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‘My old lady turned out to be an absolute fright. Serves me right, I suppose. She wears bold theatrical make-up on a shrivelled face; bright scarlet lipstick which bleeds into the deep folds of her crinkled lips and orangey pink powder which wobbles on the hairs of her chin… She wouldn’t let me in at first.’




 





Alicia Queripel, a retired actress, lives alone with her memories in Shepard’s Bush. Until the day Alison Woodgate appears on her doorstep to visit the old lady she has been ‘allocated’ by Age Concern. Alicia, suspicious, is at first reluctant to be patronized by a mousy do-gooder. They seem to enjoy little in common. How could Alison’s boyfriend Rob compare with Alicia’s dear departed Leonard, a paragon among men?




 





As the weeks pass, however, an unlikely friendship develops over tea and cakes and slowly, through the mingled layers of memory and imagination, an unsuspected pattern starts to emerge.




 





By the author of Playing Fields in Winter, winner of the Author’s Club First Novel Award.
















 







 





‘the old woman is a totally convincing, rather surprising character and Alison is immensely likeable … Angle Cake is well worth reading’


Susan Hill, Good Housekeeping




 





‘a fascinating evocation of what life was like in the English theatre in the 1930’s, cleverly interwoven with the hopes and fears of a young woman of today’


Yorkshire Post




 





‘a story of immense beauty and sadness, written with a rare compassion’


Jewish Chronicle
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Angel Cake





IF IT hadn’t been for the egg, jiggling in the saucepan of boiling water as though it held a small hen soul in torment, Alicia might have answered the bell. Might have, because egg or no egg, she had grown very cautious over the years about answering her door to unexpected callers. Who wouldn’t be cautious, in the early evening, on a Sunday, in all that wind and rain, in October, in Shepherd’s Bush? The unexpected callers charged through Alicia’s nightmares: big brutal boys with shaven heads and bicycle chains, swaggering youths with flick-knives and ammonia. She saw the pictures of their victims in the papers: Annie and Bill Edgerley, aged eighty, who had sustained multiple and mesmerizing injuries: slashed ears, severed fingers, signed backsides. ‘They were vicious sadists,’ said Annie from her hospital bed. ‘Animals are like kings and queens compared to these men.’ Constance Clarke, set upon as she came home from the over-sixties lunch club, and her little pink pigskin handbag – bought thirty years ago in Debenham and Freebody and irreplaceable now – snatched from her arthritic grasp. Constance said, ‘This used to be a pleasant area, but nowhere is safe these days.’ In Alicia’s nightmares, bloodshot eyes looked in through the letter-box and she heard grunting, long knives wiggled menacingly through the keyhole. So there is no telling, egg or no egg, whether she would have answered the bell in any case.


She was going to have the egg, soft-boiled, with two nicely cut triangles of bread and margarine, and the last old piece of striped swiss roll for afterwards. The bread was ready on the dresser with the egg-cup, cosy and spoon, and when the egg was done – four minutes by the kitchen clock – she would carry the tray into the front room and eat what she had set out on it nice and slowly in front of the television.


She was lost in her reverie when the bell rang. Propping herself on the draining-board beside the cooker, she was staring into the bubbling saucepan while her thoughts – if you could call them thoughts – slid after one another, changing shape and tenuously connected, like the droplets of coloured oil going round and round in those modern lamps she had seen in shop windows. The egg tapped against the side of the saucepan. The hollow dry tapping sounded like the branch of a tree against a window-pane. In their last home in Gascoigne Gardens, a tree used to tap on their bedroom window-pane. Leonard said that tree had majesty. He would never let her have it trimmed, even though it kept her awake night after night. Leonard liked his eggs poached …


The bell savagely pierced her reverie. She was jolted away from the draining-board, immediately sick with the thudding of her heart. She looked around the kitchen wildly for a weapon, or escape. The unexpected callers of her nightmares crashed through the stained-glass panels of the front door and came bounding down the hall to set upon her. Her legs betrayed her. Then in desperation she remembered her egg and, strange to relate, it soothed her, for of course there could be no question of answering the bell with a four-minute egg on the boil. There could be no question of her going to the front door and facing possible danger. She propped herself once more against the draining-board, defiantly, as though her attitude would discountenance the caller, and looked with exaggerated importance up at the clock to see how long her egg had to go.


When the bell rang again, she whistled. ‘Ring, ring,’ she thought scornfully, ‘I shan’t pay a blind bit of notice!’ But curiosity began to compete with fear. It was, after all, unusual for anyone to ring Alicia’s bell. She put her head a fraction round the door-jamb and peered cautiously down the hall. It was already nearly dark inside, but outside the great street-lamp which doused her bedroom in its orange glare shed some light into the porch and, to her astonishment, she saw that the shadow on the other side of the stained glass was small and slight, like a child’s. She was so astonished, having half-expected to see the hulking shape of a fully-grown criminal, that she left her head sticking out of the kitchen doorway, even though the caller could then have seen her if he had bent down and looked through the letter-box. But he didn’t look through the letter-box: he rang the bell a third time. Alicia felt so superior then – if it wasn’t a child up to mischief, it must be a mistake – that egg or no egg, she did very nearly go to answer the door. She would have enjoyed giving the foolish mistaken caller a good telling-off, about disturbing people who had plenty to do and about carelessness in taking down addresses. But as she watched his shadow, her lips pursed in disapproval, he coolly turned round and walked away. She was almost disappointed. When it was already too late, it occurred to her to hurry into the front room, where the light was prudently off, and look out gingerly between the net curtains to see the back of him as he walked away down the street. But the street was empty.


With all the commotion, her egg would be overdone of course. She carried the tray resentfully into the front room, turned on the standard lamp and drew the curtains. She had already set the television on the right channel and now she switched it on: She sat down in her armchair and took the tea-tray on to her knees. After a moment or two, the familiar biddable faces materialized on the grey screen. She considered them for a moment coldly – a new and unflattering hairstyle, that announcer – and then she turned to her tray. Kept company by the faces on the screen, she cracked the eggshell.




*





Today is our first anniversary, the first anniversary of Rob and me. When I told Rob this at breakfast, he flatly denied it, claiming it was impossible that we had met in October because this time a year ago he had not yet started work on Print-Out and so he would have had no reason to come to the museum. Then he went back to reading his newspaper, but a little while later, to show me that he was not being uncommunicative, he exclaimed how sickeningly hypocritical it was to claim that since the Second World War we had known four decades of peace, when there were wars which no one took any notice of raging constantly all over the globe.


But I have always kept my old engagement diaries after the year is out and I know I am right because the following week, the last week of October, there is an entry which read, ‘R. Wright (drink). 6 p.m. Main Entrance’ and that is the first appearance in my diary of the name of R. Wright.


As if there were any likelihood of my forgetting. It was the middle of the afternoon when Rob came in, too late to be still buoyed up from the freshness of the lunch-break and not yet near enough to closing time for revival. We were sitting idly at the Enquiries Desk, my friend Mary-Anne Craig and I, tired even of our own gossip but keeping up a slack pretence of discussing museum intrigues. We were supposed to be proof-reading our department’s contribution to the catalogue of the next exhibition: Curtain – the window curtain from 1800 to the present day. I remember one caption, for some silly reason: Shepherds and Shepherdesses. Drape of bucolic frolic. Bequest of Mrs E.P. Bligh. Whether I proof-read that caption that afternoon or the next or the one before, of course I can’t say. But it gives a good idea of what made up my universe when Rob walked into it.


The Enquiries Desk is in the middle of a large hall. The Department of Furniture and Decorative Arts goes off on the right through a large labelled doorway and the Collection of Continental Architecture and Sculpture on the left. One of our recurring grumbles at the Desk is that it is so misleadingly positioned; half the people who come up to us in fact want information about Continental Architecture and Sculpture and we have to redirect them tediously through the other doorway to their own Enquiries Desk which is in the first long gallery on the right. I thought Rob must be interested in Continental Architecture and Sculpture when he walked in. He didn’t look like someone who would be interested in Decorative Arts of the Period 1750–1900. I have a clear picture of him, so out of place in the big hall which is like an upturned basin of greenish light. It still seems that way when he sometimes comes in to collect me now; everything about him clashes with the murky old room, his beard and his strongly defined haircut, his brightly checked shirt and his rugged crêpe-soled shoes on the parquet floor. Naturally, he attracted my attention.


He said, ‘Excuse me, could one of you help me with some information about old living-room furniture?’


He did not use the quiet reverential tone of voice which a lot of people use in the presence of old objects. He spoke in a perfectly natural voice which resounded around the hall and caused a little old lady, bent nearly double over a case of embroidery at the side of the room, to stiffen up and shoot him a disapproving stare.


Mary-Anne, as it happened, answered him. ‘What do you mean by living-room furniture? Could you be a bit more precise?’


That is one of our favourite stock replies at the Desk: ‘Could you be a bit more precise?’ We use it as a cool professional put-down to snub people who don’t appeal to us. I knew Mary-Anne had said it to try and make me smile, but for once I wouldn’t play the game; I didn’t want to snub this interesting-looking man. So I interrupted her. ‘He means the Upper Rooms, Mary-Anne. Isn’t that right? You mean sort of settees and armchairs and occasional tables, don’t you?’


Rob has no recollection of me before I said this. I only drew his attention when I claimed it. He doesn’t remember what I looked like at the Desk as he crossed the hall, nor how I acted when he first spoke to us. I must accept that I was just one of two interchangeable museum employees. My immediate hope at the sight of Rob was not reciprocated.


He said, ‘Frankly, I’ve got absolutely no idea. What else is there in the Upper Rooms? Do they have writing-desks too? I just want to have a look at any old living-room furniture really, to give me some rough ideas. It’s for a television play I’m researching. I definitely want to look at some desks, but maybe settees and armchairs might come in useful too.’


I stood up. ‘I’ll show you where they are. I might be able to help you with some information about them. Then, if they’re not what you’re after, perhaps I can show you something else instead.’


Rob said, ‘Hey, are you sure? I don’t want to take you away from your duties. I can find them myself if you tell me where they are.’


