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Grosvenor Square Garden, London W1


It began like all Ben’s conversations. Badly.


Until he saw her, it was just another day in Grosvenor Square. It was people, and sunshine, and grass just the right shade of green. It was the first daffodils of spring, and birdsong in the heart of Mayfair. And then he spied her: a young woman sitting alone on a bench, her yellow dress appearing to glow in the lunchtime sun; her fuller figure suggestive of a fuller life, a bigger heart.


Perhaps if Ben was more discreet – had any capacity for discretion, in fact – he might have just lingered there, surreptitiously admiring her from behind the statue of Roosevelt or one of the park’s bulbous plane trees, but no – as soon as he sees her, his feet are carrying him closer and closer, sweeping him across the park on a wave of joy he’s never felt before, his mouth filling with words so quickly that his mind has no time to review them first. It’s only as he’s standing there right in front of her that consciousness begins to catch up with him. Although he can’t be sure what he’s just said, he gets the uneasy feeling that it included something about his grandmother being prone to hot flushes.


‘Whatever I just said, ignore it. Unless it was, you know, normal, in which case don’t.’ He takes a deep breath, worried that he’s failing to make a good first impression. ‘What I’m trying to say is, I’m Ben. And I think you’re beautiful. Very, very beautiful.’


She smiles now – a smile that makes the world feel like a better, warmer place – and Ben starts to forget himself all over again, the words flowing like water.


It’s an older woman who brings his reverie to an end. ‘Alice,’ says the intruder, cutting between them, ‘what’s going on here?’


‘Don’t worry,’ says Ben, ‘we’re just chatting.’ Or at least that’s what he thinks he said; his heart is racing so fast, it’s impossible to know for sure. ‘Me and my motor mouth,’ he says, with a laugh. ‘Imagine how bad I’d be if I wasn’t on medication.’


The older woman looks aghast. ‘We should be getting you back to Glasgow,’ she says, urging Alice from the bench.


‘You live in Glasgow?’ says Ben.


Alice is about to say something, but the older woman cuts in. ‘Yes, she does. And it’s time she got back there.’


Getting up now, Alice gives him an apologetic smile. ‘It was very nice to meet you,’ she says, as she’s herded away.


They’re some distance off, Ben still watching them go, when Alice glances back and smiles again. And in that instant, he knows in his heart that today is a momentous day; come what may, he and Alice will meet again, and life will never be the same.


20 minutes later


Alone in the office toilets, Alice stands in front of the mirror, tries to see in herself what Ben saw; to understand how his face could light up at the sight of her, when all she can see is fat. Turning first this way and then that, she searches for a flattering angle; is facing away from the mirror, peering back over her shoulder, squinting through one eye, when one of her many well-heeled colleagues, Lucy, enters the room. She joins Alice in front of the mirror, touches up her perfect lipstick.


‘Do you think I’ve gained weight?’ Alice asks her.


‘Oh, Alice,’ Lucy replies, genuine warmth in her voice, ‘of course you have, but you don’t need to worry about that.’


‘Said the size two.’


‘But you’re not like the rest of us, you know that. I was talking to a friend about this the other day; how I’ve discovered an entirely different view of life since you started working here.’ She becomes more animated. ‘It’s a bit like that moment in The Hunchback of Notre Dame where you realize that Quasimodo isn’t just some evil, deformed dwarf, but has human qualities too. It’s really touching.’


With a sweet smile – doubtless feeling, in fact, that she’s just been supportive – Lucy heads for the door. Not wanting to look at her reflection again, Alice too leaves the room, trying to walk with Lucy’s self-assurance; trying to imagine the time when she will also be strutting around in expensive clothes, her days as a bullied and badly paid intern a long distant memory.


*


Alice returns to her desk to find her boss, Geneva, staring across the office.


‘Is everything all right?’ says Alice.


‘Glasgow’s up to something.’


‘I think we should stop calling him that.’


Geneva ignores her. ‘Look at him. Strutting around like the proverbial peacock.’


Alice follows her gaze, watches as the managing director, Piers, talks to one of their colleagues on the far side of the room.


‘I’ve always thought he’s rather handsome,’ says Alice.


‘I can see how someone like you would be impressed. He knows how to charm, I’ll give him that. But I can assure you, if you look past the rakish hair and expensive tailoring, he’s Glasgow through and through.’


‘He’s not even Scottish.’


