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AFTER MANY YEARS, Sylvia Garland returned to England. She had never intended to stay away so long. But one thing had led to another somehow and what had originally been meant as a short refreshing absence had turned, unimaginably, into thirty-five years.


Thirty-five years; it was half a lifetime and yet, when she thought about it, Sylvia really could not say how it had come about. All she knew was that at some moment there must have come a tipping point, unnoticed at the time, after which returning no longer made any sense and so they had decided to stay put until Roger retired.


But wasn’t it extraordinary that she could not account for how she had lived more than half her life? Or was that maybe the way more often than one imagined; that when people looked back at their lives, they were forced to acknowledge that they had actually not been in control at all? Everything had happened willy-nilly, they had simply blundered along, making the most of unpredictable circumstances and the lives which they ended up living bore little resemblance to what they had originally intended. Of one thing Sylvia was certain; she no longer bore any resemblance to the well-intentioned blonde young woman who had set out so bravely from England, newly married, in 1969.


Her flight landed at Heathrow at half past seven on an overcast April morning. Neither the time nor the season was of her choosing but she was looking forward to one thing: the feel of cool damp air on her face as she stepped out of the plane. She had hoped, during the last part of the flight, that the pilot would use some lovely English expression to describe the weather in London as they began their descent – “drizzly” or “nippy” – or that he might advise his passengers arriving from desert heat to get their “macs” out before they disembarked. But no such luck; the pilot was, wouldn’t you know it, Australian and he simply remarked that it was “a grey old day” in London which was perfectly obvious to everyone.


Sylvia looked down at the small tidy country appearing beneath the clouds, all neat little rows of identical houses and orderly cars driving obediently along narrow roads like a toy town laid out in a good boy’s bedroom. She felt excitement and apprehension in equal measure; her son, whom she had not seen since shortly after the funeral, would be waiting to meet her at the Arrivals gate but beyond that lay the unknown. Well, not absolutely the unknown of course since she had spent the first twenty-five years of her life in this country but, as everyone overseas was always telling her, it wasn’t the same anymore.


When the cabin doors were finally opened after a tedious and uncomfortable wait, during which the ridiculously overweight passenger sitting next to her made three utterly unnecessary calls on his mobile phone, Sylvia made her cumbersome way to the exit, nearly beside herself with excitement. But instead of emerging into cool damp air, as she had happily anticipated, a tubular passageway had been attached to the side of the plane and she emerged into another indoors. She was so disconcerted, she did not watch her footing and nearly stumbled as she stepped over the threshold. Determined to be brave at all costs, she exclaimed audibly “Oops-a-daisy!” and quickly regained her equilibrium without any help from anyone. But it was under the banner of “Oops-a-daisy!” that her return to England began.


She traipsed a remarkably long way on her swollen feet along anonymous corridors to what was now called Border Control. Ahead of her in the plastic booth she saw a dark-skinned young woman wearing the Muslim veil low on her stern brow. Sylvia could barely believe her eyes and, for a few disorientated moments, she imagined that she had got out at the wrong airport or that her flight had somehow come full circle and carried her back to where she had come from. She was roused from her fantasy by the passport officer calling her sharply to come forward in a broad Yorkshire accent.


Startled, Sylvia stepped forward, forgetting her hand luggage which she had parked on the floor beside her. The fat family who was standing behind her in the queue all four called out bossily, “Your bag, your bag” and, it seemed to Sylvia, everyone for several hundred yards around turned to stare at her. Blushing, apologetic, she retrieved her bag, dropped her passport which she had been holding ready in her hand, bent to pick it up and came forward again to the passport booth, flustered and flushed.


The young woman sitting inside looked at her severely. Sylvia smiled at her ingratiatingly – although why she should feel the need to ingratiate herself on this unprepossessing young woman, she had frankly no idea. The young woman tapped the counter impatiently. “Passport?” and Sylvia realised with embarrassment that she was still clutching her passport in a moist hand. Hastily, she handed it over. She was considering whether or not to tell the young woman that this was a big moment for her when she scornfully returned the passport to Sylvia, without even looking at her and called, “Next.”


Sylvia left the counter feeling hurt. Of course, the passport officer had no idea that Sylvia was coming back to live in England after thirty-five years away and in tragic circumstances too. But still, she could see from the passport that Sylvia had every right to be here, this was her home, wasn’t it and besides didn’t the young woman come from a culture which traditionally treated older people with more respect?


Clearly, Sylvia thought indignantly as she made her weary way towards the baggage hall, clearly that young woman had chosen to adopt the worst of Western ways. In her off duty hours, she probably loitered in shopping malls, frequented discos and afterwards gorged on fast food. Still smarting, Sylvia spent some time trying to identify which carousel was receiving the baggage from her flight. The hall was crowded with milling multitudes, all unslept, unwashed, unshaven and all calling to one another in a bewildering assortment of languages. Sylvia might as well have been anywhere. To make matters worse, the passport woman had made her feel as if she was as much a foreigner here as any of them; a time traveller who had returned from a distant, more polite past.


It took Sylvia an age to find the right carousel. To make matters worse, she could not exactly remember her flight number anymore either – was it 106 or 160? – and she had lost the stub of her boarding card which would have helped. She was so tired too, she could only dimly remember where she had come from. She had hardly slept; all night an irritating small child with apparently disproportionately large feet had kept kicking her seat back and snivelling. Sylvia had nearly given its useless parents a piece of her mind.


Finally she spotted the preposterous overweight passenger who had overlapped indelicately into her seat for much of the flight. He was standing beside a rotating carousel which did not yet have any suitcases on it, still talking volubly with extravagant hand gestures on his mobile. Sylvia went to occupy a vacant spot at a safe distance away from him, confident that she must at last be in the right place. Sure enough, within a few minutes, suitcases began to tumble forth and, remarkably quickly, she spotted her own which she had made easier to identify some years earlier with a number of eye-catching transfers of exotic birds.


As her case came towards her, she turned instinctively to point it out to the person who should have been standing next to her and to step considerately out of his way as he lifted it off. But an icy wave flooded through her because she remembered instantly that she was alone, alone and bereaved and she had not hauled a heavy case off one of these contraptions herself for a long time. Still, icy wave or no icy wave, there was nothing for it but to step bravely forward, to seize the case with both hands and to hope for the best. Heavy lifting could have unspeakable consequences. Before she knew what was happening, a short but tremendously broad-shouldered man in a black leather jacket had pushed unceremoniously in front of her, grunted brusquely “No!” and lifted her case off the carousel and placed it politely at her feet with as little visible effort as if it had been a pill box.


Sylvia was so overcome, she staggered slightly. She was overwhelmed by the icy wave turning to a warm wash of embarrassment and by a sneaking feeling that wasn’t betrayal exactly but possibly disloyalty. She had just been the recipient of gallantry from a strange man. She stood there, blushing and battling with her fluctuating body temperature and afterwards she was not even sure if she had remembered to stammer “Thank you.” She felt quite ashamed of herself too for the man who had come to her aid so promptly, so perfectly was one of those Russian Mafia types whom they had always made such fun of in Dubai. He had vanished into the crowd already, with his leather jacket and his puff of powerful cologne, leaving Sylvia looking after him helplessly, awash with her swirling emotions.


She took a grip on herself and simultaneously on her suitcase and went in search of a trolley. Feeling needlessly guilty as always, she made her way through the “Nothing to Declare” channel towards the Arrivals door. Halfway along she came upon her Russian rescuer being intently questioned by two customs officers who had opened both his expensive suitcases. Sylvia faltered, she was on the verge of dashing over to put the customs people straight, to tell them what a perfect gentleman the Russian was. But memories of the stories she had been told in Dubai about rich Russians and the kind of things they were said to carry in their suitcases made her walk on towards the Arrivals door, feeling even guiltier still. In any case, Jeremy was waiting for her and she didn’t want to keep him waiting any longer than necessary, poor dear.


An African woman walking slightly ahead of Sylvia, pushing a trolley piled high with her vivid luggage, reached the frosted glass double doors first and they slid apart. Beyond them, a crowd was waving and roaring. There were people from all four corners of the earth gathered here: every possible colour, every possible race, every conceivable style of dress and headgear. Sylvia knew she was in London but, frankly, looking around her, she might as well have been anywhere. Jeremy was nowhere to be seen.


Sylvia came forward between the slung ropes which formed a passageway through the crowd. ‘How absolutely typical,’ she thought to herself, ‘of Jeremy not to be here, today of all days.’ She wondered what mistake he might have made: the wrong flight, the wrong terminal, still stuck somewhere in heavy traffic due to having set out too late? She knew her displeasure must already have been visible on her face when she finally spotted him, right at the back of the crowd – did he not have the gumption to come forward? – and, simultaneously catching sight of his mother, Jeremy lifted his arm in a stiff little gesture of greeting.


He extricated himself with evident difficulty from the thicket of people where he was waiting and made his way forward towards Sylvia, she noticed with affection and irritation in equal measure, carefully apologising to everyone he brushed against on his way.


Finally, they stood in front of each other and for a moment neither of them seemed to know quite what to do. Jeremy seemed fearful of patronising his mother with a consoling hug and Sylvia hesitated to embarrass him with a display of affection in front of all the gawking people. So they just stood there for a few seconds and neither of them did anything at all. But, when all was said and done, Jeremy was still her boy, even if he was thirty years old now and unwisely married and it was the most obvious thing in the world for Sylvia to scoop him into her arms and draw comfort from his warmth and strength and youth. As she did so, she felt Jeremy’s hand reach around and tap her awkwardly but well-meaningly on the back.


They let each other go quite quickly and began to talk, covering their embarrassment with a brisk exchange of questions: “How was the flight?” “Where’s the car?” “Have you been waiting long?” Jeremy took his mother’s trolley and, rather too obviously slowing his pace to hers, began to lead her towards the car park. It was only then, as Sylvia recovered a little from the ordeal of her arrival and took pleasure in the sight of Jeremy’s slim, strong silhouette pushing the trolley – was he not maybe getting a little round-shouldered? – that it occurred to her belatedly that her daughter-in-law had not come to meet her and, immediately offended, she wondered why.