‘Oh, that’s all right,’ I said. ‘It’ll give me a chance to stretch my legs.’ I turned to Mary-Anne and said unnecessarily, ‘If Mr Charles rings for me about those Derby figurines, tell him I’ll call him back.’ I don’t know why I said that really, just to make myself seem busier and more knowledgeable than I am. I could not bear the contrast between the television writer and myself, the skivvy, running his errand. I don’t know whether Rob saw through what I said, but Mary-Anne certainly did. She said mockingly, ‘Oh yes, of course. Every vital message will be faithfully recorded.’ And she waved me to run along, flourishing all her fantastic rings with a sour smile.


We set off through the Textile Gallery. I was excessively conscious of my heels tapping prissily along the wooden floor, while Rob’s crêpe soles trod surely and squidgily beside me. I was wearing my green granny ankle-boots, which do up at the side with buttons. I had bought them at a jumble sale a short time before and I was especially fond of them. But they seemed fussy then and fusty and I wished I were wearing unnoticeable shoes and jeans. Maybe I am attributing to myself, with hindsight, feelings I did not have until later; imagining that subsequent critical comments made by Rob about my clothes and affectations had already been made then. He had a wry amused expression as he walked through the galleries, as though he seldom came into museums and so was struck by the elaborate care with which they cherish yesterday’s everyday objects.


Milton King, a West Indian gallery attendant with whom I swap silly daily jokes, called out, ‘Greetin’s, Alison, taking the air, I see?’ which annoyed me because it showed Rob that I spent most of my day stuck behind the Desk. Rob learnt my name. We walked past the Morrison-Fletcher hangings and up the stairs. Since Rob did not seem inclined to say anything, I asked him, ‘What is your play about?’


He said, ‘Computers.’


‘Computers?’ I exclaimed. ‘What on earth have computers got to do with old living-room furniture?’


Rob smiled his slow ironic smile. ‘It’s not immediately apparent, is it?’ he said.


I felt snubbed. I said frostily, ‘No, it certainly isn’t. Not to someone who prefers old living-room furniture.’


I don’t know why I said that so frostily. Really, it was nearly rude. I think, with furious urgency, I wanted to show the patronizing television writer that I was more than just an anonymous museum functionary, and one in granny boots with a velvet ribbon in her hair at that.


Rob raised his eyebrows – oh yes! a gesture which I was to know and love; that particular peak of query and derision which comes exactly two-thirds of the way along his glossy black brows.


‘Well, you’ll have to take my word for it,’ he answered lightly. ‘And watch the play, of course, when it’s written.’


I talked compulsively about the furniture. In front of every exhibit, I told Rob at breakneck speed when and where it was made and by whom and anything else I could possibly dream up which was remotely relevant. I am sure half of it was wrong. Normally, when you take someone round, you get a chance to prepare your facts and figures properly first. I was embarrassed by the way I had snapped at him on the stairs. After all, he was a ‘Member of the Public’ and it was my job to be polite to him. At the fourth or fifth exhibit, he interrupted me. ‘Look, I don’t want to be ungracious, but would it be OK if I went round on my own? I’d like to make a few notes.’


‘Of course,’ I said woodenly. ‘Will you be able to find your own way back?’


‘Oh, sure,’ Rob said impatiently.


He didn’t stay very long in the Upper Rooms, but I had time to go back to the Desk and swap impressions with Mary-Anne.


She said, ‘Oh, my dear, aren’t we trendy? Don’t we think we’re the best thing since sliced bread?’


I get on very well with Mary-Anne, provided we keep off the subject of men. I suppose I’m an optimist; I still believe men are meant to be a source of happiness. But Mary-Anne has washed her hands of them; she says they are a source of nothing but misery and it’s high time we women realized that we’re better off without them. So I did not tell her, naturally, what an attack of optimism I had had at the sight of the television writer.


To my chagrin, we were drinking our tea when Rob came back; it seemed so much in keeping with the character of a mousy museum functionary which I was trying to shake off. I put down my cup quickly and I said with silly brightness, ‘Well, did inspiration strike?’


Rob shot me a hostile look and then he grinned grudgingly. ‘If only things were so simple,’ he said. ‘I’d like to come back at the beginning of next week and have a look at some of the later stuff you told me about too. Would you be able to show me that?’


When he had left, Mary-Anne turned to me and said, ‘What was that little performance in aid of? I didn’t think you went for that type at all.’


Mary-Anne is very thin, disturbingly thin and consumptively pale. She has frizzy light red hair, which she wears either free in a dangerous giant mass about her head or totally suppressed in a severe bun. That day, it was out in a free-standing mass, alert and quivering a warning. She is fond of extravagant spiky jewellery and black. She did not look a happy advertisement for her philosophy.


I said to her teasingly, ‘Mary-Anne, watch out. Pride comes before a fall. You never have a good word to say for any male and the day you fall for someone, think what a fall that will be!’


Mary-Anne shrieked a shrill hysterical laugh, far too high-pitched for our surroundings. But she said nothing more about Rob, which was uncharacteristically discreet, for she is far too much of a crusader to let her interest be deflected by such a cheap counter-attack.


Rob came back, as promised, at the beginning of the next week. I can’t remember if it was Monday or Tuesday. Because I was expecting him to return in mid-afternoon again, I was completely unprepared when he appeared soon after opening time.


‘Would it be a convenient time to show me round the rest of the stuff?’


Actually, it wasn’t. There are a hundred and one things which have to be done first thing in the morning, before the public starts arriving at the Desk, but I didn’t want it to appear to Rob that I was bogged down in bureaucracy. So I said, ‘Hang on a second. I’ll be right with you.’


Rob later admitted that, of course, he would far rather have gone round the galleries on his own. That was much more in character. But he was worried about coming across me somewhere in the museum and my being offended that he had not asked for my help. As he put it, now he had got into this silly situation with me, he thought he had better go through with it.


He wandered around the hall while he waited for me. That day his checked shirt was brown and green, I think, instead of blue and red, and he had on a beaten corduroy jacket. Most noticeably, he was wearing glasses – they were fashionably large, with fine tortoiseshell frames. I admired his face for being one on which glasses looked chosen rather than inflicted.


As soon as I had sorted out the post and prepared the piles of enquiry forms and reproduction request slips, I said to Mary-Anne, ‘I’ll be gone for about half an hour, all right? Cover for me, will you?’


She ‘humphed’ exaggeratedly. ‘No accounting for tastes, I suppose.’


‘Oh, go on!’ I said.


She grinned and gave her flamboyant wave. ‘Run along, run along.’


I hoped that as I stood up and came out from behind the Desk, Rob would notice me and come back from his prolonged examination of the lack of view through the mullioned windows. But he seemed quite engrossed and I had to go right across the hall, stand next to him and say, ‘I’m ready now, if you are.’


He is much taller than I am, of course, and that might explain in part why I felt so much like a little girl on my best behaviour as I showed him round. I even had to hurry a little to keep up with him in the corridors. But the main reason was that I guessed a television writer, who was not in the habit of visiting museums, might make one visit to research a play – or two at the most, if he was very conscientious or there was something he had forgotten to check on – but no more. If my optimism at the sight of him was not to end the way of all my other five-minute fantasies about men seen at lectures and private views, this was my only chance to shine.


I had read all about the rooms we were visiting at the weekend, which shows that at that period of my life I had nothing better to do at weekends. I was well prepared. But I was determined not to rattle away nervously like last time so that Rob politely asked me to leave. I would just volunteer the barest details, but have impressively full and accurate answers to any questions which he might ask. I even wandered off once or twice and left him to concentrate on his researches. I pretended to be re-examining exhibits which I knew by heart. I had a chat with Milton.


‘Who’s the lucky fella, Alison?’


‘Ssh, Milton. He’s a writer I’m supposed to be showing round. He’s researching a play, for television.’


‘Oh, not a friend of yours, then? Too bad. But wasn’t he here the other day too?’


He eyed Rob with a searching bulbous eye. ‘A play for television, huh? What is it – a costume drama?’


I giggled. ‘I don’t think so. He says it’s about computers.’


Milton’s eyes bulged positively dangerously and he burst into a hooting derisive laugh. ‘Com-puters? Com-puters? Whatever is he doin’ here, then? Alison, you’ve been had!’


I tried to argue with Milton, but it was no good. He struck his solid thigh and laughed and laughed. To him, it was obvious that the whole thing was only a ploy and that Rob had come back to the museum just to visit me.


Rob spent less than an hour looking at the furniture, but he made a couple of rough sketches and he took some notes. He did call me over when he had finished looking at everything and asked me a few questions. I could answer all of them; I deserved a gold star. As we walked back to the Enquiries Desk, Rob said, ‘Well, thank you very much for your help. This has been quite an eye-opener. I don’t often come to museums.’


‘Really?’ I lied. ‘Well, I’m glad to have been of help. Do let us know when the play’s going to be broadcast.’


Rob grinned. ‘Thank you. That is a wonderfully optimistic remark. First, it has to be written. Then, it has to be sold.’


‘Oh, well,’ I said awkwardly. ‘Look forward to hearing from you in a year or so’s time.’


‘Even that,’ said Rob, ‘would be phenomenal.’ And then he added, so casually that for a moment I did not take in the full significance of what he was saying, ‘It seems rather a long time to wait to renew contact though, don’t you think? What about a drink maybe, one night next week?’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Um.’


 


And then this morning’s flat denial. As if I could forget; how I blushed abominably and felt obliged to pretend that such an idea had never crossed my mind, how, after I had gracelessly accepted and we had agreed on Wednesday, even Rob had become awkward and said, ‘Now I overheard your name’s Alison, but you don’t even know mine – I’m Rob, Rob Wright.’ How I answered stiffly, ‘The rest of mine’s Woodgate. Pleased to meet you.’


We did not swap phone numbers or anything. Rob said he would meet me at the main entrance of the museum at six o’clock on Wednesday. We parted at the Desk. He could not have turned up. I could have had cold feet and slipped out on Wednesday by the back entrance.


Our ‘anniversary’ has been an absolutely ordinary day. After breakfast, I kissed Rob goodbye where his bald patch is beginning, and he absent-mindedly reached one arm round the back of his chair to pat me in response. I went off to the museum on my bicycle. Then I sat all day at the Enquiries Desk and waited for it to be time to come home.


