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Iris


There were times when Iris Atkins felt old. Holly and Dom, who worked with her at Robinson & Tyler, estate agents, looked a great deal younger. Holly was twenty-four, a techno whizz, who rode a motorbike and emphasized the teenage look by gelling her hair into forbidding spikes – though they tended to flop by the end of the day. Dom resembled someone from a boy band, which went down well with female customers of a certain age, and even though many people thought he was nineteen, he was, in fact, twenty-nine. I’m only three years older, Iris thought, but I look like his mother. That wasn’t quite true, but she certainly qualified as a very much older sister. On good days, she liked to think of herself as a slightly dishevelled Emilia Fox, but today she felt like a small blonde person who hadn’t had time to wash her hair before work because she’d been busy having a row with the man who used to be her boyfriend.


There was also this: when her friends started talking about their children, their mortgages or their husbands, Iris realized that being totally unencumbered by such things at the age of thirty-two was much more common than it used to be, but still a little odd. To hear them talk, she thought, anyone would think I was on the shelf, past it, doomed to a single life for ever.


That wasn’t strictly true. She’d been living with Neil for more than six months but as of this morning, that was over. She sighed, gritted her teeth and thought: I’m not going to cry now. She’d kept it together since coming into the office rather late, at half past nine. This morning, almost before they were both properly awake, she and Neil had quarrelled bitterly. She’d thrown as many of her things as she could manage into a suitcase and flung it into the back of her car. ‘I missed my shower and you’ve made me late for work as well,’ she’d shouted, as she left the flat. ‘Thanks a bunch.’


On the way to Robinson & Tyler, she’d calmed down a bit. Still, today had been awful. She’d sleepwalked through the morning. Fortunately, her only house showing was in an hour, at half past two. Holly and Dom were absorbed in something or other, which was quite unusual for lunchtime on Friday, when work normally began to wind down a little. Bruce was on the phone – Iris could hear him from the other side of the room.


‘Ah, well, the chickens are coming home to roost with a vengeance, aren’t they?’ he said, and chuckled. Clichés were scattered through Bruce’s speech, like currants in a bun, but he had a kind heart and a jolly outlook on life. He looked like James Corden but that chummy exterior belied a rather shrewd mind.


Robinson & Tyler was a London-wide firm and their office in Barnet was tiny. Other branches had electronic displays in the window, showing off the best and newest properties, but theirs was still what Bruce liked to call ‘reassuringly traditional’, which meant a bit grotty. There was a wooden ladder arrangement in the window and it was Holly’s job to print out photos of the new houses, and put them up for prospective buyers to see. One of Iris’s tasks was to go over the text to make sure it wasn’t full of spelling mistakes; Holly had a bit of a blind spot with some words.


Iris’s desk was nearest the window. She had a good view of the coroner’s court, St John’s Church and a bit of the high street. The office was conveniently situated: Carluccio had just opened a restaurant in the Spires, Barnet’s own little shopping mall, which also had branches of Waterstone’s, Costa, Starbucks, and even Waitrose. At the back of the Spires, there was a big library. A person hardly needed to go into London at all, and many Londoners were trying to move into this area, which was good news for Robinson & Tyler.


Iris looked at her diary. She was meeting someone called Patrick Taylor at two thirty. There was time to ring her mother, which she ought to do if she was intending to turn up on her doorstep after work. She took a deep breath. June would cut up rough. She loved Neil. She was impressed by him. Well, why wouldn’t she be?


Iris had been dumbstruck when she met him. It was at a party to celebrate the new Robinson & Tyler website, which he’d designed. He was handsome, charming and clever. He had his own flat. He designed websites for some very rich customers as well as for estate agents and the like. This meant lots of perks for both of them. Iris had fancied him from the moment she met him. The day he asked her to move in with him had been one of the happiest of her life. They’d got on well. Or, at least, they’d got on well as long as she did what he wanted.


That had been fine for a month or two, but lately she’d become irritated by his control-freakery, as she saw it, but not enough to leave him. The benefits (great sex, fun times, lovely home, exciting travel opportunities) had outweighed the disadvantages, so she’d gone on living with Neil and shrugging off, as best she could, the stuff that annoyed or irritated her. All her friends were at pains to point out that no man was perfect and that there was always, always something to put up with.


What had happened last night and had come to a head this morning was simply Neil being unreasonable. The problem was, he couldn’t take no for an answer. Perhaps she was the one at fault. He’d asked her to marry him. He’d produced his mother’s engagement ring, and Iris had felt like running out of the flat. What’s the matter with me? she wondered. Maybe I’m mad. June will certainly think so. She’ll do everything in her power to get me to apologize, change my mind, move back in with him.


But Iris had no intention of changing her mind. She was determined to stand her ground. She dialled her mother’s number, feeling more than a little nervous. June would probably still be at work, although Iris was never sure how the shifts operated at the Orchard Hotel, where her mother was one of the receptionists.


‘Hello, darling,’ said June, answering almost at once. Iris had joked that her iPhone was grafted to her hand. ‘What a nice surprise! How’s things?’


‘Hi, Ma,’ Iris said. ‘I’m ringing to ask you a favour, actually. Would it be okay if I came to yours after work?’


‘Yes, fine, no problem. Where’s Neil? Aren’t you going out on the town?’


This was it. No going back now. ‘Neil and I have had a row. I’ve left him.’


The silence at the other end went on and on. At last June said, ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll patch it up, darling. Are you miserable? Of course you can stay.’


‘We won’t patch it up, Ma. I’ve left him. I’ve got a suitcase in the back of my car. I’ll ask Neil to bring the other stuff round to yours when I’m out or something.’


June sighed. ‘What happened? What was the row about? I’m sure it can be sorted. I’ll help, you know.’