‘But go back forty years and all you’ll find is a tenement slum.’ Geneva looks away now, as though the very sight of him has become distasteful. ‘Let’s put it this way, I doubt any of his grandparents ever held a pen.’


‘Even if that’s true, shouldn’t we be encouraging social mobility?’


Geneva snorts. ‘Is that what you were doing with that strange man in the park today?’


‘He wasn’t strange.’


‘Alice, I had to rescue you.’


‘No, you didn’t. He was sweet. He was saying some really lovely—’


She’s interrupted by the sound of canine retching. On the floor between them, Geneva’s dog, a stick-thin Italian greyhound, is in the middle of yet another purge.


‘Oh, poor Harry,’ says Geneva, backing away from him. ‘It was probably that kale smoothie he had for lunch.’


Alice stares at the mess of thick green liquid pooling on the floor. ‘I’m not sure that’s the kind of thing you can give to a dog.’


‘I thought it might help him detox. Though I suppose in some ways it did.’ She gives Alice the first smile of the day. ‘You know I’m totally useless at these things. Would you be a darling?’


Brixton, London SW2


4 miles from Alice


Ben drifts home in a daze, only vaguely aware that he may have forgotten something important.


‘I’m going to Scotland,’ he shouts, as he opens the front door. ‘Dave? Did you hear me? I’m going to Glasgow.’


His flatmate calls back to him from the living room. ‘Why aren’t you at work?’


Ben follows the sound of Dave’s voice, finds him making candles at the dining table, his paraphernalia looking so much like a meth factory, he keeps the curtains closed even in the daytime.


Ben speaks again. ‘I’m going to—’


‘I thought you were working all day.’


‘That’s it! I knew I’d forgotten something.’


‘Ben…’


‘I met a beautiful woman in the park.’


‘That’s okay, then. Your boss is sure to understand.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘No! You’re already lucky they haven’t fired you.’


‘What does it matter? I’ll have to quit the job anyway. I’m off to Glasgow.’


‘Have you stopped taking your medication?’


‘There’s nothing wrong with my meds, thank you very much. Her name’s Alice. She’s beautiful, and special, and leaving for Glasgow is the right thing to do.’


‘Ben, do you remember that time you painted your bedroom orange because you thought it was the right thing to do?’ Ben wanders into the kitchen in search of food, Dave shouting to him through the wall. ‘And then, when you decided you didn’t like it after all, do you recall how many coats of paint it took to get it white again?’


‘This is different,’ shouts Ben, rummaging through the fridge.


‘Or how about that time you got a buzz cut because you thought it would look good?’


He wanders back to Dave, eating straight from a tub of cream cheese. ‘Jake Gyllenhaal looked great in Southpaw.’


‘Mate, I could hear you crying in your room. For two days.’


Ben speaks through a full mouth. ‘So do you fancy coming to Scotland with me?’


‘Her name’s Alice, right? Alice what?’


Ben hesitates. ‘Does that matter?’


‘Be honest, did you actually talk to her or just learn her name from loitering?’


‘We spoke, thank you. And it was this other woman who told me she lives in Glasgow. Some uptight bird with an anorexic dog.’


‘So Ben, ask yourself: why was Alice sitting in a park in London if she lives in Glasgow?’


‘All these questions! It’s no wonder you’re still single.’ He scrapes out the last of the cream cheese, sucks it from his spoon. ‘And your candles smell like mouthwash, by the way.’


‘They’re clove and mint. I think they’ll sell well at the market on Saturday.’


‘I doubt that very much.’


Dave lets the comment go, appears accustomed to them. ‘Look, I just want you to think about the conversations we’ve had in the past. About making rash decisions. It sounds like you barely talked to her.’


‘I didn’t need to. I knew it, I felt it. She smiled at me.’


‘Ben, this is England. A smile can mean “Piss off, I hate you”.’


‘Don’t worry,’ says Ben, raising his voice as he leaves the room again. ‘I know you’re only trying to protect—’ He comes face to face with Alice, cooking in the kitchen; screams at the sight of her.


‘Are you all right in there?’ calls Dave. Alice raises a finger to her lips, she and Ben sharing a secret moment. ‘Ben?’ calls Dave again.


‘It’s nothing,’ he croaks. ‘Everything’s fine.’ He watches as Alice spoons cookie dough onto a baking sheet, appearing to take endless pleasure in the task. Still smiling, she offers Ben a spoonful of dough. Nervous, hopeful, he reaches for it, but then pulls his hand back. ‘Oh, God,’ he says, to himself. ‘This can’t be a good sign.’


