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				‘Aristotle could not divine what 
an autumn night might do.’


				


				Irish proverb


			


		


	

		

			

				August


				


			


		


	

		

			

				 


				


				Ralph woke and remembered. Yes. The last Sunday of the month. Today was the day.


				He got up and pulled open his curtains. His bedroom was on the ground floor by the front door and all comings and goings in and out of the house could either be seen or heard from here, or both. Outside their front gate, in Falkland Road, a black woman and her two girls went by. They all wore mauve hats and white gloves and he knew they were headed for the corrugated-iron church up on Putney Bridge Road. Most Sundays Ralph could hear their congregation singing.


				He dressed and went down to the kitchen, full of modern fittings, unlike anyone else’s in the neighbourhood, then under the arch at the rear and through to the extension his mother had added, known as the River room. Polished wooden floor, gleaming white walls, open fire with exposed brick chimney breast, and, at the back, a wall of glass.


				He opened the sliding doors at the rear and went out. Three steps glittering with mica led down to a gravelled patio. The day – mild, dry, no wind. Ahead of him, the garden – his mother’s creation, she was a landscape designer – comprising a set of descending terraces ending at the flood wall, with the River Thames beyond.


				He went forward, downward, past planters, hedges, animal sculptures and Mediterranean terracotta pots. At the bottom he smelt the Thames’ familiar smell of slime, silt and rot as he leant on the rough old concrete of the wall and peered over.


				A few feet below, floating on the river’s shiny black surface, a huge dirty brown carpet of froth, while farther out, logs, crates, bottles and pieces of furniture hurtled past, carried by the tide that was rushing furiously in. 


				The noise of a train rattling and clattering on its tracks. He turned and looked inland. Halfway up Falkland Road an iron bridge spanned the river, underground carriages hurtling over it. He let them lead his eye across to the other side, which was north London, quite far away, and full of buildings and trees. 


				Then he looked rightward, seaward, at Wandsworth Park, which began where Falkland Road ended. The leaves on the park’s trees, he noticed, had lost their summer lustre. He had never paid much attention to the seasons changing when he was younger but this year he had. In the far distance Wandsworth Bridge stretched from one bank to the other.


				Ralph turned, wandered back up to the top of the garden. Under the River room ahead, a line of little windows close to the ground. These let light into the basement bedroom where their housekeeper, Doreen, slept along with her husband, Tom.


				Slender wiry Tom, bow-legged and strong. Pointed nose and dark eyes. The skin on his jaw and neck was stretched and polished smooth and looked like cheese rind. When Tom was in the Irish army his tank caught fire. His whole body was burnt.


				After his accident, Tom left the army and came to London and worked on building sites. He met Doreen in an Irish dance hall in Cricklewood. A clerk in a Kilburn bookies, she was from Waterford like him. Doreen and Tom married in 1959.


				Two years later Ralph’s newly divorced mother saw their card in the glass box outside Pritchard’s, their local newsagents, with its message printed in Biro:


				


				Irish Couple, good refs, clean, tidy, honest, v. hard-working & trustworthy, seek accommodation in return for housekeeping duties, minding children, cooking, cleaning, gardening, et cetera. No job too hard. Phone Cam 9084 any evening after 7 p.m. and ask for Doreen MacGraw.


				


				His mother rang and a week later the MacGraws moved in to Falkland Road.


				Doreen and Tom had no children. Doreen and his mother often talked about this in low, confidential voices that they assumed Ralph wouldn’t be able to hear. They were wrong. He was able to hear what they said and in that way he learned that Tom couldn’t give Doreen a baby because of being burnt all over his body when his tank went on fire on the Curragh Plains and that Doreen, when she married, knew there would be no children and accepted this. At the same time she wished it was otherwise. It mattered to her that she didn’t have children. It mattered very much. Adoption was mooted but Doreen, he’d learnt, hadn’t the heart for that. The thing she wanted was a child of her own, if she could have one, but Tom couldn’t give her one, and that was that. She had made her bed and she would lie in it and she wasn’t one for regrets or complaints.


				From his eavesdropping, Ralph also understood how much the MacGraws liked his mother, and how grateful his mother was to them, how much she relied on them, and how much she liked them. He liked them too and for the same reasons she did, Tom because of his humour, which was sharp and novel, and Doreen because she was always kind and thoughtful, always interested, always interesting, and because she cared for him.


				He thought of the MacGraws now, as he was about to climb the steps, lying asleep downstairs in the back room of the basement. He mustn’t wake them, so he crept in and slid the River room door shut behind with slow, gentle care. 