‘Thanks, but no thanks. He . . . well, he asked me to marry him.’


Her mother’s gasp didn’t come as a shock. Iris had known that June would react like that. ‘Why, for Heaven’s sake? When will you ever find anyone half as nice as Neil? What’s the matter with you?’


‘That’s three questions, Ma. I can’t go into it now. I’m still at work. I’ll tell you everything tonight, okay?’


‘I suppose so . . .’ June sighed. ‘I’ll see you later. We can get a takeaway.’


‘Fine,’ Iris said. ‘I’ll be there about six.’


What, Iris wondered when she ended the call, am I going to say to her? What are the answers to those questions? She stood up and began to get ready for the viewing with Patrick Taylor.


‘You go on home after you’ve dealt with Mr Taylor, Iris my dear,’ said Bruce, as he passed her desk on the way out somewhere. ‘You look tired.’


‘Thank you,’ Iris said, telling herself, not for the first time, that Bruce was kind as well as slightly comical. She was lucky to have him. ‘I don’t feel all that brilliant, actually.’


‘Well, have a good weekend and I hope you’re bright-eyed and bushy-tailed on Monday.’


*


Patrick Taylor turned out to be a tall, dark man in his forties. He didn’t say that he was married, but Iris thought he must be because the house they were looking at was a four-bedroom semi. It wasn’t half as nice as the details (which she’d written) made out and Iris knew even before she’d got out of the car that it was probably a no-no. Still, people were odd and here he was, this Mr Taylor, so she had to try to sell it.


The windows were ugly and made the place look like someone with a cross face. The house was too small and too near the main road. And so on. The viewing was probably a complete waste of time, Iris was sure, but she couldn’t say so. She knew, from experience, that ‘poky’ was always a no-no. ‘Shabby’ was different. If you threw a lot of money and love at a house that had been neglected but was basically beautiful, you could often end up with something amazing. But there was no cure for low ceilings, horrible windows and a view from the front of cars going past. She’d made things sound much better than they were when compiling the details, as she very often had to. She’d called it ‘a delightful, conveniently situated 1950s semi-detached dwelling’. Now, she was pretty sure Mr Taylor agreed with her that there was nothing for him here.


Iris went upstairs with him anyway. They were in the back bedroom and there was no hiding the fact that he was looking less than enthusiastic. ‘I’m afraid,’ he began, and Iris interrupted him.


‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s not great. No worries. I’m sure there are lots of other properties we can show you.’


‘Okay.’ Patrick Taylor smiled. ‘I’m sorry to have wasted your time. I suppose we can call a halt to looking at this place. I need walls.’


Iris laughed. ‘I see walls. I see four of them. They’re in every room, what’s more. They’re almost the only good thing about this house.’


He explained: ‘I want spaces to hang my pictures. I’m a painter.’


‘Really? Do you have time to do much?’


‘I’m a professional.’


‘You mean painting is your job?’


‘That’s right. Haven’t you met any artists before?’


Iris said, ‘No, Mr Taylor. You’re the first. I’m impressed. If I can find a couple of places to look at, are you free to do that next week? I’ll get on to it on Monday.’


‘Actually, I’m off to the States for a couple of months. I’ve got an exhibition coming up. But do email me with any details of likely places. And it’s Patrick, by the way, not Mr Taylor.’


‘I’m Iris. I’ll keep my eyes open for houses with extra good walls.’


They walked down the stairs. Patrick Taylor left first, waving goodbye to Iris as he went. She locked up and followed him outside. They drove, one after the other, into the traffic but Mr Taylor – Patrick – turned off within moments, and Iris made for her mother’s house, still trying to work out the answers to June’s questions before she had to confront her determined pro-Neil position.


*


‘Right,’ said June, as they sat down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea. ‘Those questions. I want to know everything.’


Iris took a sip and looked at her mother. She was good about things like this, always had been. She hadn’t hassled Iris the minute she came through the door. They’d discussed the takeaway and June was ringing them up as Iris took her suitcase up to her old bedroom. Only once she’d settled in did June sit down, facing her daughter across the table, and a slight feeling of being in a police interview room came over Iris. This was nonsense, of course. June looked like the personification of deep sympathy, as though about to hear news of a bereavement.


‘Where to begin?’ Iris said, playing for time. ‘Well, I’ve been feeling a bit . . . I don’t know . . . for a while.’


‘A bit what? What do you mean?’


‘Neil’s bossy. He likes his own way.’


‘Is that all? Lots of men are bossy. You can work round that, surely. What about agreeing and then doing what you wanted to do in the first place? I believe they often don’t notice.’


June was at a disadvantage where men were concerned, never having lived with one. Iris hadn’t known her father. June had her baby without telling him about her pregnancy, and even though she’d never said ‘one-night stand’, that was clearly what had happened. June always maintained she had never regretted it. There had been a few men over the years, but none had been serious husband material. Once, when Iris asked her about marrying, June said she didn’t see the point. When Iris went to school, the story had been that her dad was dead. So it was a bit odd that June was now so keen on Iris marrying. Should she mention it? Iris decided not to.


‘That may be true, but I didn’t want to marry him.’


‘Why not? What’s wrong with him?’


‘Nothing, really. But he’s . . . overbearing. He didn’t understand why I didn’t want to marry him. Not now. Not ever.’


‘I also don’t understand.’ June poured herself another cup of tea. ‘He’s handsome, he’s fun, he’s not poor, he loves you. What more do you want?’


‘I want less,’ Iris said. ‘I don’t want to be someone’s wife. And, most importantly, I don’t want to have children.’


‘Then you don’t have to,’ June said. ‘Although—’


‘I know! Don’t say it. I’m not getting any younger. My biological clock is ticking. That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?’


