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For Luke and his grandparents










Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me.


 


Thomas Hardy, ‘The Voice’


 


 


Worse than thieves are ballad collectors, for when they capture and imprison in cold type a folksong, at the same time they kill it.


 


John Lomax, introduction to American Ballads and Folksongs (1932)
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March 2000


Edie sang at her own funeral. It couldn’t have been any other way. Most people first knew her by her voice. New acquaintances took a few weeks or months to reconcile that voice, that thrill of sound, with the slight, grey-eyed woman holding the large handbag. She was a garden thrush with the song of a nightingale. It was one of her nicknames – ‘The Little Nightingale’ – and the one I felt suited her best. The nightingale isn’t quite who we think she is. Contrary to what most people believe, the nightingale isn’t a British bird who winters in Africa. She’s an African bird who summers in England, and the sought-after music of an English summer evening is really music from the African bush, as native to Guinea-Bissau as to the moss-sprung and anemone-speckled copses of Berkshire and Dorset.


Edie once told me that the English countryside never really made sense to her. Her tiny Russian grandmother had looked after her while her parents manned their stall in Brick Lane, and she used to tell Edie stories. In winter they’d huddle under blankets beside the electric fire in their grotty flat, passing a cigarette back and forth, Edie listening, her Bubbe talking. Bubbe’s stories were all of Russia and the white cold, a cold so deep it turned your bones to ice, and if the wind blew hard, you’d shatter into a billion pieces, fluttering to the ground as yet more snow.


In summer Edie and Bubbe would take apples out to the scrap of green that passed for a park and sit on a tarpaulin square (for a woman raised in Siberia, Edie’s grandmother was remarkably anxious about the ill effects of dew-damp grass). On sun-filled afternoons, when grubby daisies unfurled in the warmth, young men unbuttoned their shirts to the navel and girls furtively unpeeled their stockings, Bubbe would tell stories full of snow. Edie would lie back and close her eyes against the jewel gleam of the hot sun and envision snow racing across the grass in waves, turning everything white, smothering the sunbathers who had only a moment to shiver and scream before they shattered into ice.


It was rare for Edie to confide anything about her childhood. She kept it close, self-conscious and uneasy under the barrage of my interest. ‘I’m not like you. It wasn’t like this,’ she’d say, gesturing to the house with its lobes of wisteria or at the trembling willows by the lake. I’d feel embarrassed and overcome with a very British need to apologise for the quiet privilege of my own childhood, which, according to Edie, must have diminished any loss or sadness that dared intrude in such a place.


For all their charm, the gardens at Hartgrove never quite touched Edie. She admired the tumbles of violets, and the slender spring irises the colour of school ink, but she never troubled to learn the names of the flowers. I always had the gardener fill the pots on the terrace where we breakfasted with golden marigolds, so she insisted on calling them the marmalade flowers. It confused Clara sufficiently that, when she was about five, I caught her trying to spread the marmalade flowers on her toast.


But when it snowed, Edie longed to be outdoors. She was more excited than the children. At the first flake, she’d put on three coats at once, bandage her head in coloured scarves like a babushka and rush out, staring at the sky and willing a blizzard. Long after the girls were tired and damp from sledging in the fields, Edie lingered. Clara and Lucy would flop before the hearth in my study beside the steaming spaniels, and present to the fire rows of cold pink toes. Under the pretext of putting on a record for the girls (The Nutcracker or a swirling, cinnamon-sprinkled Viennese waltz – our children’s taste in music was as sugar-sweet as the candy they lusted after), from the window I’d watch Edie as she’d start towards the house and then pause every few steps, turning back to gaze at the white hills and the huddle of dark woods, like a lover reluctant to say a last goodbye.


So many people think they knew her. The Little Nightingale. England’s perfect rose. But Edie didn’t dream of roses in summertime, she dreamed of walking through snow, the first footsteps on an icy morning.
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November 1946


Hartgrove Hall is ours again. It’s a strange sensation, this supposed homecoming – the prodigal sons returning all at once to Dorset on a bloody cold November morning. We are silent on the drive from the station to the house. Chivers steers the cantankerous Austin at a steady twenty miles per hour, the General parked beside him on the front seat absolutely upright as though off to inspect the troops, while Jack, George and I are jammed into the back, trying not to meet one another’s eyes as we stare resolutely out of the windows.


I’m nervous about seeing her again. Hartgrove Hall is our long-lost love, the pen pal we’ve been mooning over in our thoughts for the last seven years, but each of us is submerged in lonely and silent anxiety at the prospect of our reunion. We know the house has had a tricky war – a parade of British regiments followed by the Americans, all of them tenants with mightier preoccupations than pruning the roses or sweeping the drawing-room chimney or halting the onslaught of death-watch beetle that has been gobbling through the rafters for ever.


As the car creeps higher and into the shadow of the hill, hoarfrost is draped across the branches like banners and where the trees meet across the narrow lane, we plunge through a tunnel of silver and white. The car turns into the long driveway and there she is, Hartgrove Hall, bathed in early morning haze. To my relief she’s still the beauty I remember. I can’t see her flaws through the kindly mist, only the buttery warmth of the stone front, the thick limestone slabs on the roof drizzled with yellowing lichen. I climb out of the car and absorb the multitude of high mullioned windows and the elegant slope of the porch, and out of childish habit suddenly recalled, I count the skulk of stone foxes from the family crest that are carved on the flushwork. Ivy half conceals the smallest fox, so that he pokes his snout out from amongst the leaves as if he’s shy. I’m frightfully glad to see him. I thought I’d recalled every detail of the house. I’d paced its walks and corridors each night before falling asleep and yet, already, here is something I’d quite forgotten.


The yellow sandstone façade is the same but the wisteria has been hacked away and without it the front looks naked. All of the windows are unlit and the house looks cold, unready for guests. We’re not guests, I remind myself. We are the family returned. Yet it’s an odd sort of homecoming: instead of Chivers or one of the maids lingering in the porch to welcome us, a major from the Guards waits on the front steps, stamping his feet to keep warm. On seeing us, he stops abruptly and salutes the General. The major thanks him for his honourable sacrifice and generosity even though we all know it’s bunkum and the house was requisitioned by law. Although, I suppose, knowing the General, he would have surrendered the house in any case out of a sense of duty. The General takes great pleasure in doing his duty. The more unpleasant the sacrifice, the more he enjoys it.


The major clearly wants to be off but Father keeps him talking outside for a good fifteen minutes while it starts to sleet. We all stand there rigid with cold and boredom. I’m amazed that Jack doesn’t declare, ‘Bugger this, I’m off to inspect the damage done to the old girl,’ and disappear, but then he and George have been demobbed for only a month or so. Beneath the civvy clothes they still possess a soldier’s habits and to walk away from a senior officer wouldn’t just be poor manners but a disciplinary offence.