				*


				It was afternoon. They were in the kitchen, Ralph, his mother, Doreen and Tom. His mother wore suede boots and a check dress with a fur collar she had bought in the Mary Quant shop in Chelsea for the journey. Her hair was newly bobbed.


				‘Right,’ said his mother. ‘Here’s all the contacts.’


				She straightened the three badly typed pages on the table that listed all the names and addresses Doreen might need while she was away:


				Mrs Moody next door.


				Ginny Boscombe, mother of Ralph’s best friend, Benedict, who lived at 56 Falkland Road.


				Other neighbours and friends.


				His father, Peter, who lived in the north of England.


				The GP, Dr O’Dwyer.


				The dentist, Mr Phillips.


				The secretary at St David’s school, Mrs Beadle-Collins.


				The gardener, Mr Cameron.


				The local shops where his mother had opened accounts.


				The branch of Lloyds on Putney High Street where his mother banked.


				The utility companies.


				The insurance company.


				The family’s solicitor.


				And so on.


				Ralph had looked through the typed list earlier and beside his father’s address his mother had scribbled in biro, ‘Only to be contacted in the event of death or emergency’. Ralph hadn’t seen his father for many years and he thought his mother was probably right.


				At the top of each sheet, in capitals, his mother had typed her own details: her address in the United States where she could be reached by telegram, and the telephone number, where she could be rung in the event of a crisis, until she returned in a year, in good time, as she had promised him, for his next birthday. He’d turned twelve nine days earlier.


				‘And here’s two hundred pounds,’ his mother continued. She touched the bundle of notes fastened with one of his father’s old bulldog clips on which were scratched his initials, ‘PG’ for Peter Goswell. ‘Hide the money somewhere safe.’


				Doreen nodded. ‘Will do.’


				His mother touched the two green chequebooks.


				‘All signed,’ she said. ‘And don’t forget to fill in the stubs when you write them. And get receipts. For everything.’


				Doreen nodded. She knew. His mother had been over everything with her many times.


				‘Hide them too as soon as I’ve gone.’


				Doreen nodded again. ‘Will do.’


				Ralph knew Doreen’s hiding places. These included inside the hollow stem of the cake display stand on the dresser, the box under the sink down among the bars of carbolic soap, and inside the rice canister on the shelf over the stove. She would put things so deep within the hard grey grains that she could only retrieve them with a tongs. Doreen was an accomplished hider.


				Two peeps from outside. His mother’s taxi.


				‘Mustn’t dilly-dally,’ she said.


				She put on her red coat and matching beret.


				‘I’ll do the honours,’ said Tom.


				He stood between her two huge square suitcases with new luggage labels tied to the handles with the address of the estate where she would be based written on them in her big looping handwriting on one side and her home address on the other: 88 Falkland Road, Putney, London SW15, England.


				‘They weigh a ton,’ his mother said.


				‘I’m used to donkey work,’ said Tom.


				Tom lifted the suitcases.


				‘What’s in here?’ he asked. ‘Bricks!’


				‘I warned you they were heavy,’ said his mother.


				His mother pulled on her gloves. They were leather, black and smooth. The taxi horn sounded again.


				‘We’d better get a move on,’ she said.


				Doreen opened the side door to the passage between their house and Mrs Moody’s next door. Doreen went out first, then Tom, then his mother. Ralph was last.


				Ralph followed the adults up the passage to the privet hedge at the end that separated theirs and Mrs Moody’s front gardens, and then went left. His mother’s taxi was parked at the kerb beyond the gate, its engine ticking. 


				Ralph went through the gate and out to the pavement. His mother and Doreen were standing waiting and Tom was on the other side of the taxi trying to load the luggage into the open hold where the front passenger door and seat would otherwise have been. The taxi man was sitting beside the hold in the driver’s seat, holding the steering wheel. He had a very pink face and curly hair and was chewing a toothpick.


				The taxi man turned to Doreen and his mother.


				‘Does he need help?’ asked the taxi man. He pointed at Tom.


				‘Ask him yourself,’ said his mother.


				The taxi man took the toothpick out of his mouth and then put it back in again. He swung the door open and got out. On his seat was an orange cushion and a raffia back support, both shiny from wear.


				The taxi man went round. He helped Tom heave the suitcases into the luggage hold and secure them with straps. Ralph noticed his mother and Doreen were not talking. Strange. They usually talked a lot. They just want this moment to be over, he thought.


				The luggage secured, the taxi man came back, followed by Tom, who was wiping his hands. 


				‘Job done,’ said Tom.


				‘Waterloo, Miss?’ asked the taxi man.


				His mother was catching the train to Southampton where she’d board her liner for New York.


				‘Yes, please,’ his mother said.


