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  Chapter One




  “Do you know . . .” began Mrs Harris and stopped aghast, her hand over her mouth. She had been going to say, “Do you know that this is the first funeral

  I’ve seen leaving here since we came.”




  It was the sort of remark, light-hearted intimate comment, that had often passed between herself and her husband. It was his funeral.




  It was true that the Barbican was at its most discreet in the disposal of bodies. A fall from a tower block, a collapse at a concert, a mummified corpse in a luggage locker; any such minor

  irregularities were tidied away promptly; the sole obsequies being, as far as one knew, only the muted whispers of porters.




  And, indeed, why should the well-heeled residents be constantly reminded by a benign management that life was fleeting? They had enough of that in the newspapers and on their television

  screens.




  Mr Harris was different. He had been a tenant of long standing. He had lived here, paying his rent and rates on the day they came when the theatre was still a hole in the ground. Though he had

  been a person of repute in his day, since his retirement he had felt no further desire to shine in public. He cheerfully paid subscriptions to societies with good motives, but accepted no duties.

  He bought tickets for functions he had no intention of attending. He gave no offence to his neighbours and never complained of their little idiosyncracies. He might not be known by name to most of

  them but he was recognised as a pleasant and unassuming man. When he died, with the valid excuse of old age, the Barbican was ready to do him justice.




  The funeral cortège gathered and left from the forecourt. At first his widow, reading from the undertaker’s brochure that all coffins would be collected from the deceased’s

  place of residence, had a moment’s fanciful vision of a hearse rising to the fourth floor. A wild notion. The funeral party went down in the lift, along the podium and descended the steps

  where the coffin, bedecked and in position, awaited them. It was a dull and draughty day at eleven o’clock in the morning. The funnelled wind blew its customers into Crispin’s and there

  were few onlookers. The Director – and surely this was too important a description of one looking so shabby? – shepherded the company into the rather antique limousines and off they

  went, through the mouth of the tunnel and into Aldersgate.




  In the first of the cars rode Mrs Harris as chief mourner accompanied by her two brothers and only sister. Mrs Harris had made up her mind not to weep if she could help it, so she concentrated

  her attention on the route to the crematorium. As a drive it was dismal. They wound their way through the back streets, passing terrace after terrace of hard-wearing but hideous houses, whose

  ground floor view of their neighbours’ look-alikes across the road was blocked by the coloured lozenges of parked cars.




  “Exorbitant,” muttered Rupert to his brother Fred, after a hasty glance to see how thick was the glass separating him from the driver. He had arranged the funeral himself and he knew

  that the cost would come out of Hugh’s estate. All the same the amount, London-weighted, nagged at him. Fred nodded but hoped that his widowed sister had not heard the grumble. His other

  sister made a warning face at him. But Mrs Harris continued to gaze steadfastly through the side window. She would rather listen to the racket of concrete mixers and power drills than anything that

  any of her relations might say. She would rather see hoardings and scaffoldings; obsolete monstrosities being torn down, office buildings, equally monstrous, being built up. She would rather see

  diggers with ugly square mouths cramming rubble into their maws, giant cranes teetering crazily into the sky; anything, anything, rather than see the back of what they were following.




  Still the sad procession crawled on at its decorous pace, sometimes blocked by some cumbersome vehicle going even more slowly.




  Out of the side of her eye, Mrs Harris caught Rupert consulting his watch.




  Oh, dear, we shall be late, she thought. How vexed Hugh would be! It was a phobia of his which had often brought them to the railway station in time to catch the train before the one on which

  they intended to travel.




  At last they arrived. They went through the iron gates and between clusters of small, dirty crosses, relics of the old cemetery. They came to a halt by a low wall against which leant a

  dispirited group of plastic-shrouded flowers. And lo and behold, they were too early, not too late.




  The Director eased open the door gingerly as though afraid that one of the occupants of the tip-up seats might fall out, and remarked, sotto voce, to the Chief Mourner: “I’m sorry,

  Madam. We shall have to wait a few minutes. The chapel has not yet been vacated.”




  At these words a heavy load slipped from the heart of Mrs Harris.




  This was simply business, a recognised ritual in the interest of hygiene; no more than Corporation dust carts queueing up at the rubbish disposal tip. What did it matter now? What was the

  significance of the undertaker’s delicate probing? Would she like the curtain drawn at the finale? Would she like the ashes scattered in the Garden of Remembrance or would she prefer them in

  a neat little urn, carefully numbered and stored? Which did she favour, piped music or the harmonium?




