried to evict her. The notice to vacate the premises had been issued on account of the marijuana.


She had vehemently denied growing it. I’m old, she wrote to the council, very old indeed. Why would I grow such a thing? I don’t even know what it looks like. I fear it must have been planted by some local youths up to mischief. Had I discovered it, and known what it was, I’d have whipped it out immediately.


The council had replied that in the circumstances, Bibi could keep her allotment. But they advised her to keep a close eye on what might be growing in it, and should they find any more illicit substances on the small plot of land, they’d terminate their agreement.


Bibi had decided to stop cultivating her marijuana anyway. It wasn’t the same, she’d decided. She’d puffed a little dope in the sixties, but that had been to get high. Now it was to dull her aches and pains and to help her dwindling eyesight. And that was a bit sad, she thought. Still, it had been pleasant to sit of an evening with two or three of the other gardeners, all pretty much the same age as herself, and drift into a mutual reverie of calm. She’d told her fellow indulgers – Dave, Wilma and Brian – that from now on they’d have to get their kicks from something else. They all started to drink wine after their hoeing and weeding and watering. They took this as seriously as they had their rolling and sharing of spliffs. The red was opened before any gardening started, to allow it to breathe; the white was kept in Brian’s shed in the small chiller he’d bought. In the end, Bibi decided, she preferred the alcohol. It loosened their tongues; they’d chat, exchange gossip and complaints about the modern world: mobile phones, motorways, credit cards, computers and call centres. They laughed a lot. The spliffs had made them drift into a smiley silence. Wine, Bibi decided, was a lot more sociable, even if it did nothing for her arthritis.


In time, they’d bring some food along. Evenings, when the work was done, they’d sit on deckchairs outside Bibi’s shed with its glass-fronted extension where she nurtured her seedlings, and over Merlot or Chardonnay, sandwiches and Wilma’s fruitcake, discuss the state of the world, their miserable pensions and the best organic spray to get rid of greenfly. What she loved about the allotments was the number of new people who’d turned up over the last few years. Gardening was chic. They were mostly young, mostly keen to grow organically, and enthusiastic. They planted exotic things – small fig trees, squash, okra. Some were discussing forming a collective so they could buy the land and put an end to the threats from building corporations eager to take over the plots and cover them with new upmarket houses.


Once she and Callum would have been in the forefront of such a movement. They’d have organised meetings, petitions, leafleted all allotment holders in the city. They’d have made placards, written to the press, given heated interviews, held a rally outside the main offices of the building company concerned. Now, Bibi was happy to hear all the discussions going on in neighbouring plots without taking part in them. Doing nothing felt a little indolent and apathetic, and made her slightly guilty, but only slightly. Mostly, after years of campaigning for various causes, doing nothing was delicious.


This space was hers, always had been. Callum had not been welcome here. At first, when Bibi started renting the plot, he’d come along. He had helped to lay the brick paths. But then he’d begun to tell her what to plant, and where. He’d mocked her decision to grow Brussels sprouts: ‘Nobody will eat them,’ he’d said. He’d scoffed at her plan to have roses climbing over the shed and to put lupins in the flowerbeds. ‘You’re just a little suburbanite at heart, aren’t you? You’ll be wanting a small square lawn and a perfect row of tulips, I suppose.’


‘No lawn and a clump of tulips,’ said Bibi.


‘This is land,’ said Callum, spreading his arms, swirling to embrace the area. ‘Leave it alone to grow as it’s meant to, encourage natural plants, nettles and the like. Watch it go wild and enjoy the life that will come to it – foxes, badgers, field mice.’


‘Rats,’ said Bibi. ‘I hate rats.’


‘You’re prejudiced. You have no right to hate rats. What have they done to you? They are part of the environment.’


‘Not my environment,’ said Bibi. ‘You leave me alone to do what I want. This is my garden.’


‘It’s your chance to make a statement,’ said Callum. ‘You can say what you feel about small houses, small gardens and small minds. You can give this spot back to nature. You can liberate it.’ Callum had been keen on liberating things.


‘I’ve got a statement to make,’ said Bibi, ‘and my statement is bugger off.’ She poked him in the belly with the end of her hoe. ‘Get off my land. Let me cultivate my space as I want to. Like I said, bugger off.’


Callum had turned and left. He’d taken the car; Bibi had had to walk home. Not that she minded. In fact, there had been a spring in her step; she was feeling jubilant. This hadn’t been the first time she’d stood up to Callum. It had, however, been the first time she’d won.


Callum had not been gracious in defeat. He poured scorn on Bibi’s gardening efforts. He mocked when he came across her poring over market garden catalogues, ridiculed the fruit bushes and packets of vegetable seeds that arrived through the post. But when Bibi came home after a hard day working her soil, arms laden with radishes, lettuces, rhubarb, new potatoes, raspberries, strawberries and gooseberries, and when the fruits of her labour turned up on his dinner plate tasting fresh and juicy, he changed his tune.


‘From our own garden,’ he’d tell guests. ‘We grow nearly all our own food now. We’re practically self-sufficient.’