I could tell that Rob had had a good day’s writing because he wasn’t there. After I have left in the morning, he takes his second mug of coffee into his study and settles down to work. He stays there, whatever happens, until some time in the afternoon – only coming out to fetch coffee or bread and cheese from the kitchen, or matches. To keep up his concentration, he doesn’t answer the telephone when he’s writing and, in fact, if I’m at home, he doesn’t talk to me either. It’s an agreement. He puts the message on his answering-machine; it says: ‘Hi, there! This is Rob Wright’s answering-machine. I’m sorry I can’t be with you right now but, if you can bring yourself to, please leave a message after the tone and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. OK, here comes the tone. Fire away.’ If things are going well, he feels free to stop around the time his friends in offices are finishing work, and he goes out for a run or to meet one of them for a drink. If they aren’t, I find him still battling away – in a filthy mood – when I come home at half-past six. I look up as I turn the street corner from Holland Park Avenue and, ironically, I have been trained to feel disappointed if I see the light is on in his study window and pleased if it is not.


There was a note for me on the kitchen table: ‘Alison! Did you know you were living with a genius? Got to end of first draft of Print-Out and gone to meet Andy at The George. Join us there and then all go for a curry? Rob.’


As I walked over to join them through the purple-orange London evening, my thoughts idled back over the year that has gone. In such a short time, so much has changed. I relished the way my whole life now revolves around Rob. He turned out to be unswerving, the kind of man about whom people say jealously, ‘He knows what he wants,’ and I had to be incorporated into his life rather than he into mine. But I was sure I liked it that way. Only recently it occurred to me that this might be a cheery rationalization of a situation I can do nothing about. I still don’t quite understand why I abruptly decided – in this, the week of our anniversary – that it was time I had a patch of my own again. It doesn’t make sense, if I’m as happy as I keep telling myself I am. And I know I am, because even while I was thinking these thoughts, I kept looking forward to seeing Rob’s welcoming grin across the smoky pub and to being squeezed ‘hello’ in his particular hug. I didn’t tell Rob about what I have done because I was embarrassed to admit that I had such feelings. I was embarrassed about what it was I had chosen to do; he would think it so geriatric. After an interview with the local branch of Age Concern, I have been allocated a housebound old lady whom I am going to visit once a week. I went to her house for the first time last Sunday but, oddly, she was out.




*





Alicia awoke on Monday morning with no memory of her unexpected caller of the evening before. This was the effect of her sleeping pills, which she took not so much to find sleep as to suppress her dreams. In the early days of their marriage, she and Leonard had always told each other their dreams first thing on waking, so that they could share even those black hours when they were of necessity apart. In those days, her dreams had always been perfectly presentable, she fancied; nothing that she need be ashamed of recounting, domestic in their detail maybe, but nothing like the gruesome visions which tormented her today. She thought they were every bit as bad as those video nasties the papers were always full of and she wondered guiltily why, if the videos could be banned, there wasn’t something which could be done to stop those frightful night-time showings in your head. At first, after Leonard’s death, she had welcomed her dreams, for they were a way of being reunited with him. She replayed her favourite dream reels night after night: Leonard in a straw boater, when they were courting, on the seafront at Eastbourne; Leonard going down on bended knee in her dressing-room to propose to her; Leonard waiting for her at the altar in a grey top-hat. Only, as the years went by, the difference between the real Leonard she remembered and the Leonard in her dreams grew distressingly until, in her dreams, he was no longer even recognizable and his actions were completely out of character. Imaginary burglars, muggers, breathe it not, rapists came along too until, in the end, her nights became quite unbearable, haunted by savage, unlikely scenarios in which Leonard, preposterously in league with the burglars, subjected her to all sorts of horrors and humiliations. That was when she hit on the sleeping pills and she had stuck to them ever since, taking them steadfastly as a kind of chemical censorship to confound the forces of darkness.


In the mornings, her head was heavy. It took her several minutes to remember where she was and, when she did, it was invariably a disappointment. She would rather have woken in almost any of the other houses she had lived in: Gascoigne Gardens, Albion Crescent, Mrs Pritchard’s, even in the boarding-house in Eastbourne. When she felt sufficiently restored to move, she went slowly to the bathroom and then, in her dressing-gown, down to the cold kitchen. She knew that, one of these days, she would no longer be able to manage the climb up and down the stairs and that then she would have to rig up a bed in the front room and wash as best she could in the scullery out at the back. The upstairs of the house would disappear as though it had been sliced off. She prayed that day was still far off, but every time she went down the stairs she made a point of carrying something dear down with her, in preparation. She had been doing this for about two years, she thought, but she was still a long way from completing her task. It was fraught with insuperable difficulties; although the downstairs of the house was now noticeably cluttered and the upstairs in places already bare, she had not yet carried down the half of what she wanted. Some of her belongings were too big for her to carry: the bed itself, of course, the chest of drawers, her favourite travelling trunk. She had emptied the drawers of the chest and painfully brought them down one at a time, but the chest itself would have to stay upstairs. Some of the things she had already brought down, she would suddenly miss upstairs: the gilt-framed mirror, the glass-domed clock. But she saw no other way of ensuring herself a comfortable decline. This morning, she picked up a white porcelain figurine of a little lady flinging up her hands in ecstasy, chosen and put ready at the head of the stairs the night before, and set out carefully. It was not until she reached the bottom of the stairs and stood facing the front door that she remembered the short shadow on the other side of the stained glass.


Involuntarily, she drew her dressing-gown closer across her collapsed breasts, as though someone were still out there, looking in at her. She patted her hair with her free hand and stared searchingly at the door, struggling with her dulled memory. Who on earth could it have been? And what a nerve! She stood deliberately a little straighter, as if to put the intruder in his place. How many times had he rung? And on a Sunday, at that hour too. She turned her back on the door with exaggerated purposefulness as if to show him that, whatever his business, he was not wanted here.


The memory of the shadow followed her into the kitchen, she filled the kettle at the stiff tap and, on her third attempt, she lit the gas. What month was it, she suddenly thought? Surely too early for ‘Penny for the Guy’? She went into the scullery where, she remembered, there was a calendar, but it turned out to be from two years previously, and displaying a midsummer page of a glorious flowery meadow which she had kept up because the picture cheered her. Drat it, she knew it was October and it didn’t help her identify her caller at all.


All the time she was preparing her breakfast, all the time she sat at the kitchen table eating it – for even tea and a slice of bread and margarine can be a business with dentures – the mystery worried her. It returned every time the sight of the front door or something else reminded her of it. And, as the morning progressed and no other event occurred to upstage it, it began to plague her.


As if an ominous presence had been positioned at the front door to snoop on her, Alicia began to act that Monday morning as if she had an audience. She was careful not to dab at her dripping nose with the back of her hand, nor to pick up breadcrumbs from her plate with the moistened tip of her finger. She felt that she no longer had her house to herself, although she scolded herself several times for being ridiculous. She wished that there were someone she could tell about the mystery, and she calculated when she would next have someone in the house whom she could talk to. Monday; that meant there were still two whole days before her home-help came on Wednesday, and her home-help was not a person in whom she would wish to confide anyway. The more she resolutely avoided paying attention to the footsteps on the pavement outside, the louder they resounded. The more she kept her face averted from the front door as she went through the hall, the brighter the stained-glass flowers blossomed.


Once, towards lunchtime, when she had her ears strained for the lady from the Meals on Wheels, a new thought nearly formed in her head, to the effect that it was nonsensical that here she was, so petrified because someone had come and rung her bell, and at the same time she was desperate because she had no one to tell about it. The thought nearly formed but, requiring greater mental agility than drugged Alicia could manage, it did not.




*





I was the first one at the main entrance of the museum, of course. Because Rob wasn’t there yet – anyway, who knew if he would turn up at all? – I walked round the museum in the windy dusk. It takes ten minutes to walk right round the buildings. Gusts of wind untidied my carefully combed hair and, coming at sharp angles, brought tears to my eyes. I felt sorry for myself in advance because I thought Rob was not going to be there.


By the time I got back to the front entrance again, it was nearly a quarter-past six and it must have been quite clear to Rob – who was by then standing on the steps and looking out for me – what I had done, since I was coming from such an odd direction and so windblown.


He bounded down the steps and said jokingly, ‘Hi, I thought maybe you’d stood me up.’ The sort of joke which can easily be made by someone who has thought nothing of the sort.


I smiled rather forcedly and said unconvincingly, ‘Sorry, I had to deliver a letter.’


Rob never lies.


He did not seem to read any special significance into this beginning. One of the first things I noticed about him was that he goes on living fluently in the present after incidents and comments on which I would get snagged. At night I would replay that first exchange, and others, dubbing my character with brighter better lines. But Rob had already dismissed my botched beginning and with his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slightly hunched against October, he was looking around keenly and he said, ‘Well, you know this part of town. Where’s somewhere decent we can go for a drink?’


I had expected him to take that initiative. Over the preceding days, all my preparations had centred on conversation and clothes and I was thrown into a panic by the responsibility of the choice. The only place I could think of was the little mews pub where all the museum people go. I suggested it hastily and Rob, who had never been there, said, ‘Fine. Why not?’ It is crowded and stiflingly chintzy; that was why not. It would be full of people from the museum too, who would take note and ask me questions in the morning. But by the time I realized all this, we were already on our way there and of course it would have made an even worse impression to change my mind.


Rob was forbearing. He did not burst out, ‘My God, don’t you know anywhere better than this dump?’ He pushed his way to part of a bench seat for us and he capably fetched our drinks. He sat down next to me, managing by the way he spread himself, to cut out the doleful elderly drinker who shared our seat. He placed his cigarettes beside his beer mug and then he concentrated on me. But I sat in a state of miserable embarrassment, sure that my poor choice had spoilt my chances. Rob could not fail to equate the pink pub trimmings with my taste, the staid surroundings with me. I was too absorbed in my own disappointment to pay attention to him.


I had envisaged dinner. I had thought that, after the drink, Rob would suavely suggest that we went on somewhere smart to eat and, when he did not, of course I decided that I had fallen at the first hurdle. I never noticed that he liked me, that he, so capable, found my muddle and embarrassment endearing and that, in the laborious course of our conversation, I had managed to talk ‘fascinatingly’ about an exhibition of the first mechanical toys and capture his interest.


I was completely crushed when, at about eight o’clock, he said, ‘Look, you’ll have to excuse me, I’m afraid, but I’ve got to meet a guy in Fulham at half-past eight. Which way are you going?’ I was convinced then that I had been a failure and, for days afterwards, I sulked over the bungled opportunity.


I didn’t believe Rob’s casual, ‘I’ll be in touch,’ at the Tube and when, about a week later, he rang me at the museum and asked if I was free for dinner one night that week, I was quite angry with him for having misled me.