After an age, the General allows the unfortunate major to depart and marches indoors. Jack, George and I hesitate, unwilling to follow. I want our reunion to be private and, as I glance at my brothers, it is clear that they feel the same. Jack lingers for a moment, then turns back down the steps, making for the river, while George heads in the opposite direction, crossing the lawns towards the lake. I wait for a minute, gulping cold, fresh air, feeling the bite and tang of it on my teeth, and then slip into the house. The great hall is almost as frigid as it is outside. In the vast and soot-stained inglenook there is no fire. I am almost certain that there used to be a constant fire. The requisite carved foxes gaze out from the stone-carved struts, chilly and forlorn. I suppose there is no one to light a fire now and I don’t suppose there will be again. I notice that the mantelpiece is missing. I can’t think how it was taken or why.


The walls are bereft of paintings. The good ones haven’t hung here for years. They were flogged, one Gainsborough and Stubbs at a time, but my ancestors were sentimental chaps. Until the army requisitioned the house, copies of the originals used to hang around the hall – gloomy reminders of what was lost to Christie’s to pay inheritance tax, veterinarian bills, servants’ wages and to replace rotting windows. Some of the copies were rather good, others less so – peculiar, carnival-mirror distortions of the originals. For years, Jack, George and I used to play ‘spot the imposter’ and attempt to guess which of the bewigged and unsmiling portraits were copies. Then the General told us that none of them was real and the game was rendered pointless.


The last painting to go was a dear Constable landscape of the woodland beneath Hartgrove barrow. The painter stands at the top of the ridge, gazing down at a brown wood dabbed with autumn light. Somewhere in the painting a nightingale sings – the last of the year. The copy of the Constable is quite decent. I’ve always liked it, even though the colours are second rate and the lines muddy – but I can still hear the nightingale and that’s what matters. George sent it to me, along with his letter explaining that the house was to be requisitioned. I’d been alone at school when the news had come, and it had left me disconsolate. Only George would have thought to send the painting with the horrid news – a kind memento of home to sustain me. Inevitably the painted view began to supplant the one in my imagination until I began to see the barrow and woods third hand – Constable’s vision re-daubed by a copyist.


I return to the car, retrieve the picture from the boot and rehang it on a nail in the hall. It looks lost and small.


 


I’m chilled and feel queasy from the pervasive stench of damp. Disheartened, I retreat down the steps and out across the tangle of gardens before striking uphill towards the ridge of Hartgrove barrow. I set off at a lick until, breathless from exertion, I pause at the first of the grass terraces rippling the hillside to look down at the house. It’s different for me than for the others. I was eleven when she was taken in ’39 and I don’t remember how she’s supposed to be, not with the absolute clarity of Jack or George. From my vantage point I can see the burned-out south wing. An accident with an ember smouldering in an unswept chimney, according to the letter sent by the War Office, although Jack heard rumours it was a game gone awry in the Officers’ Mess. They’d been bottling farts into brandy bottles – such an ignominious end for four hundred years of history: sent up in smoke by a lit fart.


I’m not surprised no one could face confessing the truth to the General. I spent much of the war evading him myself. Not that it took much effort – the General’s war was spent preening in Whitehall; he was delighted to partake in another helping of battle even at a distance. Between school and holidays dawdled away at the houses of pals, I managed not to endure more than the occasional uneasy luncheon with him at the club.


From up here I can see the exposed timbers, looking like broken ribs, and the house appears unsteady and uneven, her former symmetry quite spoiled. An invalid with her shattered limb still attached. The lawns are sloshed into mud. Half the limes on the avenue are missing so that the driveway resembles a mouth with most of the teeth knocked out. The woodland under the ridge is balding in patches, where scores of the trees have been felled so that only the stumps remain, stubbling the hillside.


I sit down on an anthill and cry, relieved no one can see me. I wonder how the bloody hell we’re going to put the old girl back together. There are no paintings left to flog. No forgotten Turner lurking in the attic. Canning, the aged and recalcitrant estate manager, is muttering about wanting to retire. But then I swat away my doubts and revel in the pleasure of home. I take a breath of cold, larch-spiced air. Happiness rises up through me, fierce as brandy fumes.
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In the dreary lull after Christmas, Jack informs us with great delight that he has persuaded the General to host a New Year’s Eve party. The General doesn’t like parties. They distract from the important things in life: namely shooting pheasant and fishing. Oddly, however, he enjoys a good war, even though it disrupts the same things. George is perfectly thrilled – he can’t quite believe Jack’s managed it. I’m not surprised. The General will agree to almost anything so long as it’s Jack who asks.


George and I set about readying the house. No mean feat as each day brings the discovery of yet more damage. The panelling in the great hall has been stripped away in places – whether for a lark or for kindling, we’ll never know. Not only is the mantelpiece missing on the grand inglenook, but part of the chimneystack has been knocked off so that when it rains, sleets or worse, water pours down the chimney and puddles on the hearth. Someone left the front door open a few nights ago, and when I stumbled up to bed I saw two blackbirds taking a bath. They looked quite self-possessed as they dabbled, eyeing me with great condescension as I swayed past with a glass of whisky. I thought I’d dreamed it, but when I came down in the morning, not a little hung-over, I found a spotted trail of white bird shit across the hall. The General appears to have neither the cash nor the inclination to make repairs. Planning for a party is a much pleasanter task than considering the larger future of the house.


On the morning of New Year’s Eve, George and I wander dismally from room to room, wondering how on God’s earth the place is going to be fit for a hundred of the county’s finest by the evening. At least we don’t have expectations to live up to. Even in the years before the war, Hartgrove wasn’t renowned for the calibre of its hospitality: there was always decent grog, but even then we couldn’t afford the staff or compete with the swagger of our neighbours. The family name is as old and threadbare as the sixteenth-century carpet that George and I hang on the wall in the drawing room in a futile attempt to keep the wind from sneaking in through the cracks in the plaster.


Jack, of course, isn’t with us. He imparted a variety of instructions over breakfast, informed us somewhat vaguely as to how many had accepted the invitation (‘Fifty or so, I should think – almost certainly not more than sixty, a hundred tops’) and then immediately left for the station – no doubt to collect his latest rosewater-scented poppet. Clearly his role was simply to persuade the General to acquiesce to the party, not to bother with the actual organisation. I’m torn between irritation at Jack and pleasure – we’ve been apart for so long that there is still a novelty in his irksome habits. I’m oddly reassured to discover that the army has not reformed him.


One of the new dailies flicks a rag over the floor and the other pokes half-heartedly at the fire in the dining room that at half past nine is already threatening to give up with a whine of damp wood. There has been a parade of help through the Hall in the last few weeks, each girl more belligerent than the last. None can stick it for more than a few days. It’s never quite clear whether they’ve walked out or whether Chivers has dismissed them or, as Jack suggested, buried them under the roses. We never do see the girls again. In the years before the war the house was mostly staffed with Chivers’ relatives. He always introduced them vaguely, saying, ‘Katy, Maud, Joan, the youngest daughter of my sister in Bournemouth,’ or ‘My Liverpool cousin’s girl’, but I suppose even Chivers had to run out of relatives at some point.