“Jeremy,” she asked cautiously, doing her utmost to sound concerned rather than reproachful, “where is Smita?”


The strangest expression crossed Jeremy’s face. To Sylvia, it looked like a child who has been caught out in naughtiness, a booby trap, a stink bomb; guilt and delight in his own ingenuity in equal measure.


“She’s awfully sorry,” Jeremy volunteered quickly. “She was fully intending to come of course. But she wasn’t feeling at all well when she woke up this morning and we both decided it would be better if she stayed at home.”


Sylvia saw him sneak a furtive look at her face and she knew her expression was one of dignified offence.


Jeremy added placatingly, “I think maybe she felt you and I might like to have a little time together on our own, in the circumstances.”


Red-faced, Sylvia thought but refrained from saying, ‘What a load of tosh Jeremy. Since when have you and I ever wanted to spend time on our own? Well, I might have, I suppose, on occasion but I don’t think you ever have and if your wife doesn’t know that, then she doesn’t know you very well, I’m afraid.’


Of course, she said no such thing. She followed Jeremy across the ugly vastness of the terminal, still no sign anywhere one could see that she was in England. She added to herself, ‘Besides, Smita doesn’t think like that, as far as I’m aware. Smita thinks about Smita, my boy and not very much about either you or me.’


She brought herself to the point where she always began to feel sorry for Jeremy, saddled with his self-centred ice maiden of a wife. This time she felt guilty too for hadn’t she just added to his burden by deciding to come back to England? Although where else was she supposed to go, for heaven’s sake?


She looked fondly at Jeremy’s slightly stooping figure as he pushed the trolley. His shoulders were definitely rounder than they used to be. She resolved that, come what may, she would not be a burden to him. At that moment, Jeremy stopped without warning and Sylvia trod heavily onto his heel. Jeremy winced and Sylvia said sorry and everything was immediately back to normal; chafing along together, friction generated by the simple fact of being in the same place at the same time, unintentionally hurting each other by everything they said and did.


They were nearly at the doors which led out to the taxi rank and the walkway to the car park when, in the nick of time, Sylvia realised that she was making a terrible mistake; she didn’t want to live in the same city as Jeremy and Smita. She grabbed Jeremy by the arm. “Darling, stop.”


Jeremy stopped, frowning. There were people ahead of them and people behind them and their sudden halt would inconvenience everyone. “What is it?” he asked irritably.


“Darling,” Sylvia said, reddening at her audacity. “I’m afraid I’ve changed my mind. I’m not sure I want to come and live here after all.”


Jeremy let out an exasperated exhalation and wrenched the trolley out of the line of people. “For Christ’s sake.”


“Please don’t take it personally,” Sylvia continued hastily. “I started to wonder about what I was doing on the plane actually and I just think I may have rushed into this rather too soon.”


Jeremy glared at her. “Is this to do with Smita?”


“Goodness!” Sylvia lied, “no, not at all. It’s to do with me getting cold feet, can’t you see? I’m not sure I actually want to live in England again.”


“So what exactly are you intending to do?” Jeremy demanded. He was getting red in the face too. “You’re not telling me you’re turning round and getting straight back on a plane to somewhere else, are you? Because that’s frankly ridiculous.”


Sylvia wondered where she might catch a plane to; there must surely be some attractive destinations on the departure boards. She smiled placatingly at her son. “Please don’t get angry, dear,” she told him. “I think it’s probably for the best.”


Jeremy looked as if he might lose his temper completely. But instead he reached out his hand and laid it on her arm. Soothingly, he said, “I don’t think you’re quite yourself at the moment, you know. You’ve been through a lot, you’ve been up all night. I think the right thing for you to do at this point would be to have a little break here in London. You don’t need to commit yourself to anything, you can think of it as a short-term thing for the moment. But please, just stay here for a while.”


Sylvia looked at him gratefully. Contrary to her expectations, he had risen to the occasion and she decided she would express her gratitude by staying for a while. It would be as Jeremy said, a short-term move which would give her a chance to pull herself together a bit and work out where she really wanted to live.


Outside the terminal building, they were shockingly engulfed in a squall of cold wind and rain which felt to Sylvia like an assault. She had temporarily forgotten that it could be so cold and she was astounded to see everyone around her stoically plodding ahead instead of running for cover. Jeremy did likewise so, when Sylvia stopped to find her jacket in her holdall, he left her behind. It was difficult to fight her way into the jacket in the wind and, as she was struggling, Jeremy turned round to see where she was and she realised from the look of alarm on his face that he feared she might have had second thoughts again and fled back into the terminal.


She called, “Coming, coming” and started after him, the sleeves of her peach jacket which had looked cheerful when she bought it in Dubai but now looked, she feared, simply garish flapping brightly about her.


Jeremy did not say much in the car park. She knew he was displeased with her and she thought it best to keep quiet.


But as they were driving to the exit, Jeremy asked, too casually, “So what do you think of the new car?” And she exclaimed eagerly, “Oh my goodness, yes, it’s silver, isn’t it? And your old one was black.”


Jeremy smiled wryly and Sylvia understood straight away that she had said the wrong thing; the new car must be much more modern and expensive than the old one but she had failed to notice. She thought with a pang that Jeremy’s father would certainly have noticed and complimented him on it right away. They would have discussed engines animatedly. She sat in disconsolate silence as they left the airport.


Jeremy drove out onto the motorway, his expensive car accelerating impressively amid the morning traffic. Sylvia leaned back and sighed. She watched the ugly urban sprawl going by and tried to pretend their silence was companionable.


Why was it, she wondered, that the approaches to London were so relentlessly dreary? She had driven into other cities – New Delhi, Riyadh – along wide avenues, past imposing monuments but London seemed simply not to care what newcomers thought of it.


As Sylvia watched and struggled with her fatigue, the motorway rose up onto an elevated section and she remembered blearily that soon on the left-hand side she would see the familiar Lucozade advertisement which she had enjoyed seeing on her return for years. It was high up on the side of a tall building; it showed a brilliantly illuminated bottle of Lucozade pouring bright electric bubbles into a glass, filling it up again and again, perpetually. “Lucozade replaces lost energy” the slogan alongside it read. Sylvia, arriving back on home leave from Hong Kong or Delhi or Riyadh, would smile fondly at the Lucozade ad as if greeting a long-lost friend. But Jeremy’s expensive car sped past the place where the Lucozade ad should have been and Sylvia realised with a pang that it had gone, probably swept away because it was too simplistically old-fashioned in its message for today. Besides, she wondered, does anyone even drink Lucozade anymore? According to what she had heard from younger expats, nowadays something called Red Bull was all the rage. She turned to show Roger that the Lucozade ad had gone but of course Roger wasn’t there anymore either.
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Jeremy checked his watch for the hundredth time and tried to control his anger. Why on earth had he bothered to get to the airport on time, rushing away from Smita, leaving without breakfast? He could have predicted that his mother would be the last passenger off the flight from Dubai. They had been traipsing out for at least half an hour now, he recognised the airport security stickers on the bags but there was still no sign of his mother. What was she doing?


Irritably, he imagined her plodding off the plane with her familiar flat-footed step, probably stopping for lengthy goodbyes to some member of the cabin crew whom she had befriended overnight while the poor wretch, at the end of an eight-hour flight, smiled through gritted teeth and longed to be off for a shower and some much-needed rest. Maybe the person delaying her was a fellow passenger, some extraordinary new bosom friend to whom she had poured out her woes over a night’s succession of gin and tonics. She would doubtless be in a pretty rough state when she emerged.


Eventually Jeremy began to worry. Her flight had landed almost an hour ago. Surely she should be out by now? He left his prime spot by the railing at the front of the crowd and went to check the arrivals screen again. There was nothing about delays to baggage. Oh Christ, what had happened to her?


He knew that friends had seen her off last night, waited with her at the check-in and only waved her off as she went through security. They had texted him to say she was on her way. But what if she hadn’t actually got on the flight? She might still be sitting in some sort of traumatised state in the international departure lounge in Dubai. How long would it take before someone noticed her?


His father’s death had completely overwhelmed her. Jeremy had actually been taken aback by the intensity of her grief; the prolonged and public weeping, the howling, the constant prop of gin and tonics, the staggering. He had never given it much thought, he supposed, but he had expected a bit of a stiff upper lip. When had he ever seen any interaction between his parents to suggest otherwise?


It was true he had been shocked himself by how profoundly his father’s death had shaken him. Considering they had never been close, considering Jeremy’s feelings about his father.


He wondered if he should go and speak to someone from the airline. Or should he maybe call Smita and see if by any chance she had heard anything? No, if she had she would have called him and besides she mustn’t be worried. She was worked up enough already about his mother coming; he mustn’t add to her stress levels.


As he ran through a checklist of gruesome possibilities, it dawned on him sickeningly just what he had let himself and Smita in for.


Really, it made no sense that he should be standing here, waiting to welcome his mother and presumably to take responsibility for her. He had done his best to avoid her his entire adult life. But now, here he was waiting dutifully to meet her as if everything which had gone before, his childhood, her track record as his mother, had been completely different.


He looked around him. Some of the other people standing waiting were holding balloons and handmade banners and big bunches of flowers. They were craning forward, excitement and anticipation all over their faces. Every few minutes delighted cries would go up, small children would burrow forward under the railings and throw themselves onto some emerging passenger. Around him people were embracing and weeping. He wondered whether he was the only one waiting there who felt sick with apprehension. There was an East European guy standing alone a little way off who looked pretty edgy.


Jeremy was distracted by the arrival of a large African family group, he couldn’t identify where they came from, tall, stately robed figures who proceeded to greet their waiting relatives by inclining their heads and solemnly touching foreheads. The waiting crowd fell silent as they watched the ritual. If only Jeremy’s reunion with his mother could be as low-key and dignified. But no, she would squawk and fumble and drop things, he would squirm like an adolescent and then later there would be Smita’s reaction to deal with too. It would all be horrible.


Grimly, Jeremy went to the back of the crowd to check the arrivals screen one last time and when he turned round, his mother had finally appeared, lurching towards him looking desperate, pushing a trolley with a wonky, loudly squeaking wheel.