We went to his friends Jean and Eddy last night. Although they are all in their mid-thirties, hardly any of Rob’s friends are married. Jean and Eddy aren’t married either, but they have a baby. Their baby is called Adam Pluto and all the group of friends dote on him. He is a self-assured, solid baby, who accepts their spoiling with amiable indifference. If he were my baby, I would wash him more. Jean and Eddy give him, in smaller quantities, whatever they are having to eat themselves, and when you bend down to greet him, sometimes you are struck by a waft of pungent garlic breath which seems monstrous coming from such a small pink face. They feed him curry and Chinese take-away too, even though Jean once told us over dinner that it makes his nappies terrible. But when I said to her, was she really sure that babies ought to eat things like that, she answered, why on earth not? That was what they ate in less developed societies and all those special baby foods you saw in the supermarket were nothing but a great marketing ploy.


On our way home that night, Rob took me up on what I had said to Jean. ‘You don’t really believe in all that ready-processed crap, do you, Alison? You don’t think babies should be cellophane-wrapped and sanitized and only introduced to life in gentle stages?’ And quickly and dishonestly I had said no, no.


That was one of the few occasions when I stuck my neck out and challenged their group thinking. They are all taking Adam Pluto’s upbringing very seriously. He is their first prototype baby and they want to do everything right by him. I was not yet on the scene when Adam was born, but I shouldn’t be surprised if Jean’s labour was jointly planned and discussed at the dinner table in just the same way.


Last night’s dinner was in honour of Adam in a way too. Jean and Eddy recently started their own small publishing company and one of their first books is an ‘alternative baby book’, featuring their baby in all the photographs. The official publication date is in ten days’ time, but yesterday being Adam Pluto’s second birthday, they had decided to invite their close friends round for a private pre-publication launch.


Eddy greeted us at the front door, wearing a cardboard badge which read, ‘Adam Pluto’s PRO’.


‘Sick,’ Rob said to him, handing over our bottle of wine. ‘Commercial exploitation of an infant. Sick!’


‘Hi, Rob. Hi, Alison,’ Eddy answered, beaming. ‘Come on in. Meet the mega-star.’


Adam was in the middle of a bad cold and, I thought, should not have been kept up for the party. He was propped, bleary-eyed and wheezing, in a mound of bean bags with a montage of pictures from the book on the wall high above his head. Around him, Eddy and Jean’s friends stood in a vivacious circle, holding their drinks and cracking jokes about Adam’s debut in the media.


‘Rob!’


‘Rob!’


‘Rob!’ everyone said as we came in. Even among his friends – I nearly said his equals – Rob makes an entrance. I come into their parties in his wake, cravenly hoping to be overlooked.


A thin red-haired woman called Madeleine came out of the circle and lunged at him. ‘Rob, you bastard,’ she said. ‘You never sent me those tapes you promised.’


Rob struck his forehead and then clung on to her in apology.


‘Lousy selfish pig,’ she cooed. ‘I know you don’t mean a word you say.’ She generously included me in the exchange by repeating, ‘He’s a mean selfish sod, isn’t he?’


I said, ‘What are they? I’ll try and make sure he remembers them.’ But that was quite the wrong thing to say of course, because Madeleine burst into a mocking exclamation of, ‘Oh, tut-tut, tut-tut!’ and waggled her forefinger at Rob with teasing severity. ‘Make sure you do what the little woman tells you.’ She turned away to answer someone who had called out to her and Rob said to me apologetically, ‘Pissed already.’


‘Rob!’ Jean said behind us. ‘Alison. What can I get you to drink?’


Since our disagreement over the baby food and another difference of opinion about militaristic toys, Jean has made little effort to hide her disapproval of me, which is a pity because, before that, she was the one with whom I got on best, I thought. She is very bustling of course and no nonsense – being half a publishing company and organizing all the things she does for women. But despite her short manner and her air of self-sufficiency, I thought that underneath she must have some secret fondness for shameful old-fashioned aspirations, to have set up such a relatively traditional household and to have had a baby. I thought she liked me because, before the business over the baby food, she used to make a point of singling me out for conversation, not letting me get by as an appendage of Rob’s, but perhaps it was only as a point of principle because I am a woman.


Now when she speaks to me she uses manners, which she – they all – dispense with when they talk to each other.


‘How are things at the museum, Alison?’


‘Fine, thanks, Jean, fine.’


‘Preparations for your big exhibition coming along OK?’


‘Yes. It’s awfully hard work though.’


‘I bet, I bet.’


‘It’s a lovely book, Jean.’


‘Oh, thank you very much, Alison.’


Poor Adam rescued me by choking on a sneeze. Jean had to pick him up and comfort him, although someone said that he was old enough to learn to suffer and if Jean always picked him up when he had a problem, he would not know how to cope in later life.


Rob told me once that, when they were younger, they had all of them been in love with Jean at some time. It is true that she is serenely fleshy and has a Renoir’s peachy skin, but I was still surprised when he told me. Jean behaves as if she would laugh out of countenance anyone who declared his feelings for her. I was even more surprised when Rob added, grinning, that they had all of them slept with her too. How can she bear to have them all together at her parties? What surprised me most though was Rob’s conclusion: ‘I suppose that’s why we’re all so dotty about Adam. We feel that we all fathered him. OK, it was Eddy in the event, but it could just as easily have been Andy or Clive or me.’


I can’t help remembering this every time I see Jean, the fleshy shared figurehead of the group. Last night, I looked around the party and I imagined various of the men there knowingly eyeing Eddy and Jean and violating their intimacy with their knowledge. For the first time, it occurred to me that Eddy was probably the one to be pitied. He did seem small and insignificant and almost arbitrarily chosen out of the crowd, and baby Adam the sticky fruit of a collective fantasy.


Jean and Eddy had laid out dinner on the kitchen table. People helped themselves and ate wherever they were comfortable. Rob had gone off to talk to a man who might be going to produce a drama workshop version of his last play and I found myself sitting on the floor beside Andy Ellis who is, I suppose, Rob’s best friend, although the term ‘best friend’ is far too sentimental for the way they vigorously run each other down. Physically, Andy is the opposite of Rob: thin and blond and jittery. Rob call him a self-destructive nutcase. He calls Rob a compromised materialist. They have been friends since university.


Andy said, ‘Mm, Jean’s a really good cook, isn’t she?’


I thought of how things might have been when it was his turn to have Jean. I agreed: ‘Tremendous! I wish I could make ratatouille like this.’


I observed carefully what Jean and Eddy had done and what dishes they had cooked, to see if I could do likewise in my turn. I was conscious that since I came to live with Rob nearly nine months ago, we have not given any parties. I can think of a number of explanations for this and one or two of them are worrying. At the end of November, though, it is Rob’s thirty-fifth birthday and I am determined to overcome my nerves and hold a birthday party for him.


‘It’s a gift,’ Andy said tactlessly. ‘It’s not a question of recipes, I think. Either you can or you can’t.’


‘And these quiches,’ I went on desperately. ‘I’d give anything to be able to make quiches like these.’


At the end of the evening, when everyone was drunk enough, Eddy and Jean were persuaded to show the video that will publicize the book. We turned out the lights and on the television screen there appeared, I think to everyone’s surprise, Eddy and Jean in bed together, apparently making love. There were whistles and catcalls from their friends. Suddenly Jean sat up and, abandoning Eddy as though his role were over, addressed the camera cheerily: ‘Adam was conceived on a long, cold February night. We had great fun making Adam and we do not intend to forget it. That is the gist of our book; bringing up baby should be fun.’ Then there was a picture of a woman groaning in labour. ‘Not me,’ Jean called out. ‘Not me! It’s from the film library.’ ‘I know,’ a male voice answered. ‘We can see those aren’t your legs,’ and there was a lot of laughter. Next Adam appeared, toddling unsteadily on to the screen in scarlet dungarees, and after some rather obvious offstage coaxing, put his fingers to his nose and wiggled them. Jean’s voice in the background said, ‘Yes, Baby Adam thumbs his nose at the rules.’


Afterwards there was quite a fierce discussion as to whether or not this was child exploitation or whether, since the book’s aim was to make children’s upbringing freer and more relaxed, Adam was actually working towards his own liberation. By the time Rob and I got home in the end, it really was terribly late.


Rob is still asleep and I am listening for the first sound of mattress springs from the room next door. When he wakes up, he will call me back to bed. But for now the flat is silent, with a precious temporary silence. Outside, a wintry mist is lifting from the elephantine white houses. The trees along Holland Park Avenue are slowly detaching themselves from the sky. Soaring inside me in a way that is incompatible with sitting in silence, my happiness feels ready to flap and crow.


First comes the love-making. (I have never liked to call it ‘sex’.) Since Rob’s first fascination with a new body has worn off, he has grown very experimental with me. I have no idea where he gets his ideas from, if he read them somewhere, or if he learnt them from someone else, but sometimes I am astonished. I would be quite happy to go on and on the ordinary way for ever, and not need to twist or hold my breath or kneel, but I know better than to appear old-fashioned about that, above all. After the love-making, the breakfast – or as Rob would have it, brunch: fresh oranges, squeezed, and real coffee and muesli and croissants. Rob reading the Sunday papers and exclaiming over the iniquities of the world.


In the afternoon, we usually go out somewhere – for a walk in the park perhaps or to visit some of his friends. In the summer, Rob and his friends play frisbee as though it were a religion. Then at five o’clock, Rob always goes off to his sitar lesson and I tend to do all the silly things that I would not like him to see me do: making my ex-junk-shop clothes from an old velvet bodice and an antique lace collar, working at my toys. Today I shall go back to that grim little road in Shepherd’s Bush, I think, and see if my so-called housebound old lady is in.




*





Alicia did not like her home help because she was black. Put that way, she had to admit, it sounded rather bad, but her feeling was in fact more complicated. She did not like Pearl, first and foremost, because Pearl made her feel she was unkind. However fussy and bossy Alicia was to her, however nagging and nit-picking, Pearl remained serenely unflustered. Whatever demeaning demands and unfair criticisms Alicia heaped on her, Pearl just shrugged and smiled and swivelled. Her giant face received the aggravation like so many microscopic midges. They could not puncture her immense composure. Alicia was naturally infuriated. She expended so much energy hounding Pearl during her Wednesday visits that afterwards she was as worn out as if it was she who had done all the washing and cleaning and laundering herself. And into her exhaustion came the realization that she had spent the only two hours of regular company that she had each week abusing Pearl, instead of talking to her. This made her feel remorse for which, unfortunately, she only disliked Pearl the more.