  This was absurd and nothing to do with her long marriage to Hugh. The sweet and the sour of it, the hopes and the fears. The gradual acceptance of each other’s faults and virtues, the

  welding together of two individuals into something stronger than either, and so subtly that an outsider could not even detect the join.




  She watched with sublime indifference through the open chapel door as the outgoing party made its exit from the other side of the building. She was prepared to do whatever was expected of

  her.




  In due course, perhaps sooner than was generally supposed, the same charade would be enacted over her own discarded flesh and bones. She was content.




  But she did hope that when it was all over, one of the family would give the representatives of the undertakers a good tip. They looked as if they could do with it. Whoever it was, it

  wouldn’t be Rupert.




  “It’s just like the inside of an American prison as seen on TV,” said Malcolm, standing a little aloof and staring out from his aunt’s plate-glass

  window at the flats opposite. It was in reality two windows, one fixed and one sliding, which ran the whole breadth of the room.




  “No. It reminds me much more of a building set I had as a child. Wooden, of course. Miniature planks of all sizes, including some stubby ones to be used as uprights and on which one

  balanced dear little half moon arches to give the effect you observe over there.”




  “I like my idea best,” insisted Malcolm. Indeed he did, always. That was his misfortune. And perhaps in this instance “best” was the proper word and not

  “better”.




  “Look, you must admit,” he continued indulging in a new flight of fancy, “neat, identical cells, row upon row. Just to prove my point, here come two warders to take a snoop

  over the rails.”




  “Silly boy,” said his aunt, moving up to him, “they are staff from the penthouses, watering the window boxes.”




  “Who lives there?” asked Malcolm idly.




  “How should I know? Someone once told me that they belong to the architects who designed the whole place.”




  “I shouldn’t think that they would want to dwell on their misdeeds.”




  He turned sideways so that he could better examine the residents’ garden far below, with its very green grass and the horse-chestnut trees still a long way off from producing their

  candles. Meanwhile his aunt examined him. Though he was Rupert’s son he was nothing like Rupert. There’s nothing really wrong with his profile, she admitted to herself. He might be

  quite passable if he would get his hair cut and shampooed.




  He was ill-groomed and slovenly clad, looking like an immature, grant-aided art student which was just what he claimed to be, as it happened.




  “What is that ominous building which rears up behind, Aunt Bert?”




  She was disconcerted for a moment. “Bert” was her name, short for Bertha, an abbreviation used by her brothers and sister for as long as she could remember. His aunt she certainly

  was too. It was the combination that she had never before encountered.




  “They call it ‘The Bastion’, I believe.”




  “Good for them. Who guards it?”




  “Some say that it belongs to Japanese bankers. It’s very mysterious. Often the lights are left on all night.”




  “A common practice in offices. It’s as cheap as turning them on and off. Safer too.”




  “Yes, but now and again they are turned off. All but one window.”




  “Curious race, the Japanese. No accounting for them.”




  “Sometimes two men stand right on top of the building. Those can’t be Japanese. They’re giants.”




  “It’s only perspective.”




  “Yes, but I don’t honestly think . . . your uncle and I thought that more likely it was a plant generating electricity for the whole complex. Occasionally it belches forth thick

  black smoke.”




  “Like Under the Volcano, eh?”




  “I didn’t know you read Lowry.”




  “Oh, I see films. And we share the first name.”




  He swivelled to look in the other direction, remarking: “And then there’s the church.”




  “St Giles, yes.”




  He locked his fingers together in nursery fashion and then turned his wrist, showing the fingers criss-crossed.




  “And there are the people.”




  She laughed. “One man and a dog.”




  “Aunt Bert, you are a funny one. You haven’t the slightest urge to find out what actually goes on behind those façades. A neighbour spins you a yarn. You half-believe,

  half-reject.”




  “It doesn’t worry me. I suppose I’m not inquisitive.”




  “What did I say! Now, if I were in your shoes, I should be out and about all over the place, spying out the land.”




  “You wouldn’t be exactly popular,” she remarked dryly. “Most people in the Barbican like to keep their affairs private.”




  “Ah, but what power I should have! It would be far more exciting than life classes at Chelsea.”




  He paused, then posed the question.




  “Are you going to stay on here?”




  “I don’t see why not.”




  “Well, the rents . . .”




  “Hugh didn’t take his money with him.”




  Or leave any legacies, the meany, thought Malcolm.