‘I don’t see that as a deal-breaker. If you wanted to marry him and not have children, why can’t you do that? Lots of people don’t have children.’


‘He really wants them. It wouldn’t be fair to him, would it?’


‘Presumably you said that?’


Iris said, ‘Yes, I did. But he said he wanted children with me. And I really don’t want any.’


‘Why ever not?’


Iris didn’t answer. It was almost impossible to explain her views on this matter. In many ways she was ashamed of her feelings. They were unnatural. Everything she saw around her, from ads to television programmes to the pronouncements of every single woman she’d ever met led to the same conclusion: women were supposed to be mothers. If you didn’t want, ever, to be a mother, there was something wrong with you. Well, Iris thought, maybe I’m peculiar, but that doesn’t make any difference. I don’t want to spend any time whatsoever looking after a baby, then a child. Now she said, ‘I don’t know. Selfish, I suppose. That’s what all my friends say.’


‘But you’re glad I didn’t think like that, right? I’ve loved having you. You’ve been nothing but a pleasure to me your whole life. Don’t you want something like that?’


Iris took her mother’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Of course I’m grateful, and maybe I will change my mind one day, but at the moment, I’m afraid the whole prospect is a massive turn-off. I’m not keen on kids. Sorry, Ma. You won’t be a granny any time soon.’


‘I wasn’t keen on kids before I had you. The keenness comes with the child you bear. Not liking children in general makes no difference. Also, you don’t have that much time. It gets harder as you get older. I don’t just mean having the baby but having the energy to look after a demanding child. That’s hard after you’re thirty-five or so.’


‘Well, I’ve got some time then, haven’t I?’ Iris wanted to change the subject. There was more to leaving Neil than just the baby thing.


June tried another tack. ‘I don’t think this needs to be final, you know,’ she said. ‘What have you told Neil? Does he think you’ve left him for ever?’


‘I don’t know,’ Iris answered. ‘But he’ll get the picture soon enough. I really am not going back to him. There’s all sorts of things . . . He tries to control me. We always have to do what he feels like doing. He arranges the flat according to his taste. He won’t let me read in bed after he wants to turn the light off. And on and on. I can’t ever eat rubbish. Certain perfumes he can’t stand . . .’ Her voice trailed away.


June was unconvinced. ‘That’s small stuff. You can change that. I’m sure you can. Once you’re married.’


‘You’ve never been married, though. You don’t know how interfering a bloke can be. You have no idea what it’s like to live with someone who sulks when you don’t do what he wants you to do.’


June stood up. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I give up. For now. But I won’t stop trying to persuade you . . . I really like Neil and I think you’re letting a chance of happiness disappear. Anyway, I’m off to bed now. Night-night, darling. Try to sleep well.’


*


The posters from her teenage days had gone, but otherwise the bedroom was exactly as it had been when she’d left it to go to college. Iris hadn’t expected to be back again, lying in a bed that was narrower than she was used to, staring at the three-sided mirror and the dressing-table decorated with a ridiculous flouncy skirt thing. When she was fourteen, Iris had thought it the height of glamour and had nagged June to buy it. Now here it still was, reminding her of how mad teenage taste could be.


What had she dreamed of becoming when she was fourteen? An estate agent wasn’t it. She probably hadn’t known what one of those was at that age. ‘I’d like to be an estate agent when I grow up’ wasn’t a sentence much heard in school careers offices, Iris was quite sure. Not because it was an unrealistic ambition (I want to be a ballet dancer. I want to be an astronaut . . . you heard those the whole time – in primary school) but because it was desperately unglamorous.


The fact that she was happy in her work, Iris knew, was almost odder than not wanting children. She would have been equally tongue-tied if she’d ever had to explain why she loved the job. As she lay in bed, trying not to think about Neil and the row and her mother, and whether there was any point in trying to patch things up with a sort of renegotiated set of assumptions, Iris deliberately turned her attention to Monday’s meetings and viewings.


Thinking about her work soothed her. She thought of how important houses were. How the right one could make dreams come true and how the wrong one could wreck someone’s entire life. Also – and this was the main thing she couldn’t explain to others – she felt she had the power, like the fairy godmother Bruce jokingly said she was, to prevent mistakes and guide her clients towards what would suit them best. Many people thought they knew what they wanted, but very few understood which of the houses they were looking at was the right one for them. They had only a dim idea of what would suit them best, and sometimes they were seriously misguided. But I know, Iris thought. I always know.




Aidan


It wasn’t exactly striding over the fells, or walking around Lake Windermere, but Aidan Church still needed to walk. In the two years since Grace’s death, walking to the cemetery and back was something he did often, to visit the grave, tidy it up a bit, and also to keep up some proper walking. Two miles each way, through suburban streets mostly, but towards the end of the journey there were fields on either side of the road, and he always approached the cemetery through them, enjoying the things he had enjoyed all his life: the state of the trees at different seasons; the birdsong, the grass under his feet, covering the dark earth, which was solid and reliable and there.


Grace was no longer there. He had loved her for thirty years and now there was nowhere for the love to go, except backwards, examining the life they’d had together, regretting some things, of course. Sins of omission, most of them, like allowing Grace, simply because she was good at such stuff, to run their finances and the day-to-day business of the household. He should have made sure he was, as they said nowadays, up to speed.


He found Grace’s grave and stood in front of it, as he did every time, wondering what was expected of him. Prayer was out of the question: even though they’d been married in church, and Grace had had a religious burial, neither of them was a believer. Going to church was a social thing for Grace, but he went because the hymns and prayers had been part of his childhood and he couldn’t help loving the language, the ceremony. I’m a historian, he told himself. I love the history, the tradition, even though I’m convinced of the non-existence of a deity, benevolent or otherwise.