Bibi let his boasting pass. That was Callum, she told herself. He described everything they did together, every idea they concocted as a couple, in the first person. ‘I did that,’ he’d say. Or ‘It was my idea.’ Every achievement that was Bibi’s own was referred to in the first person plural: ‘We grow our own food.’ He was not a man who liked to be excluded.


Sitting in her shed, remembering her husband, Bibi smiled. There was not a day passed but she did not revisit scenes from her marriage. They haunted her mostly at home, in the flat where they’d lived, fought, had discussions, prepared food, made love. This was why she came here to this shed to sit, when there was little or no work to be done, on her old deckchair by the heater, drinking tea from her Thermos. Callum and her children had rarely come here, so this was where she was nobody’s mother and nobody’s wife. She was Bibi.


She heard footsteps outside and stiffly heaved herself from her chair to see who was coming. It was Beth, wobbling up the cracked old path on absurdly high heels. She saw Bibi’s face bob up at the window and waved.


‘Ready?’ she said as she entered the shed. ‘I’ve come to take you to the clinic. Celia can’t make it. She’s up to her eyes in root canals and other hideous dentisty things.’


Bibi pointed out that Celia was always busy. ‘If it’s not one thing it’s another. She doesn’t know how to relax. Never did.’


Beth folded up the deckchair, then leaned down to unplug the heater. ‘I tried to phone, but you’d already left to come here. You should get a mobile.’


‘What on earth for?’


‘So we can keep in touch,’ said Beth.


‘The world is obsessed with keeping in touch,’ said Bibi. ‘What would we keep in touch about?’


‘Things. Life. How you’re doing. Where you are.’


‘Things,’ said Bibi. ‘What things? What life? You know what my life is like; why would you want constant updates? And you know where I am; if I’m not at home, I’m here.’


Beth held the door open as Bibi packed her Thermos into her bag. ‘But what if you fell down in the street? You could call me or Celia and let us know.’


‘If I fell down in the street, I’d be flat on my back. The last thing I’d be thinking of doing is making a phone call.’


Beth sighed.


‘Next thing you’ll be wanting me to get a computer so I can email people,’ said Bibi.


‘You could easily keep in touch with Roddy. It takes seconds. Press a button and off goes your letter.’


‘I can talk to people on the phone,’ said Bibi. ‘I like to hear their voices. Email is impersonal, and how do you know your letter has got to the person you sent it to? It shoots off into the ether, and you have no idea where it is.’


‘You know it’s got to them because they’ll reply.’


‘And what if they don’t? You’re left thinking you’ve said something rude and they’re not speaking to you. No. No email and no mobile phone for me. The modern world has gone too far. People don’t chat any more. I like voices. I miss voices.’


Bibi padlocked the shed door. They walked slowly down the path.


‘I don’t know why you come here in the winter,’ said Beth. ‘What do you do?’


‘There’s always something to be done. Tools to be taken care of, flower pots to be scrubbed out, a bit of snipping and pruning here and there. Besides, it’s peaceful.’


‘It’s peaceful at home,’ said Beth.


‘Yes, the flat’s very peaceful. It’s just I’m not at peace when I’m in it. Too many memories. They lie in wait for me, hiding behind doors or in drawers, waiting to leap out and destroy my calm.’


At one time, this would have been the cue for Beth to tell her mother she should move, get a smaller place to live. But she knew better than to do that. Bibi would only say, ‘I can’t move out of that flat. Too many memories.’


Beth looked round. The plots were empty now, winter still. Plants, snipped back, had slid below the earth and out of sight. She didn’t know how many garden plots there were, but there seemed to be about twenty or so small sheds. Some painted, some covered with clematis or climbing roses, all leafless now. It fascinated her how many different personalities were expressed here. Some plots had small lawns, some had rose beds, some large vegetable patches. There were fruit trees and clumps of heather and winter-flowering pansies in pots.


She smelled earth, Bibi’s perfume (Calvin Klein that she’d been given for Christmas last year) and drifting from the houses nearby the smell of cooking. Something foreign, Beth thought, curryish. She felt exposed here. Out of place in her business suit, black with a short skirt, and pale pink silk shirt, and high heels. Once she had come here with her mother every Saturday. But that had been years ago, when she was eight. Her interest in working the soil, weeding and hoeing and watching plants push up through the earth, had waned as her interest in music, makeup and boys waxed.


‘Why are you going to the clinic anyway?’ she asked.


‘My yearly checkup, for my angina.’


They reached the car. ‘You’re not going to die, are you?’ said Beth.


‘Of course I am,’ said Bibi. ‘We all are. But it’s not in my immediate to-do list. Also, I’ve just paid my gas and electricity bills. If I was going to die I certainly wouldn’t have bothered with them. I’d go out on a spree with a credit card and leave you lot to pick up the pieces. You’ve all got a good deal more money than I have.’


Beth snorted. ‘We all need more money. Things cost a lot more now than they did in your day.’


Bibi told her that people wanted to buy a lot more than they did in her day. ‘We made do with less. We weren’t caught up with consumerism.’