As he made his way forward laboriously through the crowd, the weirdest thing happened. Suddenly, all the reunions with his mother from his childhood came back to him and he wasn’t thirty anymore but three or five or seven, running eagerly towards his lovely blonde mother and, however thrilled she acted to see him, he remembered how somehow she never seemed pleased enough.
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Smita looked down from her front window a dozen times but there was still no sign of the car. She supposed that at this point some women might have started to worry about motorway pile-ups but Smita immediately started to wonder what her mother-in-law might have done to delay them. The possibilities were of course endless; she might have lost something, started something, might have got herself into some sort of situation at passport control, with a porter, with another passenger. Whatever it was, no way would she have given a thought to all the delay and trouble she was causing them.


Caught up in her own drama, she wouldn’t stop to think about Smita preparing a welcome lunch for her, however awful she was feeling, nor Jeremy standing waiting patiently for her while the price of the car park went up and up.


Smita could have texted Jeremy of course to ask what the matter was but she didn’t like the idea of her mother-in-law getting involved in any form of communication between herself and Jeremy. His phone would beep and Jeremy would say innocently, “We’d better get a move on. Smita’s wondering where we are.”


Sylvia would get all indignant and reply something like, “Well, we simply have to sort this out first, dear”, whatever it was, “Smita will simply have to wait.”


Jeremy would go all red but of course he wouldn’t say anything. So, instead of understanding that Smita’s question had been prompted by concern, anxiety, Sylvia would straightaway assume that Smita was being bossy and demanding and she would deliberately do everything even more slowly than usual. Whereas, in actual fact, Smita had gone to a lot of trouble for her. She had taken the day off work, got up much earlier than she wanted to do the shopping and now she was settling down to prepare a full-scale Indian lunch because that was what Sylvia liked best even though she, Smita, couldn’t stand Indian cooking because it was so time-consuming and so unhealthy. The renewed realisation that her mother-in-law was coming to London to live made Smita suddenly feel even sicker than she already did. She laid down the sharp knife with which she was chopping herbs and made herself a cup of peppermint tea. She carried it across the big open-plan front room, sat down carefully on the new cream couch and stared miserably out of the window.


She was so proud of their beautiful minimalist penthouse in one of the best parts of Belsize Park. Their builders had worked on it for a year before they moved in to transform it from the top half of a tall Victorian house into the striking ultra-modern space it was now. She and Jeremy had spent the best part of another year working to finish it off and furnish it. It was intolerably cruel that just when everything was finally almost ready and they were about to embark on a brand new phase of their life, her mother-in-law should come along to spoil it. Because Smita had no doubt at all that was what Sylvia was going to do. Not intentionally, of course; Sylvia was, God damn her, a good woman who just couldn’t help doing the wrong thing at every step. She would blunder into their beautifully organized lives and, with the best will in the world, she would wreak havoc. She always did.


Whatever the circumstances, she had the capacity somehow always to put her foot in it. When she first saw Smita’s new kitchen for example, with its clean lines and post-industrial look, she had giggled and said it reminded her of her school science lab. Now that was obviously a totally trivial, insignificant thing but it had rankled and, ever since, Smita had rarely entered her kitchen without remembering it.


Then there were the wretched flowers; every year, for the past three years since they had got married, Sylvia had sent Smita a bouquet on her birthday. “How sweet,” her friends said. “How lucky you are to have such a lovely mother-in-law.” But what they didn’t seem to grasp was that the flowers always came on the wrong day somehow or they were flowers which Smita didn’t like or to which she was allergic. Of course she knew that Sylvia hadn’t done it on purpose; the flowers were ordered online from Dubai. Jeremy told her she was being unreasonable; his mother meant well and how could she be expected to know Smita’s taste in flowers? Smita had to display the bouquets prominently or Jeremy would have taken offence but every year she would glare as she passed the vase, a heavily scented reminder of her mother-in-law in her front room.


Now it was going to be her mother-in-law herself and, for the zillionth time, Smita felt it was more than she could bear. Especially with the other change that was on the way. How could she be expected to cope with the extra responsibility of having her recently widowed mother-in-law living around the corner?


If it had only happened the other way round; if it had been Sylvia who had gone first and not Roger, how much easier that would have been. Well, for Smita of course, not for poor Jeremy, whose relations with his father had always been even worse.


Although frankly his relations with both his parents had always been something of a puzzle to Smita. Her relations with her own parents, her mother, Naisha, and her father, Prem, were so much more straightforward somehow; she loved them, they drove her mad, they loved her, she drove them mad but, at the end of the day, they all took it completely for granted that they were a non-negotiable part of one another’s lives and they would no more try to distance themselves from one another than they would try to do without food or clothes or shelter. Jeremy called Smita’s family “claustrophobic”. But Smita had trouble recognizing Jeremy’s relations with his parents as family relationships at all.


For a start, they had lived on different continents most of the time since Jeremy had been sent away to boarding school at the age of eleven. When they met, they were cold and distant and formal with one another. Jeremy and his father shook hands, never hugged. In some respects they didn’t even know one another all that well. If Smita asked Jeremy before a visit, “Does your Dad like fish?” or “Would your mother prefer tickets to the theatre or the ballet, do you think?” he would look blank. Smita knew exactly how much coriander her father liked in his favourite dish. Jeremy only spoke to his parents every few weeks, if that, and when they were all together, they always seemed strained and awkward.


But at least Roger could be good fun, when he was in the right mood, with a drink in his hand and he definitely had a soft spot for his feisty daughter-in-law. Smita wouldn’t have minded nearly as much if it had been Roger, recently widowed, coming back to live out his days close to his only son. Except that would never have happened because, if it had been Roger coming back, he would have gone to live in the country somewhere, in a village with a nice pub. He would have bought a large and shambling dog to keep him company and he would hardly have bothered them at all. Who knows, he might even have taken up with some merry widow in the village and started out on a whole new chapter of life. Whereas Sylvia –


Smita heaved a huge sigh and abandoned her peppermint tea. She stood up and went over to the big window again and there were Jeremy and Sylvia down in the street below, busy unloading Sylvia’s luggage from the boot of the car and apparently already in the middle of some fractious disagreement. Why on earth had they brought the luggage here instead of leaving it at the hotel first? Had there been some awful last-minute change of plan? Smita panicked; she wasn’t having Sylvia staying here. No way.


As she watched Jeremy and Sylvia, wondering what on earth was going on, Sylvia suddenly looked up and saw Smita’s face at the window and gave a great, enthusiastic wide wave with both arms as if they were dear long-lost friends or as if she were signalling to a taxiing aircraft. Smita waved back, just a little, with one hand and, straight away, Sylvia plunged back into the boot again as if she had been rebuffed.


Smita retreated from the window. Now she felt sicker than she had all day. She simply could not face what was about to happen. But there was nothing at all she could do about it either, now that her final wicked prayer for a plane crash had gone unanswered.


The intercom buzzed. Smita walked over and lifted the receiver and when she exclaimed, “Hello!” Jeremy’s voice answered rather shortly, “Hi, we’re here.”


Smita dashed to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. Never let Sylvia see her looking less than her best. She gave a last quick look around her apartment, saw that it was looking beautiful and went downstairs to hold the front door open welcomingly.


After a moment, she could hear voices in the stairwell; Sylvia’s carrying tones and someone else who, oddly, wasn’t Jeremy. Smita craned to listen; it was the downstairs neighbour, cranky old Mrs Castellini; Sylvia and Mrs Castellini apparently engaged in an animated conversation about the unusually cold spring weather. Not a squeak out of Jeremy; what was he doing, why didn’t he hurry her up? And how come Mrs Castellini was being so matey with Sylvia when she was always so hostile to them?


Smita could imagine Jeremy standing on the stairs, doubtless seething, red in the face, probably carrying all his mother’s luggage too but still not managing to open his mouth and tell her to get a move on. Smita waited; oh, this was so typical. She could hear Mrs Castellini recalling the long hard winter of 1963 – snow lying in London for two months, the Thames freezing over – and Sylvia outdoing her with 1947; she had only been a small child but she could still remember it quite clearly, the snow that had fallen in January and stayed on the ground until Easter. In sheer exasperation, Smita closed the door quietly and went back upstairs. She may as well carry on with making the lunch until Sylvia finally deigned to make her way up and greet her.


A few moments later, she heard Jeremy push against the front door, assuming it would be open, exclaim and unlock it before coming into the flat calling loudly “Smi? Smi? Where are you? Are you okay?”


“I’m fine,” she called back. Now her hands were covered with green flecks of chopped coriander. Too bad; she came out into the high glass atrium, holding her hands up so Sylvia could see how hard she was working on her behalf and greeted her, she thought very warmly, “Hello Sylvia, how are you? How was the flight?”


Sylvia was out of breath from all the stairs – and all the talking – and instead of answering, she barged forward and seized Smita in a smotheringly close embrace. As if, Smita thought resentfully, she was trying to make up with the scale of the hug for the slightness of her feelings.


Afterwards in the kitchen, Jeremy whispered to her – Sylvia was paying a lengthy visit to the bathroom to freshen up – “Couldn’t you at least have come down and opened the door to her?”


Smita was indignant. “But I did,” she whispered back. “I did. I stood there for ages waiting for you both to come up. But she was taking so long, nattering away to Mrs Castellini, that I gave up and came back up here to get on with the lunch.” She glared at her husband. “Why did you bring all her luggage here instead of dropping it off at the hotel first?”


“It took forever to get here,” Jeremy whispered back, “and anyway she wanted it this way round.”


“Oh,” Smita said nastily. “Of course.” Then, relenting, she asked, “Apart from the weather, what on earth was she talking to Mrs Castellini about?”


“Mrs Castellini was offering her condolences,” Jeremy whispered. “Actually she was rather nice.”


“How did she know?” Smita whispered.


Jeremy looked a little uncomfortable. “I happened to have a chat with her a few weeks back. I told her that my father had died.”


Smita was amazed and rather put out. She whispered, “I thought we weren’t talking to them until they agreed to redecorate the common parts.”