				The taxi man threw himself onto the orange cushion and tugged the leather strap to close the door.


				His mother turned and looked at him.


				‘Ralph,’ she said, ‘you remember what I’ve said, don’t you? If anything goes wrong, anything at all, big, medium or small, the size really doesn’t matter, you are not to keep it to yourself. You are to go to Doreen. Do you understand? And you tell her everything. Or if Doreen isn’t about, you go down to Ginny. Do you understand?’


				‘Yes,’ he said.


				‘Your father I wouldn’t bank on but Doreen will always be here and so will Ginny. Isn’t that right, Doreen?’


				‘Yes,’ said Doreen.


				‘So, no secrets. Any worries of any kind, any kind, you know where to go.’


				‘I do,’ said Ralph, in the tone he knew she wanted to hear – loud, direct, forthright.


				‘Right, let’s not string this out,’ said his mother.


				She seized him by the ears and kissed him loudly on each cheek. His ears rang. Then she kissed Doreen quickly and shook hands with Tom. The taxi man reached round and opened the passenger door for her. A thick smell of hot leather and boiled sweets came out from inside the back of the cab. He would remember that, he thought.


				His mother ducked in and threw herself on the long seat that ran along below the back window. Tom swung the door and it closed with a deep clunk. From the dark rear his mother leant forward into the light and waved. The indicator clicked. The taxi man spat out his toothpick. The taxi pulled away from the kerb and began to move off down Falkland Road. His mother turned to the rear window and her hand was beside her face and she was waving as she looked back at them. He waved and called goodbye. Doreen waved. Tom stood, his hands in his trousers pockets. It didn’t surprise Ralph that he wasn’t waving. Tom always said he didn’t like goodbyes or scenes of any kind.


				The taxi passed under the railway bridge arching over the rooftops of Falkland Road, carried on to the end, turned left and vanished.


				Ralph looked down at the toothpick. The chewed end was swollen by the driver’s saliva but the other was still pointed and sharp.


				‘Right, Buster,’ said Doreen.


				He turned to face her.


				She was plump and small, with a smooth neat face. She wore glasses, the lenses set in a thin blue frame. Her cheeks were rosy. Her two front teeth stuck out over her bottom lip, so her mouth was always a bit open and a sliver of white always showed. It was attractive somehow. Her hands were small and beautiful. They were her best feature, she said. She wore a Claddagh ring on her ring finger with the heart turned in to signal, as she had told Ralph, that she was married. The term she used was ‘spoken for’. Doreen had a warm, cheerful and charming manner, was an indefatigable and endlessly interesting talker, and he never tired of her company - never.


				‘What happens tomorrow?’ she asked.


				Until this moment he’d managed to keep all thoughts of school out of his head but now, before his inner eye, the image flashed of his satchel in his bedroom packed with his pen box, a few exercise books and the necessary permission slips, and beside the satchel his bulging drawstring kit-bag with his name on the outside in indelible ink, his gym clothes, plimsolls and towel packed inside.


				‘First day of term?’ said Ralph.


				Term started at St David’s the next day, the last day of August.


				‘No, wrong,’ said Doreen. ‘Not school. No. The first day of a year of fun, slow coach. So let’s go in. If I’m not mistaken, I’ve got to sew up the bottom of your tie, haven’t I?’


				‘I think so.’


				‘And then,’ said Doreen, ‘you know what we’re going to do?’


				‘No.’


				‘Well, guess.’


				‘Dunno.’


				‘He’s not in a guessing mood,’ said Tom.


				‘We’re going to the Wimpy bar, and you can have whatever you want, but only on one condition.’


				‘What?’


				‘You don’t tell your mother.’


				She gave him one of her funny Doreen winks. Rather than the top lid coming down, the bottom lid came up.


				‘You coming, Tom?’


				‘I haven’t read the paper yet.’


				‘The paper will keep. Come with us,’ she said. ‘My treat.’


				*


				They went out and had hamburgers and sweet fried onions and thin French fries and thick gluey milkshakes and came back. Ralph checked he had everything in his satchel and his kit-bag one last time. Then he brushed his teeth, put on his pyjamas and got into bed. Doreen came in and bent over him.


				‘Sleep tight,’ she said.


				Her lips brushed the top of his head.


				‘You’re going to have to wash your hair tomorrow night, Buster,’ she said. ‘Or the bugs will move in.’


				She switched off the bedside light, walked out and closed the door.


				Ralph lay staring upward. Yellow light from the street lamp leaked in around the edges of his curtains and spread over his ceiling. Through the floor, coming from the basement, the sound of fiddles. Tom always listened to Irish radio in the evenings. The day was done.