George and I survey the two surly maids, neither of them acknowledging our presence. Long gone are the days when our appearance would make them withdraw with a blush (not that I can remember, but so Jack tells me and perhaps it’s true).


‘I say, would you two lend us a hand getting the old place ready for a bash tonight?’ says George with false camaraderie and an awkward smile. George is never easy in company. I’m surprised that he’s so keen on the party – I suspect he’s pretending for Jack and my sakes. George is a thoroughly decent fellow, the best I know.


The girls look up. They do not smile back. They know instantly we’re amateurs. I fear it’s hopeless. We need Jack. Jack has all the charm; within two ticks he’d have the two girls eager to help, just to please him.


‘We got a lot to get through,’ says the larger of the girls. ‘We’re only paid through till twelve.’ She’s stout with deep-set brown eyes, like a pair of little wet stones.


‘Oh, gosh, bother,’ says George, deflating. I can hear him cursing Jack in his head for going off and leaving us like this.


I reach into my pocket, pulling out a portion of the General’s Christmas cash (‘Presents, unless they’re guns, are for girls’). I stuff it into the large maid’s stubby fingers. ‘When you’re finished for the morning, then.’


At twelve on the dot, they reappear in the drawing room, ready to help. They’re almost smiling. I wonder how much of my Christmas money I handed over, but I don’t care. I want this bash to be splendid. Jack and George have had parties in the mess, and they’ve travelled, seen things. Terrible things, perhaps, but at least they’ve been somewhere, done something. I spent the whole war at school. As we hunt out unbroken chairs from the four corners of the house, I try once again to ask George about it. I’ve attempted to persuade Jack and George to divulge details on various occasions with a notable lack of success.


‘What was it actually like? I think it’s rotten that you won’t tell me.’


He shrugs. ‘There’s not much to tell. In the most part it was frightfully dull.’


‘And in the other part?’


‘Unpleasant.’


‘Dull or unpleasant, that’s all?’ I ask, incredulous that this is all he’ll give me.


‘Mostly yes. Sometimes, when we were particularly unfortunate it was dull and unpleasant.’


I wonder if he’s teasing me, but that’s not like George. He doesn’t like to be ribbed himself, so rarely pokes fun at anyone else. We set down a small and only slightly stained sofa in the corner of the drawing room, pausing for a minute to catch our breath.


‘I can’t really picture you as a soldier, George.’


He smiles. ‘No, neither could I. I think that was part of the problem.’


‘What was the other part?’


He chuckles but doesn’t answer. ‘It’s jolly nice to be home. I missed the rain. Never thought that was possible but it is. Sunshine’s all very well but I’ve discovered that what I like best is the surprise of it after rain.’


I’m not sure what to say to this. Freezing rain is smashing against the windows, sneaking in through the ill-fitting panes and making small pools on the sills. We could do with a surprise of sunshine about now.


‘What were the other chaps like?’


‘Oh, all sorts. Every type. You know.’


I don’t know at all. I sigh and abandon my questioning.


Cambridge is pleasant enough – they’re decent fellows, precisely the sort I knew at school – but I hanker for something different, less familiar. I can’t study music (chaps like us don’t study music. It simply isn’t done, according to Father) so the entire rigmarole feels utterly pointless, a dreary extension of school. If the war were still going on, I’d be in the thick of it instead of banished to endure cosy little tutorials in fireside snugs and listen to the assorted triumphs of Henries Tudor. And if I can’t have music, then I’d like a bit of war. I can’t say this to anyone. Even Jack’s wayward grin would falter and George, well, George would quietly walk away, head bowed. The General would approve the sentiment and that would be the worst condemnation of all.
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The guests arrive meticulously late at a quarter to nine. In the dark the house doesn’t look quite so dilapidated. Candlelight, branches of holly and carefully placed globes of mistletoe conceal the worst of it. With the help of the two girls, George and I have made a pretty decent show. There’s a surprising amount of wine. When the house was requisitioned, the General didn’t fuss about packing away the carpets or the furniture (all strictly third rate anyhow – more decrepit than antique) but he and Chivers did hide away the good drink. They had the gardener build a false wall in the cellar, and while the soldiers graffitied obscenities in the downstairs loo they didn’t defile the pre-war burgundy, so in the General’s view the place has survived unscathed in essentials.


The night is cold, several degrees below freezing, and even before midnight the ground glints, thick with frost. The yew hedges are unkempt, overgrown from years of neglect and brushed with white like a drunk’s untrimmed beard. It’s too icy for cars – for those that still own them anyhow – and most people choose to walk. We’ve staked torches along the driveway and they flare out, banners of red flame in the darkness. The gloom provides a mask of perfect restoration and from outside the house looks splendid once again. You can’t see that the southern wing is burned out or that several windows along the front are boarded up or that the lawns are mown only by the sheep, at present snoozing in the shelter of the garden wall. All the party guests perceive is the yellow light spilling from the unbroken bay windows onto the terrace, ivy patterning the sandstone porch and the frost feathering the slate roof. I vow silently that if ever I’m rich, I’ll return the Hall to her former beauty so that she always looks like this, even in daylight. I drink a glass of sloe gin and watch the river, a black ribbon spooling noiselessly below.


‘Jack’s still not back, blast him.’


George is angry. Well, as angry as it’s possible for George to be. I really can’t picture him as a soldier, sallying forth full of rage and fury. He glances around the crowd of party-goers, tense, his forehead sweaty. We need Jack to play host. Neither of us is up to the task. George huffs and grumbles.


‘Every time. Every bloody time. He swans in, gives his orders and swans off again. I’m tired of it, Fox. Next time, he can do the hard work. Where the devil’s he got to anyhow?’


I say nothing. Jack’s undoubtedly in a pub somewhere, nestled beside a toasty fire with his latest popsy, having lost track of time after his second or third pint. We move inside and we’re immediately engulfed in fur. The county girls have cracked them out again, now the war’s done and it’s no longer vulgar. I’m enveloped in the camphor whiff of mothballs and armpit.


‘Vivien. Caroline. How wonderful to see you.’


The girls incline their cheeks to be kissed.


‘Freezing, isn’t it? Where’s Jack?’


I deflate. No one even comments on the constellation of candles we’ve dug out or the huge log we’ve managed to drag inside that roars and crackles in the mantel-less hearth. A gramophone that wasn’t new before the war scratches out a tune, but it isn’t loud enough to be heard over the voices. No one dances. Half a pig with a tennis ball in its mouth lazes on the vast hall table. Chivers presides with a knife long enough to be a sword but I notice that only the men are eating. The women veer away from the spectacle, slightly revolted. We didn’t think of providing anything else. George and I assumed a pig would do it. Vegetables seemed superfluous.


One of the girls wafts over. Her dress is made of a fine, gauzy fabric and her skin is speckled with gooseflesh.


‘Hello, Fox. Splendid show. It’s all thoroughly charming.’


‘Is it, Vivien?’


She laughs. ‘No. Not really. But you’ve tried terribly hard and that’s charming enough. But in a house of men, what could anyone expect?’


‘Have some pig. If you eat, then the other girls might follow.’