Jeremy shrugged. Before he could continue, they were both alarmed by a sudden squawk and a loud thud from the bathroom. They exchanged glances. Jeremy ran over to the bathroom door and called loudly, “Mum? Are you ok?”


The door opened and Sylvia hobbled bravely out. “My, your tiles are slippery!” she exclaimed, rubbing her hip. “I nearly fell, you know. Thank goodness, I managed to grab onto the towel rail and save myself.”


Smita made a mental note to check the towel rail for damage and, sure enough, when she slipped discreetly into the bathroom a little while later, the towel rail was visibly lopsided and there were cracks running across two of the tiles to which it was fastened. Smita was livid. Sylvia couldn’t care less of course. Why, she hadn’t even noticed. She hadn’t been in the house for five minutes and already she was wreaking havoc. There was naturally no point in complaining to Jeremy. He would just say it was an accident and thank God his mother hadn’t been badly hurt. So Smita contented herself with writing “Call tiler” in large legible handwriting on the To Do board in the kitchen and she hoped that Jeremy would notice it pretty soon.


He settled his mother comfortably on the cream couch and brought her a drink. Smita would rather he had seated her anywhere else for she would surely spill her drink but at least to start with Sylvia opted for tonic water only so Smita was grateful for that.


She carried on preparing the lunch, resentful that she should be working away in the kitchen when she felt so terrible while Jeremy sat across the room with his feet up, talking to his mother. If she was honest with herself, she would rather be in the kitchen than talking to his mother, but still.


Lunch seemed to be an ordeal for all three of them. Smita could only manage some rice and, while Sylvia made a great display of appreciation, in actual fact she only picked at her food which made Smita feel even more resentful, considering all the effort she had gone to. The only one who ate heartily was Jeremy, taking big demonstrative second helpings of lamb and rice and dal. Smita knew he was doing it partly to placate her and partly because, with his mouth permanently full, there was no way he could be expected to take part in the conversation.


Nobody seemed to have a great deal to say. Sylvia whose chatter normally drove them both to distraction was distinctly subdued; her bereavement and the overnight flight, Smita supposed. She herself was feeling so dreadful – and depressed now too – that it was an effort simply to keep up appearances and Jeremy who might have been expected to jolly things along seemed to have decided to opt out and eat himself into an early grave.


In order to fill a particularly long silence, Sylvia told them for the second time the not terribly interesting story of the Russian gentleman who, it turned out, was no gentleman at all who had helped her with her case. Even though Jeremy and Smita had agreed many times before that if an old person started to repeat herself, it was a kindness to point it out to her, there was no response from Jeremy beyond a non-committal noise and leaning across to take a couple more spoonfuls of raita.


Smita would have made the effort, would have contributed something if only she hadn’t been feeling so unwell and, of course, if the only topic worth talking about was not totally taboo. She stuck to doing the hostess thing, offering food and afterwards tea and pretending to listen politely to whatever her mother-in-law had to say.


The meal was, all in all, a ghastly strain and Smita was glad when Sylvia said to Jeremy, soon afterwards, “When it’s convenient, would you run me over to the hotel please dear? I simply have to have my forty winks, I’m afraid.”


To Smita, she said brightly in the hall, “Thank you for a lovely lunch, dear. I’m sorry you went to so much trouble when you weren’t feeling well. I hope you get over your bug quickly. And maybe in a couple of days, when we’re both more ourselves, I can invite myself over for a cup of tea?”


“Of course,” Smita answered through gritted teeth, “of course you can.”


When the door had closed behind Sylvia and Jeremy, Smita went wearily back into the front room and started to clear up. Jeremy had told her to leave it all for him but she preferred to have a job done to her liking. She wondered whether Sylvia really had no idea what the matter was with her daughter-in-law or whether, not having been let in on the secret, she was just being coy. She decided that Sylvia really had no idea; she was so self-centred and so obtuse, it was hardly surprising that she hadn’t worked it out. Well, if Smita had anything to do with it, she wasn’t going to find out in a hurry either because Sylvia simply couldn’t help herself; she would immediately tell the news to every single person she met. At the realisation that her mother-in-law was now part of this too, Smita allowed herself a few hot angry tears.
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In the car on the way to the hotel, Sylvia apologized to Jeremy. “I’m sorry I wasn’t the life and soul of the party. All this has rather knocked the stuffing out of me, you know.”


“It’s OK,” Jeremy answered, without looking at her. “No one expects you to be bubbly at a time like this.”


He negotiated an apparently nonsensical junction in silence. Outside the window, a blurred city slipped past.


After another pause, Sylvia added, “I’m sorry Smita’s not feeling well. I hope she gets over it quickly.”


Jeremy seemed to be giving her a strange look.


“It’s not anything serious, is it?” she asked in alarm.


Jeremy appeared to be having difficulty controlling his emotions. He was sweating profusely – although maybe it was just all the curry he had stowed away at lunch.


“Honestly,” he said, apparently indignantly, “have you really not got a clue what’s the matter with Smi?”


“No,” Sylvia replied in genuine bewilderment. “No, I haven’t.”


Jeremy went extremely red in the face and Sylvia wondered how on earth she had angered him this time. She was so tired, her mind was in so many different places that at first she didn’t really take it in when Jeremy exclaimed, “Can’t you guess? She’s pregnant!”


“Ah,” said Sylvia. A moment later, she jolted wide awake and cried, “Jeremy! That’s marvellous news. Congratulations!”


If Jeremy hadn’t been driving, of course Sylvia could have hugged him or at least given his arm a good squeeze. As it was, she had to limit herself to a cascade of exclamations and questions. But it was too late; however much she exclaimed and however many eager questions she fired at him, she already knew that Jeremy would never ever forgive her for that first pause when she hadn’t been listening properly. He wouldn’t accept that it was due to fatigue and distraction; he would believe that it was because deep down she didn’t like Smita. She didn’t like Smita and consequently she wasn’t really all that thrilled that they were having a baby because it would surely cement their marriage.


So Sylvia jabbered away, being as overjoyed and effusive as she could manage in her exhausted state, while sneaking sideways looks at Jeremy’s quizzical expression and finally she said the one thing which must surely make Jeremy feel sorry for her, “Oh, isn’t it such a shame that your father isn’t here to hear the news? He would have been so thrilled.”


To which Jeremy responded, turning deftly onto the forecourt of an immense hotel, “It’s a great shame. He would have made such a wonderful grandfather.”


Did Sylvia hear a reproach? She busied herself gathering her belongings and decided, if it was a reproach, that she would not hear it. How could Jeremy possibly know what sort of a grandmother she would make? Goodness, a grandmother; she had not really thought about that before.


She hobbled into the hotel lobby behind Jeremy, feeling suddenly indescribably old. Her feet and ankles were still swollen from the flight and her shoes hurt. While Jeremy dealt with the details of her booking, she sat down in a deep leather armchair, her head reeling. It was all too much, frankly; first, she had without any warning become a widow and now, equally suddenly, she had been told she was going to become a grandmother. She felt she was losing all sense of who she actually was. She was sitting in an anonymous hotel whose name she didn’t even know in a city where she had no wish to be and outside the floor-to-ceiling windows of the lobby, instead of the English spring which she had happily anticipated, it seemed to be the bleak midwinter.


“Are you ok?” Jeremy asked, stooping over her.


She must have closed her eyes for a moment. “I’m fine,” she replied resolutely, “just tired.”


She struggled to get to her feet out of the enveloping depths of the armchair and Jeremy had to offer her a hand and help haul her up.


They did not speak in the lift because they had to share it with a tremendously fat Middle Eastern-looking man in a white towelling bathrobe. He filled the lift with the potent reek of chlorine and Sylvia drew a little passing comfort from this sign that somewhere in the hotel there was a swimming pool – and maybe a sauna too – warmth and another element into which she could escape. All her life, she had used swimming as an escape from all sorts of things.


Jeremy unlocked the door to her room and instructed her how everything worked – the curtains, the television, the minibar – as if she had become completely incapable. Then he said rather awkwardly, “Ok, well I’d better be getting back. I don’t want Smi to have to do all the washing up. Now you have a good rest, won’t you. I’ll give you a ring in the morning and we’ll take things from there.”


Only then, as he was on the point of leaving, did it occur to Sylvia to ask, “How far along is she Jeremy? When is the baby due?”


And, pink and pleased in spite of himself, Jeremy answered proudly, “Nearly ten weeks. The baby’s due in October.”


Sylvia started. “Ten weeks?” she repeated. “But that’s exactly when –” her voice broke off.


Jeremy looked uncomfortable. “I know. Dad. The timing was really weird. Quite hard on Smi actually. We found out the day after the funeral.”


Sylvia dabbed at her eyes with a handy hotel tissue. “Well it’s marvellous news anyway,” she mumbled, “Marvellous. I’m so pleased for both of you. Please make sure to tell Smita I said so.” She was frankly sobbing now and she knew she was due another wooden embrace from her son and another staccato little pat on the back. When it came, she responded by squeezing his other hand energetically. Then she pulled herself together and said bravely, “Now run along Jeremy. Smita needs you.”


The hotel room was silent and still. It was on the cold side too but Jeremy hadn’t shown her how to turn up the heating. Bed was the place to be. Why in Dubai it would be nearly bedtime. She would feel a lot better tucked up in bed; she would shut her eyes and shut out London. Sleep would do her the world of good.


It was in Hong Kong that Sylvia had first discovered the secret pleasures of the siesta although of course in those early years of married life sleep had nothing to do with it. Sometimes, on the steamiest days, Roger would nip home from the office on the pretext of a business meeting or a long lunch with a client. In broad daylight and with the thermometer showing simply unbelievable temperatures, they would sneak into their huge bedroom with the rotating fans, away from their snooping maid and close the blinds. In the sultry half-darkness, they would get up to things they would never have dreamt of in London. Most days of course, Roger couldn’t get away from work; he really did have business meetings or long lunches with clients. Or so he told Sylvia.


