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            SONNY

            Seven am. New Year’s Day, 2015

         

         Far below, vans and trucks arrive, men spilling out onto what once – some two decades earlier – had been a communal lawn. In the far distance, a weak sun hovers over the North Sea. On the balcony that encompasses the top storey of the Miller Building, Sonny re-positions his canvas chair so that he remains invisible. Through a small pair of binoculars, he continues to keep an eye on the busy scene below.

         Clutching Styrofoam cups of tea and coffee, stamping their boots against the bitter cold, the men on the ground gather in small enthusiastic groups. He picks up a sense of their energy, as if a fresh project starting on the first day of a new year excites them. From the open door of one of the trucks, the sound of a radio is fading in and out. The song playing is Millenium but singer and title mean nothing to Sonny, however he likes some of the words: madness, hope, fate. They mirror his mood. The temperature remains just above freezing. Sonny draws the folds of his silk kimono closer to his bare skin before reaching for his own now stone-cold coffee.

         
             

         

         The Miller Building might be considered ugly, even sinister – a decaying seven-storey cube marooned between sea 2and the resort town of Hawksbridge. But not to Sonny. On their first day, as his mother searched her handbag for the key, he’d stared up at the plaque above the front door: a worn carving of an ocean liner and under it the date, 1905. He’d taken several steps backwards to see the building better – counted six rows of small rectangular windows – apportioned a row for each deck. Two further steps and he could make out the red-brick balcony concealing the very top deck where even now, after all that has happened, he still likes to daydream of rich people asleep in their cabins having partied the night away.

         There had been no taxi at the railway station, only a Co-Op van delivering to the nearby cafeteria. The van driver took pity on them. They looked forlorn: a small boy hanging on to his mother’s hand. She with her lovely, tired face, shabbily dressed – bewildered? Their two flimsy suitcases weighed next to nothing. The man had handed her into the passenger seat, let the boy sit on her lap. Dropping them off he’d watched from his cab as she searched in her handbag for a key. “God, give me strength,” he heard her say. “Where the devil is it?” The boy, mouth hanging open, seemed in a world of his own. “Come on darling,” she’d said. “This is it. Home.”

         
             

         

         An hour passes and then as if the time of eight am had been agreed, a steady stream of more lorries, vans and cars begin to arrive. Sonny counts seventeen men on the ground below. They start to pull on protective clothing. He particularly approves of their cherry-red hard hats. He wonders what they are talking about: the job, their weekend, or is it just that banter men indulge in? Banter is not a skill he excels at.

         As the sun’s rays breach the balcony wall, he glances 3inland towards the damaged footbridge that spans the road leading out of Hawksbridge. Someone is attempting the perilous crossing. He continues to watch till he’s reassured that they’re out of danger although what would he do, what could he ever do to be of help? Placing the binoculars next to his empty cup he gets to his feet. He’s ready now but is some form of prayer or eulogy required? In his head he hears his mother’s voice full of affection, time and again: “You’re a ruddy little show-off.” He reaches for the chair to steady himself. The kimono falls open. The sun’s faint warmth strokes across his pale, hairless chest and thighs.

         From the open door behind him comes a small sound, maybe the clink of metal.

         “I’m sorry,” he says.

         If anyone inside the room has heard him, they make no answer.

         Approaching the parapet, he looks down. At first the tiny figures continue to go about their business: a builder’s truck is being unloaded, orange cones set out to indicate an exit and an entrance and then someone looks up. In almost perfect synchronicity, heads lift and faces turn skywards. Arms are raised; hands point and wave … at him.

         With care he climbs onto the balcony wall and sits. His legs now dangle in mid-air. He feels a moment of fear. All his life he’s avoided physical pain but this isn’t just his best option, it’s the only one he has left. He is fifty years old with the unlined body and face of a much younger man and an unlined life to match: his own choice but on consideration the wrong one.

         A chorus of voices rises up from the ground, the individual words indistinct. Sonny closes his eyes, imagining a swarm of benign bees. It will take at least an hour for anyone to gain access. Every window of the lower floors 4has been boarded up from the inside with thick plywood. Someone hits their car horn. His eyes flick open. Men are running to their own vehicles, hitting their horns: long notes, staccato notes, as they try to distract him, to make a connection.

         Sonny slips the kimono from his shoulders and stretches his arms above his head. Pressing the palms of his hands together he salutes the morning sun. The sound of horns and bees grow louder. Sledgehammers attack the front door. There is the distant scream of splintering wood. He glances down. What a long way to fall.

         “Five, four, three,” Sonny counts. For the first time he is terrified.

         He feels the lightest, tenderest touch as a hand cradles the back of his head. Gratefully he attempts to lean back – but meets resistance.

         “Two, one,” Shona says.

         His body jack-knifes forwards.
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            SHONA

            New Year’s Day, 2014

         

         On several occasions recently you’ve observed, as if not guilty of pleasurably running your fingers through my hair countless times in the past, that long hair is unflattering on a woman (meaning me) over a certain age. Where I’m concerned, you adopt either a neutral or negative tone to your voice due to your poorly hidden embarrassment that you could have ever – well, it wasn’t quite love and never sexual attraction, have adored me. I adore her, you told your friends.

         Thoughtfully, I consider my reflection in the hall mirror. My smiling self looks back at me. I see a younger face, remembered from my teens and well into my twenties. Happy New Year, Shona. My hair is as thick and glossy as ever. It reaches almost to my waist. Fine streaks of gold from the previous summer working in your garden remain in the dark brown. It’s not often that I take the time to stop and stare, in fact I try to avoid mirrors entirely; however, on this grey wintery afternoon, I’m alone in the house. You’re not here to toss out an amused comment. The smile fades. 8Even though I’m wearing baggy jeans and a shapeless t-shirt, long sleeves covering my wrists, it is obvious how unhealthily thin I’ve become. No longer ‘fashionably thin’, I am a woman in her mid-thirties who is thin from neglect.