				*


				Early next morning, Ralph heard O’Neill’s van at their gate which would take Tom and other labourers to the tunnel for the new line to Victoria Station they were digging and Tom getting in. Later he heard Doreen’s alarm clock through the floor ringing in the basement below and a few minutes after that he felt Doreen shaking him. 


				‘Come on sleepy head,’ she said.


				Ralph opened his eyes. Doreen wore a puffy blue housecoat over her nightdress. She hadn’t her make-up or her glasses on yet. Her eyes were small, round and blue, like pebbles.


				‘How are you?’ she asked. ‘Ready for school. Get washed and dressed. Hot milk with your cornflakes? I’ll take that as a yes.’


				Doreen padded out. He heard her in the kitchen. Ralph went upstairs and washed his face and hands and brushed his teeth and then combed his hair flat. Then he came back and dressed. His shirt smelt of starch and his school trousers and blazer, which had both been dry-cleaned in the summer, were stiff and smelt of chemicals.


				Ralph got his satchel and kit-bag and carried them to the kitchen. His cereal was on the table, the milk steaming. Doreen stood at the stove, staring at the kettle, waiting for the whistle.


				‘Cup of tea? Toast? Do I hear, “Yes please, Mrs MacGraw, thank you so much”?’


				‘You do.’


				‘Go on then. Manners cost nothing.’


				‘Yes please, Mrs MacGraw, thank you so much.’


				Ralph heard the rasp of a match as it was struck and the whump of the grill catching and smelt the vague sour milk smell that came when the gas was on. He heard the tray being slid under the grill with the bread for toasting. He sat at the table and began to eat. The milk was frothy and warm, the cereal limp and yeasty. As he ate Ralph felt his stomach warming. When he was nearly finished he got a whiff of burnt toast. He heard the noise as the scorch on the bread was scraped into the sink and the sound of butter being spread. The whistle went and boiling water glugged into the teapot.


				Doreen set a mug of tea and a plate of toast in front of him.


				‘There we go,’ said Doreen. ‘And there’s your bus money.’


				She pointed at a pile with the correct change.


				‘Put it in your pocket,’ she said.


				Ralph put the money in the inside pocket of his jacket and closed the zip at the top.


				‘I’m not a morning girl, you know.’ Doreen set her own mug of tea on the table and sat. ‘When I was girl at home, all my brothers and sisters would get up when they were called but would I? No. I never wanted to get out of my lovely warm bed. I’d just pull the covers over my head and think, just another minute and then I’ll get up. Just another minute. And a minute would become two would become five would become ten and suddenly our neighbour Mr O’Dennehy’s car would be coming down the avenue to lift us to school in Tramore and I’d have to jump up and throw on my uniform and rush out, sleep in my eyes, hair uncombed. And more than once the car would be driving, actually driving away, slowly by the time I got down. Mr O’Dennehy would know I’d be coming and he’d just be wanting to make the point, and there’d be me running after him shouting, “Stop! Wait, Mr O’Dennehy!” And then he’d stop and I’d hop in and he’d go, “Morning, Miss Furlong. Nice of you to join us.”’


				Doreen took a sip of tea. ‘This tea made with London water it’s not a patch on the tea we have at home. Doesn’t have the bite. But it’s all there is, so I make do.’


				She took another sip. ‘You’re not a morning man either, as we know, but you haven’t a patch on me.’


				‘Will you take me?’ he asked.


				‘Where?’


				‘You know. Waterford.’


				‘Yeah, yeah.’


				‘When?’


				‘Christmas, maybe.’ 


				She glanced round at the murmuring grill.


				‘Forgot to turn the gas off. Nip across and turn it off would you?’


				Ralph went and turned the Bakelite knob to the off position and came back and sat.


				‘It’s going to be good you know, this year,’ Doreen said. ‘It’s going to be a laugh.’ 


				*


				Ralph pulled on his navy school raincoat but didn’t do the buttons up and put his school cap on. He got his satchel and kitbag.


				‘Bye,’ he said.


				‘I’ll see you later, unless you see me first,’ said Doreen.


				He went out onto Falkland Road. He began to walk. Mrs Moody’s house next door was just like theirs; tall, narrow, three storeys over a basement, redbrick, semi-detached. So was the next house and the next. All the houses were the same on their side. The houses across the road were smaller. They were all two-storey. 


				He squinted ahead. Benedict was outside his house staring along the pavement toward him. Ralph waved casually. Benedict waved back. Ralph drew closer.


				‘Hello, sordid,’ Benedict called.


				‘Sordid yourself,’ said Ralph.


				They began to walk up the road, heading for the railway bridge.


				‘I got such a long dreary lecture this morning,’ said Benedict. ‘I thought I was going to die.’