He spoke to Grace in his head, as though she were standing beside him. It wasn’t exactly speaking because no real words were involved, only a general feeling that what he was thinking was directed at her while he was in front of her headstone. He’d brought some cloths and a small spade in his rucksack and did his best to tidy the plot, marvelling at the tenacity and vigour of weeds and also at the way just being there, standing around in weather of every kind, made the headstone dirty.


Always, on the way home, his thoughts turned to his life without Grace. The rhythm of his steps was soothing to him. In the first few weeks after Grace died, there’d been days when he’d walked for miles because that was the best way to feel even a little normal. It also had the added benefit of tiring him out so that sleep was possible for a few hours at least. He imagined her beside him, as she’d been so often, pointing out things to him he’d never have noticed.


‘You’re the map person,’ she used to say. ‘You can tell us where we’re going and what route we’ll take, but I’m the one for details.’


She was right. Everything he knew now about trees, birds and clouds (it had become quite a lot, over the years) was down to Grace, with her sharp eyes and love of nature.


*


Once he was back at home, he made himself a cup of tea and took it up to his study.


I’m ready, Aidan thought. I can do it now. For two years, he’d been circling round the subject of moving house. At first, he’d wanted only to hide, had spent months in a state of unhappy hibernation, but now, without making a conscious effort, as far as he could tell, he was beginning to feel something inside him changing. When he tried to analyse it, the only image that came to mind was Arctic ice breaking up in spring. Grief had been icy cold. You had to brace yourself against it. These days, he felt warmer. He could go for hours now without checking his state of mind. He could think about his life with some degree of calm. He even admitted, though he felt treacherous doing so, a measure of satisfaction, if not exactly happiness, in being able to choose something, in getting ready to take action off his own bat. The question was, where did he want to live? Grace had been very emphatic about his options and, typically, had set about organizing his life as a widower.


‘You don’t want to rattle around here,’ she’d announced. ‘You must sell and move to somewhere more manageable. Farnley Estates are building lovely houses. High spec. Very near Barnet, but also near the countryside. One of those would be perfect for you.’ He’d nodded. You couldn’t, he’d thought, argue with the terminally ill, so he’d said nothing. Grace was only thinking of his welfare. She’d been looking after him for more than thirty years, so there was no reason for her to stop just because she was dying. There were times when Aidan was bemused at everything Grace knew about such matters. How had she discovered all that stuff? True, she was great peruser of the local paper. He’d never understood what she found to read in it, but it was full of property news and Grace had clearly been taking notice.


The last twenty-six months had dragged unbearably but also flown by. Maybe both at the same time: how did that work? He looked around his study and wondered what his late wife would say if she walked into it now. The desk chair was one of those that leaned back and he hardly ever tilted it into a reclining position, preferring to be sitting forward, bent over the laptop, peering into the glow of the screen. Now, though, he leaned back and stared at the ceiling, which, if he was honest, could have done with a coat of paint.


He’d never given a thought to the decorative state of the house while Grace was alive. She was in charge of that side of things. To tell the truth (and he had been telling himself the truth much more often lately), what he mostly did was attend to his own work, which involved nothing more than reading, writing, moving bits of paper from one surface to another and emailing colleagues. He did a great deal of thinking, of course. He went for long walks, thinking. He sat in front of a blank screen, trying to write but doing very little of it, compared to the hours and hours he spent staring into space. Also, there was the time he spent online, reading the latest research.


Sometimes he gave himself a treat and went into London to the Imperial War Museum or the British Film Institute. Grace used to meet him there. It was one of the things they’d always loved to do together. Before they were married, they used to walk over Hungerford Bridge, their footsteps making a racket on the metal. Going by himself wasn’t the same. He’d arranged once or twice to meet a friend, but hadn’t enjoyed those outings. His thoughts had kept straying to home, where he knew that Grace was dealing with pain, weakness and his own absence, so he’d simply stopped going. There were plenty of good films on TV.


I could go again now, he thought. There was much he could do, now that he was on his own. At first, the idea had terrified him. In the weeks following Grace’s death, he had been almost too busy to grieve. Her younger sister, Peggy, came to stay with him, leaving her family in Aberdeen, and had sorted through what she called ‘the difficult things’. Aidan was grateful to her for attending to the clothes and personal effects. He wouldn’t have been capable of doing that. Every garment kept Grace’s fragrance. Every scarf smelt of her favourite perfume, whose name he didn’t know but would have been able to identify anywhere.


Peggy had arranged the funeral. She’d seen to everything. Aidan smiled to himself when he remembered it now. Clearly the organizational gene was very strong in that family. After a couple of weeks his sister-in-law went back to Scotland, and then the staff at the school where Grace had been secretary for twenty years had come into their own, bringing round casseroles and inviting him to their homes from time to time. He was grateful to them – on one level, he couldn’t have coped without them – but whenever he did go out, he was always glad to come home, to settle into the space he’d grown used to. The marital bed.


Was it wrong still to be sleeping in that bed? Grace had died in hospital after a stroke, so there was nothing morbid about it but, still, the memories Aidan had of lying in it were filled with pain: Grace’s pain before she was taken to hospital, and his own at being completely powerless to make it better. The happy memories, of sex, laughter and reading in bed together (Grace on her Kindle, him with an ancient second-hand copy of some hardback), had disappeared.


After the funeral, there had been letters to answer, financial stuff to sort out. If I’d died, Aidan reflected, she’d have dealt with everything without any fuss, and the house would be spick and span. She might already have started to go out, see people and get on with her life.