‘Mate, what did you say?’


Ben slowly backs from the room. Heart pounding, eyes wide, he returns to Dave, sits down at the table.


‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ says Dave.


‘Yeah,’ replies Ben. ‘I’m, er, I’m just thinking about that girl, aren’t I?’


‘And that’s my point, mate. I know you’re intent on seeing her—’


‘Seeing her? Who said anything about seeing her?’


‘You did, Ben. You said you’re going up to Glasgow.’ He starts pouring molten wax into candle moulds. ‘I just don’t want you making any rash decisions, that’s all. There’s your job to think about, not to mention all the cost and aggravation of a wasted trip. And you know how you are sometimes, tuning out important details.’ Ben’s attention drifts towards the kitchen, barely hearing what Dave’s saying. ‘… promise me… at least a few days… talk it over… Ben?’ Louder now. ‘Ben?’ Dave is staring at him, appears concerned. ‘Mate, are you sure you’re all right?’


Ben struggles to keep his eyes on Dave. ‘I’m fine,’ he says, labouring over the words, wishing them to be true. ‘There’s absolutely nothing to worry about at all.’
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Camberwell, London SE5


3½ miles from Alice


It’s the usual weekday morning in the doctor’s waiting room: people of all ages gently coughing and sneezing into dog-eared copies of Woman’s Own and House & Garden. On the few occasions that Ben’s come here – always to replace a lost prescription – he and Dr Glover have struck up an easy-going familiarity. Perhaps relieved that Ben doesn’t come with a communicable disease, the doctor’s always taken a little longer over the consultation, happy to spend a few extra minutes discussing the weather or some such. Today, when Ben’s turn comes, he finds Dr Glover looking much older than on his last visit. Unlike the room, its functional furniture and cautionary posters appearing untouched by time, Dr Glover seems to have been ravaged by the passing months: his thick auburn hair has already gone, replaced by a monochromatic tide reaching outwards from his scalp, as though his head is filled with grey, and life is now squeezing it from him like toothpaste.


‘Benjamin,’ he says, already reaching for his pad. ‘Have you lost your prescription again?’


‘Actually,’ he replies, ‘I wanted to have a chat.’ He glances up, heartened to see that a few of the ceiling tiles still point in the wrong direction; odd ones out, just like him. He looks back at Dr Glover, ready to say what’s on his mind – I’m seeing things, I’m going mad – but finds himself distracted. ‘You’re looking so old. It’s like you’re ageing in cat years.’


For an instant, Dr Glover appears speechless, and Ben worries that his well-intentioned honesty has once again blown a hole in the fabric of everyday life. ‘It’s divorce,’ Dr Glover says, finally. ‘A bloody mess, the lot of it. When you love someone, but they say they don’t love you anymore…’ He sighs, looking so down it’s easy to imagine that he’s the patient, sitting there with Ben in the hope of getting a pill that will take away all the pain. ‘But we shouldn’t be talking about that,’ he says, seeming to rally. ‘What is it you wanted to discuss?’


‘I, er, wanted to talk about love, but maybe this is the wrong time.’


‘Not at all, Benjamin. Just because my own marriage has descended into… bitter recriminations and outright lies.’ Another sigh. ‘Have you met someone?’


‘Yeah, but I’m worried that I’m becoming a bit, I don’t know, obsessed.’


‘Is that what she’s told you?’ He doesn’t even wait for an answer. ‘Because it happens, I know that from my own experi-ence. What a man might think is sweet and romantic, a woman just dismisses as creepy and inappropriate.’


Ben is distracted by the gentle opening of the office door, and Alice tiptoeing into the room. Panicked, he tries to focus on Dr Glover; on the flashing of his white teeth as words of wisdom spill forth. ‘… love is a powerful drug… disorienting… despite what my wife says… perfectly normal…’ Standing behind Dr Glover now, Alice takes a bag of lemon bonbons from her pocket, offers one to Ben. Looking away, he tries even harder to focus on Dr Glover, his brow becoming furrowed with the effort. ‘Benjamin, is everything all right? You seem a little overwhelmed.’


‘Can I be completely honest?’


‘You can say anything in here.’


‘I just feel like she’s with me. Like she’s right here in the room.’