         In my wardrobe hang some of the clothes I wore before my breakdown. They haven’t dated much but seem alien as if belonging to a woman I once knew slightly and never really came to like. If I were to slip into those skinny jeans, a fitted top, paint my face, Richard, what would you think? Oh no, Shona starting another of her tortuous slides into manic depression.

         
             

         

         Yesterday, I walked to the seafront. It was cold but sunny and many of the cafés were open. The forecast had been for snow later on, but well wrapped up in layers, I chose an outside table to drink hot coffee and watch the world go by. Lazily I observed an elderly woman as she walked along the pavement towards me. I found myself admiring her straight back and perfect posture. The woman’s face was unusual: gaunt yet full of animation, white hair pulled back from a severe middle parting. She wore dark colours, her clothes not at all ‘age appropriate’: a navy pea-jacket that once I would have worn myself, a skirt with movement, a length of cloth of a vibrant blue at her neck. It occurred to me that many decades earlier, she might have been an actress or a dancer.

         I don’t know what triggered my reaction but, as if we were old friends, I found myself on my feet, hands held out to greet her. Without a glance in my direction, she walked straight past. But as you well know, if I truly care about something or someone then I don’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Burrowing in my coat pocket for sufficient coins to pay for the coffee, I tossed them on the table and followed. 9

         Her thin legs tapering into black suede boots twinkled onwards like musical notes on a scale. She walked surprisingly fast. At the zebra crossing, although traffic was approaching from both directions, she stepped out into the road. To the right a van slowed, to the left, a car increased its speed. I seized her arm. She tried to shake me off but I yanked her backwards. The hem of her coat shivered as the car roared past. The driver yelled at us, “Stupid fucking women!”

         We stood safe and unharmed on the pavement.

         “I thought you were mugging me,” she said, appearing a little shaken. Together we walked back to the coffee shop and I ordered tea and two almond slices.

         Seated opposite each other, waiting for our order to arrive, she said, “My name is Mrs Gifford. And you are?”

         
             

         

         I mentioned the encounter to you later that evening, told you that I’d invited my new friend to lunch in a few days’ time. Richard – your face! You immediately looked concerned. “Oh, Shona!” you said. “I’ve seen these waifs and strays who wander around Hawksbridge. I might give them a quid but I wouldn’t invite them into my home.”

         “She’s neither a waif nor a stray. Her name is Irene Gifford and she lives with her son in the Miller Building.”

         “Nobody lives in the Miller Building.”

         “But she does,” I insisted.

         “Then she and her son are squatters. I rest my case.”

         “Does that matter? After all, I’m a sort of squatter.”

         You leant back in your chair. “I thought we were friends,” you said.

         That rattled me. Over the years you’ve called me many things but never ‘friend’.
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         Throughout the preceding years spent in and out of various hospitals, Richard and I hadn’t been in touch; my decision, not his. Just before my final discharge he rang. His voice on the public phone after such a long time sounded incredibly loud: “Shona, how are you?”

         I’d held the receiver away from my ear. “I’m okay. Not bad.”

         “Listen—”

         “I am listening.”

         “I wondered if you’d consider moving back in with me? No strings attached,” he said. “I’ve rented out the London flat and moved north. Hawksbridge is by the sea – you’d like it. You can convalesce, grow stronger. Start to paint again.”

         “How did you know I was here?”

         “Oh, the grapevine,” he said breezily. “I still manage to keep tabs on you.”

         I was flustered. Even in a relatively medicated state I knew that the one choice I shouldn’t make was to accept his offer, yet it was tempting. I was due to move into a half-way house near the hospital. I’d seen the accommodation: a second-floor room with a sink, a bathroom 11shared with five other people. A tiny window facing a brick wall.

         “Only a stone’s throw from the park,” the social worker had said brightly as if she’d willingly house her own daughter, or mother, or self, there.

         I reached a decision; surely it was better to go with the devil I knew.

         “But I can’t afford much in the way of rent,” I said. I’d inherited an amount of money on the death of my adoptive parents but after two decades there was little of it left.

         “Fifty quid a week. I earn more than enough to cover the two of us for the time being. Take it or leave it, Shona. No pressure.”

         “I don’t want to be dependent on you.”

         Richard laughed, the laughter not quite genuine. “Your dependency wouldn’t suit me either. Listen, during the week I’m away working in London. I get home late, fend for myself. I can offer you a pleasant room with a shared kitchen and bathroom. And there’s a garden. You always wanted a garden. If you feel green-fingered then be my guest. Tidy it up, grow veg and flowers, dig a pond if you like. Horticultural therapy.” He paused. I didn’t fill the silence. When he spoke again, his tone of voice was gentle. “I know it won’t be easy. Can’t the two of us park our history for a while? Just come and get well.”

         To ‘come and get well,’ was such an easy and enticing option.

         
             

         

         He collected me. It resembled a scene from a romantic comedy: perfect summer’s day, a tanned and handsome man expensively suited, leaning against the passenger door of an open-topped sports car. Only I was miscast. In the many months since we’d last seen each other I’d added 12three stone in weight and my red-rimmed eyes peered myopically out at the world from a face become a ball of pallid dough. And carpet slippers! Men’s, grandfathers’, brown tartan provided by the hospital! As well as my face, my feet were swollen from the medication I was on; they wouldn’t fit into the ridiculous satin slippers I’d worn when admitted.

         “Shona,” Richard said hurrying forward, his hand outstretched.