There were other things about Pearl which she disliked too, of course. She didn’t like the shrieking colours Pearl wore over her outsize person: yellow and purple and turquoise and pink, all jumbled up together so that they quite took your breath away when she came in. Alicia didn’t like her outsize person either. She could not say if she found it vaguely menacing – Pearl, one day driven beyond endurance, would round on her and suffocate her with her size – or if it simply annoyed her that anyone should flourish so much. She didn’t like Pearl’s hair or her nose or her mouth. But Pearl was the one whom the social services had sent; it was Pearl or nobody. Alicia had had such a different picture when she had seen the name Mrs Pearl Cunningham on the form. When Pearl had arrived on her first morning, Alicia knew that she would never forgive her for the disappointment.


When Pearl rang the bell on Wednesday morning, thereby confirming Alicia’s suspicion that it was Wednesday, Alicia came down the stairs as fast as she could. But it was not fast enough to prevent Pearl from ringing the bell again, imperiously, with her big brown forefinger.


‘Goodness gracious,’ grumbled Alicia, opening the door, ‘there’s no need to make such a racket. I was coming as fast as I could. Do you want me to fall down the stairs and break my neck?’


Pearl beamed at her, as if she were a cantankerous but sweet child. Alicia stood back to let her in, or maybe Pearl just billowed in past her. Alicia made a meal of closing the door. ‘I don’t know – if it’s not one thing, it’s another,’ she said.


She had been in two minds whether or not to tell Pearl about her unexpected caller. But now that Pearl was here, she found the temptation to share the mystery was irresistible. It made such a change to have a piece of news of her own, instead of just the usual string of complaints about windows that wouldn’t open, taps that wouldn’t turn and household objects that had been spirited away. She followed Pearl into the kitchen. ‘I said, if it’s not one thing, it’s another,’ she repeated significantly.


Pearl smiled indulgently into the middle distance. She unbuttoned her coat to reveal a shiny black, green and gold blouse bulging above her favourite mauve slacks. With a praiseworthy effort of self-restraint, Alicia banished her reaction to the blouse. ‘You wouldn’t believe the week I’ve had,’ she went on.


Pearl busied herself at the sink. ‘You’re low on Flash,’ she answered.


Alicia felt indignant. Was Pearl ignoring her deliberately? She had bent down into the cupboard to look for something and her big bottom was sticking up quite plainly in Alicia’s direction.


Alicia quivered with fury. ‘What are you rummaging for?’ she snapped. ‘Tell me.’


Pearl straightened up painfully. She said, ‘The rag-bag.’


For some reason, that mortally offended Alicia. ‘Well, kindly don’t,’ she cried shrilly, ‘while I’m trying to tell you something.’


Pearl sighed. To Alicia’s astonishment, she pulled out a chair and sat down at the kitchen table. Alicia completely lost track of what it was she was trying to tell her. She had never seen Pearl sitting down at her kitchen table, or anywhere else for that matter, in all the months that Pearl had worked for her. For a moment, the two of them looked at each other, shocked, and then Alicia – she had no idea what had come over her – was so struck by the sight of Pearl sitting down that she blurted out rustily, ‘Would you like a cup of tea before you start work?’


It was hard to say which of them was the most surprised by this suggestion, but Pearl quickly answered, ‘Oh no, thank you, Mrs Queripel,’ and made to get up.


But Alicia detained her. ‘A most extraordinary thing,’ she gabbled on. ‘I don’t know what to make of it.’


Pearl sat politely at the kitchen table, despite her size a pupil sitting straight for the teacher. But she couldn’t help herself and she had to smother a yawn.


Alicia was so carried away by what she had begun, so eager to share her anxiety, that she ignored this rudeness. ‘I’ve got my theory,’ she said, ‘but I could be wrong.’


Pearl propped her chin on her cupped hands. She looked at Alicia wearily and, for the first time ever, Alicia thought she detected resentment in Pearl’s blood-shot eyes. But her mind was all on her mystery and in a frenzied rush, she carried on regardless.


‘It was on Sunday,’ she said, ‘round about teatime.’ (It suddenly occurred to her that she didn’t know whether Pearl and her family had tea at the same time she did, nor what they had, nor any details of their domestic life at all.) She added, ‘Around five.’ She clasped her hands, for dramatic effect, as she set the scene. ‘It was getting dark. It was raining. I was here in the kitchen, getting my tea – a couple of chops you know, new potatoes and peas – right here by the draining-board, when all of a sudden the bell rang.’ She clutched her hands to her throat to convey her panic. ‘Who could it be? At that hour? On a Sunday? In all that wind and rain? Round here? I was petrified. They didn’t just ring the once, whoever it was, they rang twice, while I waited in here for God knows what. Then I plucked up my courage; I went over to the kitchen door, I stood just here and I looked out to see what I could see.’ She paused, peering up the hall as she had done on Sunday. ‘I got the shock of my life. I was expecting a grown man of course, up to no good, but there was this short little shape out there, no bigger than this. While I was watching, he rang again and as I was debating in my mind whether or not to answer, he coolly turned on his heel and walked away. Didn’t give me a chance to make up my mind.’


‘Gracious,’ Pearl said absently. She stood up. ‘I’ve got to get the house done now, Mrs Queripel. I don’t feel my best today, I’ve been up all night.’


‘Up all night?’ squawked Alicia.


‘At the hospital. My little boy’s been hurt in an accident. He was knocked down in the Uxbridge Road by one of those hit-and-run drivers.’


Straining ferociously, she found the rag-bag at the back of the cupboard. She pulled it out and went into the scullery.


Devastated, Alicia came after her. ‘Hurt?’ she repeated. ‘Badly hurt?’


Pearl ran the taps thunderously into the bottom of the metal bucket. ‘He’s broken one leg,’ she said, ‘and one arm. And he’s lost four of his teeth.’ She didn’t look round; her voice was quite matter-of-fact and it was only from the slightest quiver that Alicia guessed she was crying.


She was so embarrassed and so put out that she left the scullery. Pity only occurred to her immediately afterwards. ‘How dreadful for you,’ she called to Pearl from the kitchen. ‘How very dreadful. Will he be all right?’


She avoided Pearl for the rest of the morning while she worked, a mountain of grief lumbering slowly around the house. Alicia resented Pearl’s tragedy, and her timing which had stolen Alicia’s big scene. She was sorry about the child, of course. Who wouldn’t be? It was a terrible shame. But she couldn’t help suspecting that the boy might not have looked carefully in both directions before he stepped out into the road.


When Pearl was getting ready to go, Alicia could not resist bringing up the subject of her caller once again. ‘Who do you think it could have been?’ she asked Pearl plaintively, as Pearl wrung out the rags.


‘Who?’


‘My visitor, my unexpected caller.’


Pearl sighed. ‘It’s hard to say, isn’t it? It could have been anyone.’


‘But who do you think? I’ve got my theory.’


‘Oh, some kid,’ Pearl answered wearily. ‘Ringing all the bells in the road to bother people.’


‘“Some kid,”’ Alicia repeated scornfully. ‘No, I’ll tell you who I think it was; it was one of those video kids. They watch all those horrible goings-on on the videos, you know, and it drives them wild and then they go out and do the same things to old people. I’ve read about them in the paper.’


‘Do you think so?’ said Pearl absently. She unlocked the back door to hang the rags out on the line. Instead of shivering theatrically and telling Pearl off for opening the door while she was in the room – and without her cardigan too – Alicia followed her out on to the doorstep. ‘Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? Ringing the bell madly like that, again and again?’


Pearl pegged the rags methodically on to the line. ‘I don’t think you ought to worry about it, Mrs Queripel,’ she said kindly. ‘Just put it right out of your mind.’


‘Don’t you?’ Alicia responded indignantly. ‘Don’t you, indeed? Well, let me tell you, I think you’re very wrong. I happen to think this is a matter of some importance.’


Pearl came back into the kitchen past her and Alicia was caught off-guard by a real shiver. ‘I shall catch my death,’ she exclaimed belatedly. ‘We’re not all easy-going and happy-go-lucky, you know,’ she added pointedly to Pearl. ‘Some of us like to keep our wits about us.’ Then she remembered about Pearl’s little boy and she felt dreadful.


Pearl put on her coat. She craned to look at herself in the bit of mirror by the door and gave a gusty sigh.


‘Will you be going to see your boy again today?’ Alicia asked guiltily.


Pearl nodded. ‘After my next job.’


Alicia went and fumbled with her biscuit tin. She was overcome by remorse. There was an older half-packet of Rich Teas in the tin, next to the newer Malted Milks. In an impulsive gesture, Alicia took out the Rich Teas and offered them to Pearl. ‘Here’s a little something for him from me,’ she simpered.


Pear made to refuse. ‘Oh, no, thank you very much, Mrs Queripel.’


But Alicia pushed the biscuits at her angrily. ‘Go on,’ she urged. ‘Take them. He needs a bit of spoiling at a time like this.’


Pearl held them uncomfortably, as if they might blow up in her hands. ‘Thank you,’ she said stiffly. ‘I’d better be on my way. I’ll see you at the same time next week.’


In the doorway, she turned and added, ‘I hope your caller doesn’t come back.’


Alicia was so aghast at this idea, which had not crossed her mind, that she didn’t even answer goodbye. She stayed rooted in the kitchen. She didn’t watch Pearl, as she usually did, swaying off up the street, so she was spared the sight of her marching out holding the biscuits at arm’s length, as though they contained a plague bacillus, and hurling them furiously into the first litter-bin on her path.