				‘What have you done now?’ asked Ralph.


				‘I haven’t done anything. The lecture was about you, and let me tell you, it was sordid.’


				‘Who gave you the lecture?’ Ralph asked. ‘Was it your mum?’


				‘No,’ said his friend. ‘It was Clive.’


				Clive was Benedict’s father and he was always Clive and never Father, whereas Ginny was always Mother or Mum and never Ginny. Quite why this was, Ralph had no idea. It was just one of those Boscombe things that he accepted but never understood.


				‘So Clive stayed over last night?’ asked Ralph, hoping he sounded unconcerned, even indifferent. 


				Though Clive and Ginny were still married, Clive did not live at home in 56 Falkland Road anymore. He lived in a flat in White City near Television Centre where he worked as a scriptwriter and a producer. Ginny and Clive’s arrangement, as Benedict had once pedantically explained to him, wasn’t the same as his situation: Ralph’s mother and father were divorced, Benedict had said, whereas Clive and Ginny had something called an open marriage. This was why his father was not only living in White City but was also in and out of 56 Falkland Road all the time and sometimes even stayed the night, which presumably, Ralph reasoned now, he must have done the night before in order to deliver the lecture to Benedict that morning.


				‘Yep, Clive stayed last night,’ said Benedict.


				They reached the steps at the side of the bridge and began to climb. They were concrete and had a lattice pattern of lines scored deeply into them to stop water pooling and forming ice sheets in the winter.


				‘So what was he saying about me?’ asked Ralph carefully.


				‘Ah, so you’re interested. Well you would be desperate to know I suppose. No surprise there.’


				‘Actually,’ said Ralph slowly, ‘you raised the subject in the first place and you haven’t stopped going on about it ever since. I think the desperate one is you.’


				They came to the top of the steps. The footbridge, with its pulpy, soft skim of ancient asphalt, ran ahead; to their left, the railway tracks; to their right, the high cast-iron safety fence topped with a bulky rail; below them, the black river; above them, the huge sky; and ahead of them, on the far bank, three enormous seven-storey mansion blocks like three great castles.


				They walked on.


				‘Apparently, according to Clive,’ said Benedict, ‘you’re going to be weepy this morning because your mother’s just gone away to America to work.’


				‘I’m not weepy,’ said Ralph carefully. ‘I’m not anything.’


				He hoped he sounded defiant but not strident.


				‘Yes,’ Benedict continued. ‘You’d deny it. That’s exactly what Clive warned me about.’ His friend sounded very pleased with this. ‘But deep down, Clive said, you’d be in the dumps and absolutely soggy.’


				‘Soggy? What does that mean?’


				‘It’s what happens, my mum says, when you cry. “Oh that bastard of a husband of mine, Clive, he knows just how to make your mother cry, and once I’ve cried my fill I’m positively soggy with tears.”’


				Benedict was an excellent mimic, and his Ginny take-off spot on. 


				‘Well, I don’t want to cry,’ said Ralph.


				On the river a tug pulling a line of coal-filled barges was nosing toward them, smoke pluming from its funnel. Its hooter sounded. Ralph felt the noise right in the middle of his being, throbbing and deeply stirring.


				‘According to Clive, the more you say you don’t want to cry, the more it means you really do want to cry. You’re denying it so strongly, I’d say you must be very unhappy, and, that being so, Clive said, I’ve got to be kind. So, I’m radiating kindness. Can you feel it? Do you feel better, knowing I’m being kind?’


				‘Do you know what you are?’ asked Ralph.


				‘No.’


				‘Beyond sordid.’


				‘What does that mean?’


				‘It means worse than sordid. Surely even a simpleton like you can understand that.’


				Without saying a word, both stopped at the same time, stuck their feet into the spaces in the lattice, scrambled a foot or so up the fence, leaned over the rail and stared down at the tug and barges passing directly beneath.


				‘Do you ever think what it would be like to jump down into the back of a barge if it was full of mattresses?’


				‘No,’ said Ralph.


				The last barge disappeared beneath them. There was no more to see, just the wake with its beer-coloured lines of froth and little round waves radiating backwards and outwards. The boys got down and resumed walking.


				‘By the way,’ said Benedict, ‘Mum’s collecting us. She’s got to see Maud. Remember Mopey Maud?’


				How could he forget? She lived near their school in Barnes in a big house with a huge garden filled with her husband’s gigantic sculptures, multi-coloured fibreglass pipes, crimped and crunched into weird arrangements. Maud’s husband called them ‘worm casts for the nuclear age’. They baffled Ralph. What was the point of enormous fibreglass rods in bright colours going everywhere like the lines on the Underground map? They were great to climb on though.