They got into the car. Bibi fumbled with her seat belt. ‘I think about your father when I’m sitting at the allotment. I didn’t used to. But these days he just floats into my mind. I was young and innocent when we met. It was at one of my father’s parties. Not one of the grand affairs. This was more low key. Dinner, then we danced in the drawing room. There were only about fifteen people there. Somebody, I don’t know who, brought him along. It was very fashionable then to have some sort of bohemian at get-togethers. He was quite famous. A poet and communist. We thought we were very bold associating with him. I thought he was gorgeous, so handsome. We put Duke Ellington on the radiogram; everyone was drinking gin and tonic or champagne. He was wearing a pair of baggy corduroy trousers. His shoes were a disgrace, hadn’t seen a lick of polish in their life. My father disapproved. He said you could tell the cut of a man by his shoes. My father also disapproved of Callum’s shirt, which was red. Back then a red shirt was unheard of, shocking. And his tie looked like it had been knitted by his granny. He came over and held out his hand to me. He didn’t ask me to dance, just held out his hand and smiled. He knew I’d take it. It was almost as if this was why he’d come, to meet me, and take my hand and lead me into the middle of the room and dance. He always loved dancing, your father. So we danced. And that was that.’


Beth smiled. She’d heard all this before, many times. But like a child with a favourite bedtime story, she didn’t mind hearing it again and again.




James


James hadn’t always been James. Until recently he’d been Jimmy. Looking back on his Jimmy years, James recalled himself as an ordinary meat-eating bloke. He lived in Manchester and loved it. He could see no reason why anyone would want to live anywhere else. He went to pubs, clubs, he liked clothes, had a fairly large collection of CDs and loved cars. They were his passion. Mornings, in the bus on his way to work, he’d note every one he saw, whispering their names under his breath. ‘Renault, Fiat. Oh, Audi convertible, excellent.’ He thought he had the perfect job. He sold cars, and was considered to be surprisingly good at it. Yes, he thought, ordinary, that was what he’d been. And now he was a disillusioned fool. A dupe who’d been taken in by a liar, and a young female one at that.


Back in his days of being ordinary, he’d had a way of watching people, knowing exactly when and how to approach them. Relaxed, he would saunter up and compliment them on their taste in automobiles. He’d put his hand gently on the car’s roof, strike a relaxed pose and say, ‘Nice, isn’t it?’ He’d enthuse quietly about the car’s petrol consumption, its acceleration, its gadgetry, its colour. He’d invite the customer to sit at the wheel, and offer a test drive, and make it seem as if he wasn’t selling a car at all, just sharing his delight.


He’d started in the showroom at sixteen, cleaning and polishing cars. He’d hosed, shampooed, vacuumed, buffed, seen paintwork and chrome start to gleam, and buffed some more. Watching the shine deepen pleased him. He was happy. He was working with cars. Could anybody ever want to do anything else? In time, his eagerness was rewarded; he was offered the chance to work in sales on Saturdays. ‘Learn the ropes,’ the manager said.


Nobody in the sales team considered James to be noteworthy. The lad, they said, hadn’t the personality to sell cars, or indeed anything. He was too shy, too introverted, he spoke too quietly, he’d no oomph, no swagger. He wasn’t, they’d laugh, a contender. But James did well. He sold cars to people who only bought one because they needed it, and not because they loved cars or saw them as status symbols. People who only knew that you switched on the ignition, released the brake and put your foot on the accelerator, and did not want to think about what went on under the bonnet. And he sold cars to people who were a little ashamed of how little they knew about them. He could flick open a small compartment on the dashboard, provided as a handy space to keep money for parking meters. ‘Cool or what?’ he’d say, as delighted with the novelty as the potential buyer. He could point out that there was plenty of room for a handbag or shopping, or that the boot could be opened by pulling a lever on the inside of the door. ‘Isn’t it fantastic?’ he’d say. ‘I mean, don’t you just love it?’


He was so charming, affable and gently persuasive, he was soon making two or three sales most Saturdays, always to people who knew nothing about cars and found them daunting, and their need for one irritating. It was not long before he was promoted permanently on to the sales team. His colleagues admitted they’d been wrong, ‘Who’d have thought it?’ they said. ‘He can sell cars to people who don’t like cars, just need them.’


James, when he was not talking to customers who knew nothing about cars, spoke the language of the enthusiast. Read all the magazines, watched the television programmes, and when he went to the cinema he didn’t follow the plot line or listen to the dialogue; he looked at the cars. One day, he promised himself, he’d own a Ferrari.


Most of his colleagues thought this unlikely. He’ll make it to an Audi, second-hand, maybe, or a Volvo. He’s not a Ferrari man, they said. They all thought James was one of life’s unfortunates. He just could not cope with the simple business of being alive. The smallest of dilemmas unnerved him. Even something as minor as stepping off the pavement without checking the traffic, then being harshly tooted at by some passing driver, seemed to upset him more than was warranted. He’d jump back and stand apologising to people around him and to the tooting vehicle long after it had disappeared down the road.
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