‘You had a chance to grieve together,’ his friends told him, ‘to sort things out and see what needed to be done.’ Aidan had nodded and agreed. The time they’d had together, the months between the terminal diagnosis and the day of Grace’s death, had indeed been both precious and useful. He doubted he’d have had any idea of what to do if she hadn’t taken him through it in her thorough way and revealed to him the secrets of her filing cabinet. Throughout the years they were married, that piece of furniture had been a source of mystery and power . . . They used to laugh about it. It was known as the Black Tower and it contained what Grace called ‘My Systems’: banking details, building-society bumph, tax returns, house specifications, guarantees for all the white goods and electrical appliances – the thousands of bits of paper that had come through the door over more than three decades.


But now he was lonely. It had taken him till now to admit it to himself. Or, at least, to use the word ‘lonely’ in relation to himself. He’d experienced what it was like to be entirely alone in the world but shied away from giving it a label. But, yes, he told himself. I am lonely. How did that happen? Aidan prided himself on being interested in many things. He liked people. He’d got on well with his colleagues while he was still teaching and he had friends, but they’d all dispersed to different parts of the country or to the far reaches of London, and somehow it was hard to meet up. At the age we are, Aidan reflected, all people’s spare time is taken up with visiting their children and grandchildren.


It was supposed to be women who regretted not having children, but Grace had never made a huge fuss about it. Nowadays they might have considered IVF, and even back then there was adoption, but Grace hadn’t been keen, and she’d had enough contact with the children at school for her infertility somehow not to matter to her. Perhaps she’d never wanted children as much as he had. The way things were now, he was conscious of the gap where their children should have been.


Aidan returned his chair to its normal position and looked at the mess on his desk. Grace had systems and he had chaos. She’d found his mess rather endearing and hadn’t often nagged him to tidy up, get his head together, get himself sorted. Instead, it had been clear that she’d enjoyed being in total command of everything. And I colluded, Aidan thought now. I’m lazy, and I liked her being in charge. I liked being able to leave everything practical to her and lose myself in looking at things that happened long ago to other people. History.


Before his early retirement, three years ago, he’d taught history in a local college. There were things about his job that annoyed him (the admin, some of his colleagues, some of his students) but, on the whole, he was happy passing on what he’d learned about the past. He had started a research project of his own, not imagining for one second that it would take over his whole working life. The anniversary of the First World War was looming. On a visit to his home village in Cambridgeshire, he’d stood in front of the war memorial at the junction of two main roads and looked at the fading wreaths gathered at its base. He’d read the names and imagined the young men: they would have been just like the young men who were at that moment sitting outside the pub, laughing, drinking pints. It came to him in a flash of what he’d described to Grace at the time as inspiration. He’d look into those names. He’d find out, or try to find out, about those particular people. He’d write an account of the war dead from this one place. And from that day to this, being able to go back to thinking about those soldiers gave him comfort. While Grace had grown thinner and paler and weaker, while the morphine doses had become stronger and stronger, going back in his mind to the mud of the trenches had helped him. If it’s happening to them, it’s not happening to me . . . or to my darling wife.


He picked up the phone – which people now called the landline. Apparently, landlines were going to disappear. Aidan had a mobile but he often left it in another room, or lost it between the sofa cushions. It had a habit of sliding out of his trouser pocket. The landline was good for times when he needed to have his wits about him, like now. On the face of it, it wasn’t a difficult call to make but, still, Aidan felt a sort of shyness about making it.


Grace had left a hardback A5 notebook full of useful things. Just after her death, her handwriting had caused him physical pain, but he could read it nowadays with only a slight catch of the breath. He found ‘ESTATE AGENT’S NUMBER FOR FARNLEY ESTATES HOUSES’.


Then he hesitated. What on earth was he doing? What was wrong with this house? They’d lived in it for more than twenty years. It was set in beautiful Hertfordshire countryside. There was a small orchard at the bottom of the garden. Could you call six trees an orchard? There was a shed, currently full of Grace’s gardening stuff, which he should have made some effort to use by now, but hadn’t. You don’t garden, he told himself. The garden is neglected. The house is neglected. There was no reason he couldn’t take it all on and get someone in to fix things. To decorate. To tidy the garden. He could replace the old furniture. Still, as Grace hadn’t failed to point out to him, he would rattle around in such a big place. How many rooms did he go into now? The study, the kitchen, his bedroom, the sitting room, but only when he wanted to watch television, which wasn’t all that often. He felt a fool, sitting in front of the box (and it was a box, an antique in telly terms) by himself, with his hands folded on his lap. A man in a room, with his eyes on a screen emitting a bluish light. Nowadays, he watched most programmes on his Mac, either lying in bed or sitting on his comfortable chair in the study.


Nothing for it. ‘Hello? Is that Robinson & Tyler?’


‘Yes. My name’s Iris Atkins. How can I help you, sir?’


‘Um. I want . . . that is, I’m thinking of moving . . . of selling my house.’


The young woman laughed. ‘Well, you’ve come to exactly the right place. Do you know what sort of property you’re looking for?’


Aidan liked the sound of Iris Atkins. No doubt she was trained to be the same to all prospective customers, but he felt as though she was properly interested in knowing what he wanted. So he told her, at far greater length than necessary. His speech – it felt like a speech – was full of references to Grace. ‘My wife . . . my late wife . . .’ He could hear himself saying it far too frequently.


‘Don’t worry, Mr Church,’ said Ms Atkins. ‘I’ve taken some notes of what you’ve told me, but would it be possible for you to come in and talk to me here? I think we ought to sort out the paperwork and then, of course, I’ll visit you. And the house, of course, because we’ll need to take some good photographs.’