She takes my arm. ‘All right, but only if you tell me where your dastardly brother’s got to.’


At least there’s enough to drink. Everyone clusters near the fire, which is starting to smoke. I turn off the gramophone; the incessant scratching is making my ears itch. It’s only half past ten. God knows how we’re going to make it to midnight. Everyone appears to be waiting for something but we’ve planned nothing else.


The General moves through the crowd, a cigar in one hand (even during the war he never seemed to be short; I wonder what poor Chivers had to do to secure the things), and attempts small talk. If I wasn’t so anxious about the failure of the party, I’d be amused. The girls listen with toothy smiles that match their tiny strings of polished pearls – they’re all far too well bred to allow their boredom to show and everyone remains afraid of the General. He’s an old dog but one always senses the snarl and ill-humour under the curl of his moustache.


And then, all at once, the uneasy chatter blooms into laughter. Just as the applause of the audience signals the arrival of the conductor, I know without turning to look that Jack has arrived. I can’t quite make out the girl with him. She’s small and half concealed by the throng that instantly forms around Jack.


‘Right. Lead me to the drink,’ he cries.


The crowd part to let him pass and now I see a slight, dark-haired girl, her little gloved hand tucked into his arm. Jack signals to me. I cross the room. I stop, quite still. I recognise her.


‘Fox. This is Edie. Edie Rose.’


‘Of course. Yes. Edie. Miss Rose. A real delight. I’m a pleasure. To meet you. ’


To my horror, I feel colour rising to my cheeks. Edie only smiles.


Inevitably the girls I like are already Jack’s girls. Each time he was on leave he’d show up to lunch with another wide-eyed, slim-legged thing who would flap a tear-soaked handkerchief as his train pulled out of the station and pen him letters that, knowing Jack, he never read. I’ve seen pictures of Edie of course. I even kept a postcard of her in my school trunk – she’s the nation’s sweetheart, as well, it seems, as being Jack’s – but seeing her standing in our mildew-ridden hall, amongst the press of girls in their well-worn frocks and the usual chaps with their ruddy cheer and their muddy shoes, I nearly forget to breathe. She’s smaller than I imagined from her photograph. Even in the midst of my awe, I notice how tired she looks.


Holding my elbow, Jack steers me through the crowd to a corner, with Edie still attached to his other arm.


‘There’s no music, Fox.’


He frowns, troubled.


‘No, the gramophone’s broken.’


‘Dammit, Fox. That thing’s quite useless anyhow. You should have hired a band.’


I sag, about to apologise and concede that that would have been a jolly good idea, when I remember Jack bloody well left us to it. I’m ready to snap back and ask him what I was supposed to hire a band with, since the General is hardly awash with cash, but Jack’s already turned away and is pleading quietly with Edie.


‘Go on, darling, be a doll. Just one.’


‘It’s never just one, Jack, you know that.’


‘All right, two then.’ He grins and strokes her cheek. ‘It would mean the world to young Fox here.’


Jack’s trying to persuade Edie to sing. I’m torn. I want to hear her sing, I really, really do, but she looks exhausted. She wrinkles her forehead and chews her fingernail in a sudden, childlike gesture, then gives a little sigh.


‘Yes, all right, I’ll do it. But one short set and that’s all. No requests. No encores.’


I’ve never heard a girl speak so firmly to Jack. He places a solemn kiss on her lips.


‘Agreed, madam.’


‘And now, you lured me here with promises of champagne. Are you all talk, Jack Fox-Talbot?’


With playful remonstration he leads her away and presents her with a glass of the General’s best pre-war Veuve Clicquot. I can’t help but stare after them. Edie might be the one who’s famous but the same aura of glamour shines on Jack. When we were children our grandmama played several games with us but her favourite was to pluck a buttercup and hold it under our chins. If it cast a yellow glow, she’d declare, ‘Yes, Little Fox likes butter very much indeed,’ and we’d squeal, perfectly delighted. My brother lives permanently in that buttery glow.


As I watch Edie and Jack colluding by the fire, they seem set apart from everyone else – like figures in an old master in a gallery full of amateur works – and I feel a pulse of envy, hot and sharp. George perceives the direction of my gaze. George always does.


He chuckles. ‘Forget it, Fox. Not a chance.’ I look away, pretending not to understand.


I don’t pay attention for the rest of the party. The minutes drift by. Edie Rose will sing us into the New Year. This soggy failure of a party is transformed into a triumph. Everyone will talk about it for years to come. The church bells boom the half-hour and I look around for Edie but I can’t see her.


‘Hello. Harry, isn’t it?’


She’s beside me.


‘Yes. That’s right.’


I notice that she has a dot of a mole on her left cheek. I want to reach out and brush it with my fingers. I wonder whether Jack already has.


‘Jack tells me that you can sing and play the piano.’


‘Yes.’


Silently I curse myself. I want to appear dashing and sophisticated and yet in her company I’m apparently unable to stutter more than monosyllables.


‘Will you play for me, Harry? I’m frightfully tired. I don’t want to sing alone tonight.’


‘I would. But – the piano. She’s not in tip-top condition. She’s had rather a hard war, I’m afraid.’


Edie laughs. ‘She?’


‘I’m sorry. I always think of her, it . . .’


Edie reaches out and touches my arm. ‘It’s terribly sweet of you.’


I’m nettled. I don’t want her to think I’m sweet. I’m not a child.


‘The army moved the piano into the mess bar. Goodness knows what’s been poured over the keys. Not to mention the general damp. When I tried to tune her – it – one of the strings just snapped.’


‘Please play for me, Harry.’


‘Fine. But—’ I remember she said no requests.


‘What is it?’


‘Will you sing one of your early pieces? “The Seeds of Love” or “The Apple Tree”? Not that I don’t like the wartime songs, of course.’


This isn’t true. I dislike Edie Rose’s wartime hits intensely. They’re patriotic guff. Tunes in one shade of pillar-box red. I walked out of a café once when ‘A Shropshire Thrush’ came on the wireless, even though I’d already paid.


Edie gives me an odd look. ‘They won’t like it.’


She glances at the assembled crowd and I’m pleased that she’s no longer counting me amongst them. Jack bounds over and kisses her on the cheek, tucking a curl behind her ear with easy familiarity.


‘It’s time, old thing. Or do you want this first?’


With a flourish he produces from his pocket a disintegrating fish-paste sandwich. Edie shakes her head and I point mournfully at the hog squatting on the table. ‘What’s wrong with my pig? No one seems to want it.’


‘It’s splendid, Fox. Just not really Edie’s thing.’


She turns to me. ‘Well, Harry? Shall we?’


 


Edie doesn’t sing my song. I sit at the rickety piano and cajole the keys into some sort of accompaniment, feeling as if I’m riding shotgun on an unsteady, half-dead nag that might either bolt or flop into the hedgerow at any moment. Edie’s a true professional and doesn’t let the screwball sideshow rattle her. She lulls the county set with that honeysuckle voice as she floats through the wartime hits that made her famous but which I cannot abide. I’m sweating from the effort of forcing the piano to obey and I have a headache. It’s past midnight and we’ve slid into 1947 and I haven’t even noticed. I need a drink and a clean shirt. The guests cheer and toast Edie and then me as she hauls me to my feet. They holler and even the General raises a glass.