‘That’s excellent!’


‘Really?’ He glances at Alice again, a broad smile on her face. ‘Then why does it feel like madness?’


‘Because love is madness, but the very best kind!’


‘This isn’t at all what I thought you’d say. I thought it was a problem with my medication.’


‘Have you experienced anything else that would suggest that? Any depressive or manic episodes? Any physical symptoms?’


Ben shakes his head. ‘Everything’s been good.’


‘Then there’s nothing to worry about!’ Dr Glover leans forward in his seat, his tone becoming more passionate. ‘You’ve got to be open to love, Ben. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell my wife for the last six months. Yes, love can be messy and frightening, but you can’t just give up and run away. You have to embrace it. And if you think you’re losing your mind in the process, well, maybe that’s a good thing. Does this young woman like you as much as you like her?’


Alice still stands there, beaming at Ben. ‘Yeah, I would say so.’


‘Then go for it! When love is staring you in the face, you’d be mad not to.’


‘I think we can safely say that it really is staring me in the face.’


‘Then I’m thrilled for you, I honestly am. And I say that both as your doctor and as your friend.’ He nods to himself, clearly pleased with his own counsel. ‘It’s only when we can see the love that’s right in front of us that we can truly find happiness.’


Soho, London W1


‘You don’t have to eat a salad,’ says Alice’s best friend, Rachel.


‘Trust me,’ replies Alice, ‘if this was a nudist beach, you’d realize I do.’ She eats a forkful of cold, damp leaves; tries not to look as Rachel takes her first bite of pizza. ‘When I’m the all-new svelte version of me, I’ll be glad I made this sacrifice.’


‘Have your colleagues been making comments again?’


‘When don’t they? I swear they’re all so perfect, it’s like they’re from the same factory.’ She searches her plate for something, anything, other than lettuce. ‘I’m so clearly the odd one out, I sometimes get the feeling they only offered me the job as a sort of private sport, like twenty-first-century bear baiting.’


‘You’re nowhere near as fat as a bear.’


‘That wasn’t actually my point, but thank you; after a week like mine, I’ll take compliments wherever I can find them.’ She stabs at more lettuce leaves. ‘How are the job applications?’


‘I’m still hopeful that I’ll get a recording contract any day now.’ Alice chooses this moment to take a diplomatic sip of her lemonade. I would agree with you, but see, I can’t, I’m drinking. ‘Imagine, I could become a pop star without ever having experienced the dreaded day job. I’ll be able to move out of my parents’ place and into a mansion.’ Rachel appears to be waiting for a response, but Alice keeps sucking on her straw. ‘If you quit your job too, we can follow our dreams together.’


‘I am following my dream,’ replies Alice. ‘I could do without cleaning up dog puke, but let’s face it, that’s probably the best possible training for a career in PR.’ She stares at Rachel’s pizza, so distracted by it she forgets what she was saying. Rachel takes a slice, puts it on Alice’s salad. ‘No, I shouldn’t,’ says Alice.


‘I just want you to be happy.’ She passes her yet another slice, instantly transforming a sparse salad into a towering heap of salami and melted cheese. ‘Personally, I think you’re the ideal weight.’


‘Ideal for a wrestler, perhaps, but my ambition in life goes beyond wanting to choke someone to death with bingo wings.’ And now Rachel hands her a third slice too. ‘No, that’s too much. There’ll be nothing left for you.’


‘It’s all right. It’s a good excuse to try something I’ve been practising at home.’ She waves to a nearby waiter. ‘Watch this,’ she says to Alice. As the waiter reaches their table, she breaks into high-pitched vocals, singing her request in a very bad impression of Whitney Houston. ‘I’lllll taaaaake sommmmme gaaaarrrrrlic breeeeeaaaaad, pleeeeaaase.’ He stares at her, appears to have been rendered speechless by the horror of it. ‘Did you see his expression?’ says Rachel, as he finally walks away. ‘Now imagine that on the faces of thirty thousand people.’


‘That would really be… something,’ says Alice, reaching for her drink again.


‘I’d like us to make another video this weekend. I think this might be the one that goes viral.’ Alice sucks on her straw, but gets only the rattle of an empty glass. ‘When are you free?’


‘Well, you know I’m—’


‘You’ve already said you’re not working this weekend.’


‘Yeah, but I’ll be at my parents’ place on Sunday.’