They made an appointment for the next day. Aidan was relieved that he wasn’t going to have to spend hours right now tidying up the house for a visitor. But it hadn’t occurred to him that he’d need to make the place attractive for photographs. He decided to cross that bridge when he came to it. Tomorrow afternoon he would go in and meet Iris Atkins. He was quite looking forward to it, but acknowledged that he was nervous about her coming to him. He chided himself for being ridiculous. She won’t be visiting you, he told himself. She’s going to look at the house. She’s going to take photographs. His home of the last twenty-odd years would soon be on one of those sheets of paper stuck in an estate agent’s window. Aidan didn’t know how he felt about that, but he was quite sure that Grace, if she was somehow looking at him from an afterlife, which he didn’t for one moment believe, would be smiling with satisfaction.




Vina


‘Vina? Is this a good time?’


‘Not really, Geoff, no,’ she said. She was standing in the garden wishing, as she’d started to wish more and more often, that the mobile phone had never been invented. She’d come outside on the first day of sunshine for ages to look at how things were in the garden. The first snowdrops were out. Tiny green spikes of what would be the most gorgeous tulips (‘Big Eartha’, ‘Going Baroque’, ‘Flaming Spring Greens’, ‘Angélique’) had appeared in the pots she’d grouped together on the flagstones at the back of the house. Vina doggedly refused to refer to this part of her garden, even in her head, as a ‘patio’.


‘Where are you?’


‘It’s none of your business. We’re divorced, Geoff,’ she added wearily.


‘I know, I know . . . but I just thought I’d ring for a chat.’


‘What’s the matter?’ It was not like her ex to ring for a chat. What did they have to chat about? He’d left her ten years ago for a woman he’d met while he was checking in at Heathrow.


‘I thought we might have a meal together. How are you fixed?’


‘I’m busy,’ said Vina, despairingly. He was fishing for an invitation to dinner. He missed her cooking. She never asked about what was happening in his life but suspected that his second wife, whose name was Gloria, might have left him. ‘Has Gloria left you?’ she asked. The days when she thought about sparing his feelings had long gone.


‘I’m not sure . . . Can I come and have dinner with you sometime? I’ll tell you all about it. What happened.’


‘I’m not that interested, Geoff. But, yes, I suppose you can come and eat. Next Monday. How’s that?’


It gave her almost a week before she had to sit down with him.


‘Can’t you do any other night? How about tomorrow?’


‘No, Geoff. I’m busy. It’s Monday or nothing. Take it or leave it.’ She wanted to add: No skin off my nose if you do leave it.


Grumbling and muttering, Geoff rang off at last. Vina sighed and sat down at the wrought-iron garden table. This afternoon she was going into Barnet to have a chat with Iris Atkins. She and a colleague, whose name she hadn’t caught, had been to the house last week and taken photographs for the website and the leaflets that Robinson & Tyler were going to produce. She’d been sent the photos by email already and had given the go-ahead. Perhaps they’d be ready by three o’clock this afternoon . . .


Would she miss the garden? When Geoff walked out on her, ten years ago, and started divorce proceedings, he’d put the property in her name and paid off the rest of the mortgage. That generous gesture had made him feel less guilty, she supposed, and at the time she’d been grateful. The house was too big now. She wanted somewhere that didn’t take hours to clean. Somewhere modern, perhaps a new-build, but she did want a garden. I’ll miss this when I go, she thought, especially the pond.


Geoff had been scathing about that, she remembered. He’d been scathing about a lot of things. He’d infected their children with his scathingness, if that was a word. Robert and Libby both smiled whenever the pond was mentioned, indulging their mother. Mum’s mad idea . . . That was how Rob had described it back when she was still planning it. Her son was grown-up now, married to Janice; they both worked as solicitors for a firm in Guildford. Rob was thirty-two, which made Vina feel ancient. She liked Janice and got on with her perfectly well, but felt, probably with no justification, that the younger woman had judged and found her inadequate in some way.


Libby was only twenty-five and lived in Cornwall in a tiny cottage, which was picturesque and uncomfortable in every possible way: cold, dark, perhaps even damp. Low ceilings. Crooked doorways. A staircase that Vina took ages to negotiate because she was so terrified of losing her footing on the uneven treads. It was straight out of the gloomier bits of Thomas Hardy, she thought, but didn’t say. You didn’t object to things that Libby did. She’d learned that the hard way. From early childhood, Libby had been an Olympic-standard tantrum-thrower.


I should have been tougher, she thought, and Geoff should have been tougher, but it was too late now: their cowardice (anything for a quiet life) had turned their daughter into a charming-if-she-felt-like-making-the-effort but completely spoilt jeweller who lived by herself in a hovel almost as far as it was possible to be from both her parents. She was not only spoilt, but also irritating in other ways. She had very little energy when it came to things like publicizing her work, and trying to sell it to shops. This meant that she was not nearly as successful as she should have been. Feeble was the word Vina would have used to describe her. Dynamism was missing from her character. Vina could manage a telephone relationship with her daughter reasonably well and it was only when she was being particularly honest with herself that she admitted how relieved she was, in her heart of hearts, that Libby didn’t live round the corner.


Well, she thought, they can be as scornful as they like. The pond was the best thing she’d done in the garden. It was small, true, but she’d managed to get waterlilies to grow there. There were three fish, too. Golden ones that came to the surface when they heard her coming and waited for their food. She’d given them names, Nemo, Tiddler and Dora, and regarded them as her pets, though she’d never said so to Rob and Libby. They would laugh at her. She had a reputation in the family for being soft-hearted and sentimental. Well, that wasn’t untrue but what was wrong with loving your fish, with wanting to care for flowers and plants? What was wrong with waiting for the roses to come out every year, and rejoicing when they did? Nothing, Vina thought now. There’s nothing wrong with it but I stopped telling Geoff and the children long ago what the garden means to me.


She got up and went inside. The kitchen could do with a makeover, she could see, but what was the point of modernizing it if she wanted to move? Even Iris Atkins thought it would be sensible to see if the house sold before resorting to renovations that might not be to the taste of a prospective buyer.