‘Shall we get out of here?’ she whispers through her teeth, giving them a playful curtsey.


‘Dear God, yes.’


We race outside before the crowd can smother her with well-lubricated enthusiasm. She lights me a cigarette and I take it, somehow too embarrassed to confess I don’t smoke. I can’t stop staring at her. She smiles at me, and it’s slightly lopsided as though she’s thinking of a mischievous and inappropriate joke. It’s horribly attractive.


‘So how come when all three of you boys are Foxes, you are the only one called “Fox”’


I swallow smoke, trying not to cough, grateful that in the dark she can’t see my eyes water.


‘I was always “Little Fox” but somehow now that I’m eighteen and nearly six foot, it seems, well, silly. So now I’m just Fox.’


‘I see. Fox suits you. Although I’ve always liked the name Harry.’


I wonder whether she’s flirting with me, but I’m so unpractised that I can’t tell.


‘You need a new piano,’ she says.


‘And a new roof and a hundred other things. But I thought I played her valiantly.’


‘With absolute chivalry. A lesser man would have chopped it, sorry, her, up mid-performance for kindling.’


‘Are you trying to charm young Fox here?’ asks Jack, appearing at my side so clearly unperturbed by the prospect that I’m thoroughly put out.


A trio of girls and their beaus step out onto the terrace in Jack’s wake. Oblivious, he pulls people along as if they were the trail behind a shooting star. They say he was one of the best officers in his battalion, that his men would follow him anywhere, do anything for him. I believe it.


The low balustrades of the terrace are smashed, but spread with frost they catch in the light and glisten.


‘I didn’t get my song,’ I complain. Drink has made me bold.


‘You first,’ says Edie. ‘It’s only fair and Jack says you can sing.’


‘He can, he can. He’s splendid,’ says Jack. My brother has the kindness and generosity of the utterly self-assured.


‘Fine. What shall I sing?’


‘That one you do for me and George. I like that one. He’s terribly clever, he wrote it himself.’


I wince at his enthusiasm. Jack’s referring to a bawdy and frankly filthy ditty I made up to amuse him and George, but it’s too late and Edie’s turning to me expectantly.


‘In that case I demand a Harry Fox-Talbot original. I won’t accept anything less.’


I rack my brains for something neither too simple nor too rude. Others have gathered on the terrace, but I don’t mind. I never mind an audience for music. According to my brothers, before Mother died I used to come downstairs and sing for dinner guests in my nightie. I hope Jack hasn’t told Edie this. I can’t ask him not to because then he certainly will. I clear my throat.


‘All right. Here you go. This isn’t strictly written by me, but I heard it once upon a time and this is a tidy variation on a theme.’


I’m not a distinguished singer, but my voice is pleasant enough and, I suppose, expressive. I can make a few instruments say what I’m thinking – pianos, church organs and my own voice. I’m not quite six foot and not quite handsome. My eyes aren’t as blue as my brothers’ but I’ve observed that when I sing girls forget I’m not as tall as they’d thought and not as handsome as they’d hoped.


I sing without accompaniment. I don’t look at Edie or the other girls. The frost is thick as snow and I watch the song rise from my lips as steam. I’ve never seen a song fly before. The words drift over the lawn. It’s one of Edie’s old songs from before the war. I sing the names of the flowers and they float out into the darkness – yellow primroses and violets bright against the wintry ground. I sing a verse or two and then I stop. I can fool them for a short while, but I know if I go on too long my voice can’t hold them. That takes real skill, and a real voice. A voice like Edie Rose’s.


‘Jolly good. Bloody marvellous,’ shouts Jack and claps me on the back.


The others applaud and the girls smile and, for the first time that evening, try to catch my eye. I should make the most of this – it’s a temporary reprieve from invisibility. The effect of a song is much like that of a glass of champagne and lasts only as long. I glance at Edie. She doesn’t look at me and she doesn’t clap with the others.
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I knew the girls were worried about me. I could always tell when a lecture was coming. Clara would telephone and inform me that they were coming round for tea, so I would check the cupboards for the good biscuits. Dinner or lunch with the assembled grandchildren and Clara’s harassed, distracted husband was a social call but tea with both daughters could mean only one thing.


On this occasion, they sat down side by side on the Edwardian sofa, a little too close together, as both of them avoided the place nearest the fire, Edie’s spot. No one could bear to sit there. I was tempted to because then she’d have to come in and shoo me away as she always did, but I knew that was daft. They perched there, two birds on a branch, Lucy, my little chaffinch, small and dark with fluttering, uncertain hands. I copied that movement once, when conducting Debussy and I wanted a ripple to run through the strings. I didn’t tell Lucy. She wouldn’t have taken it as a compliment.


Clara settled against the cushions with studied ease, ankles tidily crossed, expensive handbag on the floor beside her. Edie bought those cushions from Liberty on a spree a hundred years ago and I never liked them. A bit gaudy if you ask me. Though of course she hadn’t and now I’d never part with them. Ridiculous how ugly snatches of household bits and bobs suddenly become precious and imbued with sentiment.


Both girls sat facing me with porcelain teacups perfectly balanced on their knees (I never know how they do this; it’s one of the many things their mother must have taught them) and informed me that I needed a hobby. Distraction. I needed To Make Friends. They were brimming with suggestions – I could join the bridge club, I could grow my own vegetables. When I suggested joining the local Women’s Institute as an honorary gentleman member and trying my hand at treacle sponge, I gained a stern look from Clara who clearly didn’t think I was taking this seriously enough. So I listened politely to their advice (I always listen carefully before doing precisely what I want – children, even when over forty, don’t like to be ignored).


‘Are you managing to write at all?’ asked Lucy, her forehead notched with concern.


‘Not at the minute. Another biscuit?’ I thrust the plate at her and took a biscuit myself, shoving it into my mouth all at once so that I couldn’t possibly answer any more questions. She didn’t take the hint.


‘You’re playing the piano, though, aren’t you, Papa?’


I pointed to my bulging cheeks, but the girls smiled politely and waited until I’d finished.


‘No, darling, I am not playing the piano.’


I’ve never been good at lying to Lucy. Even as a child she’d stare at me with those huge guileless grey eyes, believing every word I uttered to be a fixed and unalterable truth, so that in the end I couldn’t bear to tell her the tiniest of fibs. I wanted to be as truthful as she believed me to be.


I hadn’t played the piano since the day Edie died. I’d tried. I’d opened the lid when I arrived home after the funeral. I’d slunk away from the visitors and their pocket recollections of Edie that they were all too eager to share over the sandwiches and vol au vents, so that in the car on the way home they might console themselves that they had done their duty and given a pleasant memory to the poor old sod. I’d disappeared into the music room with a glass of decent Scotch and a cigar, and closed the door, grateful for solitude, but when faced with the keys, I hesitated – my hands suddenly unsure where to land. I’d never had to think about playing, any more than I have to think about forming words with my mouth when I speak.