         I had to admire the way his expression remained unchanged, that he had the sense not to say, you look great. He took my arm.

         I shook him off. “I’m okay.” As he opened the passenger door, I saw that the seat was narrow with almost no legroom. We looked at each other.

         “You can let me help or try to manage on your own,” he said. “Darling, I want whatever’s best for you.”

         “Help me then,” I said. “But no ‘darlings’ – all that is over.”

         “Fair enough. Lighten up.” And that instruction was just so patently ridiculous given the situation that we both laughed. Just for a split second I found myself thinking, if only.

         With some difficulty Richard managed to manoeuvre me into the front seat. Adjusting the seat belt proved even trickier but jokingly he blamed himself. “Typical me with that need to impress. I only hired the car a few hours ago. I thought you might like the wind in your hair.”

         That was the only time I saw uncertainty. His gaze swept over my dull and greasy plait and then away. A male nurse stowed my suitcase into the boot. Deep in conversation, Richard walked back with him towards the front entrance. My attention wandered. I almost slept but then Richard was 13getting into the car, throwing a bulky envelope and my bag of pills onto the back seat.

         “Ready?”

         “Yes.”

         “About an hour and a half drive. Let me know if you need to stop.”

         And so, I arrived at Richard’s Victorian semi set in the shabby seaside town of Hawksbridge. I was surprised. Knowing Richard, I’d expected more, that at least we’d roll up in front of a modern detached house with a drive and double garage.

         Helping me out of the car, he said, “Look, you can see the sea.”

         To please him, I looked. At the bottom of the road, there it was: an expanse of ominous dark grey. “Beautiful,” I said.

         He’d given me that familiar boyish grin: “Every day a different colour. Every hour. Sometimes the colour changes within a matter of seconds.”

         
             

         

         In those first few weeks in Richard’s house, he was kind and caring. I concede that he pampered me back to life while keeping his distance. I didn’t want cosy chats at his kitchen table; all I looked for was sleep and a measure of comfort, luxuries I’d been denied in a psychiatric ward. He’d prepared the bedroom at the back of the house, looking over the then neglected garden. There was a single bed.

         “I wasn’t sure if you were ready for a double after a hospital bed,” he said. “But I can change it.”

         “It’s fine.” The bed faced a wide picture window. I could see trees and sky. Everything in the room right down to the paintwork looked brand new: pale calming colours. “Richard, it’s all lovely. Thank you.” 14

         “Glad you like it. I’ll leave you to settle in.” He stepped out onto the landing, started to pull the door shut.

         “No!” I was instantly in a state of panic. “Can you leave it open? Just till I get used to the idea of my own room. We were always locked in at night.”

         “No problem. I’m so sorry Shona.” I still believe he meant it.

         
             

         

         As Art Director of his own design studio in East London, Richard set off five days a week just after seven am but invariably he left a sandwich with a vegetable or fruit smoothie for my lunch. In the evenings, if he didn’t go out, we ate ‘take-aways’ or ready meals he bought from Marks and Spencer on King’s Cross Station. Generally, I ate in the kitchen while he’d arrange his food on a tray and carry it into his front room.

         Having the house to myself day after day, I was able to enjoy showering and washing my hair again. In hospital, there were no locks on the bathroom doors, not even a plug in the bath or hand basin for fear that we inmates might try to drown ourselves. A bathroom to myself in an empty house was a luxury.

         I remained vigilant. In the past our relationship had been weighted in his favour; this time I was determined – as vulnerable as my position was – to retain my sense of self. I took on the tasks of his washing and ironing, ferrying his suits to the dry cleaners, (I must admit that any loose change I found in his pockets, I kept.) I cleaned the house, made a start on his overgrown garden. Our relationship settled, became ordered; my role was one of housekeeper. Yes, the power lay with Richard, owner of the roof over my head, provider of food and utilities but at least instead of entirely paying my way I was providing 15an invaluable service. It seems extraordinary how limited my memory was. Ten years earlier I’d made this very same assumption.

         
             

         

         Richard loved food but in small quantities. He had always been self-conscious about his weight. As a schoolboy, even well into his teens, the other boys teased him, gave him the nickname of ‘Fat Dick’. That was the reason he insisted on being called Richard – abbreviations not allowed. He told me once, early in our relationship, that ideally he’d like to be addressed by his full name of Richard Christopher Maplin. At the time I’d laughed because I’d known that laughter was what he wanted rather than understanding. After that I did sometimes call him Richard Christopher Maplin in a fond teasing fashion. He’d liked it and then I must have used the name once too often. ‘Not funny, Shona,’ he’d said, his expression darkening. “End of.”

         One evening when I’d been out of hospital for almost a month, I decided to surprise him. So far cooking had been something I’d avoided, but I would prepare a modest cooked dinner. The freezer was well stocked and I managed to produce lamb cutlets, potatoes and mint from the garden, broccoli and gravy. No pudding required. I laid the kitchen table, even discovering some paper napkins in one of the drawers. I found candles too but ignored them. This wasn’t intended to be a romantic dinner – I was thanking him for his care and kindness because what would have become of me otherwise?

         The energy and concentration required did me good. All went well. I found myself listening out for his key turning in the front door. When finally, I heard Richard’s footsteps in the hall, I tried to appear normal, as if cooking a meal was no big deal. At the sink I washed some pans. No further 16sound came from the hallway. Were both of us listening out for the other, unsure what our reactions should be?

         I broke first. “Is that you, Richard?” I called out.

         “Who else would it be?” he answered. “Something smells good.”