				‘Course I remember Maud,’ said Ralph.


				‘Well Mum has to see her, so she’ll pick us up after school and we’ll all go. Mum said she’ll ring Doreen and tell her.’


				Ralph was joyful. He could spend the bus fare he would save on sweets.


				*


				The boys boarded their bus at the depot beside Putney Bridge Underground Station. It carried them over Putney Bridge, up the High Street, round Putney Heath and on to Roehampton. They got out in the middle of the Lark Hill council estate and followed a little road past high grey tower blocks to a wooden door in the fence at the back of St David’s grounds. They opened the door and stepped through and the door clanged shut behind.


				They were in the school’s grounds now, walking past the compost heap where sometimes foxes from Richmond Common were spotted scavenging, the greenhouse where pupils grew tomatoes and herbs, the tool shed, the garage where the mowers were parked, and finally the gardener’s hut. Luigi was sitting inside at his table drinking tea from a mug. He sat there at the start and end of every day monitoring who came in and went out.


				‘Morning,’ he shouted.


				The boys waved back. They began to follow the path. Their shoes scrunched on the gravel as they ambled. On either side were stands of oak, chestnut and elm. Everyone at St David’s called this area ‘The Park’. The school’s swimming pool lay away to their left, a sunken blue lozenge filled with still water. Swimming would carry on until the October half-term holiday and then the pool would be drained for the winter.


				They came to a set of old brick steps. They climbed up. Now they were in ‘The High Garden’ as it was called. Here were flowerbeds, ornamental ponds, neat hedges and paths of warped stone flags. The long Queen Anne mansion that housed the school was ahead. They heard the school bell clanging.


				Benedict looked at his watch. ‘Crikey. Better leg it.’


				The boys held their satchels and kit-bags to stop them from bouncing and began to trot.


				*


				Ralph’s classroom was long and shallow, with windows at one end, and the door at the other, and three long rows of desks strung between at which the class were seated. Ralph’s desk was in the front row by the window and his teacher, Miss Loudon’s desk was in front of him.


				Miss Loudon had arrived the previous September and this was the start of their second year with her. On her very first day with them and within the first hour she had told the class her age: twenty-six. They had found this incredible on two counts. One, that she was so young. Two, that she’d told them. On her twenty-seventh birthday, Lisa Griffiths got the whole class to sign a card. Everyone liked Miss Loudon.


				Miss Loudon had green eyes and black hair that hung down to the middle of her back. Today she wore a red skirt and a huge black necklace. None of the other lady teachers would have dressed this way.


				Miss Loudon put a pile of books on Ralph’s desk.


				‘Pass these round please.’


				Ralph took one and slid the pile sideways to the next desk. The book was a paperback, used and worn, its front cover creased at the corners and the pages stained brown on their edges. Ralph knew many children had read it already.


				He studied the jacket front. Most of it was covered with a strange drawing of small boys, some naked, some in bits of their school uniform, several carrying spears, moving round in a forest of weird plants with gigantic rubbery leaves. Ralph understood it was supposed to be a tropical forest but he didn’t believe this was what a tropical forest looked like in real life. The space above the drawing was filled with writing – Lord of the Flies – and above the title, slightly smaller, was the author’s name, William Golding.


				‘Has everyone got a book?’


				‘Yes, Miss Loudon.’


				‘Right, boys and girls. You hold in your hands a remarkable novel. The story it tells will appeal because it concerns children, like yourselves. Indeed, as you will find when you start reading, these children are so like yourselves that one of them, he’s the book’s hero in a way, even has the same name as one of you: his name is Ralph.’


				Ralph felt his face redden slightly but there were no titters. He realised then that Miss Loudon had done him a service saying what she had said. When the book was read aloud and Ralph was sounded out, there’d be no mocking.


				‘Now,’ Miss Loudon continued, ‘at the same time as being a story about a group of boys who get marooned on a desert island, it is also a story about humanity, and the way people organise themselves in the world in what we call society, and whether we do this by consent, or not …’


				Miss Loudon then explained that they would read the entire book aloud in class and discuss it over the following weeks.


				The opening pages were then read, with different children taking different passages. The pages described two of the marooned schoolboys meeting on a beach. Neither had a name at the beginning. That came later. One was blond. He was Ralph and he was exactly Ralph’s age – twelve. The other was plump. He was Piggy. There was not a lot of action, and certainly nothing interesting or exciting. Just descriptions of the beach, the shore, the sea, mingled with the strange stop-start conversation of boys. It was quite hard-going. At the same time there was something about the way the two boys talked, following their own different trains of thought, not listening to each another, not understanding each another, and then just clicking and hearing each another, before diverging again, which struck him as true. During the class discussion that followed, he talked about this – or tried to.