My fingers were terribly cold, and I couldn’t fix on which was the appropriate piece for the occasion. Since I was playing for Edie it needed to be the perfect choice performed just so, but my joints were clumsy and stiff. When I reached into my memory for Bach he wasn’t there, nor was Schubert. Even the little Chopin nocturne I’d played as a joke when she couldn’t sleep was hiding somewhere in a recess of my brain. I’d ended up closing the lid of the piano and announcing to the empty room that tomorrow I’d play. I’d compose something especially for Edie and play it for her. However, when tomorrow arrived I discovered that even though my fingers were no longer cold and unwieldy, my mind remained stiff, and all melody eluded me.


Lucy took my hand in hers: warm and small – pretty yet useless for a piano player, but then neither of my daughters had ever shown the slightest inclination towards music. No, that’s not true. When Clara was fifteen we had a handsome young trumpeter staying with us for the July concert series, and Clara declared that she wanted to learn the trumpet. Her passion for both boy and trumpet waned with the long summer nights.


It would have been nice if the girls had displayed even an amateur interest, a casual talent. I had offered each of them lessons upon a variety of instruments. Always more willing to please than her sister, Lucy had worked her way through the entire woodwind section with utterly astonishing ineptitude until neither I nor her teacher could stand any more. One Saturday morning when she was about twelve, instead of dropping her at the music teacher’s house, I deposited her at tennis lessons at which, to everyone’s profound relief, she was rather better.


It was Clara’s turn to fix me with a steady look.


‘Well, Papa, if you’re not writing and you’re not playing, then it’s even more important for you to have a hobby.’


The thing is that I did have a hobby of sorts, although probably not one my daughters had in mind. I’d taken to visiting doctors. I’d seen all different kinds. I’d tried each of the partners at my own practice and I’d gone up to town to see a specialist on Harley Street at great expense (I told the girls I was going to the opera, which would have been significantly cheaper). I needed a diagnosis. There was clearly something very wrong. I was always cold even when I sat huddled in front of the fire. I couldn’t eat. I could neither write nor play. If they’d only give me a pill, then maybe I’d be whole again. However, every doctor had said the same thing – I was perfectly fine, nothing was physically wrong. I should eat a little more and drink a little less, and at that I’d known each one was yet another quack. The blasted doctors knew nothing.


In the end I’d gone to see a new partner at the local practice. I tried to explain.


‘A huge piece of me is missing,’ I wanted to say. ‘I’m more holes than man.’ But it had come out all wrong. ‘I’m a Jarlsberg,’ I declared. The young, weary-looking doctor stared at me. Starting to sweat, I’d tried again. ‘I’m full of holes like a Jarlsberg.’


The doctor smiled and sat back in his chair with a practised air of patience. ‘Ah, yes, that Swiss cheese. I know. My daughter has it in her lunch box. My wife buys it in slices from Marks and Spencer.’


I’d stared at the doctor for a moment, then reached for my hat, wondering how it was that we were now talking about cheese instead of whatever cataclysmic ailment I had. Surely it was cancer. At that moment I’d been quite sure of it and had decided it wouldn’t be such a terrible thing. I couldn’t have fought it for long, not without Edie. It would be hard on the girls, but they were grown up and in the end it would be for the best, although I preferred not to suffer. I was definitely against suffering. I was about to start considering the most suitable pieces for my funeral – Bach, there would definitely have to be Bach – when the doctor put down his pen and removed his spectacles. He had pale blue eyes and he looked to be about the same age as Clara.


‘You’re not ill, Mr Fox-Talbot. You’re sad.’


I’d inhaled sharply, affronted. Sad was the wrong word. Sad was watching an old weepie when it was raining outside or taking down the Christmas tree on the first day of January or listening to the last concert of the season knowing that afterwards all the musicians would depart and the house would be much too quiet. I’d wanted to rise to my feet and inform the young doctor that I took offence at his most inappropriate use of language but for some reason my legs wouldn’t move, and my tongue was dry and fat, and it stuck to the roof of my mouth.


All I’d managed was, ‘This wasn’t the plan. Women live longer than men. Everyone knows that. This wasn’t the plan at all.’


‘No, of course not,’ agreed the doctor.


He sat patiently for a few minutes while, to my profound dismay, I wept noisily and inelegantly. When my tears slowed, silently he passed me a tissue. I blew my nose, disgruntled and unnerved by my display; it appeared that I had no control over anything at all, not even myself.


He’d asked, ‘Have you tried writing anything down about—?’


‘Edie. Her name was Edie.’


‘Have you tried writing down some things about her?’


I shook my head. ‘I’m going to write her a symphony. Well, I’ve been meaning to. I’m a bit stuck.’


‘How about starting with something a little less ambitious? You could jot down a memory.’


I frowned. ‘That’s all rather personal.’


‘So what? No one else needs to read it.’


‘No, thank you.’


He’d gone back to scrawling notes on his pad. ‘As you like. Some people find it helps.’


He’d offered no sympathy, for which I was grateful, and I’d left shortly afterwards with a prescription for sleeping tablets – although I observed that he wouldn’t give me too many in case I did something rash. As I’d walked through reception the secretary hailed me.


‘Mr Fox-Talbot? Can I just update your details?’


I’d waited at the counter while she fumbled with her computer.


‘We don’t seem to have a recent phone number, Mr Fox-Talbot.’


‘Yes, of course. It’s—’


And I found I couldn’t remember. I’m a half-decent mathematician – most musicians are. But I couldn’t recall my own telephone number. I could remember our very first, the one we were given when we had the telephone installed in the house in 1952, but our present number had disappeared.


‘It’s all right, take a minute,’ said the secretary.


I’d looked at her with her orange lipstick and her too many earrings as she suddenly became very busy, tapping at her keyboard, and I understood that she pitied me. I’d become that old man who’d lost both his wife and his telephone number.


A few days later, as I sat in my armchair facing my daughters, I wondered for a second whether the surgery receptionist had called them but I supposed she couldn’t have done – confidentiality and all that. For a second I saw them not as they were then, but as they’d once been. Clara, stern and immaculately attired in her party frock, patent shoes shining and her long blonde hair in two perfectly gleaming plaits which she twirled as she spoke. Lucy, tiny and quiet, dressed in an identical blue frock but somehow contriving to be as untidy as her sister was neat, her dark hair sprouting from the ends of her pigtails and her small feet stuck out before her, revealing two odd socks and no shoes.


I blinked and my grown-up daughters replaced the apparitions. I pushed the biscuits at Clara, who declined, and at Lucy, who took two.


‘Stop fretting. I’ll be all right,’ I said, not because I believed it but because they wanted it to be true.


‘Will you go to this dance then? It’s for OAPs. They always need men.’


‘No, darling, I won’t. I’m not going to foxtrot with strangers in the village hall.’


‘When will you start arranging this year’s music festival?’ asked Lucy.