         Once in the kitchen, he said all the right things: Shona, this is great, fantastic. Love the lamb cutlets. So proud of you. But there was no pleasure in the gaze sweeping the room, absorbing the tidy work surfaces, the shining hob and carefully laid table. Not even relief that his house guest was finally starting to stand on her own two feet.

         In total silence we ate. At the end of the meal, he said, “Mm, delicious. Can I help stack the dishwasher?” He’d already picked up his half-full wine glass and taken a couple of steps towards the hall.

         “No problem. I’ll do it.”

         “Well, if you’re sure?”

         “I am.” I began to clear away the dishes.

         He left the kitchen.

         I heard the door of the living room closing, a few minutes later the sound of his TV.

         While in hospital the very first time during my teens, it was explained to me that I was insensitive to the feelings of others. I accept that this is true, however I am hypersensitive to atmosphere. That evening I knew that my efforts in preparing a meal had caused a misalignment between the two of us. Was it happening again, that switch from care to coerce? Richard, seeing my ability to function as some kind of threat? I pushed the thought away because … I didn’t want it to be true.
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            2014

         

         Mrs Gifford came and went. As at our first meeting she was dressed in a distinct style – I’ll call it ‘elderly theatrical person style’. Her fur coat (possibly lynx) with padded shoulders was initially impressive, but as she sauntered past me in the hallway, I definitely picked up the whiff of moth balls.

         “Nineteen-fifties,” she said then as if reading my mind. “This cat has seen better days.”

         I caught the coat as it slipped from her thin shoulders.

         Underneath she was dressed for warmth: a calf-length skirt, bright-blue pullover that matched her knitted hat. She was half-an-hour late, I’d given up hope but now I was ridiculously pleased to see her. I fought the urge to bombard her with trivial questions: had she knitted the hat and pullover, was blue her favourite colour, was the coat a gift from a long-ago admirer? Instead, with a friendly smile and gentle touch to her elbow, I ushered her into the kitchen.

         My initial thought that Mrs Gifford might once have been a professional ballet dancer was proved correct but not Saddlers Wells or the Royal Ballet as I’d grandly imagined. 18During the 1960s she’d been part of a minor troupe touring the north of England. Seated at the kitchen table she told me that she’d had a son by a man who was desperate to marry her. “But only to get my boy. He didn’t love me.” To raise her child, she made a career move into teaching, first ballet but then as it became increasingly popular, ballroom and Latin-American. Her tone became flat and lifeless which I took to signify that this later career was a disappointment or even perhaps a failure.

         As she revealed a quite sad life of unfulfilled dreams, I began to relax a little in her company. What could be more calming than to sit with a view over the garden and some early daffodils, while someone else expressed dissatisfaction with their life?

         Half an hour passed. I began to prepare our lunch. I poured us both a glass of elderflower cordial.

         “Did you make this yourself?”

         I was tempted to say yes but feared Mrs Gifford was sharp enough to recognise a lie. “I bought the cordial and just added chilled tap water.”

         “Very refreshing,” she said. “And you, Shona, what do you do all day?”

         “I used to be an artist.”

         “Used to be?”

         “I’ve been ill, but I’m almost fully recovered.” Instantly I regretted talking about illness so early in the friendship. I leapt to my feet, “Just home-made vegetable soup. Last autumn’s harvest. I hope you’ll like it.”

         Earlier I’d washed my hair. It hung loose and damp down my back. I turned on the heat beneath the saucepan and began to stir the soup while with my free hand, I stroked a brush through the tangles. In the gloom of the kitchen, I could see the electricity sparking as I brushed. Dreamily I 19imagined how I must look: a Pre-Raphaelite beauty, Jane Burden, artists’ model, wife of William Morris, lover of Rossetti. I possessed the same rippling waves, same swooping eyebrows. Once Richard had likened my eyebrows to ‘two glossy swallows’. He’d hate to be reminded of that. First, he’d deny having ever said it and then insist he’d been joking. Or drunk. But no, I clearly remembered the expression on his face as he’d made the comment – as if unable to believe his good luck.

         Mrs Gifford’s voice cut through my thoughts like the crack of a whip. “Not over the saucepan, Shona.”

         “Sorry.” I stumbled awkwardly out of my daydream.

         “If you must brush your hair, do it in the hall. I’ll keep an eye on the soup.”

         From the hallway I watched as she turned down the heat, then as if this was her own kitchen, she reached for the fresh loaf of bread I’d taken out and began slicing it into far neater and more regular slices than I could have achieved. Here was a woman with an innate knowledge of small domestic tasks, who had cooked and cut bread possibly most of her life as she fended for herself and her son.

         “Butter?” she called out.

         “In the fridge.”

         She opened the fridge door and took out the tub of butter. “Your fridge needs cleaning,” she said.

         “I know.” I was smiling. It didn’t embarrass me in the least to be reproved; in fact it made me feel … visible.

         “Perhaps a clean tea-towel?”

         Knotting my hair at the back of my neck I pulled open a kitchen drawer. I tried to make a choice, the tea towel that would most please her. I chose a flower print in Irish linen. If she was pleased – and really why should she be? – she didn’t show it! 20

         “Soup’s ready,” she said. “I’m surprised. It’s rather tasty.”

         “I’m a reasonable cook.”

         There was humour in her eyes. “I’ll have to take your word for that, for now.” She began to pour soup into our bowls. This role reversal seemed perfectly natural. Placing the saucepan back on the hob she joined me at the table, unfolding her paper serviette. Instead of placing it on her lap she tucked the corner into the neck of her cardigan. “Shaky hands,” she said. “This soup could land anywhere.”

         She helped herself to a slice of bread while I topped up our glasses with fresh cordial. I held up my glass. “New friends,” I said.

         Before responding she hesitated, assessing me. “New friends.” Our glasses touched.