  But he said, biting back any criticism of his uncle which he guessed would not be welcomed: “Won’t you be lonely?”




  “People are so kind. You’d be astonished how sympathetic they are. Even the porters.”




  “Yes, – now. It may wear off. Never mind, I shall keep you cheered up.”




  She wasn’t sure that she felt properly grateful for this reassurance. His visit had come as a complete surprise.




  Her legs began to ache as they did nowadays after standing.




  “Let’s sit down, shall we?”




  They sat down side by side on the sofa, still looking out upon the apparently deserted rows of flats which Malcolm evidently believed held many delirious secrets.




  Mrs Harris might not be inquisitive but she was perceptive. And sitting there in a blessed hiatus of silence she decided that it would not be wise to let Malcolm come to the conclusion that she

  was rolling in money and all alone in the world.




  To this effect, she began to speak in a quiet, meditative voice, rather different from their previously animated bantering.




  “There are those who are convinced that the Barbican is inhabited only by the wealthy. Once I heard one of the guides with a tour proclaiming to his group that ‘this is where the

  rich live’.”




  As Malcolm declined to comment, she continued: “It may be so in the tower blocks. I don’t know about them, but these are only the old council flats.”




  Malcolm came to life suddenly.




  “If all council flats were like these, there’d be no riots.”




  He surprised her. She would not have thought that moral indignation was his forte.




  “Cement is a ghastly material,” he went on. “Fit for nothing but sticking bricks together. From outside these flats are an abomination. Inside they are ideal.”




  “You’re not serious?”




  “Oh yes, I am. This room, for instance. Just the right size.”




  “The right size for what?”




  “For a party, of course. You’d need to move some of the furniture into the corridor. You could serve drinks from the kitchen counter. It would make a splendid small bar.”




  By “you” did he mean her or “one”? she wondered.




  “Then there’s the separate loo and the bathroom. So convenient if you have to throw up.”




  “Malcolm!” she protested.




  “And that super bedroom. Naturally you and Uncle Hugh had twin beds but I’d go for a big double, exotic and fabulous, straight out of Harrods.”




  He had gone too far. His prattle ceased to amuse her.




  She said slowly, as if seeking the right words, “Some things are better not mocked. Hugh and I loved living here. It was just the place for us. We could be absolutely private yet we never

  felt shut off from the world.”




  She turned away from him and, using the arm of the sofa to help herself up, stumbled off in the direction of the fitted kitchen which adjoined the living room. Immediately he was on his feet,

  all concern.




  “Is there anything I can do, Aunt Bert? What do you want?”




  She stood quite still.




  “I want Hugh back,” she said.




  The compression of great grief into a single sentence unnerved him as nothing else would have done. He was prepared for a few facile tears. It was an acknowledged fact that the old have parted

  with their deeper emotions. He was shocked into stuttering, “I’m sorry . . . really, I n-never meant. . . . Look here, what about a nice cup of t-tea?”




  It was all he could think of at the moment. Women had hot cups of tea in times of stress and then they felt better.




  There was a pause while she struggled to regain her composure. After which she remarked in a steady voice: “Do you know, I’d much prefer a glass of red wine.”




  “Well, that’s easy. There must have been plenty left over after the fu—” Here he came to a halt.




  “It was all done by caterers. When they cleared up they took away what was left over.”




  She went on into the kitchen and gazed up vaguely at the glass-fronted cupboard. Truly, all that it now contained was a bottle of dry sherry and another of soda water.




  He came round and joined her, slipping a scarecrow arm about her shoulders. She could feel the boniness of it through her cardigan and strangely enough it was comforting.




  “I’ve an idea,” he said. “The wine bar is just about opening. Let’s trot across there and have a snack and a glass of their plonk. Do us both good.” He gave

  her a quizzing glance. “That’s unless you’re too proud?”




  “Oh, no. Hugh and I often went there before he became too ill.”




  “Right. You go and make ready and I’ll pull the curtains. Make it more cosy for when you come back.”




  But when she disappeared in the direction of the bedroom, and he had done what he had himself suggested, he made a swift return to the kitchen for a quick, silent scrutiny. He opened drawers,

  looked in cupboards and even managed a peep into the fridge. There was very little food besides nothing to drink. All it felt safe to acquire were two silver teaspoons which he slipped into the

  pocket of his lamentable jeans. Not till he heard the flush of the loo did he drag on his own outer raiment which had come to him from Lillywhite’s, via Oxfam.