How odd it felt to be having a siesta with cold rain lashing at the window. As soon as Sylvia lay down, she felt wretched; the hotel bed seemed huge and she felt unutterably alone in it. She could almost feel a howl beginning deep within her. She did hope that she wasn’t going to start that frightful wailing again as she had when they first brought her the news in Dubai. She had no idea she could make a noise like that. It was a noise straight off the television; the sound of Arab women mourning their lost loved ones at a funeral. Sylvia had not even realised straight away that the noise was coming from her. How mortifying it would be if, in spite of herself, she started to make that noise again here. People would come running down the hotel corridor, they would bang on her door. If she didn’t answer, they might let themselves in with a skeleton key and, seeing the state she was in, they would doubtless summon Jeremy. She would be in trouble again.


She wrenched her mind away from Roger and firmly she thought of her grandchild. Conceived in January, revealed in February, he would be born in October. There was not even a shadow of doubt in Sylvia’s mind that he would be a boy. The extraordinary timing, that he should first make his presence known in the same week in which his grandfather was laid to rest, could not be mere coincidence. Not that Sylvia was the least bit believing. While she might have had mindless inclinations towards church when she was young, all those years she had lived in India and in the Middle East, seeing the ravages of religion close-up had thoroughly put her off it. You simply could not witness everything which she had witnessed during her sixty-two years and still go on believing in a God. But the timing of her grandson’s conception seemed to send a signal; one way or another, the little boy was coming to take his grandfather’s place. Here she was, on the verge of howling one minute and counting on her fingers to calculate the time of his arrival the next. Sylvia shivered with excitement – and a little bit with cold from the chilly sheets.


So not everything was over. Until now, when she tried to look ahead, she could only foresee lessening, withering. She had imagined this next, last stage of her life would be terribly bleak and would require great bravery. Yet here was something completely unexpected which had already – ten weeks after Roger’s death – filled her with a great rush of excitement and anticipation.


Sylvia had never given much thought to being a grandmother, never having been – if the truth were told – all that motherly. But now that it was going to happen, she understood what a marvellous thing it would be. All the thoughts which she knew she would have later – about how English the little boy might look and how Indian and about Smita’s suitability as a mother – she pushed to one side and focused only on the imagined child. She could not see him at all clearly but she could see herself taking him to the zoo in Regent’s Park and to the dinosaurs at the Natural History Museum in South Kensington, all the same things in fact which she had found such a crashing bore when she had first done them years ago while home on leave with Jeremy. What was striking – and baffling – was that, this time round, she felt thrilled at the prospect of doing them. She would need to keep a close eye on Smita and Jeremy of course; they would neither of them make ideal parents. Their flat was nightmarishly unsuitable for a small child too with all those sheer drops and all that glass. Sylvia thought her way around it, making a painstaking inventory of all the things she would have to tell Smita to change. It was a long list and it grew rather boring after a while.


When she woke up, it was night time. For the first few seconds, she had no idea where in the world she was or what sort of time it might be. The luminous digital alarm clock showed 20:20. But Sylvia felt wide awake and adventurous as if it were already morning. She knew that Roger was dead but, for a moment, the disorientation distracted her from her grief. She looked out at all the little lonely lights of the city twinkling in the dark – she hadn’t drawn the curtains – and she wondered what on earth she was going to do here. Then she remembered she was going to have a grandson.


Feeling remarkably business-like, she got up. She drew the curtains, competently, as Jeremy had shown her. Then she began to rummage in her suitcase for her costume and rubber flip-flops which she never travelled without. Of course, they were buried right at the bottom; she had not foreseen that she would want to go swimming her first cold evening in London. But she did urgently, knowing that as soon as she pushed away from the side and began to propel herself slowly and steadily through the water, everything would immediately seem a lot less dreadful.


The hotel corridors and the lift were empty. She supposed that everyone was having dinner. She hadn’t thought yet what she would do about dinner; she certainly wasn’t going to sit alone in the restaurant. But first she would have her swim; she would think about dinner afterwards. There was a small plaque next to the ground floor button in the lift which said “Leisure Complex” and Sylvia headed there.


She supposed she had expected a Dubai-style pool, vast and lavish and she was rather shocked by what she found. A somnolent Polish teenager in a less than fresh tracksuit was lounging at the reception desk of the “leisure complex”. He greeted her by reciting sleepily a welcome obviously memorized from a training manual and handed her a towel and a token to use a locker. She descended a narrow flight of stairs into a basement region which stank of chlorine and rubber. She changed in a distinctly disagreeable changing room, reproaching herself for not having thought of getting changed upstairs in her room. Then she plodded back up the basement stairs and pushed open the door to the pool.


Why, it was minuscule and made even smaller by a sloping shelf at the shallow end so that the first few feet were not even deep enough to swim in. For a moment, Sylvia wondered whether it was worth getting in at all. But she longed for the buoyancy of the water, the release which swimming always granted her and so she waded in down the sloping tiled shelf holding firmly onto the handrail. Jeremy and Smita would never forgive her a broken limb at this stage.


As soon as the water was deep enough, she kicked her legs out behind her and she was off. The water was warm but not too warm and chlorinated but not excessively so. Once she adjusted to the short lanes – twelve strokes and back, twelve strokes and back – the swimming gave her the same pleasure which it always did. She was no longer Sylvia Garland, newly widowed and alone in a city which she had not lived in for thirty-five years. Her mind emptied of all her preoccupations and focused narrowly, repetitively on twelve strokes and back, twelve strokes and back, her fingers held together, scooping the water, her shoulders obedient and synchronised, her hips and knees flexing, no longer perfectly these days but in unison.


She was an aged sea turtle, swimming steadily to and fro in her tank at the aquarium. Like Sylvia, the turtle had memories of former lives in other oceans which streamed behind her as she swam: the Pacific Ocean and islands, cherished eggs laid on remote beaches, other turtles. Sylvia might be swimming in a laughable little pool in a London hotel but she had swum in her time off Lantau Island, at Kovalam Beach, in the turquoise waters of the Gulf. Now, like the turtle in her tank, she ploughed to and fro, her face set in an expressionless mask, her neck saggy and wrinkled, her flippers scaly and scarred. But, like the turtle, she swam trailing memories of distant seas.


Ten, fifteen, twenty minutes passed as a turtle and then Sylvia was tired and wanted to get out. She had had the pool to herself the whole time but as she emerged from the water, two small Indian boys in bright trunks which were too baggy for their scrawny legs burst noisily into the room followed by their small slight father whose spectacles immediately steamed up in the heat. Both excited, maybe new to London, just released after a long flight from somewhere, the little boys scampered and screamed alongside the pool. One of them skidded and nearly fell and was reprimanded by his father. Just as Sylvia, wrapped in a towel, withdrew to the sauna, the little boys plunged into the water splashing and shouting. Their thin brown limbs flailed, their glossy black heads bobbed in the water. The scene reminded Sylvia of so many swimming scenes in the East: swarms of little brown boys cavorting for tourists, diving for pennies. It occurred to her with a shock that her grandson might well look like one of those little boys. It depended, of course, whose looks would predominate, Jeremy’s or Smita’s, and it had to be said, so far in that marriage, it was Smita who had predominated at every turn.


Sylvia relaxed in the sauna for ten minutes, relishing the heat. Then she showered and went back downstairs to change. As she walked past the pool, she noticed, which she had not seen while she was swimming, the night-time street scene outside, only partly screened by the foliage in the hotel garden. Buses and taxis were lumbering past, lit up inside and offering glimpses of a hectic city life from which she was excluded. She stood for a few moments, observing the nocturnal cavalcade until one of the little boys jumped in right behind her and splashed her. She gave him a generously indulgent smile and she retreated from the poolside, thinking that she was perfectly happy not to be part of the whirl of the city and, as far as she was concerned, things could stay like that for a good while yet.


She ordered tomato soup and a toasted sandwich on room service and settled to eat them in front of a documentary about Emperor penguins in the Antarctic. The soup was Heinz, which gave her no end of pleasure, although she supposed that a four-star hotel might have done better. The documentary was marvellous and without Roger’s withering running commentary – he hated wildlife programmes – she could really enjoy it. She had no idea that penguins led such an orderly, civilised life or tended their young with such selfless devotion. She wondered how the young penguins took care of their parents when they grew old. Nothing to take comfort from there, she supposed; there were no granny flats, no carers in Nature. She imagined the elderly penguins abandoned amid the screaming blizzards, stiffly, stoically freezing to death. She ticked herself off; by no stretch of the imagination had Jeremy and Smita abandoned her. Jeremy had met her at the airport, Smita had made her lunch. But then they had dumped her. They had their own lives to lead, of course, they were both busy, working, expecting. Still it was Sylvia’s first evening back in England, newly widowed and she was sitting alone in a hotel room, drinking tinned soup. She had every right to feel sorry for herself.


Crossly, she reminded herself that she didn’t want to be Jeremy and Smita’s house guest. Perish the thought; Smita’s house beautiful would suffocate her within the week. Why, earlier on today, hadn’t she been on the verge of turning round and leaving at the prospect of having lunch with them, let alone living with them? It was only the howling of the icy blizzards in Antarctica and a predator circling over the penguin colony with outstretched wings which had made her briefly backtrack. She thought about ringing her sister Cynthia – if she could master the hotel phone – but quickly thought better of it. Sylvia knew she was not yet up to speaking to Cynthia. The penguin programme finished in a crescendo of uplifting orchestral music – as if the penguins might miraculously take celestial flight – and was followed by the evening news. No longer so baby-faced Tony Blair was holding forth against a backdrop of more bloodshed in Iraq. Sylvia turned the television off smartly. Things were bad enough without watching the bloody news.
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In the morning, Jeremy phoned her, as promised, on the dot of nine, as if she were a business call. His manner was business-like too. He told her he had drawn up a list of local estate agents who let service apartments and he proposed driving her round a selection of them so she could choose where she was going to stay until she had made up her mind what to do next.


Sylvia said, “But I like it here.”


She heard Jeremy exhale.


“You can’t possibly stay there for a month,” he said reprovingly. “The cost would be astronomical.”


“Who’s talking about a month?” Sylvia exclaimed. “I meant just for a few days until – until –”


“Until what?” Jeremy asked. “I’m sure, judging by the state of you, you’ll need much more than a few days to decide where you’re going to live, what you’re going to do. Smi and I have talked it over and a service apartment is definitely the best option. It’ll have everything provided, you can pay for it a week at a time and meanwhile you can look around and make up your mind what you want to do longer term.”