‘I thought I might take this year off. I’m a little tired,’ I said, not looking at them.


Immediately I knew that I’d said the wrong thing. I could feel their intake of breath. I wished I’d fibbed and said something about this year’s theme being loss and hope or some such nonsense, even if I knew I’d never go through with it and would have had to pretend in a few months that all the soloists I’d invited were mysteriously busy this year. But I didn’t think fast enough and as soon as the words left my mouth I knew that I was in for it and Operation ‘Buck Up Papa’ was moving up a gear.


I waited for a week but nothing happened, apart from the usual calls from Clara on her car phone during the school run with the children shrieking in the back about forgotten swimming kits and unfinished homework. Clara always called me when she was occupied with something else as though proving to us all just how many things she could juggle at once. I wished she’d call less often when she actually had a moment to talk.


There were messages on the answer phone from Lucy who, I’m certain, timed her calls for when she knew I’d be out or in the shower. She wished me to know that she was concerned but would prefer not to actually speak to me when the conversation was both predictable and uncomfortable.


Lucy: ‘How are you today?’


Me: ‘I’ve been better.’


Lucy: ‘Did you manage to play at all?’


Me: ‘No.’


I would have preferred to leave messages on my answer phone and avoid me too.


I spent the week as usual, drifting through loose and identical days, dreary except for grief. At night I couldn’t sleep. I’d lie awake in the small hours, aware of every creak and click of wood and the cold space beside me. During the days I was so tired. A weariness settled in my bones, as if they’d been boiled too long and softened into marrow. Even though I’d potter quietly through the afternoon and be careful not to nap, not for a minute – come night-time, there I was, lying awake in the dark, listening to the hum and rattle of the house.


Memories drifted through my mind unsummoned and I’d be forced to watch, passive and powerless to staunch them. All I wanted was dull and dreamless sleep but instead I’d see Edie trying to pin up her hair before a concert, hands shaking so badly that I had to help. She suffered from terrible stage fright throughout her career, but no one ever knew apart from me. Sleep receded from me, and I found myself holding a trembling ghost of Edie in the wings of the Royal Albert Hall, her dress slick with sweat. A stage hand appeared and politely enquired as to whether she was all right, to which she replied, ‘Absolutely fine,’ and promptly vomited in the fire bucket.


I remembered how Edie used to disappear off on her snow walks in the night and, half awake, I’d try to fool myself that she’d just gone for a wander through the gardens, perhaps as far as the hill. But Edie went walkabout only on the wintriest of nights, and inevitably the next thing I’d hear was the warble of a chiff-chaff or I’d inhale the treacherous scent of jasmine through the open window, and I’d know it was summer and I wasn’t even permitted the respite of pretence. I’d lapse into an exhausted doze shortly before dawn, wondering whether this was to be the rest of my existence: an endless replay of our marriage, the repeats slowing losing their clarity and colour.


Before Edie died, I’d never lived alone. Even when she took a trip without me, the housekeeper would live in while she was gone – I’m of the generation where men are considered useless, helpless creatures unable to boil an egg without assistance. I’d achieved the age of seventy-odd, having spent hardly a night in the house on my own. But when Edie died, I couldn’t bear the thought of a stranger sleeping there. I feared an outsider would drive away the last pieces of her. I didn’t want a stranger looking at Edie’s things with an uninformed eye. Objects divorced from their stories are downgraded to mere knick-knacks.


I rejected Clara’s and Lucy’s suggestion that we find a permanent live-in housekeeper. They were baffled by the vehemence of my refusal. I declined to explain. The truth was that it seemed perilously close to assisted living. One day the housekeeper would no longer simply cook and clean and shop but help me dress and then wash and, before I knew what had happened, I’d have a live-in carer. Even if I lived off microwave meals and suppers at the pub, I would remain independent. I found a pleasant and efficient woman from the village, Mrs Stroud, who agreed to come three times a week to cook and clean.


It might have been the right choice but I was unprepared for the loneliness. Some days it was worse than the grief. If grief is the thug who punches you in the gut, then loneliness is his goon who holds back your arms and renders you helpless before the onslaught. For the first time in my life, silence taunted me. I despise background music, incidental music, music to create ambience – whatever you want to call it. Music must be attended to or there must be silence. However, it had rarely been silent in my head; my mind had filled any quiet with music. Sometimes it would be my own – a piece I’d written or that I was about to write – or perhaps just a little Mozart. Not after Edie. Then the world became horribly quiet. A dismal hush crept through everything like a scourge of damp.


My thoughts echoed through the house. I heard the shuffle of my footsteps along the hall – when did I start to have the gait of an old man? To my shame, I started to watch the television for company during lunch, and found myself caught in the concocted melodramas of the soaps. I spoke aloud to myself, as otherwise, if the telephone didn’t ring, on the days Mrs Stroud didn’t come, by four or five o’clock I wouldn’t have uttered a word all day. When the postman knocked on the door with a package that needed to be signed for, I talked at him for too long, with too much focus, and he backed down the steps to escape.


In desperation one night, I reached for the notepad I always left on the bedside table in case musical inspiration appeared in the small hours. Perhaps the GP was right. No one needed to read a blasted word if I didn’t wish them to. Instead of melody, I tried transcribing stray memories and wondered whether by doing so I could store them safely, recall them by choice instead of being assaulted by them in the dark. I discovered that scribbling was better than lying awake fretting. Writing turned one’s own thoughts into a companion of sorts. It helped, only a little, but it was something. I popped down anything that came to mind, bits and pieces about our early years but also details about the last days, weeks and months: my other life, life after Edie.


After a week or two, I’d nearly forgotten about the girls’ visit and I’d stopped wondering what they were plotting. Even now, I can’t be quite sure that what happened was a scheme. Clara – self-contained, elegant Clara, the girl who used to brush her dolls’ hair before school each morning and set them homework (which she marked with a stern red pen) – was much too upset, too chaotic for me to be certain it had been planned. If it had, then my eldest daughter was a much more accomplished actress than I’d ever given her credit for.


That morning, shortly before nine o’clock I heard a car tearing along the gravel. The unhappy squeal of brakes. I hurried downstairs in my dressing gown to find Clara already in the kitchen and in tears.


‘Darling, what happened? Is everyone all right?’


‘Yes. No. I need a break. I have to have some time to myself or I’m going to go completely potty. Can you watch him? Just for a couple of hours?’


It was only then that I noticed Robin, my small blond grandson, in the corner of the kitchen. He’d opened one of the cupboards and was foraging unabashed.


‘The nursery is full today. Staffing issues or some such nonsense.’


I hadn’t seen Clara cry since the funeral. And here she was, weeping in my kitchen, clutching at the counter.


‘It’s all right.’ I reached out ineffectually to pat her shoulder.


‘It isn’t. Will you take him, Papa? Just for a bit?’


I looked at Robin, who’d finished hunting through the cupboard and, having filched a box of chocolates dolefully forgotten at the back, was squatting on the floor and proceeding to unwrap them one by one, squashing them improbably into his mouth all at once. He dribbled chocolate ooze onto his T-shirt.