  His aunt was wearing an expensive tweed coat and carried her handbag. He held the door open for her and remarked: “Shall I leave on the light? It scares away burglars.”




  When they emerged from the lift on to the podium, it was already dusk and the lights were on in the Barbican Centre as they would be all night. But the steps down to it as yet carried no

  pedestrian traffic. It was too early for theatre and concert-goers. They were the first in at the wine bar moreover, though later on some nights it would be packed. He had his hand lightly under

  her elbow as they crossed the slippery tiles and then settled her at a table for two at the end furthest away from the bar. As he started off to go to it, she slipped into his hand a ten pound note

  which she had tucked up her sleeve.




  He gave her a grateful look but a few steps away he returned to whisper that wine was cheaper by the bottle than by the glass. At any other time she might have questioned this logic. Now she

  simply opened her purse and added another ten to the first. Off he went.




  Although the curtains were drawn, the place was still chilly, lacking the warmth contributed by a crowd. She shivered a little and it seemed an age before he returned with a bottle and two

  glasses. He poured for them both and touched her glass with his before drinking thirstily.




  “Ah, that’s better,” he said. “I ordered quiche for us both, hot. It looked the best bet. The girl will bring it.”




  “I don’t feel hungry.”




  “Never mind, you can toy with it. Drink up, you look as if you need it.”




  Meekly she obeyed.




  “I thought we might run into Jilly. But Rosie says she won’t be in tonight.”




  Jilly was the daughter of Bertha’s sister Alice, and her niece. Mrs Harris had a misty recollection of being told that Jilly was attending the Guildhall School of Music and Drama and of

  meeting her at the funeral party. But somehow, after returning to the flat on that day, events had ceased to register. She knew that someone had relieved her of her wrappings and put her into a

  chair. She supposed that she had replied automatically to whatever was said to her. She knew that her relations were being catered for by previous arrangement. The bill had been paid. It was purely

  a family gathering – her family for Hugh had none living. She had been conscious of one thought only that was perfectly clear; the burning wish to see them all depart, and as quickly

  as possible.




  “Is this a haunt of Jilly’s?” she asked, the wine reviving her. “If so Hugh and I never saw her.”




  “But you would have come at lunch time, I expect, along with the Yuppies and their PAs. Jilly doesn’t show up until evening. She only comes here for the bread.”




  “Really? Is there something special about it?”




  “You are an old duck,” he said, giving her a grin usually associated with gargoyles. “Bread stands for money. In your day it was dough. Tomorrow they may be calling it pasta.

  It’s all the same thing. The stuff you need to sustain life.”




  “Is Jilly hard-up, then?” she asked. “I should have thought . . .” But she didn’t say what she thought which was that Jilly’s parents were prosperous enough

  to give their daughter a decent allowance.




  “All the young are hard-up. Didn’t you know that, Aunt Bert?”




  At this moment Rosie arrived with their portions; two large slices for Malcolm and one small slice for his aunt. This did not trouble Bertha who had little regard for the English version of the

  quiche. To accompany this was a good slice from a French loaf – real bread, not silly slang – with a metal knife and fork done up in a serviette, a nasty word for a nasty object.




  Malcolm began to devour his snack with great gusto but Bertha crumbled her bread and meditated upon Jilly. After which she took a swig of her red wine, which mysteriously never grew less, and

  demanded: “What does Jilly do here?”




  Little maggots of worry crawled in her brain for what did young girls do in wine bars?




  “She waits at table.”




  “Oh!”




  Mrs Harris, democrat though she was, blenched at this occupation. Malcolm, glancing up with a piece of mushroom speared on his fork, observed, “We all of us wait . . . for Godot . . . or

  the big bomb. Besides, she likes to escape from her pad – her digs, I mean. She shares with two other females, both dreadful bores.”




  Actually, they were Lesbians which was not Jilly’s style.




  “Well, it’s nothing to do with me, of course. I don’t suppose I shall ever see her again.”




  “Oh, but you will. Both she and Donald have made up their minds.”




  “Was Donald the other boy at the funeral?”




  “No, that was Gus in his civvies. He’s a novice at a place called St Joe’s not more than two stations away from you. Donald said he couldn’t get the time off. He works at

  a bank and is a great one for duty. My belief is that he wanted to dodge his old man. They are too much alike and quarrel like cats.”




  “And you and your father?”




  “We’re so different that already I can feel your heart warming towards me.”