				‘When I read sometimes I think, this isn’t true. Well, no. I know it isn’t true. It isn’t. The story and that. It’s made up. I know that. But sometimes I know that I believe and other times I know I don’t. That’s what I mean. Especially when it comes to talking. With dialogue sometimes I go, no, that doesn’t sound right. And sometimes I go, yes, that’s how people talk. And with the bit we just did, with Ralph and Piggy meeting, I thought, yes, that’s how they’d talk.’


				‘Ah,’ said Miss Loudon, ‘because of the writer’s skill you’ve suspended disbelief here, whereas elsewhere you don’t – is that it?’


				She’d put it so much better than he could.


				‘Yes,’ he said.


				At the end of the class everyone put their copy in their desk where it would lie until the next class, but he put his copy in his satchel to bring home.


				*


				The last bell of the day clanged, rung by hand by the school secretary, Mrs Beadle-Collins, standing in the hall by the front door. The form stood and set their chairs under their desks. Miss Loudon got up from her desk and came forward.


				The bell stopped.


				‘Good afternoon, children,’ Miss Loudon said.


				‘Good afternoon, Miss Loudon,’ the children said.


				‘Dismiss,’ Miss Loudon said.


				The class began to file out. The children nearest the door in the back row went first and because of his position at the front by the window, Ralph was always last to leave. He heard jostling by the door as his classmates squeezed out.


				‘No shoving now,’ Miss Loudon called. ‘Did you hear? No shoving, Corbett.’


				‘Sorry, Miss,’ Corbett called back.


				‘Well, Ralph,’ said Miss Loudon, ‘anything planned for this evening? Are you popping off to see a Bach concert at the South Bank perhaps?’


				She was always posing questions like this. He didn’t quite understand them but he liked them.


				‘I’m not going to a concert, Miss,’ he said, ‘although I am going out as it happens.’


				‘Oh, really?’


				‘Benedict’s mother …’


				‘Benedict Boscombe?’ asked Miss Loudon.


				‘Yeah, Miss.’


				‘Yes,’ she corrected him.


				‘Yes, Miss,’ he said.


				‘He’s in the other class?’


				‘Yes, Miss.’


				This was school policy. Close friends were kept apart because it was believed they would interfere with each other’s capacity to learn if they were together all day.


				‘She’s collecting us, Miss – Benedict’s mother – so we won’t have to take the bus home.’


				‘I wish I was being collected,’ said Miss Loudon. ‘I live in Nunhead. That’s a bus, the tube, the train and another bus. It takes for ever.’


				‘We’re going out for tea, Miss,’ he said. ‘To a friend of Benedict’s mother.’


				‘Oh very nice,’ Miss Loudon spoke through her nose in a funny accent.


				He look puzzled. He was puzzled. This was another thing of hers: she put on funny voices.


				‘Kenneth Williams,’ Miss Loudon said.


				Who? He was none the wiser. He wondered should he ask Miss Loudon to explain who Kenneth Williams was but then he sensed the quiet, everyone having left the classroom, and remembered Ginny was waiting outside.


				‘I have to go,’ Ralph said, though he also wanted to stay. He liked talking to Miss Loudon.


				‘Yes, you do.’ Miss Loudon smiled. Her front upper teeth were small, like a child’s. ‘Don’t eat too much cake.’


				*


				When he got out into Crescent Lane, he found a few St David’s pupils waiting for late parents, plus Ginny standing beside her red Saab with Benedict already in the back pointing at his wrist watch and mouthing, ‘You’re late!’


				‘Come on, slow coach,’ she shouted. Her voice was light, joshing, cheerful.


				He ran up to her. She had a long face and an enormous mouth and a great tumult of curly dark blonde hair.


				‘In you hop.’


				She was wearing something with an Arab name he couldn’t remember that went all the way to her ankles and was fastened at the front with clasps made of stiffened fabric and decorated with swirling lines and bits of mirror held on with bright red thread. He knew Ginny had bought it in the souk in Marrakesh. She had bought a similar garment for his mother but his mother didn’t like it and she only wore it as a nightdress.


				He got into his seat and as Ginny closed the door he put on his safety belt. Ginny went round to the driver’s side, lifted her skirts high over her knees and got in.


				‘All stations active,’ she said in a bad American accent. ‘Thunderbirds are go.’


				They drove off. Over the next few minutes Ginny asked about their day and they replied laconically. They stopped at a red light and she pulled her skirts higher. The skin on her thighs was taut and white. On her feet she wore red tennis shoes. She cleared her throat as she did when she had something important to say.