It was no good telling herself he meant well; his tone made her immediately contrary.


She asked, “Will it have a pool?”


“A pool?” Jeremy repeated wonderingly.


“Yes.” Sylvia answered briskly. “A pool. I need one nowadays for my health. In fact, I went for a swim here in the hotel just last night.”


Jeremy retorted, “You’ve spent too long in Dubai, you know.”


Then he relented. “I’m sure Smi can get you into her gym on a guest membership. You can swim there.”


Belatedly, Sylvia thought to ask, “How is she feeling this morning?”


Evidently recognizing a red herring, Jeremy answered briefly, “Much the same. If I come to pick you up at ten, will you be ready?”


“I seem to recall it gets better after the first three months,” Sylvia went on. “So she should start to feel a bit more cheerful in a couple of weeks in fact.”


“I’ll see you at ten then,” Jeremy replied and he rang off.


Sylvia made a point of being ready in the lobby at the right time; she knew she was on thin ice where those two were concerned. While she waited for Jeremy because he was, typically, late, she sensed a resolve taking shape. It was too early to call it a decision but it was a dimly outlined resolve.


When Jeremy drove onto the forecourt, she didn’t recognize him because of course she was watching out for the old black car, rather than the new silver one. Jeremy had to get out and gesticulate foolishly to attract her attention. She leapt to her feet, having wisely avoided the deep leather armchairs and waited perched on a little gilt chair instead. She hurried out, pursued ignominiously by an off-duty Japanese air hostess waving her handbag, which she had in her haste left behind on the floor. Jeremy settled her into the front passenger seat, unsuccessfully trying to conceal his impatience. Sylvia noticed that his posture was no better than the day before but she refrained from comment. It was obvious from the way he slammed his door and twisted the key in the ignition that he was finding this morning a strain.


Sylvia considered asking after Smita some more but thought better of it. Smita would no doubt be using her pregnancy to lead Jeremy a merry dance and really she ought not to get any more attention than she deserved. In silence, Sylvia looked out of the window and wondered how on earth she would ever live here again.


An unimaginably long time ago, a well-intentioned young woman called Sylvia had got married, amid great hilarity, to a fun-loving young man called Roger. 1964. They had bought the most minute house off the King’s Road in Chelsea and moved in there to live happily ever after. Of course they hadn’t lived there happily ever after because a few years later they had gone off to Hong Kong. Their married life had been far from plain sailing anyway. But it was the certainty that she could never again return to that cosy little house which had made her turn against London. Even though the house had been incredibly inconvenient in a number of ways; so tiny that some days Roger seemed to fill it up entirely and its internal walls so paper thin that you could hear absolutely everything. Still, after forty years of marriage, how on earth was she supposed to choose somewhere to live on her own?


Jeremy drove a short distance to the office of an estate agent with a silly name something like “Dullard and Square” where they were joined by a swarthy young man who climbed into the back of the car, mid-sentence on his mobile, bringing with him an overwhelming scent of cheap cologne and, when he had finished his phone call, he introduced himself, implausibly, as Gid.


Sylvia recoiled from his brashness. With Gid in the car, forget the choking cologne, it felt as if the volume had suddenly been turned up far too high.


“Got some ace properties for yer,” he yelled at Sylvia from the back, as if she were deaf, she thought irritably. “Nothin’ like what yer used to in Dubai, er-hah, er-hah, but really nice places yer’ll see.”


His phone rang again, his ringtone a raucous blast of rock music and he promptly launched into a furious, expletive-laden argument with someone, apparently a colleague who had failed to arrange their first appointment. He rang off, having ended the exchange by calling his colleague a “fucking tosser”, shouted jokily at Sylvia, “’Scuse my French” and told Jeremy to “throw a U-ey” and to set off again in the opposite direction.


Sylvia cast an indignant sideways look at Jeremy; what on earth was he thinking of, inflicting Gid on her? But either Jeremy was too preoccupied with the perils of trying to do a U-turn in a rather busy road or he did not find Gid’s behaviour nearly as outrageous as she did. Sylvia looked balefully at her son. She resolved there and then that, however suitable they might be, she would not move into any apartment provided by Gid.
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Of course Jeremy knew that his mother would be difficult; how could it be otherwise? But to describe all six flats which the agent showed them in the course of a very long morning as “uniformly ghastly” seemed to him unfair.


It was true, the first two, in big 1930s blocks in St John’s Wood, were a bit grim: labyrinthine corridors, stale cooking smells. But to call them “tombs”, to refer to the blocks afterwards as the “Valley of the Dead” seemed to Jeremy pure provocation. Did his mother not realise he had taken time off work at his own initiative to do this for her? Did she not understand the extra stress she was causing him?


She claimed to have seen a very old lady creeping along one of the corridors, stooping, dressed in a black coat, a black hat and black shoes, clutching a black handbag as if it might at any moment be torn from her clutches. The old lady had thrown his mother a warning look, she claimed; abandon hope all ye who enter here. Well, Jeremy had been walking along right next to her and he had not seen any such thing.


She was a little less harsh about the next two places, in a flashy, horrifically expensive block next to Regent’s Park. The agent was just trying it on; they were way over budget. She also infuriated Jeremy by sharing a nasty little racist exchange with the agent about the furnishings.


“What kind of people live here?” she asked fastidiously as they viewed the third flat.


Jeremy already suspected that his mother had no intention of living in any of these apartments; she was simply on the lookout for reasons to reject them.


The agent laughed nastily and answered, “Yer would feel right at home here, Mrs Garland, coming from Dubai. It’s full of Arabs, this block.” He added gleefully, “Can’t yer tell from the taps?”


His mother laughed heartily for the first time since she had arrived.


Afterwards, while Gid was returning the keys to the porter, Jeremy told her that it was not acceptable nowadays to make that kind of casual racist comment and she should be more careful. But she retorted, “Oh don’t be such a prig, Jeremy. Everyone knows that Arabs like showy bathrooms.” Oh, she was insufferable.


Jeremy had high hopes of the last two flats because they were just around the corner in Belsize Park; it would be so convenient. As a temporary measure, they both seemed perfectly acceptable to him but, in the first one, his mother objected to the repeating mauve pattern on the bathroom tiles, saying it was enough to give you a migraine. The final one, which was decorated a bit frostily throughout in pale blue, she said would be like living in an igloo.


In the car afterwards, she raised the subject of the baby and managed to get on Jeremy’s nerves even more. She raised the subject in such a way that instead of feeling straight away cheered, as he usually did, Jeremy felt furious. She told him patronisingly why none of the flats which they had seen were the least bit suitable for a visiting grandchild. She was surprised he couldn’t see it. While she was about it, she added that their penthouse – on which they had just spent everything they had – was utterly unsuitable for a small child too.


Feeling rancorous and headachey, Jeremy drove his mother back to the hotel. He had intended to take her to lunch in a Japanese restaurant he liked to toast her new apartment. But there was nothing to celebrate and he couldn’t wait to get rid of her.


In the hotel car park, he asked sullenly, “D’you want me to join you for lunch?”


His mother stared bleakly ahead. “I don’t have anyone else to have lunch with.”


Of course Jeremy felt guilty then; he ought to make allowances. He went round to the passenger side and helped his mother out. She did look a sorry sight crossing the hotel forecourt with her jacket buttoned up wrong and her make up smudged. He should be more understanding.


As soon as they sat down in the hotel coffee shop, Jeremy regretted the Japanese restaurant. The coffee shop was awful – full of piped music and off duty aircrew – and his mother would probably have found the Japanese restaurant soothing with its paper lanterns and swooping calligraphy. Although she might have annoyed him there too with one of her put-downs: “Oh, I can see this is just your sort of place, Jeremy,” something like that.


They both looked morosely at the laminated menu: tuna burger, BLT. His mother ordered a cappuccino and a piece of cake and Jeremy a reproachful small salad and a mineral water. Smita was very keen that he watched what he ate and didn’t put on weight in sympathy with her like some men did.


His mother leant forward and said, “Listen dear, I expect you mean well but you really must understand that I can’t be rushed. I’m sorry if I’m inconveniencing you and Smita. But I need to do this at my own pace.” She sat back and sighed demonstratively.


Jeremy heard the “dear” and relaxed a fraction. “I’m only trying to be helpful,” he said plaintively. “I could be sitting in my office working right now. I should be sitting working in fact. But I’ve taken time off to help you get settled. I know this is a bloody awful time for you. But you won’t make it any better by digging your heels in and getting all stubborn and refusing to do the simplest thing.” He glared at his mother and felt himself flush.


Their food came. Jeremy’s salad looked strikingly unhealthy with quantities of bright pink dressing and croutons and his mother’s cake looked like a Japanese plastic display model of a piece of cake.


Jeremy persisted. “Exactly how long are you planning to stay here? It’s not even all that nice.”


His mother said deftly, “You chose it.”


Jeremy felt himself flush again. “We chose it because it was nearby – obviously. We imagined you would stay here two or three nights max and then move into a service apartment – as we’d discussed – and take your time to work out your next move.” He puffed in exasperation. “I don’t see why it’s such a big deal suddenly.”


His mother laid down her cake fork and clasped her hands. She looked away from Jeremy at some distant vista. “I don’t think I want to live in North London,” she said.


Jeremy was outraged. “Where do you want to live?” he demanded and, without waiting for an answer, he exclaimed, “Yesterday you wanted to get back on a plane without even leaving the airport. Today you tell me you don’t want to live near your own son and daughter-in-law. How am I supposed to take that? In a few months time you’ll have a grandchild here too, your first grandchild –”


“About the grandchild,” his mother interrupted, suddenly veering off on a tangent as she always did, “there’s something I need to ask about him.”


“Or her,” Jeremy said reproachfully.


His mother gave a knowing smile. “Of course you’re right dear, so long as he’s healthy, that’s all that matters.” She paused. “There’s something that’s bothering me though.”


Jeremy was alarmed. “A health issue?”


“No,” his mother said hastily. “No, not a health issue.” She hesitated.