  At this they looked each other full in the face, his eyes stony and impenetrable, hers blurred and bewildered.




  “I don’t understand this sudden interest in me,” she said. “You none of you came to call when Hugh was alive.”




  “He wouldn’t have stood for it.”




  That was true enough. Hugh would have been perfectly polite but he would soon have shown them the door. She supposed she could do the same even if at the moment she felt like a hermit crab

  without its shell.




  He put the last morsel of quiche into his mouth and straightened his knife and fork.




  “Don’t fret about it, Aunt Bert. You haven’t even taken a bite out of yours. Let me take it away and bring you a slice of gooey chocolate cake with a dollop of cream on the

  top.”




  A prolonged shudder was sufficient answer.




  “Well, I’ll fetch one for me and a cup of coffee for you to put steel in your legs.”




  With this delicacy consumed, the wine bottle emptied and her coffee drunk, he rose suddenly from his chair and came over to hers, ready to pull it back for her as she followed his example.




  “Time I got back to my cardboard box on the Embankment before some other feller takes a fancy to it.”




  “Oh, Malcolm, don’t be so silly.”




  “Well, what I do have isn’t much better, you can take my word for it. I’ll see you back home.”




  This he proceeded to do, opening both doors for her, the one from the podium and the one giving entry to her own flat as the same key did for both. The only trouble was that she couldn’t

  personally seem able to get it into the hole.




  “See you soon,” he promised, and stepped back into the lift which he had put on hold.




  Unwashed, uncombed and without cleaning her teeth, she collapsed into bed in her petticoat and pulled up the duvet. But doped by alcohol and stimulated by caffeine, before she fell into the

  heavy, dreamless sleep of exhaustion, she thought to herself: Surely there should have been some change from twenty pounds?




  The maimed person, whose state would have been described by a hospital as “critical”, had turned the corner and was now on the perilous road to stability.




  





  Chapter Two




  Bertha’s siblings were all living at a safe distance from London, for which she was thankful. Nothing less than a funeral would have induced them to come there. On the

  other hand their offspring were drawn to the great city as if by a magnet.




  Bertha was the eldest. Her mother had died when she was eighteen, leaving an eight-year gap between her and Rupert. Her father could never understand how his wife had become fertile again after

  so long a lapse and pretended that she had a lover. A cruel joke this, as each unwanted pregnancy left the poor woman frailer and frailer and unlikely to attract anyone but himself. In the end

  Alice killed her; such a beautiful blue-eyed baby to be an innocent murderer.




  Who was to care for this orphaned trio? Bertha, of course, ready but far from willing. Her father, though prepared to provide for his family, declined further responsibilities, particularly

  those of a domestic nature. At that time, like everyone middle-class, they had a servant who was called a cook general. She cooked and she cleaned from morning to night whilst Bertha, relieved only

  by the boys’ attendance at day school, was in constant conflict with her brothers and sister.




  Eighteen was just the age for hungering after romance. There she was, superintending Rupert’s homework, patching Fred’s trousers and helping Alice perform functions too indelicate to

  mention, when she should have been out dancing with some gorgeous boy. Actually, any boy would have done provided that he didn’t have acne.




  She knew them, oh, she knew them too well.




  If Wordsworth was the one who said “The child is father to the man” he would have had her complete agreement.




  Pity the person who had to prise a penny out of Rupert’s pocket money for somebody’s birthday!




  Fred had turned into the farmer he was destined to be, even if it was only sheep on a hill farm instead of the rich arable acres he had dreamed of possessing. Probably his pants were still

  patched, they were a part of his nature.




  As for Alice, she had used her blue eyes to obtain what she wanted, a husband to keep her and a pigeon pair to do her credit. And no doubt she kept them all waiting on her hand and foot if not

  for the same purpose. From past experience, Bertha recognised that, with her winning ways and her good looks, Alice could also be pretty demanding.




  “Don’t you fret, Miss Bertha,” the cook general had said. “Some fine day Mr Right will come riding along.”




  She was a good prophet for finally he did, in a secondhand AC, very sporty, which hurtled him over a hedge and into a meadow from which he was rescued little the worse by Bertha out walking the

  dog. In return he rescued her from her kith and kin, bearing her off to London after a whirlwind courtship, without parental consent, where he made an honest woman of her.




  Her father, though dismayed, did not bother to pursue her. He prudently married the cook general, thus saving her wages and avoiding any great change in his household arrangements.