         She tasted the soup. “Hot,” she said.

         “There are no spices in it.”

         “I mean ‘too hot’.” She waved her hand in front of her mouth then leaned back in her chair. “Shona, do you know who Margot Fonteyn was?” Mrs Gifford’s eyes were as bright as a bird as she searched my face for some reaction.

         “Of course. A famous ballerina.”

         “Oh, she was much more than that.” She began to crumble bread over the soup. I sensed she was taking her time waiting till she was sure that my interest was captured before leaning forward, taking a deep breath and then, “I met her once. At that time, I was nothing or almost invariably believed myself to be nothing.”

         I understood that belief very well.

         “Margot Fonteyn was the guest of honour when I danced the dual role of Odette-Odile in the ballet Swan Lake for a Charity Gala – the only time our troupe ever appeared in London. Fonteyn was still considered to be at the height of 21her powers.” Mrs Gifford smiled at the memory. “She was incredibly beautiful. In 1962 when she danced the same role, Nureyev said of Fonteyn, ‘when she left the stage in her great white tutu, I would have followed her to the end of the world.’ Has anyone ever felt like that about you, Shona?”

         “I thought they did but I was mistaken.”

         “You’re still young – there’s time.” She sat back in her chair, folding her arms across her stomach. “After the gala, Fonteyn came backstage to my dressing room. That was the only time in my entire career when I was given a room for myself. In the mirror, I saw the door slowly open and she walked in as if she was a normal human being like you or me. But of course, she wasn’t. She was perfection in every way it is possible to be perfect. In the mirror, our eyes met.”

         As she spoke, I pictured the scene: Fonteyn with diamonds in her dark hair, at her ears and around her neck, an ermine stole falling away from her bare shoulders, the lights, their two lovely faces reflected in the mirror.

         “As if she knew me and my work well, as if she’d followed my career path for years and believed us to be old friends, Fonteyn said, ‘Irene, if you could dance as consistently well as you did this evening, you would be one of the great ballerinas.’ She placed rose-tipped fingers on my shoulder and pressed down – I was twenty-two years old and four months pregnant. That night I went home happy and yet suicidal. Have you ever felt suicidal?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         “Then you might understand that being noticed by Fonteyn, having her few words of praise to remember, were going to have to last me for a lifetime and anyway …” Mrs Gifford’s voice became harsh. “Even then, I knew that I wasn’t capable of doing anything ‘consistently well’.” 22

         Rhythmically she began to spoon the mush of soup and bread into her mouth. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

         “My poor son knows these stories of mine by heart.”

         “I look forward to hearing more of them.” I said this lightly while inside thinking, Is her Margot Fonteyn story even true? Perhaps Richard is right – this woman is going to disappoint me. I’ve started something that will prove awkward to withdraw from.

         Her soup finished, mine almost untouched, Mrs Gifford carefully wiped her mouth with the serviette. Turning away from the table she took a powder compact from her handbag and studied her face. Satisfied, she snapped the compact shut. “Excuse me,” she said. “That was impolite but I feel comfortable enough with you to forget my manners. Believe me Shona, that doesn’t happen often.”

         Despite my misgivings, I was flattered.

         She continued. “Perhaps you’d be interested in visiting the Miller Building. My son’s about your age, maybe a few years older. He’s very much alone. I’d like him to have some company other than his mother and her elderly friends. I’m sure the two of you will get on well. He’s interested in so many subjects.”

         I told my first and only lie that day, “You do know that I have a partner? Richard. The man I share this house with.”

         Her response didn’t skip a beat. “I’ve no doubt my son would like to meet Richard too. Do you have a car?”

         I shook my head.

         “Then I’m afraid it’s shank’s pony. It is something of a hike but I manage to walk to the town and back at least twice a week.”

         “We – I,” no way was I including Richard in any future visit, “could get a taxi.”

         “Cab firms refuse to collect or drop customers off in such 23a remote area.” She pushed her plate aside. “Any Tuesday or Friday if the weather’s good. Come for tea. After two-thirty. The view as you approach the building from the sea alone is worth the walk.” A smile transformed her face and instantly won me over.

         I had made no friends in Hawksbridge. Her son was lonely. For now, loneliness could be as strong a bond as any.

         “I’ll watch from the window for you. There’s no doorbell, no phone line, no way of contacting us but if for some reason the front door’s locked come in by the underground carpark. In the hallway you’ll find a lift. It looks intimidating but has never broken down.”

         “But where is the underground carpark?”

         “Left hand side of the block as you approach, push through the shrubbery.”

         “It sounds like something from Alice in Wonderland.”

         “Far better.”

         
             

         

         By the time you came in that evening, I’d found a map of the area. The Miller Building was listed as an historic landmark. It was almost two miles away from Canberra Road where we lived.

         “Glass of wine, Shona?” you asked.

         “No thanks.”

         From the wine rack you took a bottle of red wine. You opened a cupboard, your back to me as you reached inside for a glass. “So, how did your lunch go?”

         “Not bad. Interesting. I’ve been invited to meet Mrs Gifford’s son.”

         “Surely not a date?” Turning around you started to laugh. “I don’t know which one of you will be the most appalled. I mean, honestly Shona, look at yourself.”

         I should be inured to your comments about my 24appearance by now, only they invariably arrive out of the blue when I’m almost convinced that we’re getting on better.

         “It’s not a date,” I said. “He’s lonely. Living where they do, I think he’s quite cut off from people of his own age.”

         You slopped wine into the glass. Several drops splashed on the tiled floor. “Lonely. Cut off.” Echoing my own thoughts, you added, “Sounds as if you’re made for each other.” Your mobile rang. You took it from your pocket and flipped it open. Your gaze shifted to me. “Privacy Shona?”