Jeremy asked, “So what is it then? So long as this isn’t just a ploy to change the subject.”


“It isn’t,” his mother answered huffily. “Rest assured. Afterwards we can go straight back to discussing how many nights you think I ought to stay at the hotel and where you think I ought to live.”


They glared at each other.


“Well?” Jeremy asked.


His mother picked a glace cherry from her synthetic-looking cake and rolled it dubiously around her plate with a fork. “I hope,” she began hesitantly, “I hope that Smita will let me be involved with the baby.”


“You what?” Jeremy asked.


“I hope,” his mother repeated uncertainly, “that Smita will let me have a role in my grandchild’s life, you know what I mean, that she won’t keep me at arm’s length.”


Jeremy was outraged. Furiously, he replied, “I don’t understand you. What has Smita ever done to make you say such a thing?”


“I’m not really saying it,” his mother ploughed on. “I’m asking it. You know perfectly well Smita doesn’t have a very high opinion of me. I’ve never been a high flier like she is, more of a plodder. I’m worried she won’t think I’m up to scratch. I need to know. Will I be involved in the baby’s life or won’t I?”


Jeremy didn’t care anymore if he sounded exasperated. “Of course you will be. You’ll be the baby’s grandmother.”


“Ah, but the baby will have two grandmothers, remember,” his mother said. “And it’s perfectly natural for a woman to turn to her own mother first. I realise that. So I’m asking: do you think Smita will allow me to do things with the baby too?”


With a sinking heart, Jeremy understood that a whole new avenue of trouble was opening up ahead of him. “What sort of thing,” he asked cautiously, “did you have in mind?”


His mother volunteered eagerly, “Babysitting. Taking him for walks and outings. Maybe having him to stay when you two want a weekend away. After all, I’ll be much closer here in London than Naisha up in Leicester.”


Uneasily, Jeremy said, “You know, it’s awfully early days yet.”


“Of course it is,” his mother agreed. “Of course. But I need to know. If I’m expected to make plans.”


She went back to rolling the toxic-looking cherry around her plate.


Jeremy sighed. He checked his watch. “Listen,” he said impatiently, “I really have to run. I don’t know why you have to go looking for trouble before it’s even happened. I’m sure – if you don’t scare Smi by coming on too strong way too soon – she’ll be perfectly OK about all this kind of thing.”


He stood up. “Please, whatever you do, just don’t say anything to her about this whole issue yet. She’s feeling very fragile at the moment.”


His mother grinned. “Pregnant women can be terribly touchy.”


Jeremy ignored the remark. Before he left, he said, “You’ll have to tell me on the phone tonight where it is you actually plan to live. I’m curious.”


As he drove out of the hotel, his phone rang and it was Smita complaining that he had forgotten to telephone her father to wish him a happy birthday, as he had promised. Jeremy had never understood why, in Smita’s family, a phone call was always expected as well as a card. For a moment, he had the disagreeable sensation that he was surrounded by demanding women. But it only lasted for a second or two and afterwards of course he was ashamed of it.
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Sylvia watched her son leave and reflected, for the umpteenth time, how very foolish he was. It was only when he was out of sight that she realised how very foolish she was too. She was starting out on the wrong foot entirely. She had only been back in England for twenty-four hours and already she and Jeremy were rubbing each other up the wrong way. Her only son. Why did it have to be like this? And the baby, her only grandson; why was she already getting into an argument about him before he was even born?


She leapt up from the table, in as much as someone of her age and build could leap, and charged out of the restaurant after Jeremy. Behind her, she was dimly aware of someone calling and a commotion but she carried on. She reached the revolving front door of the hotel in time to see Jeremy’s car turning out of the forecourt into the street. Too late. Dispiritedly, she turned away to be confronted by two waitresses from the coffee shop, one holding out her bill and the other her handbag.


She retreated to her room; sleep, what other consolation was there? As she lay in bed, curiously untired the moment her head touched the pillow, she reflected for the umpteenth time on Jeremy and Smita’s marriage and what a very ill-conceived pairing it was.


Jeremy had first brought Smita out to meet them about five years ago. They were still living in Riyadh then, Riyadh the dusty, Riyadh the drab, Riyadh the insufferable. They had known he was seeing a girl for some time but he had never told them anything about her. Silly boy; did he imagine they would be shocked that she was Indian? When they had lived all those years in Delhi and absolutely loved it? In any case, as soon as he announced that he was bringing a girl and that her name was Smita, of course the penny dropped. Sylvia and Roger were absolutely thrilled; firstly, because it laid to rest certain unspoken concerns which they had long had about Jeremy and, secondly, because they imagined that having a young Indian woman in the house would be such fun. Quite what they had imagined, she really couldn’t say now – doe eyes and ankle bracelets? – but it certainly hadn’t been Smita.


Of course what they didn’t know then was that Smita Mehta had been born and brought up in Leicester and was, as far as she was concerned, not really Indian at all. Her parents, who had arrived in Britain when they were young children, might still be Indian, especially her father, Prem. But she was utterly one hundred per cent British Asian, a new generation which had never previously existed, cutting swathes. She had never even been to India and she had no wish to go there either.


She listened with an expression of polite amusement as Sylvia and Roger reminisced about their years in Delhi. They had moved there from Hong Kong in the early Seventies when Sylvia was expecting Jeremy and they had ended up staying for nearly ten years. It was true they had loved it although Sylvia was conscious as she described it to Smita – the lovely big house in Lodhi Colony, the amusing servants, the drinks on the veranda in the sudden Indian dusk – that it did all sound awfully days of the Raj. So she was keen to stress that it was the place they had loved; the myriad sights and sounds and smells of India which first startled and then captivated you, the flowers, the birds and chipmunks in the garden, the markets and, oh, everywhere, the colours, the glorious colours.


Smita listened politely but eventually she said, rather primly Sylvia thought, that it sounded nothing like the country which her parents described. Well, that felt like a slap on the wrist.


Sylvia protested to Roger afterwards, “Of course there’s poverty and ghastliness in India, we all know that, but there’s no point pretending you can’t have a perfectly marvellous life there too. Where in India did her parents come from anyway?”


Roger had replied “Gujarat” and Sylvia had been surprised by a pang of jealousy because, obviously, Roger had been having private personal conversations with Smita on his own.


Sylvia had to admit, guiltily, that there was something a little disagreeable about having an attractive young woman around the house. Ever since her marriage, Sylvia had been the woman of the house. Smita was very attractive. She would lie beside the pool in her scrap of a bikini, slim and flawless, and Sylvia would come out for a dip in her capacious floral one-piece and she felt like a whale, sploshing up and down the pool.


Everyone thought Smita was wonderful, partly because she was so very pretty and partly because it made their ex-pat friends in Riyadh feel good that here was an Indian person with whom they could actually make friends.


Apparently only Sylvia could see clearly, by the end of that first visit, what was wrong; Jeremy had been caught up in Smita’s chariot wheels, as she put it to Roger after the young couple had left. They said goodbye at the airport, Jeremy all stiff and awkward as usual and Smita utterly charming but chilly. That was it, Sylvia complained to Roger; the girl was cold. She had set her sights on Jeremy for reasons of her own – maybe she liked the glamour of his career in broadcasting – and poor Jeremy was helpless, like a rabbit caught in the headlights.


Roger replied thoughtfully, “It’s unlike you to be so uncharitable, Syl. I must say, I found her a lovely young woman. A bit reserved maybe, yes, but I suppose she was on her best behaviour, wasn’t she?”


Sylvia tried hard to see things from Roger’s point of view. It would make the whole situation so much better if Roger were right. But, in her woman’s heart, Sylvia knew what was what and, besides, it went against Roger’s nature to think badly of any pretty young woman.


When Jeremy and Smita announced their engagement, about six months later, Sylvia sent an enormous bouquet, hoping to make up with an excess of flowers for her shortage of happy feelings. It was arranged that she and Roger would have dinner with Smita’s parents when they were next home on leave.


Sylvia preferred to gloss over that acutely awful evening in a showy restaurant in St John’s Wood. Smita’s mother, Naisha, an optician – as she managed to mention in most sentences – talked nineteen to the dozen. Her father, Prem, barely spoke. Jeremy and Smita both looked exquisitely embarrassed throughout and Roger, in his hale and hearty way, was so determined that everyone should get on and have a jolly evening that he had far too much to drink and ended up making a number of distinctly risqué jokes. Oh, it had been dreadful and afterwards Sylvia had felt terrible for Jeremy who was walking so innocently into the clutches of those two predatory women, Smita and Naisha, who would both perch on him and peck him to bits. She had never really had the closeness with her son which would have permitted her to say something. If she attempted to say anything, it would certainly be a disaster and it was a pity that knowing that hadn’t stopped her from doing it.


It was only three weeks before the wedding, she had left it far too late and when she caught Jeremy on his own one evening – Smita was at her book group – she should have stuck to discussing the wedding arrangements and not suddenly burst out, clutching her G and T for dear life, “Oh Jem, are you absolutely sure about this?”


Jeremy looked appalled. His mother hadn’t called him “Jem” since he was about ten years old. “What on earth are you talking about?” he snapped, as usual reddening immediately.


Sylvia couldn’t contain herself any more. “You and Smita,” she asked desperately. “Are you really absolutely sure you’re right for one another?”


Jeremy laughed. It was a harsh sarcastic laugh. “You’re unbelievable,” he replied, shaking his head. “How long have Smi and I been together? Two years? And the wedding’s been planned for the last six months? And you’re asking me now, with just three weeks to go, whether I’m sure we’re right for one another? For Christ’s sake!”


He walked out of the room with Sylvia calling beseechingly after him, “I wasn’t implying anything. It’s just, it’s a big step you’re taking and, you know, your backgrounds are very different.”


Jeremy reappeared in the doorway. Icily, he said, “You may have misgivings about Smi and her ‘different’ background but I don’t.” He paused menacingly. “And I don’t want to hear anything more about it ever again.”