  When the first rhapsodies of their union had subsided without the result which might have been expected, Hugh had asked Bertha, “Do you want children?” to which she had replied

  emphatically, “No.”




  “Neither do I,” he said, “so that’s settled.”




  Whether this was from an aversion to infants, or anticipated jealousy of a son, or a fear that she might go the way of her mother, Bertha never knew. Or cared. They were complete as they

  were.




  She had no wish to become ugly and cumbersome as she remembered poor Mama. Or to start by heaving over a basin with morning sickness only to end with misgivings about getting to the hospital in

  time. Would there be complications? Would the child be born perfect in brain, heart and limb?




  She would never again submit herself to the inescapable routine of a baby or its demands as it grew.




  All the same she had to be fair in this instance. She might claim to understand and dislike Rupert, Tom and Alice, but as there had been no inter-visiting while they were young, she knew nothing

  about their children or how they were likely to develop when grown. Malcolm was not Rupert although he was his son. He had a sense of humour which Rupert never had. Did he resemble him in feature?

  A little perhaps. They were both abnormally skinny with the same healthy appetite. Did Malcolm’s tendency to sponge in the wine bar show an inheritance of Rupert’s parsimony, or was it

  simply real need? She had once heard that the genes of aunt and niece were closer than those of mother and daughter. Presumably that also applied to aunt and nephew. Malcolm should be given his

  chance.




  And if the others came along too, as he predicted, weren’t they also entitled to be considered as individuals rather than replicas of their parents? There was always the possibility that

  this sudden enthusiasm for her company was a wily dodge of their seniors to keep an eye on a cranky old lady. There is always hanky-panky where there is money about. Did they think that, freed from

  Hugh’s restraint, she would go crazy with credit cards, sell off the furniture or even take a cruise with the over-sixties with the idea of finding a new mate? Or were they after a peek at

  her will? If so, they would be surprised to discover that whatever she left was to be divided between Rupert, Fred and Alice. For that they could thank Hugh. He had the old-fashioned belief that

  money should remain in the family.




  But Hugh had gone and he had left her a problem along with big money. What was she to do with herself in the few years remaining? She was a different person. She was Mrs B. Harris, not Mrs H.

  Harris, as every envelope reminded her. She was a widow. Since her bereavement she had read much about the plight of widows. The attraction of like to like, she supposed. If one has a stye in the

  eye, one reads about nothing but styes. Widows were second-class citizens, never asked to a party, avoided by men.




  The odd thing was that the porters, the barometers of the Barbican, had never been more considerate. But, of course, she had never been asked to a porters’ party, not even when Hugh was

  alive. To be truthful she could not remember the last time that she and Hugh had gone to a party. Had they become recluses then? No, they had simply grown older and preferred to be by

  themselves.




  Earlier on, they had often visited the theatre and the concert hall but latterly Hugh was reluctant to tempt fate. She supposed that even a widow might attend a matinee unaccompanied – or

  a lunch-time concert. But no one could call that a solution; it was only a reassurance that her new status need not cut her off completely from the rest of humanity.




  At first, soon after Hugh’s death, she thought that the problem had solved itself neatly. She found herself fully occupied with answering letters of condolence and informing those others

  who obviously never read obituary columns. She had sessions with her solicitor, her accountant. At least she concluded that they were hers as they could no longer be said to be Hugh’s. She

  had to contact the Estate Office about retaining her flat. That was all right as Hugh had made them joint tenants. She had to go through his files, most meticulously kept, to see what they

  contained. She had to pay off a few outstanding accounts, resign on his behalf from a number of societies. She was always busy. Yes, busy was the word for it, like a tiny insect scurrying about in

  a small radius. She was tidying up the remnants of Hugh’s life, she wasn’t striking out on her own.




  Gradually all this activity dwindled away. Apart from an occasional letter from her solicitor asking for some scrap of information or describing how he was dealing with probate, her mail-box now

  proferred little more than high class begging letters, there were plenty of those, also proposals on how she might best invest or re-invest her money. Occasionally there was also a terse note from

  the management asking her if she was pleased with the way her windows were cleaned or telling her when the lift or anything else pertaining to the establishment would be off.




  Well, what to do now? Because of her age she rejected any idea of devoting herself to good works. She hadn’t the stamina. In fact, she was a good work. Already many kind folk were

  offering to do her shopping and, as she felt that it would be ungracious to refuse, her cupboards were packed tight with assorted soups, the only thing she could think of on the spur of the moment.