‘He’s impossible. The girls were never like this. I just don’t know what to do with him. He never listens to me. Not a word,’ said Clara, making no attempt to reprimand him, and then crumpled.


I looked at my usually rigid and far too stoic daughter, and wondered how long this trouble had been festering. Had I been told? I couldn’t remember.


‘You go,’ I said. ‘We’ll be quite all right.’


‘Really?’ She managed to sound simultaneously hopeful and doubtful.


‘Of course,’ I declared with a confidence I did not feel.


Clara left, her eyes red from crying, and I turned back to the boy. Robin, a sturdy little chap of four, had just the same blue eyes as his great-uncle Jack. I softened.


‘Well, here we go then. Shall we have a splendid day together?’


‘No,’ said Robin, the only word he’d uttered since entering the kitchen.


Edie was the one who was good with the children. She adored being a grandmother. The children rushed at her, brimming with joy, while they knocked on my study door with quiet obligation, eager to receive the square of chocolate kept in my desk drawer for this purpose, then scampered off, more eager still to escape back to Edie. It would have been pleasant to know them a little better, but I hadn’t the time, nor, if I’m quite honest, a powerful enough inclination. I was still working then, and the music in my brain buzzed as powerfully as a headache, needing to be transcribed, and, selfish or not, I wanted to write more than I wanted to be bothered with scraped knees and the rattle of young creatures.


When Clara had her first two children – both girls – she was still living in Scotland. Edie vanished up there for each birth and the weeks that followed, while I sent encouraging messages. Allowing Edie’s prolonged absences without – well, with only minimal – complaint felt like sufficient solidarity. I knew rather than felt that I liked being a grandfather. Everyone told me I must be very proud and so I supposed it must be true. It was gratifying to see the family line continue but I felt little responsibility to nurture or tend the individuals adding to it. I’m not suggesting that this shows the better side to my character, but that’s how it was. When Edie became ill and Clara moved closer I was grateful. But already lost in anticipated grief, I barely noticed the tottering boy who now accompanied his older sisters on their visits. He seemed a trifle loud, a touch unruly perhaps, and, if I think about it, there were a few more breakages than there had been with the granddaughters: smashed china bells and things ending up on the fire that really shouldn’t have. But when I did notice, I simply put down the spoiled teapot or the singed telephone directory to the dastardly ways of boys.


I had never been alone with Robin before. I tried to remember what to do with a small child.


‘Have you eaten breakfast? Are you hungry?’


It seemed a little moot as the young fellow was standing amidst the confetti of discarded chocolate wrappers.


‘No.’


‘No to which, Robin? You need to be clear. No, you haven’t had breakfast or no, you aren’t hungry?’


He studied me for a moment before screwing up his face.


‘No.’


I decided that whatever the little bugger thought, I wanted breakfast – I sensed already that I might need some sustenance for what lay ahead. He watched me, motionless, as I ate toast and drank tea. He stuck a finger up his nose. I offered him a hankie. He declined. He grabbed a glass of orange juice and tipped it down his front. I handed him a towel. He chucked it on the floor and proceeded to remove his damp shirt, and then also his shoes, followed by his trousers. I felt a creep of unease as I contemplated the hours before me.


‘Aren’t you cold?’ I enquired, politely.


‘No.’ He removed his socks. ‘Where’s Grandma?’


I suddenly felt terribly tired. Surely Clara had explained it to him. I rifled through the appropriate vocabulary. ‘Grandma’s passed away.’


‘Is she in heaven?’ asked Robin.


‘I suppose so,’ I answered, anxious to have the conversation concluded, whether or not I believed it was true.


Robin paused for a moment, considering.


‘I hate heaven,’ he announced. ‘It’s full of dead people.’


‘Have some toast and marmalade,’ I said.


 


Concerned for the fate of the kitchen cupboards, should I have left him alone while I showered and dressed, I persuaded him to come with me to the bathroom. He came along surprisingly meekly and watched with interest while I tried to pee.


‘It takes you a long time to wee-wee, Grandpa.’


‘Yes, but it’s not polite to make a comment.’


I took off my spectacles and stepped into the shower, keeping up a veritable tirade of chit-chat. I was considering that perhaps company wasn’t such a bad thing, when I stepped out of the shower and onto the contents of an entire tube of toothpaste, coiled like a white turd on the bathmat. As I put on my spectacles, I saw that a packet of eight toilet rolls had been disembowelled and shoved down the loo. Robin stood before me in his underpants, wielding the ancient and foul toilet brush like a sword.


I cleared up the mess as best I could and, failing entirely to persuade Robin back into his clothes, dressed myself sharpish. The boy followed me into the dressing room, chucked out all my shoes onto the carpet and then started to try on Edie’s high heels. As yet I hadn’t been able to face clearing out her things, and Robin took full advantage, yanking a sequinned gown from its hanger and careering around the dressing room with it wrapped around his neck like a spangled python. After one or two feeble attempts at objecting – the boy sensed right away that my heart wasn’t really in it – I watched him. The odd thing was that he didn’t seem to take any pleasure in his mischief. He wreaked havoc but, like a criminal meting out a perfunctory beating on the orders of his boss, his naughtiness had an habitual weariness to it.


He careered along the corridor towards the open door to the music room, yelping and trailing Edie’s gown along with him. I followed, more curious than anxious as to what he might do, until I saw him rush straight for a photograph album. He pulled it off the chair where I’d left it and started to tear out photos. Pictures of Edie cascaded on the carpet, and I lunged to catch her, but the boy grabbed them out of my hand and with a shriek crumpled them. Desperate, I tried to stop him, but I was too slow and he dodged out of my grasp. I’d never felt such anger towards a child – I’m glad I hadn’t caught him, for if I had I surely would have struck him. Rage spooled inside me. Pure glorious rage. After weeks of nothing but vacant grief I was flooded with colour. I took a moment to revel in it and then looked again at the blue-eyed boy with his fistful of photos. He looked at me and ripped one in half. I cried out. The pictures were old ones. Black and whites taken decades ago. He was stealing fragments of Edie from me. I wouldn’t let him.


In the end it was Edie who saved herself. I heard her voice in my head – calm and soft, saying one of those things she always said: ‘There’s no point simply scolding them. Distract them.’


So I did the only thing I could. I went over to the piano, sat down and started to play. Leopold Mozart’s Toy Symphony tumbled from my fingers. It took me a minute to realise that Robin was absolutely still. He dropped the photo album and walked over to the piano, shedding the sequinned ball gown en route, until he stood quietly beside me in nothing but his Superman underpants. I didn’t have the requisite whistle to hand for the piece, so I drummed out a rhythm on the piano lid. Robin joined in the second time, tapping the seat of the piano stool, repeating the beats precisely.


‘Jolly good!’ I cried.


I continued to play, this time singing the part of the nightingale with my left hand. Robin shuddered, stared at my fingers and then quickly at me. At the end of the movement, I paused. Robin tugged my hands back to the keys.
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