‘That’s fine, we can do it tomorrow. I was thinking we could record it in the toilet this time. The acoustics in there are—’


‘I can’t,’ says Alice, the words rushing out before she’s even considered the consequences. ‘I have a date.’


Stunned silence.


‘What’s his name?’ says Rachel.


‘Er, Ben.’


Rachel leans back in her seat, has clearly decided that Ben is an interloper. ‘And how come you’ve never mentioned him before?’


‘We only met yesterday. In the park, believe it or not.’ She smiles, not at the memory, but with relief at being able to say something truthful. ‘We chatted briefly and, well, you know…’


‘Really, Alice, it sometimes feels like you never tell me anything.’


‘It was only yesterday.’


‘I suppose I can find a way to make the video myself.’ She starts picking at her food. ‘But I want to hear all about your date,’ she adds, her tone now sounding more interrogative than gossipy. ‘I want to hear every last detail.’
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Lewisham Market, London SE13


17 miles from Alice


It’s a slow morning at the market, most people looking a little too hungover to buy anything other than bacon sandwiches and cups of coffee. Ben stares at the people milling past, both hopeful and yet terrified that Alice will appear at any second.


‘Are you okay?’ says Dave.


‘Yes,’ replies Ben, a little too quickly. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


‘It’s just you’ve seemed a bit distracted for the last couple of days. Almost like you’re looking for something.’


‘I’m distracted by Alice, aren’t I?’ He tries to focus on Dave, but still his gaze keeps drifting to the passers-by, no one taking an interest in their stall. ‘Just because I can, you know, see the love in front of me, there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s the best kind of madness.’


‘Well, things are sure to pick up around here once everyone’s had some breakfast. That’ll help to take your mind off it.’


‘I doubt it, mate. No one wants candles like these.’


‘They aren’t for everyone, Ben, they’re for connoisseurs.’


‘Have you decided if you’re coming to Scotland with me?’


‘I thought we’d established that you know nothing about this woman?’


‘I know her name’s Alice. How many can there be in Glasgow? Anyway, if you’d seen her, you’d know that I’ve got to find her again. She’s like a TV commercial for fabric softener. All soft woolly jumpers, and puppies running through flower meadows. She likes to bake cookies, too.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘She, er, mentioned it, didn’t she?’


‘In the space of your ten-second conversation?’


A young woman stops to sniff one of the candles.


‘It’s bloody awful, isn’t it?’ says Ben, relieved at the distraction. ‘Take it from me, if you burn one of those at home, you’ll get a nose bleed, you’ll go blind.’ The woman puts it down and moves on. ‘She obviously wasn’t a connoisseur.’


‘Ben, I never asked you to be here.’


‘You don’t like being here on your own.’


‘I’m not going to be on my own. Agnes is coming. It’s just punctuality’s not her thing, you know that.’ He digs in one of his pockets, offers Ben some cash. ‘Here, go and get yourself a cup of coffee.’


‘I can’t take your money. You haven’t sold anything.’


‘It’s okay, I had a good week last week.’


‘Then why didn’t you just make the same candles? That’s stupid.’ Dave is staring at him now, and Ben gets the feeling that he may have said too much. ‘You know what? A coffee’s not a bad idea. Thanks.’


*


Aware that Dave probably doesn’t want him back anytime soon, Ben drifts with the crowd. As so often happens at the market, his perambulations end at the stall of Indian spices, its many pots of multi-coloured powders enveloping him in their fragrance, the middle-aged owner drifting around in a bright red sari.


‘Hello,’ she says. ‘It’s nice to see you again.’


Standing there, Ben wishes that he could say the things he wants to say, rather than only saying things he wishes he hadn’t. When I was young, my parents died in India, he would tell her. It would be nice if you could make me a curry. I could close my eyes while I eat it and imagine that I’m there with them.


Panicked, he turns his attention to the spices instead. ‘I’m seeing my gran this afternoon. I was, er, thinking of getting her something.’


‘Does she like to cook?’


‘Well, she cooks, after a fashion. Though I’m not sure she likes it.’


‘But she likes Indian food?’


‘Probably not,’ Ben mumbles, already backing away. ‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.’


‘How about some Himalayan salt?’ she says, holding up a small bag of pink crystals. ‘Everyone loves salt.’


‘Yeah, but she’s got high blood pressure or something. I think salt might kill her.’ He stands at a distance, as though the salt might kill him too. ‘It’s nothing personal,’ he says, wishing they could start all over again. ‘Maybe I’ll come back another week.’