Thursday was still distinct because it was the day after Pearl came. Friday was already blurred. Apart from ‘Desert Island Discs’ on the radio, it could have been any day of the week. Alicia’s one luxury would have to be her dentures. The ‘Meal on Wheels’ was a piece of blue-grey fish, muddy-looking boiled potatoes and ancient sprouts. She wondered if her caller would come back. Saturday, she knew it must be Saturday because the ‘Meals on Wheels’ stopped coming for the weekend. She carried down a framed photograph of Leonard on the steps of The Gaiety in Scarborough and put it on the shelf near the front door to keep watch over her. Sunday, when it came, was one long-drawn-out agonizing wait. The possibility raised by Pearl loomed at the end of the day with crazed contorted features. Although Alicia realized that, logically, there was no reason at all why the caller should come back at exactly the same time as he had last week, her sleeping pills did for logic. From the moment she woke up, she was on tenterhooks. A good part of the morning was taken up with finding new spots for the belongings which she had brought downstairs during the week, and with the morning service on the radio. The hymns did her good; the surging voices settled her, like a dose of Eno’s salts or milk of magnesia. Towards lunchtime, she noticed that outside the sun had come out but instead of filling the front room with welcome light, it rudely showed up the layer of thick dust which lay over everything. Alicia’s first thought was to curse Pearl – most unfairly, since she never let her lay a finger on the front room. But then it occurred to her to find the feather duster and to do some dusting of the delicate objects which Pearl would surely break. The dusting made her wheeze and she had to stop after a while and have her lunch.


In the afternoon, she must have got up to look out of the front-room window at least a dozen times. She was beside herself, but strange to relate, it seemed to be as much with excitement as with fear. It made such a difference to have something to look forward to, even if it was only the possibility of her undoing. As it began to get dark, fear gained the upper hand over excitement. What would she do if he came back with a gang? If he poured petrol through the letter box like in the Shepherd’s Bush Gazette, if he broke a window? To calm her thudding heart, she tried to think of other alternatives; it had only been a neighbour’s child up to mischief, like Pearl said, or collecting signatures for some petition against war or for trees, or doing a school project. It had only been a mistake. He would not come back. She was so disappointed by the last alternative that she dismissed it. She would prefer danger. She did not turn on the light, so that she could see out but not be seen. No one came by, no one stirred; it was Sunday. Once, a small black boy sped down the street on roller-skates. You could not see the skates on his feet until he shot past the front gate; he seemed powered by some silent demonic motor on which he flew effortlessly the length of the street. When it was almost completely dark, Alicia left the window. It was half-past four already and she was on the verge of wanting her tea. But she felt she ought to postpone tea, in case the caller returned and caught her at it again. On the other hand, she would want to be well fortified if he came. She went into the kitchen. It would be sardines today, on toast. She didn’t want sardines. She wanted a visitor. At a quarter to five, she went and turned on the light in the hall, although with the light coming in from the street-lamp she could have managed without it for a little bit longer. Hang the expense. She went back into the kitchen. With her arthriticky hands, it took her ten minutes to open a tin of sardines. She had with a terrible wrenching effort, uncovered the first silver tail when the bell rang.


She was convinced that, for a full minute, her heart and her breathing both stopped. She was standing right in the line of the doorway, of course, and with the light on she had probably already been seen. Steadying herself against the draining-board, she swallowed her panic and looked round. The short shadow had come back.


Still holding the tin-opener, she began to tiptoe silently down the hall. She had not yet decided if she would actually answer the door, but she wasn’t going to let him get away without her seeing him this time. She still hadn’t decided if she would answer the door when she was less than a yard away from it, and his second ring made her jump out of her skin. Dreadfully conscious of the stupidity of what she was doing, but desperate that he might lose patience before she had a chance to get round to the front-room window, Alicia unlocked the door. He heard the rattle, of course, and now he knew that she was there. Violent death, Alicia thought to her surprise, would not be worse than not knowing and she opened the door an inch. It was a girl. Alicia was so astonished that her grip on the door-handle, braced to slam the door in self-defence, relaxed of its own accord and the door opened an inch further. It was a girl.


‘Oh, hello,’ said the girl. ‘You must be Mrs Queripel.’


Not even an especially rough-looking girl, Alicia thought, in fact quite a tidy, well-spoken polite sort of girl.


‘I’m Alison Woodgate,’ she said. ‘You know, from Age Concern.’


‘Age Concern?’ snapped Alicia. ‘Whatever do you mean, Age Concern?’


The girl looked distressed. ‘I’m sorry, I thought you asked for a visitor.’


Alicia retorted, ‘I never did anything of the sort.’


‘Oh,’ said the girl a bit stupidly. ‘Oh, I thought you had. They told me your social worker had passed on a request.’


Miss Midgley! Alicia thought. That interfering cow! Maybe Miss Midgley had said something about a visitor, come to think of it, a long time ago. But Alicia had assumed that nothing had come of it; she had forgotten all about it. Relief was flooding through her at such a rate that she grew quite haughty. ‘Maybe something of the sort was once suggested,’ she answered loftily, ‘but I don’t know what gave you the idea that you could just turn up. I’m quite a busy person, you know. You should have written or telephoned first to let me know when you were coming. I can’t have people just turning up.’


‘I’m sorry,’ the girl said again. ‘I did call last week at about this time too, actually, but you were out.’


‘I know you did,’ Alicia said triumphantly. ‘I wasn’t out. I was here. But I don’t answer the door to unexpected callers who just turn up … usually.’


‘You were here?’ the girl repeated. ‘But couldn’t you have taken a look at me from a window or something? Just think,’ she smiled, ‘I might have given up and not come back.’


‘You scarcely gave me a chance,’ Alicia said scornfully. ‘Ring, ring, ring and then gone in a twinkling before I could get to the window. I thought you were a … mischief maker.’


‘Well, I’m sorry,’ the girl said again. ‘The last thing I wanted was to give you a fright.’ And then she just stood rather awkwardly on the doorstep, obviously expecting to be asked in.


Alicia hesitated. It was so many years since she had invited anyone into her home that it seemed to her a most hazardous thing to do. How could she let someone – and someone she had never seen before – into her own front room? And there was her tea, waiting for her on the kitchen table.


‘Well, now you’ll know for another time,’ Alicia said crisply. She wanted to close the door, she was cold, but she felt she couldn’t chase the girl away, so she asked grudgingly, ‘When were you thinking of coming, then?’


‘Oh,’ said the girl. ‘Oh, I couldn’t come back before next Sunday, I’m afraid. I work in the week. Couldn’t I come in now just for a minute?’


What a nerve, Alicia thought. What a nerve. ‘And so I sent her packing,’ she imagined herself telling Pearl. ‘Can you beat it?’


She shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid it’s not at all convenient.’ She showed that she wanted to close the door and, to her dismay, the girl burst out, ‘All right, but you will let me in next Sunday then, won’t you? I mean, it’ll be the third time, you realize, and I’ve come on my bike and it’s quite a way.’


Alicia stared at her. For the life of her, she could think of no sound reason why this girl should be so keen to call on her. She suspected some sinister motive. She stared at her for such a long time, scrutinizing her, that the girl grew embarrassed and added, ‘Please don’t get me wrong. I’m not trying to put pressure on you or anything. It’s just that I’d very much like to make your acquaintance and – well, really – it’s not very easy on the doorstep, is it?’


Alicia narrowed her eyes. ‘What proof do you have that you’re who you say you are?’ she asked sharply.


The girl grew flustered. ‘Well, none, I suppose. They should have written to tell you my name. But I promise everything’s quite in order. I’ll bring a bit of paper from Age Concern with me next weekend.’


She started to put on her multi-coloured mittens, which she had perhaps taken off thinking that she was going to shake Alicia by the hand.


Alicia felt curious consternation. So she really was going to go away and wait seven more days to come back and complete her mission. She really was about to turn round and disappear into the evening without a backward glance.


‘Oh, come on in then,’ she said crossly. ‘I can spare five minutes, I suppose.’


They sat nervously opposite each other in the two armchairs. Alicia was ashamed of the mess and she felt angry with the girl for having seen it. Now that the girl had made her way in, Alicia felt obscurely that she had been got the better of.


‘So you work for that organization, then?’ she asked sternly.


‘For Age Concern?’ (She had to keep rubbing them in, didn’t she, Alicia thought bitterly; those words she could not bring herself to utter.) ‘Oh no, I’m just a volunteer. I work in a museum actually; this is just something I do at weekends.’


‘I see,’ Alicia said coldly. ‘And how much of your weekends do you devote to it? How many people do you call on?’


‘Oh,’ said the girl, ‘only you.’


‘Only me?’ exclaimed Alicia. ‘You mean you’ve only just begun, in other words?’


The girl looked embarrassed. ‘Well, yes.’


Alicia was insulted. They had fobbed her off with a beginner. The whole thing was casual, careless.


‘How old are you?’ she asked sharply.


‘Twenty-five,’ said the girl.


Well, that was something. Alicia had thought she was much younger. ‘I see,’ she said. ‘And to what do I owe the honour?’


‘Well, they gave me your name,’ the girl explained, ‘and you lived more or less in my area.’


‘And they told you nothing about me? You just had my name and address and that was it?’


The girl hesitated. ‘Well, only the barest details.’


‘What?’ snapped Alicia. ‘What did they tell you about me?’


‘Hardly anything,’ said the girl. ‘That you lived on your own, that you … that you were a widow and a bit – literally nothing – about the kind of thing you were interested in.’


‘The kind of thing I was interested in?’


‘The theatre. That you had been an actress.’


Alicia stared at her until she shifted uncomfortably on her chair. ‘And when they told you that,’ she asked ominously, ‘what did you think?’


‘I was really pleased,’ the girl said simply. ‘I thought it would be fascinating to talk to you.’


‘And you?’ said Alicia. ‘Where was it you said that you worked?’


‘I work in a museum,’ she replied.


Alicia laughed a hard, hurt laugh. ‘Oh,’ she said mockingly. ‘Well, I should think you’ll feel quite at home here, then, won’t you?’


She stood up after that and told the girl that it was time for her to go. Throughout their conversation, the sardines had been darting to and fro across the back of her mind and now she could bear it no longer. They were lined up against the side of their tin aquarium, blowing shiny rings at her through the oil.


She showed the girl as quickly as she could to the front door.


‘Well, thank you for letting me in,’ the girl said in the doorway. ‘I look forward to a proper conversation next week.’


Alicia thought, We’ll see about that. She wasn’t at all sure that she wanted to go through with this caper now. Above all, she wanted the girl to be gone. She felt her day had been disrupted long enough; she yearned for the quiet of her kitchen and her blue tea-plate.


‘Don’t make me keep the door open,’ she grumbled. ‘I’ll catch my death.’


She shut it on the girl’s goodbye wave. But old habits are hard to break and, despite the call of the sardines, she couldn’t resist watching the girl go on her way. From behind the front room curtain, she watched her bend over her bicycle, unlock it and switch on the lights. She was far too young, Alicia thought critically, to wear such a tatty bit of old fox round her neck.