         Dismissed, I stumbled out of the room. I am not normally clumsy. I am capable of grace. It is only with you, when I react to your chilling tone of voice – then I’m reduced into becoming a lesser creature.
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            MRS GIFFORD

         

         Drawing the duvet closer, Mrs Gifford is thinking that tonight there’ll be a hard frost. She closes her eyes again but sleep eludes her; instead, she finds herself puzzling over the name of the young woman she’d had lunch with. This also eludes her. It was nothing obvious like Helen or Cathy. Something Nordic? Was that what the waist-length hair was all about? Helga, Gudrun? Mrs Gifford quietly chuckles. Everyone’s age she judges in relation to that of her son. Someone over sixteen but under thirty is still classed as ‘boy’ or ‘girl’. ‘Young’ she applies to the in-betweens: over thirty but under fifty. Privately, at fifty, she’s set Sonny forever in early middle age. For much of his life he’s defied her age rule in looks and behaviour, remaining in the ‘boy’ category. She would never apprise him of the change of status. The knowledge would be a wound impossible to heal; he must remain forever – boy.

         Mrs Gifford’s worries over her son are engrained, but this morning she’s content to let the small incipient anxiety that she’s caught a cold take over. Her throat hurts, her bones ache a little, but the need to cough she’d fought since the 26night before has subsided. There is just a faint crackle of congestion coming from her chest.

         Shona! That was her name. The first time they’d met, walking past the outside café table, she’d vaguely been aware of someone getting to their feet, intending to greet her. There was an impression of a smiling smooth young face: an un-expressive face that suddenly prompted a childhood memory.

         Save any emotion. Poised in front of half a dozen six-year-old girls, the dance teacher – Miss Campbell – raising one elegant hand towards her eyes. Deliver them only when performing. Over-use will render your emotions stale.

         Seventy years on, Mrs Gifford can still hear the rolling sound on the ‘r’ of ‘render’. Not that this young woman could ever have been a dancer. Large feet, ugly hands, she would be an inveterate butterfingers.

         That was how my cold started – sitting outside that café with the temperature only just above freezing.

         Mrs Gifford switches on the bedside lamp. At the window the rectangle of sky immediately changes to purple. Her cold will pass. It is of no consequence. She must keep her mind focused on the immediate tasks, keep moving, sleep enough, fight the inevitable rundown. Spring will come; in summer she thrives. Mrs Gifford is confident her strength will carry her through another year. Why not another five years?

         From outside in the corridor she recognises the sound of Sonny’s door noisily opening and closing. He intends for her to hear, if asleep, to be woken up. Now he is in her living room, no doubt peering into the kitchen in the hope of finding a small sweet treat. He scratches at her bedroom door.

         “Ma, it’s gone seven.” 27

         “Ten minutes,” she calls back.

         “That long?”

         “Put the kettle on.”

         “It doesn’t suit me.”

         She obliges with a hollow laugh. “Just ten more minutes.”

         
             

         

         Mrs Gifford receives a state pension which she collects monthly from a post office in Hawksbridge. For over twenty years she’s kept five hundred pounds worth of Premium Bonds under her vests in the dressing-table drawer. It’s been a long time since she’s found herself a winner, but they represent a nest egg, something to fall back on should times become tight.

         Living in the Miller Building she pays no rent, rates or utility bills. Electricity for lighting and cooking is nowadays supplied by a small generator. She uses this sparingly. Heat is provided by the two small fireplaces: one in her lounge, the other in Sonny’s bedroom. The chimney vents are to one side of the building, which means their thin streams of white smoke in the winter months are not visible from either the road nearby or the town.

         Hawksbridge Council, owner of the block, believe that the building lies empty, that in the twenty-first century it would be considered uninhabitable for even the poorest tenants to contemplate given the state of its dereliction. Mrs Gifford chooses to rarely think about the council. When she does, she imagines a gigantic well-fed cat of a person, perfectly satisfied overseeing the paving of the town’s streets in a herringbone pattern of smart blue-grey bricks, building a plate glass, state of the art, cubism inspired college, creating stone fountains and wrought iron benches – all good, all admirable – while ignoring the decaying Miller Building and the nearby rows of empty houses. She is grateful for 28their omission and hopes the incompetence will continue at least during her lifetime.

         The isolation of where they live suited her son. Imperceptibly over many years, his affection for the building’s interior has created a distrust of Hawksbridge town sprawling like a hazy threat, visible from some of the eastward-facing windows. Sonny rarely leaves the apartment now and never during daylight hours. The opportunity has long passed when Mrs Gifford felt able to discuss this subject. What could she say when she knows that Sonny’s vision of a hostile world for him would be true? She can’t envisage her son moving with ease among the many students.

         ‘Ah well, snow tomorrow,” Mrs Gifford says. She is still hungry for the bliss of a deep, dreamless sleep; for the release from fear and the unfamiliar version of her face in the mirror, from the old woman’s hands spread over her bony knees. She closes her eyes but only for a moment: then she is throwing back the cover, crossing the room to where an exercise barre has been fitted along one wall. Hand resting on the barre she goes through the exercises she has done almost every morning for more than seven decades. Of course, her body has changed but she remains strong, retains muscle tone. Back straight, chin held high, she imagines herself young and oh so beautiful.
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            SONNY

         

         When Sonny was a child, they’d rented a flat in St. Albans. It was his first day of the summer term at a new school and he hadn’t wanted to go. His uniform was all wrong, bought six months earlier for his last school.

         “I’m not made of money” She said.

         “That’s not the point,” he said. “I’ll be the odd one out.”