  Fruit was what she wished to eat, nothing else, especially oranges; their sharp, tangy juice seemed to slake her thirsty sorrow. But this general concern over her fate astonished her. The Barbican,

  en masse, was behaving like a village; perhaps that was what it was, a London village. Bertha had not mentioned her immediate neighbours to Malcolm, one of whom she knew well. But Malcolm had

  admitted himself that he was nosey; it wouldn’t do to encourage him. He amused her, though, and was something entirely new to her.




  There was a rich assortment of youth to be seen in the Barbican; mostly visiting rather than inhabiting it. There were the silent and absorbed following their miniature scores in the Concert

  Hall; those who listened to Shakespeare in the theatre as if every word was as fresh as the day it was minted and the play itself dramatic reality, as against her own acceptance of it as a

  stringing together of admired quotations.




  There were those who streamed past their bedroom window late at night, let out from the cinema and making a horrible racket much to Hugh’s vexation. There were those young hooligans who

  kicked in windows, rolled flower tubs into the basements and in many another unpleasant way asserted their personalities. None of these had she ever spoken to, certainly never for a moment imagined

  entertaining in her home.




  But suppose. . . .




  Would it do? she wondered. Since these four youngsters were apparently determined on visiting their ageing relative as Malcolm affirmed, why should she seek to prevent them? Whatever their

  motives, and these would probably reveal themselves in due course, they were of the same blood. Commonsense nudged her – so were Rupert, Tom and Alice. But now enthusiasm was overcoming

  discretion, heart was gaining the lead over head.




  If she could like them and take an interest in their aims and ambitions, perhaps give them a helping hand, wouldn’t that make a purpose for her and fill in the gap between Hugh’s

  death and her own? Their lives as a married couple had been sheltered and happy but had they discharged their debt to humanity? Hugh would have scoffed at this notion, but Hugh was no longer by her

  side.




  The very few facts she knew about her nephews and niece were largely derived from Malcolm. Donald was a clerk in a City bank; he must have decided that he would sooner look into the mouth of a

  till than into that of a patient. Sensible fellow. Gus was a theological student. She didn’t even know whether Roman or Anglican. He must have preferred parishioners to sheep, or did he sense

  some resemblance? She did have a vague impression of Jilly from the funeral party. A blonde girl dressed in actressy black contrasting strongly with the black worn by her mother. Alice was sure to

  be in black for a funeral. Yet she remembered an Alice in white at her marriage to the dentist, a most enchanting bride, and Jilly was like her in looks though it was to be hoped not in

  character.




  Yes, she would let them come and make their impressions upon her. She would soon sort out the wheat from the chaff; and if it was all chaff she would know what to do. Yet she recognised that she

  hadn’t Hugh’s ability to deliver the coup de grâce. Once they had their feet over her threshold she would find it almost beyond her power to dislodge them. She was still wavering.

  At the very back of her mind was this preposterous notion that if, on further acquaintance, they proved worth it, she might change her will in their favour. Or even choose one of them as the sole

  beneficiary. How that would shock Hugh – or would have done, she reminded herself. But, after all, the money would still be left in the family, only skipping one generation.




  No, on reflection this was all silly nonsense. Better write them all short notes saying that she wished to be left alone and enclosing a ten pound note in each to soften the decision. If only

  she knew where they lived!




  Two nights after Malcolm’s visit, she had her first attack of nerves.




  “You must be terribly lonely,” sympathised Mrs Sprite that same morning. Mrs Sprite was the neighbour whose flat adjoined hers and she came bringing an offering of spring water. She

  knew that Bertha would not drink anything that came out of the tap unless it was boiled and the bottles were heavy.




  “No, I am not, truly,” said Bertha, though she was sure that Mrs Sprite did not believe her.




  “Well, knock on the wall any time,” advised Mrs Sprite kindly as she went back through the window opening which took her back home via the balcony.




  It was true, however. She and Hugh had lived in the flat for so long that his imprint was everywhere. He had sat in the chairs, eaten his meals at the table, even stood at the sink washing up.

  Sometimes, three weeks after his death, she still found his handwriting on the pad diary where he had entered appointments ahead. It was impossible to think that he had departed for ever; it was

  easier to believe that he had just slipped down to Crispin’s for the paper, even when she realised that she now had to fetch it for herself. She didn’t envisage him as anything as

  absurd as a ghost. He existed so vividly in her memory that he could not be gone.