*





I don’t think I truly loved anyone before Rob. There had been other people, one or two, and I wasn’t a virgin any more, but no one whom I had really and truly adored. Unless of course you count my father and since he was largely imaginary, I don’t really think you can. He left my mother and me when I was five. He went off to South America. I always imagined he had gone for the adventure, that my mother and I had simply become too boring for such an adventurous man, but thinking over all I knew about it later, I realized he probably went after a woman. My mother’s sparse thin-lipped references to his disappearance down the years – you don’t stay that jealous of a continent.


All I remember of my father is a shape, but I loved that shape deeply. He used to come home late, when I was already in bed and bend over me and croon, ‘Bye Baby Bunting, Daddy’s gone a-hunting,’ every night, a tall, thin, stoop-shouldered shape, which sometimes had a smelly pipe sticking out of it. (And my mother’s voice calling in the background, ‘Oh, Edward, don’t puff your vile smoke in the child’s face!’)


I forgave him totally for having left my mother and me because really we were not that interesting. Through all the long seasons of my childhood, I quite saw how confined and circumscribed our life was, in our cluttered little house; just my mother and I, two old maids, one who had gladly adopted old maidhood and the other who was being reared in its ways. I imagined my father far away in Brazil, tanned and stoop-shouldered, smoking his pipe and cutting down forests to make fine furniture – he dealt in exotic timber – and it wasn’t until Rob told me in horror what people like my father were doing to the forests in Brazil that it stopped seeming a grand and glamorous activity.


Sometimes I wonder what it was about Rob that had such a strong and immediate effect on me. We are so unalike, so unsuited I would say, if it wasn’t working so wonderfully well. Apart from the indefinable magic – what Rob calls the chemistry – I think it must have been his solidity which appealed to me, his rock-solid certainty.


Whatever it was, everything happened remarkably quickly between us. Our first dinner was at a small Indian restaurant. I remember, with still vivid embarrassment, how I had got all dressed up for a smart evening. I had a clear idea of the kind of restaurant which a glamorous television writer would choose for a first date: it had a metallic decor, multi-coloured lighting and cocktails with preposterous names. When this didn’t materialize and we went instead to Rob’s favourite Tandoori Mahal, I immediately assumed it must be because I wasn’t up to it: an unglamorous restaurant for an unglamorous date. I added this grudge to my nerves and my overall distrust and it became a pretty unstable combination. It was clear, if I had only cared to notice, that Rob was treating the meal as an occasion; he objected when the waiters tried to seat us in the less pleasant ground-floor area and said that no, tonight he absolutely insisted on eating upstairs. He asked for the wine list, which caused momentary consternation among the waiters, since the Tandoori Mahal is not the sort of restaurant where the customers frequently drink wine. He ordered the dishes. He did offer me the option of choosing, but I was ashamed of showing my craven preference for the least spicy dishes.


Rob is omnivorous. Not only is he naturally omnivorous, he cultivates his taste for odd and unusual foods whose very mention makes my jaws involuntarily clamp shut: unspeakable organs, seaweed, raw fish. He has the soundest of stomachs. The only food he will not touch in fact is that which bears the hallmark of English gentility; quite ordinary everyday items like white sauce and Rich Tea biscuits and custard. This isn’t cosmopolitan snobbery; really workaday dishes like pie and beans he eats without a second thought. But anything which smacks of bland respectability, he spurns.


We talked about Rob’s writing. He has written three plays for television – I should call them screenplays – and he was starting work on a fourth, the one about computers which had brought him to the museum. His first, no one was interested in and he now disowns it, but his second was produced by the BBC; I had even heard of one of the actors who was in it. His third one was being looked over by various people and things sounded quite hopeful. He also writes documentaries. They are on the sort of urgent, important issues which provoke instant discomfort in me because I know so little about them – like the forests in Brazil – and I know also that I will not make the effort to find out more. One of his documentaries quite recently had been much discussed and had won an award. A columnist on a Sunday paper had devoted his column to it. It all sounded very impressive to me and it did seem quite wrong that we should be sitting in the seedy Tandoori Mahal, rather than somewhere at the flashy hub of fashionable London.


In time, of course, I came to appreciate the honesty with which Rob had taken me straight away to one of his favourite restaurants: ‘This is what I like. Do you?’ No wasteful beating about the bush in places in which neither of us would have felt comfortable. No beating about the bush at all, in fact; at the end of the evening, Rob asked me at the tube station if I would like to come and see an interesting-sounding new South American film with him the following week. I may have hesitated, but by that stage it would already have been a purely contrived hesitation. As soon as I said yes, Rob put his arm round me and gave me a quick squeeze. ‘Great,’ he said, ‘I’m really pleased about that.’


We had dinner, I think, twice more. We went to a concert of Indian music and to an exhibition of distressing photographs of the war in Lebanon. During our third dinner, I remember I said something terrible. I was so nervous, the further things went with Rob, the more nervous, and still so suspicious as to why someone so desirable should be showing an interest in me, that at the risk of wrecking it I had to test my luck. Over the dessert, I took one final gulp of wine too many and I blurted out, ‘Could you tell me, please, what exactly is going on?’


Rob raised his eyebrows. I would have preferred it if he had blushed. But he raised his eyebrows and, taking a quick swallow of wine himself, he answered smiling, ‘You mean, what are my intentions?’


‘Please don’t be sarcastic.’ I said tautly. ‘You know what I mean.’


‘Well, I think I do,’ said Rob. ‘What do you want me to say? Frankly, I’ve got no idea. I’m fascinated. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you before.’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you before.’ We went to one more film, Algerian, and to an exhibition of holograms by a friend of his. Barely a month after I met him, I spent my first night here in his bedroom.


Earlier this week, I plucked up my courage and suggested to Rob that we have a party on his birthday. I had been at home all day with a cold. With Rob’s encouragement, over the past few months I have got into the habit of staying off work with the slightest ailment. Rob’s reasoning is that since they expect me to do such a dreary and unfulfilling job, it is only just that every now and then I reclaim some fruitful time of my own. It wasn’t a very fruitful day; I spent most of it dozing. In the late afternoon, Rob came into the bedroom with a tea-tray. He had not had a good day’s writing either, I knew. It distracted him to have someone else in the flat. Even through two shut doors, absolutely silent under the blankets, my presence bothered him. I heard him, more than once, going into the kitchen, boiling the kettle, opening and closing the fridge door. Half an hour earlier, I had heard him go out.


He came in carrying a tray with the teapot, two mugs, milk, sugar and a plate of gaudily golden cakes. He had been out to the patisserie. Rob very rarely makes gestures like that; he disapproves of them. When he does, he does so with such self-conscious care that he looks like a small boy conscientiously doing a ‘Good Deed’. His movements are formal and exaggerated.


I was convulsed with extreme love for him as he came carefully round the door and across the carpet, his beard pushed down into his shirt collar with the effort of concentration.


‘How are you doing?’ he asked.


I answered, truthfully, ‘I’m fine.’


He steered the tray successfully to rest on the bed beside me. ‘You don’t look fine,’ he said conscientiously. ‘Your eyes are like an albino rabbit’s.’


‘Is that genuine concern?’ I asked playfully. ‘Or just encouragement to stay off work for one day more?’


‘Genuine concern,’ Rob said in mock indignation. ‘Genuine, selfless concern. Even though having somebody around interferes with my concentration. Look what I’ve brought you, you poor sick rabbit!’


I raised myself on the pillows and clapped my hands with exaggerated glee at the cakes. ‘You’re a marvel,’ I cried. ‘A miracle worker.’


While we ate them and drank the tea, I worked out what I was going to say to him. It was the perfect moment, now or never, with the room getting dark and only the bedside light and the fragrance of the tea and the almond croissants.


I put down my mug abruptly. ‘Rob,’ I said, ‘I’ve been thinking.’


Rob looked startled by my suggestion and, almost immediately, embarrassed. He pretended to be thinking it over, but I knew at once that he would say no. And I was angry, angry in spite of the tea and the croissants and the gentle light. It had taken quite an effort of courage to make my suggestion and now the effort was wasted. Worse, Rob was going to turn me down. I stopped chewing and swallowing while he pretended to be deliberating and kept my eyes on his face, to make it as difficult as possible for him. Normally, I would have had the good sense not to do that, not to put crude pressure on him. But the implications of his refusal seemed so important; I chose to forget that probably I would not have enjoyed the party anyway.


Rob cupped his hand thoughtfully round his beard. ‘Let’s hang on for a bit, shall we?’ he said. ‘It’s a great idea of yours, but I think perhaps it’s early days yet for a party.’


I opened my mouth to argue with him, but instead I began to cry. A cold is not a romantic illness, but I was in bed. Rob bent over me. ‘What’s the matter, baby? Stop it.’


At first, I hated it when Rob called me ‘baby’; it sounded so glib and insincere. But I came to realize that it is an expression of his greatest affection and now I welcome it.


‘That’s just an excuse,’ I cried. ‘You don’t want to have a party with me because you haven’t really accepted me into your life. I’m here on probation, that’s all.’


Rob sat back. He looked put out. He deliberately lifted my plate, with my half-eaten croissant, out of the way of my crying, as if to remind me of what a generous thing he had just done.


‘I don’t know what you’re going on about,’ he answered. He spread his hands to show me the bedroom. ‘Does this look as though you’re here on probation?’


I got angrier with him for remaining so reasonable and with myself for weakly crying. ‘You know quite well what I mean,’ I sobbed. ‘You won’t have a party because I don’t fit in with you and your friends.’


To my surprise, Rob answered calmly, ‘Well, no, you don’t. But does that really matter?’


I was surprised enough to stop crying. I looked up at him to work out what he meant. He just looked irritated, because he’s sensible and he can’t stand scenes.


‘Perhaps it doesn’t matter to you,’ I sniffed. ‘It’s fine, my just being an … an extra. But how do you think I feel, always kept on the sidelines?’


‘Oh, rubbish, Alison,’ he retorted. ‘You know perfectly well you’re not kept on the sidelines. You’re just different in a lot of ways from most of my friends. What can I do about that?’


His sympathy was receding, now that I had stopped crying. I could have started again, easily, but I had another argument. ‘It’s not fair to relegate me to that position,’ I said pompously. ‘I don’t want to be just an appendage, you know.’ I knew that argument would stir his conscience but it was dishonest, for an appendage of Rob’s is all I want to be.