And still she smiles, her face creasing into soft folds. ‘You have a stall on the other side of the market, don’t you? The candles look nice.’


‘My mate, Dave, makes them. They’re a bit crap, to be honest, but he’s a good bloke.’


‘Here,’ she says, holding out the salt. ‘It’s a gift. From one stallholder to another.’


Ben finally comes forward. ‘Thank you,’ he says, so self-conscious that, as soon as he’s taken it, he turns on his heels and scurries back into the crowd.


24 miles from Alice and counting


Ben gazes out at the passing scenery, the bag of salt still in his hands. It’s always the early years that he thinks of when he travels out to his grandparents’ house: trying to recall how this journey felt to him as a five-year-old child, doubtless marvelling at the overnight transformation from India’s sun-baked earth to this damp green landscape; hopeful, as only a young child can be, that the same transformation may yet be worked on his parents, their bodies still lying in an Indian morgue. And then the hushed new existence that unfolded over the following years: sharing a silent house with two elderly people he’d never met before, unable to see anything of himself in their wrinkled faces and quiet self-discipline.


Alice’s voice rouses him from his thoughts. ‘It’s a lovely view, isn’t it?’ He looks up to find her sitting in the opposite seat, her yellow dress seeming to shine like the sun.


‘You’re not real,’ he says, in a loud whisper. He glances around the carriage, no one in earshot. ‘I don’t care what Dr Glover says. I know you’re just in my head.’


‘That’s surely real enough?’ she replies, smiling.


‘Is this going to stop if I come and find you in Glasgow? Or am I just going to end up with two of you?’


‘There’s only one of me, Ben, I promise you that.’ She takes a small paper bag from her pocket. ‘Would you like a lemon bonbon? Everyone likes a bonbon.’ She pops one in her mouth, her smile growing even wider. ‘Yellow is my favourite colour.’


‘You do seem to wear a lot of it.’


‘It’s just such a happy colour, don’t you think?’ She leans down to take a closer look at his bag of salt. ‘Though, I must say, that’s a very pretty shade of pink.’


From the far end of the carriage, another voice. ‘Tickets, please.’


Ben turns to watch as the ticket inspector makes her way up the aisle; he speaks to Alice without looking at her. ‘She won’t be able to see you, will she?’


‘Please don’t be sad about the past.’


‘How do you know about that?’ he says, turning to face her, but she’s already gone.


*


Ben looks for Alice when he gets off at Maidstone, spending a little too long glancing up and down the platform, wondering if he might spot her among the many other passengers getting off there. The train is already pulling away when he realizes that he’s the last one on the platform, his grandfather watching him from the exit. Ben’s told him countless times that he can make his own way to the house, but still his grandfather insists on coming to meet him, always standing right there by the platform, as if he doesn’t even trust Ben to find his way to the car park alone.


On this occasion he looks vaguely alarmed by Ben’s behaviour. ‘Don’t worry, Granddad, nothing’s wrong. I, er, I bumped into a friend on the train. I thought she was getting off here too.’ He glances again at the empty platform. ‘I guess not.’


With a mere nod, his grandfather heads for the car, Ben walking a few steps behind. When Ben was still a child, he learnt that his grandfather had been drafted into the Korean War and ‘seen some terrible things’. Even now, all these years later, it seems like his grandfather’s mind is forever back in 1950s Korea, so that even the sleepy streets of the Kent commuter belt hide the constant threat of landmines and snipers; every journey made in an understandably tense silence.


His grandfather only speaks as they pull up in front of their bungalow, Ben’s gran already coming out to meet them, looking even smaller and thinner than on his last visit.


‘She’s getting more frail,’ his grandfather says, the words so soft, it’s hard to know if he’s speaking to Ben or simply thinking aloud. ‘But she’s still with us. For now, at least.’


‘Benjamin, how are you?’ she says, calling to him through the window. As he opens the car door, there’s a loud squawk from the house. ‘And Neville’s missed you,’ she says, excitedly. ‘He’ll be so pleased.’


She leads Ben inside, the squawks growing louder with every step. Upon entering the living room, Neville, an African grey parrot, explodes into a shrill torrent, rocking violently against the bars, one bulging eye trained on Ben.