				‘Here’s the score, lads,’ she said. ‘Things aren’t going well for Maud at the moment. Arnold’s done something very stupid.’


				Arnold was Maud’s husband, the sculptor.


				‘What’s he done?’ asked Benedict from the back.


				‘He’s got himself into trouble with the police. He might go to prison. Actually, he is in prison, but he might have to stay there.’


				‘Did he rob a bank?’ asked Benedict.


				‘No. Don’t be ridiculous.’


				‘Did he murder someone?’


				‘Of course not. You know Arnold. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. Of course he wouldn’t do something like that.’


				‘Did he glass someone then?’


				Glassing had entered Benedict’s vocabulary when Peter, the son of Ginny’s housekeeper, Jeannie, and a Mod, had stabbed a man in the eye with a pint glass in a brawl outside a pub in Streatham. He had been convicted of GBH and got three years and was currently in HMP Wandsworth. The offence fascinated Benedict and he had quizzed Jeannie about it at length. This was inevitable. All kinds of youth violence fascinated him – especially the pitched battles between Mods and Rockers during bank holidays.


				‘I wish you wouldn’t say that word,’ said Ginny.


				‘What word?’ asked Benedict.


				‘You know the one I mean.’


				‘Glassed?’


				‘Yes.’


				‘What’s wrong with it?’


				‘I just don’t like it,’ said Ginny.


				‘Why?’


				‘I just don’t. It’s not a very nice word.’


				‘So what did Arnold do?’ asked Benedict.


				‘He’s accused of smuggling,’ said Ginny. ‘Smuggling drugs.’


				The lights turned green. Ginny drove on.


				‘So just try to be sensitive and be nice to Maud, all right lads?’ said Ginny. ‘Will you do that for me?’


				‘Does that mean we’re not allowed to talk?’ said Benedict. 


				‘It means showing compassion,’ said Ginny. ‘And if you see Maud crying, you could try giving her a hug.’


				‘A hug,’ the boys said in unison. ‘Uh. Sordid!’ 


				*


				They were all inside, sitting in Maud’s kitchen at her table. It was pine, scrubbed white, and enormous. Ralph and Benedict were sipping hot Ribena. Ginny and Maud were drinking white wine.


				‘Arnold drove his van down to Morocco,’ said Maud, ‘took the panels off, filled the voids with hash, put the panels back on. They said in court how much he had but I can’t remember. It was a lot. The van was well down on its axle. I know that much. Not that anyone noticed mind you. Not when he crossed from Morocco to Spain. Not when he drove up through France to Calais. But when he got to Dover, they noticed all right. Too fucking right they noticed.’


				Maud described the van being searched, the discovery of the drugs, Arnold being charged, his first appearance in court and his being remanded to HMP Lewes.


				‘What was he thinking?’ asked Ginny.


				‘He wasn’t thinking,’ said Maud, ‘that’s the point. He just had this notion. Smuggle the gear, flog it, retire on the proceeds. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy. That was the plan. Stupid cunt. Stupid, stupid fucking cunt.’


				‘What happens now?’ Ginny asked.


				‘The judge set bail. Arnold wants me to find it. He’s screaming to get of jail. Can’t stand it of course. Can you imagine Arnold locked up with a whole bunch of criminals? Of course he hates it but he should have thought about that, shouldn’t he, before he got himself arrested.’


				‘How much?’


				‘Ten thousand,’ Maud said.


				‘What!’


				‘Yeah. Ten thousand fucking pounds.’


				‘And …’ Ginny rolled her hands helplessly in the air.


				‘I don’t have ten thousand lying round,’ said Maud, ‘if that’s what you’re asking. I’ll have to put the house up.’


				‘Really?’


				‘Yeah,’ said Maud. ‘I could fucking kill him. I could you know. It’s just as well he’s in Lewes because if he walked in here now, I’d get the fucking bread knife and I’d run him through. I’d fucking run him through.’


				She shook her head as if she’d just remembered something and then turned toward Benedict and Ralph.


				‘You all right there, boys?’ she asked. ‘Want a top up? Biscuit? Don’t pay any attention to what I said. That’s what sometimes happens in life, as you’ll find out. Sometimes you just have to let it out. You know. Ventilate. Let rip. And that was me, just now. But I wouldn’t really stab him, you know. That was just words, stupid words. Wasn’t it, Ginny?’


				‘Just words,’ said Ginny.


				‘I love him really, don’t I?’


				‘Yes, of course you do,’ said Ginny, ‘of course you love Arnold very much.’


				*


				In bed that night he read a few pages of Lord of the Flies. He would have kept reading but Doreen came, told him he must go to sleep and turned out the light. 
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