         “You’ll be an even odder one out if you’re late.” And then to get him to go she used an old ploy that he always fell for. “Darling, if you decide you hate the school, come home at lunchtime, but just give it a try. For Mummy?”

         By the time Sonny arrived at the school gates it was already nine-thirty. Another five minutes were wasted before he felt brave enough to cross the deserted playground. Finally, he entered the building. As if to herald his arrival, somewhere ahead of him, a piano struck up the opening bars of ‘All things bright and beautiful’.

         “The school day begins at nine am.” A teacher emerging from one of the classrooms impatiently tapped his wristwatch. “I presume you have enrolled?”

         Sonny shook his head. 30

         “Never mind. You’re not the only one. You need the gymnasium.” Through thick lensed spectacles he peered down at the silent boy. “Okay, I’ll take you. You look petrified. The first day anywhere can be intimidating.”

         The teacher’s hand grasping his felt enormous. Sonny was dragged forwards, forced to run to keep up.

         “Here we are. Queue up with the other newbies.”

         “But,” Sonny said.

         “Your name is?”

         “But.”

         “Your name!”

         “Sonny Gifford.”

         “Jennifer,” the teacher waved his hand towards a woman seated at a long table, “I have a Sonny Gifford for you.”

         “We’re not ready for you yet, dear.” Her voice was friendly as she pointed towards the back of the room where at least twenty boys stood in a straggling line. Already, they seemed to know each other. As Sonny approached, they turned to stare at him with hostile curiosity.

         After five minutes the name ‘James Gifford’ was called. Sonny didn’t move. The boy in front of him stepped on his foot. “You’re Gifford, aren’t you?”

         Watched by the entire queue, Sonny approached the table. The woman indicated to a wooden chair. He sat down.

         “James or Sonny, which do you prefer?”

         He didn’t answer.

         “Well, I think we’ll stick with James then.” Reaching for a fresh enrolment form, she gave him a tired smile. “I’m Mrs Bradshaw. I have a note about you from your mother. You suffer from asthma?”

         Eyes fixed on the sheet of notepaper she was studying, he inclined his head. 31

         “Your father passed away some years ago?”

         Again, he nodded.

         “I’m sorry. That must have been very hard for you to deal with.” She leant back in her chair. “James, talk to me. I won’t bite. I’m on your side.”

         Sonny took a deep breath and then in a strangely adult voice replied, “First I stole jam, and more jars than we could ever eat. I opened every lid and let in the flies.”

         “Oh dear,” the woman said. She touched her forehead as if she feared the onset of a migraine. “I think it might be best if—”

         Sonny leant across the table, an eager expression on his face. “Mrs Bradshaw?”

         “Yes dear. Yes James.”

         “I heated lard in a pan, mixed it with bread and rat poison.”

         She shook her head. “I think that’s enough now.”

         “The sparrows were used to me. After all, mine was the hand that fed them. They flew down. Forty minutes from first peck to final twitch.”

         The noise in the gymnasium abated. There was a moment of absolute silence.

         “May I use the toilet please?” He got to his feet. “I need to go right away.”

         That day, a prefect took Sonny to the toilet. “Don’t wait,” Sonny said. “I have constipation.”

         “Gross,” the prefect said and left him to it.

         A few minutes later, Sonny made his way back across the playground and through the wrought iron gates. Arriving home, he met his mother on her way out.

         “What happened?” she asked.

         “They didn’t want me.”

         He never returned to the school. Within a week they were on a train, destination Hawksbridge. 32

         Forty years later, he’s still adding to his story.

         “His name was Terence Rogers,” he’d said only a week or so ago.

         “You’ve never mentioned a Terence Rogers before.”

         “He was the boy who took me to the toilet. He tried to kiss me.”

         She’d nodded, said something like, “Cheeky so-and-so.”

         
             

         

         Even in the dark, Sonny prides himself on knowing every centimetre of the Miller Building: the wide oak staircase that opens up onto spacious landings, the windowless corridors and where the doors to the three apartments in each fall, every service entrance and fire exit – all now blocked to make the building secure from intruders. Sonny knows if there is a change in the air, a door left open, a window broken, a rat or mouse scuttling across the basement floor – not quite where and when a spider weaves its web. Were he blindfolded and bound – sometimes he imagines himself in this exact scenario – he could pinpoint his location in any part of the building by pressing his cheek or forehead against the wood of a panelled door, inhaling the smell of a peeling, plastered wall.

         In Sonny’s imagination his home remains a set of rooms on Deck Four of a vast ocean liner. At an historical level he has researched all he can about the building’s history: that it was one of the very first housing developments to be built from an amalgam of concrete and steel. That Boyd Steven Berwick, the renowned London architect, had been influenced by the French engineer François Hennebique. The shell was modernistic, the interior made up of high-ceilinged square rooms linked by wide corridors. The windows that appeared so mean and narrow from the outside suited the building’s concept: that a construction 33so close to the North Sea should present as similarly powerful. Sonny had copied down one of Berwick’s quote’s when later the architect had been forced to defend his design:

         
            ‘Let the most violent of high tides sweep away all in its path, be it men, women and their kin. Come the bright new morning as folk weep for their losses, the Miller Building, in defiance of the sea, shall remain unscathed.’

         

         On completion in 1905 the lower floors were rented out by the room, at peppercorn rents, to artists and craftsmen. Those above housed a floating population of refugees, travellers and the genteel homeless. No rich people lived on the seventh floor. Up till the 1950s the one huge apartment had been split in two and reserved for families of ten or more.

         New materials, new ideas of social welfare, from the very beginning the Miller Building was unpopular, its philanthropic ethos controversial. The Times – foremost of many critical voices – dubbed it, ‘a no doubt indestructible blot on an otherwise perfect landscape.’