Rob looked at me so searchingly that I felt my dishonesty exposed by his stare. Then he said patiently, ‘Alison, if you were just an “appendage”, I would have said “yes” like that – you can see that, can’t you? You could have got all dolled up in one of your party frocks, high heels, and teetered about looking decorative.’ He frowned. ‘You’re clearly trying to tell me something else, but I’m not sure what it is.’


He folded his arms and waited. In the face of such justice, I didn’t know what to say. ‘Why don’t you want to have a party then?’ I asked feebly.


Rob sorted his thoughts. ‘You’ve as good as said it yourself. You wouldn’t feel comfortable; I wouldn’t feel comfortable. Why push it? Why not just stick to what we’re good at?’


‘Rob,’ I said in a panic. ‘You do understand why I cried, don’t you?’


He put my cake plate back on my lap. ‘You wanted to give me a birthday present; I didn’t like your idea. You’re in bed with a stinking cold. You feel lousy. Do you want some more tea?’


When we had finished, he took out the tray. For an unrealistic moment, I hoped he might come back into bed with me. We could have cancelled our argument. But I heard him on the telephone. He arranged to go out for a drink with Andy Ellis.


The next day, I went back to work. Rob and I hadn’t really forgiven each other for the previous day’s disagreement. At least he would have a quiet day’s writing.


I brooded on the argument all week at the museum and then on Sunday I went off again to see my old lady, doubly pleased to have a private project of my own from which Rob was excluded.


My old lady turned out to be an absolute fright. Serves me right, I suppose. She wears bold theatrical make-up on a shrivelled face; bright scarlet lipstick which bleeds into the deep folds of her crinkled lips and orangey-pink powder which wobbles on the hairs of her chin.


She wouldn’t let me in at first. No one had let her know I was coming and she was obviously deeply suspicious of my motives. It turns out that she was in the first time I went round after all, but because she didn’t know who I was, she didn’t dare answer the door. Eventually I did persuade her to let me in, but it was only for the briefest of visits, during which she sat perched on the edge of her chair the whole time and didn’t take her beady eyes off me, as though I might pinch her ornaments. (They are in such breathtakingly bad taste.) In these circumstances, conversation was hardly possible and we only exchanged enough short questions for her to be sure that I was indeed who I claimed to be.


Her house is grim. It smelled so awfully of unopened windows and unaired rooms that I was worried Rob would smell it on my clothes when he came back from his sitar lesson. I felt grubby enough, what with the bicycle ride, to have a bath and change. Of course Rob probably interpreted that quite differently, if he registered it at all.


I noticed two intriguing things while I was there, which I shall keep in mind in case we continue to have as much trouble with conversation. One was that she has the most fascinating-looking collection of theatrical mementoes which, with a bit of luck, I will be able to persuade her to tell me about. The other was that her living room and hall are dominated by photographs of one man, presumably her late husband, in an astonishing variety of poses and costumes. He must have been in the theatre too. He has a long, lean face, which would be classically handsome if it were not for his sharply twisted nose. If she has got over the grief of her widowhood, it might be interesting to talk to her about him too.
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But, at last, she had it all worked out. She put the cruets back where they should both have been in the first place: in the kitchen. She put the yellow ‘Gift from Torbay’ jug, which held extinct pencils, on the mantlepiece. No, she was going to put it on the mantlepiece when it occurred to her to sit down halfway in her armchair and tip all the contents on to her lap to see what they were: the clutch of cracked pencils, a souvenir paper knife and, in the bottom, an ancient blue cellophane-wrapped boiled sweet, furry with dust. She arranged the old newspapers on the floor beside the magazine rack. The magazine rack was more than full, so she couldn’t put them in it. She put the TV Times by itself on the table where she could quickly find it. She put her reading glasses, opened, over the broad arm of her armchair. How dreadfully blind the matt green material looked beneath the magnifying lenses. She had long ago lost their case and she needed to keep them on a series of glaringly obvious perches. All that was left to tidy then was a handful of bits and bobs – buttons, safety-pins, some Free Offers – and it was infuriating that it took her the rest of Sunday morning to find the right places to put them. Among the bits and pieces she found a strange contraption; it was small and made of yellow metal, twisted into an indefinable but obviously once functional shape. She looked at it hard for a long time, turning it in different directions, but for the life of her she could not recall what it was. When the table mat was finally clear, she took it off and folded it away. The unaccustomed empty surface of the coffee table disturbed her. With the flick of the floral mat, the familiar objects were all gone and she wondered how on earth would she remember what they had been?


She put the best mat on the table. It was embroidered with a pattern of blue and purple flowers, made up of delicate pieces of other fabrics. She admired it for a minute with nothing on it, and she appreciated the knobbly silken stem of a sweet-pea with the tip of her finger. She chided herself for dawdling; goodness knows, there was more than enough to do. She put out the saucers and the spoons, the tea-cups and the plates. She put out the sugar basin and the tongs, the milk-jug and the tea-strainer. Each one took a separate, slow trip from the disordered kitchen. She put out the special napkins which went with the mat. At that moment, when it was time to put out the highlight, what she had bought for tea, Alicia suddenly felt that her heart was about to stop pumping. She had not had such an exhausting week for years.


Every day, she had deliberated whether or not she should go ahead and have the girl to tea, and on different days she had come to different conclusions. On Monday and Tuesday, when the dubious event was still sufficiently distant, she had decided that she ought to. On Wednesday, when Pearl came, she had deliberated out loud and with the beginnings of enjoyable anticipation. But because Pearl, with typical fecklessness, had also been in favour, she had decided, merely to contradict her, that she ought not to. On Thursday and Friday, when the tea was nearly on top of her, she had changed her mind several times each day, alternately aghast at the imminent interruption of her routine and full of regret at the prospect of missing it. In the end, she had decided to take the necessary steps anyway and leave her final decision until the final moment. She had begun to prepare for it. She had stood inside her front door and tried to imagine what the house would look like to a visitor. So many preparations turned out to be necessary in the light of this examination that she had had to get to work on them straight away and they had drained her. Naturally, once she was preparing for it, she had begun to look forward to the tea more and more. Indeed, she had got so happily excited as she pottered about that she had once or twice forgotten who it was she was preparing for and imagined another visitor entirely. Yesterday had been the last straw.


She realized with a rush of resentment that all her ordinary everyday preoccupations had been swept aside. She had nearly forgotten to ask after Pearl’s boy too. Had he enjoyed his biscuits? Pearl had said that with four of his front teeth gone, biscuits were still a bit much to manage. She had added that he was ‘in traction’, but Alicia did not know what that meant. She thought of a cross between ‘fractious’ and ‘intractable’ and, imagining the boy propped-up sulkily on his pillows, pulling a pouting face at his visiting mother bearing the biscuits, she had said briskly, ‘Ah well, he’ll snap out of that soon enough, I expect.’


But her own week, her own considerations, what had become of them? Sitting down heavily on the settee, she realized that her own week was set out on the blue and purple table mat; her own considerations were in the kitchen, wrapped up in Mr Patel’s brown paper bags.


She had dressed warmly, taken her handbag and her shopping-bag, and she had gone at her snail’s pace down to the corner shop. A bitter wind blew in her face all the way to the corner and single huge raindrops splashed demeaningly only on her. She struggled along, stamping her two sticks down one after the other, while the younger and more able-bodied danced provocatively past her. The Council still had not mended the pavement. All along her path there were unbelievably tall piles of dogs’ dirt which, if you had not known they were dogs’ dirt, you might easily have mistaken for the droppings of some gigantic wild beast. Of course, if you had to walk all the way bent nearly double, it did magnify what was on the pavement.


She was in terrible shape by the time she reached Mr Patel’s. Mr Patel had seen her coming – of course, the pace she went, he had had enough time to – and he held the door open for her, beaming. ‘Good morning, good morning, and what can we do for you?’


Oh yes, it’s all very well for you to be cheerful, Alicia snarled to herself. Raking in other people’s money to feather your nest.


She did not return his greeting as she hauled herself up the step, but made her way proudly past him and began with dignity to survey his shelves. It was a long time since she had taken a look at the cakes shelves and she couldn’t right away remember where they were. So, to regain her breath, she propped herself arbitrarily in front of the pet food and waited there for a while. A number of badly brought-up youngsters pushed their way past her. One of them panted fierce fumes into her ear. She moved along to take a look at the biscuits, which she knew quite well. She had already decided she would buy fancy ones; it was just a question of the price. The cakes turned out to be on a separate stand of their own at the end, right by the till. She stood there for such a long time, examining them, that Mr Patel could not resist butting in from behind her: ‘What are you looking for, dear? Can I help you?’


She couldn’t say she was eating the pictures, which was what, in her mind’s eye, she was doing: the miniature milk chocolate rolls on the purple box, which were filled inside with the fluffiest of bright white cream, or the pretty pastel fancies on lace doilys which, in cross-section, contained the softest yellow sponge. Mr Patel’s importunate question nearly rushed her into the wrong decision.


‘I’m looking for a Battenburg,’ she said smartly, that being the one cake which she was sure was not there.


But, to her fury, he reached one down from the highest shelf and presented it to her proudly in a long cellophane tube. It was such a long cellophane tube, as he thrust it at her, that she knew it would take her for ever to finish it off.


‘Oh, I don’t like the look of that,’ she said quickly. ‘No, I think maybe cup cakes.’


Mr Patel tossed the Battenburg lightly back to its high shelf, depriving Alicia of the pleasure of hesitating over it. ‘Cup cakes,’ he agreed. ‘Here you have every sort of cup cake.’ He beamed at Alicia so broadly that she felt positively dwarfed by his benevolence.


‘What make are they?’ she asked vaguely, not that she cared. Her eye skittered a last time up and down the shelves. Maybe she should get a bit of angel cake, so pretty with all the different coloured layers, first the pink, then the yellow and then the white. Only angel cake was such a let-down when you got it on your cake-fork. All those different coloured layers tasted disappointingly the same. The colours were just a con; they tasted of nothing much at all. But she knew she was only procrastinating. She had set her sights on a box of fancies, which she could already see laid out on her cake plate on the very same lace doily that was on the box.


 


At least the girl was punctual. Alicia could not have borne it if after all that build-up, she had been late. When her bicycle bowled up to the front door, Alicia was long ready, changed and made-up and waiting at the window, beside herself at what she had begun.
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