  Yet that night, after she had finished her meagre supper and done the chores that followed it, when she came to sit down on the sofa, it dawned on her suddenly that there was no one beside

  her.




  She picked up the paper and folded it to display the crossword which they had always worked at together. She found her ballpoint and studied the clues. They made no sense at all. She had always

  been the one to start it off; Hugh’s brain worked more slowly and he needed a letter or two to inspire him.




  She took off her glasses and cleaned them and when she put them on again she found that her fingers were shaking. She lowered her hands to her sides to control them and the paper slipped off her

  lap and on to the carpet. She had drawn the curtains to make things, as Malcolm described it, “more cosy” and now it wasn’t cosy at all. As she stared at them she imagined that

  they were moving, billowing out sneakily at the folds. Perhaps one of the communicating doors was open? The one between here and the corridor, letting in a whiff of east wind from the bedroom. She

  dared not look over her shoulder to see.




  In the daytime the Barbican was full of noises; the cries of children at break, the tools of workmen making repairs, the rushing of artificially controlled water. But at night those flats facing

  the inside were as quiet as the grave; it took a festival of fireworks to disturb their decorum. The high ceilings, the cement floors stuffed with electric wiring, the wall to wall carpet, kept

  them inviolate. In the winter and spring months often only the beat of pop music somewhere adjacent disturbed the silence.




  But tonight the silence unshared seemed terrible and she listened in vain for a break in it. Any tiny reassuring murmur would have done; the drip of a tap, the hum of a convector, the rattle of

  the refrigerator starting up. If there were any such, her increasing fear paralysing the tiny blood vessels in her ears stopped her from hearing them.




  The cage of her apartment which kept her as safe as any elderly woman could be began to feel like a cage must to a wild animal, straight from the jungle. The bars closed in on her – no,

  how silly, there were no bars – it must be the walls. Her throat seemed to close too; it was difficult to breathe. There was not enough air but if there was insufficient air why did the

  curtains continue to move? The room was too hot – no, it was too cold. She was chilled to the marrow – she was stifling with heat. She felt as if she was sweating from every pore, yet

  when she wiped her forehead with her handkerchief it remained as dry as a bone. Her hand was still shaking but now the palsy seemed to come from the wrist.




  She moved her head a fraction, slowly, to see if she could. What a sad, dismal shade was avocado! How could she ever have thought that her furniture went well with it. Back again came the head

  on stiff neck muscles. Only her pride and the conviction that she couldn’t get there, stopped her from thumping on the connecting wall as Mrs Sprite had advised.




  But, after all, there in the corner was succour: the box. Prising herself up from where she sat, she half-walked, half-crawled towards the skirting and, fumbling, pushed down the switch on the

  plug. It must have been already tuned in because at once there sprang into colour and full cry the usual cops and robbers, of infinite variety but always the same. She didn’t even tune it

  down but returning and flopping down on the sofa, stared at it with glued eyes as if she were watching the answer to the riddle of the universe. Thank heavens, there they were at the police

  station, everyone talking at once. There was the ubiquitous telephone on the desk and it began to ring in its imperious television way. “Brrr . . . brrr, brrr . . . brrr.”




  And suddenly she realised that her own telephone was accompanying it. Released, she struggled up to get to it before it stopped ringing.




  “Yes, yes, who is it?” she demanded.




  “Aunt, this is Donald.”




  Blessed sanity returned. This was Donald, male and matter-of-fact if sounding a trifle injured.




  “Oh yes, how nice.”




  “Aunt, I came round to see you but your entryphone was out of order. There was a notice that advised callers to make a telephone call instead. They said the call would be free.”




  “I’m sorry, Donald. A free call, that’s fine.”




  “But when I got there the telephone was out of order as well.”




  “Oh, but then where . . .”




  “I’m back at the YMCA.”




  “Oh, but Donald, how exasperating for you. If you’re not too exhausted come round again and I’ll be at the podium to let you in.”




  She had often passed the YMCA on her way to the Aldersgate shops and she knew that it was no distance to walk up the ramp and across to her flat.




  But his response was unenthusiastic.




  “Really, I think it’s too late. And there’s a nature film I rather wanted to catch.”




  “I quite understand. But how disappointing for me.”




  “Look, aunt . . .”




  Just like Thatcher who always said “look” when she meant “listen”.




  “How about tomorrow evening at seven-thirty?”




  “That would be wonderful. Do you need to be fed?”




  Perhaps that was too baldly put but she remembered Malcolm.
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