         More than a century later and the ‘perfect landscape’ had acquired the reputation of an area to be avoided. The nearby tenements emptied, although random lights continued to shine after dark through the splintered woodwork of boarded-up doors and windows. The tenants remaining in the Miller Building were offered alternative accommodation with central heating and double-glazed windows on estates close to the modernised town centre. Only Sonny and his mother, content in their three rooms plus kitchen and bathroom, ignored the offer. With satisfaction they’d watched as the last occupants piled their belongings into ramshackle cars and vans and drove away. It appeared they 34were forgotten or that somewhere, someone in the local council was waiting them out.

         Months of quiet passed and then one morning a solitary van pulled up. Two men spent a week boarding up the window of the lower floors. They sealed the imposing front door with a criss-cross of battens. That was it. Job done. The Giffords let another month go by. Sonny’s mother came and went via the cellar entrance that led through to a dark, airless carpark beneath the building. On another New Year’s Day – the best New Year’s Day either could remember – they felt confident enough to call the Miller Building their own.

         
             

         

         Behind each door on every floor are rooms that, over the years, he and his mother have reduced to empty carcasses. Their clearance has been the source of much shared pleasure. For both it seemed extraordinary, the treasures people were willing to leave behind. Sonny still has delicious dreams where he discovers yet another set of rooms: a secret door that has always been there but gone unnoticed.

         Their biggest haul was discovered one freezing cold January in the late 1990s, the year electricity was finally switched off throughout the building leaving only the lift working. “A different circuit board,” Mrs Gifford had explained as if she knew all about electricity.

         The top floor apartment, the one they called The Penthouse was the last to be cleared. It stretched the entire width of the block. Often over the years they’d discussed what they’d find on the other side of the quite grand entrance.

         “Probably empty,” he’d said, spurring on his mother’s flight of fancy.

         “Decaying luxury. Gilt furniture and glass table tops 35resting on marble dolphins. Sonny, I think we’ve saved the best till last.”

         She was wrong about the contents but yes, they had saved the best till last.

         “Come on, slowcoach,” his mother said.

         Having taken the stairs, she was waiting for him outside the lift gates. He remembers smiling to himself, because she was still fast on her feet, still able to beat the elderly lift as it wheezed and clanked its way upwards. She had the key. Between them they had bundles of keys, keys to every room, storeroom and cupboard. The lock turned. They exchanged glances, then pushed. The door gave but only fractionally.

         “Will it be good?” he asked.

         She grinned. “Who knows. Let’s find out.”

         They used their shoulders against the woodwork opening up a gap wide enough to individually squeeze through.

         Once before, on a lower floor they’d found a young woman in a sleeping bag, sitting upright against a wall. A paperback of Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird lay face down next to her. She had obviously been dead for some days. Now, Sonny half-expects that awful, remembered smell of decay to waft out, at least a gust of stale air – but no, the air from the apartment was fresh. Squeezing through the gap, he took a step forward but found he could go no further; his face was only inches away from a wall of carpets piled one on top of the other.

         Grabbing a fold of thick woollen fabric, he hauled himself upwards. He felt her hands flapping against his legs. “I can manage. Leave me alone,” he called back to her. The heaped carpets formed a strange, undulating terrain stretching out in front of him. They reached to the windowsills; some obscured the glass but the room was still full of light. 36

         “What can you see?” his mother cried out.

         “Another world.” Laughing, he’d reached down and gripped her hands.

         “You’re hurting,” she wailed but she let him pull her up. At the top, she lay on her stomach, leaning on her elbows. “You’re right. This is another world,” Mrs Gifford said.

         Over time they tallied up their spoils: fifty room-sized Eastern and Oriental carpets; thirty smaller rugs, dhurries and ikats in vibrant colours and patterns; and a predominantly scarlet Bokhara runner, over twelve feet in length that Sonny immediately acquisitioned for his own bedroom.

         Her fingers pressed into the pile of a small rug, turning over a corner to inspect the weave. “This is good Kashmiri. Hand-woven. Quality.”

         “Why would someone leave all this?” he’d asked her.

         “Maybe wherever they were moving to didn’t have the storage space.”

         “Won’t the owners come back for them?”

         She shook her head. “I wouldn’t think so. These rooms have been empty for years now. If anyone wanted to clear the stock, they’d have done it.”

         Like a pale spider, on hands and knees Sonny skittered away from her into the adjoining room, stopped then dropped out of sight. “French doors to the balcony!” he called back.

         More slowly, his mother followed, easing herself down from the high step of layered rugs. This second room was almost empty apart from a Victorian wrought-iron double bed and mattress plus two rickety chairs. In the kitchen she ran a tap. At first the water was rusty brown and then it cleared. In the bathroom, she tugged at the old-fashioned toilet chain. The cistern flushed. Everywhere was filthy. Through the glass door, Sonny could see the balcony, its 37grey concrete floor. “You could have plants. We could sit outside.”

         “Someone would see us. Even from the seafront this top floor is visible.” She read the disappointment in his eyes. “I’m sorry, but we’ll take the best stuff downstairs with us.”

         “Are we capable of doing that?” He’d sounded doubtful.

         “Oh, I think so. What about the bed?”

         “Let’s leave it here,” he said.

         It took them a fortnight of concentrated effort to drag everything they wanted into the lift and down three flights of stairs. They left the spoils heaped in the corridor outside their rooms until space was made. Then they covered floors and walls – even some of the windows – with rugs, sometimes to a depth of three or four layers. By the end of that year neither could recall their original flooring. Mrs Gifford had a memory of walnut parquet – Sonny thought navy-blue linoleum.
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