Vina had spent ages before the photographic session cleaning the place from top to bottom and tidying it in a way that it had never been tidied before. It was an Edwardian semi-detached. Two big reception rooms, big kitchen, utility room, four bedrooms (three doubles), attic, cellar and a beautiful garden. The ceilings were high and the rooms perfectly proportioned. The house had been built in 1910 and the original stained glass was still in every room, as a decoration at the top of the long windows and in all the internal doors as well as the front door. When the sun shone during the afternoon, pools of coloured light filled the hall.


There were times when Vina wondered why she was trying to sell it, and then she remembered: it was too big for one person. It cost too much to heat. The insulation dated from the early twentieth century and Geoff used to say they were heating the garden, which wasn’t far from the truth. Also, it seemed to Vina sometimes that every speck of dust she moved simply wafted through the air and settled again on the same surface. The memories in this house, she told herself, are not entirely happy, either. She could admit that now.


She went upstairs to get ready to go into Robinson & Tyler. Vina neither liked nor disliked her looks. She peered into the mirror as she put on her lipstick. There she was: dark, with a scattering of grey in her hair. A good haircut. Good skin. Hazel eyes. Her own teeth. Not bad for fifty-seven. She spent money on expensive makeup, too, and liked clothes. She loved jewellery: she often wore Libby’s creations and was happy to do that. Her daughter could be a pain, and sometimes even worse than a mere pain, but the earrings and necklaces Vina wore made not one but two statements. The first was I have marvellous taste and, what’s more, can afford designer jewellery and the second, even more important, I am proud of my daughter.




Iris


Whenever Iris met her friends for a meal, she was always the first person to arrive at the restaurant. She was punctual by nature, but working for Robinson & Tyler had made her even more anxious not to keep anyone waiting. Bruce had been clear on that part of her job: ‘You’ve got to be there before the client,’ he’d told her on her first day at work. ‘If you’re late, even by a minute or two, you risk them running away, getting fed up or just not forming the best impression of you.’


Iris’s friends, Penny, Marilynne and Anne – the four had been a gang ever since their schooldays – would have cut her some slack but she was still punctual and still able to watch them come in one by one. Marilynne was the first to join her. She was tall, redheaded and quite bossy, and since they were fourteen had behaved as though she were the leader of the group. And we fell in with that, Iris thought, as she got up to greet her. Anne and Penny arrived a few moments later. Anne was dark, with very pale skin and blue eyes. She was, by common agreement, the sensible one, and Penny was small and fair, like Iris but prettier. She was the one they all regarded as completely incapable of malice; the good one. Iris was the dreamer, the creative one, on the basis of some talent in domestic science and sewing lessons. No one had ever allocated them these descriptions, but Iris knew that the invisible labels were there.


She was ready for tonight. It had been a couple of weeks since she and Neil had split up and her single state, announced to the others by email, would be the main topic of conversation. The four of them used to meet all the time: in bars and restaurants after work. They went to the seaside together on weekends; donkey’s years ago they’d done Ibiza together. They’d known one another so long that they never had to watch what they said when they were together.


Lately, though, things had changed. The other three had married and had children, and though they came out for a curry from time to time and invited Iris to their houses constantly, she was aware of not being in the married/maternal/primary school loop. They tried to include her and, of course, she took an interest. She had been a bridesmaid three times. She’d bought presents for babies. She’d cooed and admired. But she noticed that the occasions when they did get together, just the four of them without husbands and babies, were fewer and further between, and not only that, but while they were eating or drinking, there were always texts going back and forth to the person left holding the baby at home. Their phones were on the table next to their plates and they couldn’t resist glancing at them occasionally. Checking.


For quite a while, though, on this occasion, Iris noticed that all three of her friends were concentrating on her.


‘You can’t have left Neil,’ said Marilynne. ‘I don’t believe it.’


‘It’s true, though,’ Iris said, breaking a poppadom in a gesture she hoped would demonstrate how decisive and tough she was. ‘I told you in the email. I’ve split up with Neil. More than split up. I’ve moved out.’


‘Moved out? Of that flat?’ Penny was easily impressed, and Neil had made a fuss of her when she’d come round to visit them. She’d been star-struck ever since. It had crossed Iris’s mind that Neil fancied her. They were the same type, and men were very stuck in their ways, most of them. She could still recall every detail of the row she and Neil had had when she’d left and which Iris had never mentioned to Penny.


‘Yup!’ she said, in answer to Penny’s question. ‘No more lovely flat. Are we ready to order?’


A waiter was standing quietly beside them with a pad in his hand. No sooner had they ordered than Anne said, ‘So, where are you living?’


‘With my mum.’


They all gasped. Iris could see where they were coming from. To them, leaving home in the first place had been an achievement. To go back would represent total abject failure.


Marilynne, typically, had the cheek to say so. Not in so many words, but as good as. ‘Back in your mum’s house? Really?’ she asked. ‘Can’t you find somewhere of your own? Don’t tell me you can’t afford it.’ The subtext of this was: You’ve no one to take care of but yourself, whereas I, and anyone else with kids, have many more calls on my income.


‘I probably could afford it but I can’t spare the time to look and choose and so on right now. Don’t look so shocked. June’s taken down the eighties posters. And she’s a good cook. I’ll find a place of my own, don’t worry. Eventually.’


‘But Neil . . . He’s so . . .’ Penny began.


‘He’s overbearing and controlling. He proposed to me.’


This provoked general squeaks. ‘I said no,’ Iris added. More squeaks, this time with a few sighs mixed in.


‘Honestly, Iris, you’re mad. He’d be a perfect husband. Why on earth did you say no? We thought you were real lovebirds.’ Penny glanced left and right at Anne and Marilynne. ‘Didn’t we say that?’