The wedding passed off as well as could be expected. There were two weddings actually: first the registry office and then a ceremony in a Hindu temple in Leicester which Prem and Naisha had apparently insisted on. Sylvia was entranced by the ceremony: all the chanting of prayers and the fire and the smearing of auspicious dabs of colour on the young couple’s foreheads. It took her back years to the myriad sensations of Delhi and she thought rather badly of Smita for looking so obviously bored and sulky throughout. Jeremy looked frankly ridiculous, with his groom’s garland and his loose coloured shirt. But Roger said good for him for agreeing to go along with it and putting on such a brave face. Even when he was decades younger, there was no way that Roger would ever have agreed to sit cross-legged on the floor like that, draped in flowers, and let himself be daubed with coloured splodges. Sylvia snorted with laughter at the very idea of it.


The reception was held in a lavish country house hotel some way outside Leicester. For all her misgivings about the marriage and about her son being pecked to bits, Sylvia had to admit that it was a beautiful setting. Smita looked lovely and Jeremy, apart from grinning foolishly far too much, looked very dashing too. The large number of ill-assorted guests mingled good-humouredly and the sun shone. When Jeremy and Smita were driven away in a dark grey pre-war Bentley, Sylvia felt a predictable pang. She cheered herself with another glass of champagne and the hope that things might not turn out as badly as she anticipated after all.


Three years had gone by since then and Roger, poor dear Roger, had been starting to wonder aloud about grandchildren. Sylvia had reminded him hypocritically that young women nowadays had careers as well as children and it was only natural that Smita, having done so well, should want to make the most of it before having to deal with babies and nappies. Sylvia felt rather virtuous for appearing to speak in Smita’s defence when in actual fact – although nothing terrible had happened in these last three years – everything had reinforced her conviction that Smita was a cold calculating person. For all Sylvia knew, Smita didn’t even want children. Well, she had been proved wrong about that.


But look at the way Smita had welcomed her yesterday, not even bothering to come down to open the door to their absurd loft-style apartment. Smita had a pernicious influence on Jeremy too. The poor silly boy was so easily led. It was certainly Smita’s idea, not Jeremy’s, that Sylvia should stay for a mere two or three nights in the comfort of the hotel before being packed off to a service apartment to save money. Once there, conveniently stowed away, they would manage her life as they saw fit. She was a nuisance obviously and they had decided to deal with the nuisance as best suited them.


Sylvia’s dimly glimpsed resolve of the morning swam into view, now large and solid and unavoidable as an iceberg. Jeremy and Smita would no doubt kick up a fuss, they would reproach her for playing havoc with their tidily laid plans. But she was not going to live in their pocket. It was silly to run back to the airport, she acknowledged that now. She would have to live in London; she really had nowhere else to go. But she was not going to live round the corner from Jeremy and Smita, no thank you.


She would go back to a part of London which she knew, somewhere she had once belonged and she would make the best of things there on her own terms. Not Chelsea; that would be far too painful and besides those little postage stamp houses were exorbitantly expensive nowadays. But it would have to be an area she was familiar with and one which was a long ride away from Belsize Park. She felt sad at the thought of being a long ride away from her grandson. But maybe he would be allowed to stay for longer with her on each visit if it took some time to get there. In her mind, she revisited the haunts of her youth as drowsiness slowly began to get the better of her. She remembered all the places where she had been young and happy and, just before sleep blotted out her thoughts, she set her sights on Kensington.
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Smita was horrified to discover, one morning towards the middle of May, that she could not do up the waistband of her favourite black trousers. She could pull and strain but the two sides wouldn’t meet, however hard she tried. For a few moments, she felt something close to panic. Of course she knew, in the abstract, that when you were pregnant your tummy swelled up. Now it was actually happening to her, she felt suddenly desperate, trapped almost. It was as if she was losing control of herself, of her body; she, who had always prided herself on her supreme self-control. Now her body was doing something she didn’t like, didn’t approve of and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Angrily, she forced the zip closed and left the two buttons undone, to be concealed under a long top. It was uncomfortable but it worked. She was nearly halfway to the Tube before it occurred to her that cramming her expanding belly into tight trousers might harm the baby and, terrified, she had to rush back home to change. Thank God, Jeremy had already left for an early meeting so she didn’t have to explain her sudden return to him. He would have been really angry with her and accused her of putting vanity before their child’s welfare.


Smita felt annoyed, not for the first time, that Jeremy seemed to be adjusting to prospective parenthood so much more quickly and easily than she was. It was all very well for him, she thought rancorously, as she changed into a loose grey tunic dress with a sober black top underneath; he had so much less to lose.


She had noticed the reactions at work when she broke the news of her pregnancy – and they hadn’t all been congratulatory by any means. There had been some quickly concealed irritation from her boss at the inconvenience but also perceptible glee from certain of her colleagues as if, with her announcement, Smita the front runner had voluntarily sidelined herself. Of course Smita intended to return to work at the first possible opportunity. There was no way she would ever be a stay-at-home mother. But still she realised that, from now on, her single-minded dedication to the Gravington Babcock consultancy would be forever in doubt.


So losing her figure was the last straw really. The thought of buying maternity clothes filled her with gloom. She had imagined that she would manage somehow by leaving her jackets unbuttoned and wearing things that were stretchy and loose. But she understood now how ridiculously unrealistic that was. She was only sixteen weeks and already her trousers wouldn’t do up. There were still five months of this humiliating experience to go and it was obvious that by October, even if she starved herself, she would be as big as a bus. She stood sullenly on the crowded Tube, feeling sorry for herself and resentful. At least she didn’t show yet; if some slightly younger and much slimmer girl stood up to offer Smita her seat, she would simply die.


By the time she got to her desk, she was in such a black mood she could barely concentrate. Of course, in all the to-do over changing clothes, she had not had time to get any breakfast and now she felt guilty about that too. She was too disciplined normally to succumb to the ten thirty round of muffins and croissants but today when one of the secretaries called, “I’m going over to Starby’s. Does anyone fancy anything?” Smita answered “Me please” and of course the stupid girl seized on it and joked loudly, “Ooh, eating for two, are we?”


Smita replied stonily, “A skinny decaf latte and a low-fat muffin please.” She was pleased to see the girl looking embarrassed as she collected Smita’s money.


Smita ate the muffin and drank the coffee without enjoyment. How was it that so much seemed to be slipping out of her control suddenly? Over the past few months, there was an endless succession of things which hadn’t gone the way she wanted.


It had all started of course with Roger’s sudden death and then her mother-in-law’s return to the UK. The timing had been simply gruesome. Smita had already suspected she might be pregnant for about ten days. But the awful shock of Roger’s completely unexpected death – while inspecting a building site in terrible heat – and then the gathering of the family for the funeral had made Smita put off a pregnancy test. She didn’t want her proud announcement to be overshadowed by everyone else’s sadness. She felt a secret last minute reluctance too. She had gone ahead with “trying for a baby” because it was what one did after a couple of years of marriage and everyone else – Jeremy, her parents – seemed so keen. But privately she was hoping it would take much longer than this to happen. So in a way it was good to have an excuse to put off finding out.


But, the morning after the funeral, she could bear to wait no longer and she used the testing kit which had been lying ready in a drawer. It came up positive so quickly that she had no time to get nervous. She stared at the two inky blue lines in the little window and felt horrified. What had she done? She hadn’t even made up her mind yet if she wanted children.


Hurriedly, she went to find Jeremy, knowing that his excitement and enthusiasm would be contagious. He was sitting at his desk, looking down at a great confusion of papers. “It’s amazing,” he said, without looking up, “how much there is to do when someone dies.”


Smita said, “Turn around and look at me and, please, for a moment, don’t think about your father.”


Jeremy spun his chair round and looked at Smita in disbelief. “Hang on a minute Smi, we only buried him yesterday. What’s that you’re holding?”


Smita clasped her hands, one of which was still holding the pregnancy test wand, behind her back. “Concentrate,” she instructed him. “Promise me you’re not thinking about your father or the funeral or the cemetery or anything sad.”


Jeremy raised his eyebrows. “This had better be good.”


Smita produced the pregnancy test wand from behind her back and leapt into the air, flourishing it and crying, “Ta-dah! I’m pregnant!”


She came to a standstill and waited for Jeremy’s reaction. But, for a few moments, he simply didn’t react; he sat motionless in his chair and stared at her with no perceptible emotion on his face at all.


“Well?” Smita prompted him, hurt and uncomprehending. “Aren’t you going to say anything? Aren’t you pleased?”


Jeremy stood up with a major effort as if he were ill or exhausted and came over to her without saying anything. He put his arms around her and held her silently until she pushed him away impatiently to look up into his face and ordered him, “Say something.” Then she saw he was crying.


She was devastated; Jeremy never cried. He hadn’t even cried at his father’s funeral when she felt he really should have. It took only a second for Smita’s shock to turn to anger. “What’s the matter?” she demanded. “I thought you wanted me to have a baby?”


Jeremy took her hands tenderly in both of his. “Smi, Smi, I’m incredibly happy,” he sobbed. “It’s just I’m incredibly sad too.”


In that instant, Smita understood that nothing was going to turn out how she had intended. From the moment of her conception, her baby daughter was part of Jeremy’s and Sylvia’s and Roger’s story too and not, as she had fondly imagined for the past couple of years, exclusively her own. Later, when she had a chance to think the whole messy situation over, it made her feel – slightly – as if the minute being inside her was partly an alien; not totally her own flesh and blood but all sorts of other people’s relative too. She didn’t like this feeling which she suspected was unnatural and she worried that actually she was not cut out to be a mother at all.


For the days before and after the funeral, Sylvia had stayed with her friend Heather Bailey in Knightsbridge. Thank goodness she wasn’t staying with them because, forgetting Sylvia’s grief-stricken state, Smita would have found it intolerable to have to share the first days of her pregnancy with her mother-in-law. Besides she wanted to be – quietly, tactfully – happy and how would that have been possible with Sylvia sobbing and hiccuping all over the place? To Smita’s dismay, Jeremy was pretty miserable himself which she hadn’t really anticipated – he and Roger had always had so little to do with each other, frankly – and even though he had risen to the occasion superbly after her announcement – once he had stopped crying – with flowers and a gift, he was still much more subdued than she would have wanted after such amazing news.
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