Iris wasn’t in the least annoyed that they’d discussed her and her life. She knew very well that when only three of them were together, the fourth was always the main topic of discussion.


‘I’m sure you did say that. Many times. But you didn’t know him like I did. He wanted me to get married and have children. At once. He said my biological clock was ticking. Can you credit it?’ No one said anything. ‘Oh, God. You agree with him. I can see you do.’


The others had the grace to look shamefaced. The food came then, which was fortunate because the faffing with who was having what and distributing the rice and condiments gave everyone time to regroup.


Eventually, they started eating and Marilynne spoke for the other two. ‘Face it, Iris. Neil is right. You’re over thirty . . . and, okay, I know loads of women leave having their first baby till they’re forty but it’s not ideal.’ She looked at Penny and Anne for support. ‘You need stamina for small babies, and by the time you’re forty, well, you just don’t have the energy you had as a very young woman, right?’


‘I don’t need energy,’ Iris said. ‘Having babies is not part of my plan at the moment. Not with Neil and not with anyone else.’


Three mouths literally dropped open. Prawn bhutan and chicken balti became much too visible and Iris turned her attention to an onion bhaji, which she began dissecting with the forensic skills of a police pathologist.


‘But why?’ Anne dared to ask.


Iris had to answer this without hurting anyone’s feelings. She would have to be diplomatic. She took a deep breath. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I want to be able to do what I like. I suppose you’d say I’m being selfish.’ This was to pre-empt them: they were sure to say that. ‘I want to travel,’ she went on. ‘I want to be able to get up and move to some totally different part of the world on a whim. I want to be—’


Typically, Marilynne didn’t wait to hear the rest of Iris’s arguments. She waded in with exactly what Iris was expecting: the loneliness argument. ‘Who’s going to look after you when you’re old?’


That was always the clincher. As an only child who actually loved her mother, Iris felt she could speak with some authority. ‘It may be true that a child would make my last years more . . . well, not more pleasant but maybe less difficult. But . . . not everyone likes their mother, do they? To some children, being burdened with an ancient parent would be hell. I mean, I’d look after June, of course I would, because I love her, but I can’t pretend I’m looking forward to it. What about the three of you? Are you gagging to have your mums move into your houses? Or to spend every waking hour traipsing back and forth to look after them in their own? Or in a care home?’


This was problematic stuff and Iris noticed that all three of her dearest friends moved the terrain of the discussion. Again, Marilynne spoke for the others. ‘But it’s not just about the end of life. Children are wonderful. We couldn’t live without them. You do not know . . . You just do not know . . .’ here she paused for effect and turned to the other two mothers at the table to support her . . . ‘what love is till you’ve had a baby. You just have no idea.’ She looked down at her phone, which was buzzing – thankfully she’d managed to eat quite a lot of her beef dhansak. ‘Oh, God, sorry, I’ve got to go. Mickey’s woken up and he’s crying for me. Be in touch, Iris. Bye, you lot!’ She took a twenty-pound note out of her purse and put it on the table. ‘Tell me if it’s more, eh? Iris, I’ll phone you, okay?’


‘Okay!’ Iris said, relieved that she didn’t have to respond to what Marilynne had said. Once she’d gone, they dropped the subject of Iris and her childlessness, turning instead to a detailed examination of Marilynne’s mothering style. The others found quite a lot to object to, and Iris just listened. In her opinion (and she didn’t breathe a word of this), every one of their children had nightmarish elements in their different ways, even while being (of course!) sweet and lovely and brilliant and small miracles, all three of them.


*


‘Who’ve you got this afternoon, Iris?’


Iris could see that Bruce had a whole load of things for her to do, out of the office.


‘I’m seeing this chap at two thirty. He rang me . . . His name is . . .’ she turned her desk calendar round ‘. . . Aidan Church. Looking for one of the new-builds on Farnley Estate, I think. He’s a widower. Wants to move from a biggish place near—’


‘Okay, as you were, then. As you were. And don’t forget you’ve got Mrs Brownrigg at three o’clock. She’s going to be asking what we’re doing to get her house looked at by more people. And make an appointment with Mr Church for photos. We need to get all pics up on the website sharpish.’


‘We means me, right?’ Iris smiled at Bruce to show that she wasn’t in the least resentful but, on the contrary, very happy to oblige.


‘Copy that,’ he said, and made for his own desk. He watched, in Iris’s opinion, far too many boxed sets about dangerous people in America.


She’d come into the office early and was therefore on top of all her admin. There was a great deal of admin, too, every day. There were houses, plus clients trying to buy and to sell, lots of them and some with unrealistic desires and hopes of money from the sale that would never be fulfilled. Iris tried to be even-handed and give everyone the same amount of attention, but at any time, there were always some customers she became involved with to a far greater extent. There were also some properties that spoke to her, and when it came to these, she was passionate about seeing the right people inhabiting them. Sometimes a horrible family would move into a really wonderful house and that always made her feel a bit of a failure. Of course, there were many instances of people making avoidable mistakes but Iris did her best.


She’d mentioned this once to her friends and was surprised by how interested they were.


‘What do you mean, mistakes?’ Anne had asked.


‘You know,’ said Iris, ‘someone retires from a job in the City, say, and decides that a cottage by the sea is his heart’s desire, not realizing how much he’ll miss the people, the bustle and the crowds of London, which he’s probably been moaning about for years. Or young married couples, who don’t understand that the house they’ve set their heart on will be a nightmare when kids are born. Or a woman who thinks she’ll feel better if she moves away from where her three sisters and elderly mother live round the corner – they’ve been driving her mad – doesn’t reckon with how much she’s going to have to spend on travel when her mother falls ill and she has to cope because her siblings have high-powered jobs. I could go on.’
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