‘Would you listen to that?’ says Ben’s grandmother, beaming. ‘He’s been so quiet all morning. He must be happy to see you.’


Looking at Neville, this seems doubtful. The sound he’s making is much how Ben imagines a difficult exorcism: the possessed child kept locked in a cage while he spits and screams about Satan.


Yet still his grandmother looks delighted. ‘It’s nice to have something lively in the house, don’t you think?’


‘You never said that when I was young.’


‘Oh, you were already a man when you arrived.’


‘I was five.’


‘Yes, but Neville here, he’s…’ Her face lights up with a joy that Ben can only describe as maternal. ‘He’s a baby.’


*


Exhausted by hatred, Neville sleeps while Ben and his grandparents eat. Although his grandmother has never been a skilled cook, her repertoire has grown ever more limited as she’s aged. Today, they sit down to a meal of cheese on toast, the edges of the bread burnt and blackened.


Ben’s grandfather sits in silence, the look on his face suggesting that his mind is still elsewhere: wading through rice paddies, perhaps; a convenient distraction from the food.


‘I met a beautiful girl the other day,’ says Ben, choosing not to mention that he’s been hallucinating her ever since.


‘How lovely,’ replies his grandmother. ‘In my day, if a man wasn’t married with kids by the time he was your age…’


‘Gran, I’m only twenty-three.’


‘Still, we would have just come to other conclusions.’ She pats his hand. ‘And I want to say, Benjamin, it really doesn’t matter. I mean, you know…’ She lowers her voice. ‘If you prefer willy.’


Ben notices his grandfather stiffen. ‘No, Gran, it’s nothing like that.’


‘There’s no need to feel ashamed, Benjamin. The world’s changed.’


‘I’m planning to go and see her, up in Glasgow.’


‘Well…’ Her smile becomes vacant. ‘Were you saying something?’


‘That I’m going to Glasgow.’


‘Why on earth would you want to do that?’


‘For the girl I’ve met. She lives there.’


‘My, my,’ she replies, clearly unable to remember anything about the conversation. ‘Glasgow’s a long way, but I suppose absence makes the heart grow fonder.’


Neville chooses this moment to wake up and prove her wrong, emitting a squawk that’s so shrill, so panicked, Ben drops what he’s eating, and even his grandfather looks startled. For a few seconds, he stares at his plate, as though Neville’s cries have reminded him of some terrible wartime atrocity.


‘I forgot to buy him bananas,’ he says, finally. ‘He likes bananas.’


*


As always on these visits, Ben dedicates some time to flicking through the family photo album. Even though he knows its contents by heart, he still turns the pages with bated breath, as if today might be the day that he finds some long lost picture of his parents. In many ways, the album reveals more by the things it doesn’t contain than the things it does: the first five or six pages are full of his grandparents in the early days of their marriage, his grandfather the same stiff man that he is today, albeit encased in smooth skin and with a fine head of hair. The final picture from those youthful years is Ben’s grandmother, heavily pregnant, their whole world on the cusp of change.


And then, nothing. A tell-tale absence.


That’s the thing about hate, thinks Ben, as he flicks through the empty pages that follow: it doesn’t leave a photographic record. His father despised his parents so much, he destroyed every photo of himself before leaving home, and they never saw fit to refill those blank pages, perhaps feeling that the emptiness was the only thing they had left of him. Having removed all traces of his existence, Ben’s father walked away never to see them again, no thought that years later his own son would return in his place, a mere five-year-old boy, his entire history erased.


When Ben had first arrived, there was hope that his mother’s family would offer some support and kinship, but then it became apparent that she too had been orphaned at an early age, no family left to find. In the years since, it’s often seemed to Ben that that was her only legacy: an inheritance of misfortune; this woman whom he wouldn’t even recognize if he saw her in a picture.


After years of blank pages, that’s where the photo album bursts back into life: Ben newly embedded with his grandparents, everyone looking a little dazed. There are only a few pictures of Ben as a child, neither of his grandparents realizing at the time that his young mind was already misfiring and knitting itself into strange new patterns; yet another loss for two ageing people who’d already lost so much. After the age of ten or eleven, there are no more photos, their disappointment perhaps too painful to record. The rest of the album sits empty, all attempts at family life fading into black.


By contrast, his grandmother’s mail-order catalogue offers comfort in abundance: page after colourful page of smiling people living perfect lives. Years of his childhood were spent poring over pages just like these, imagining that the people in the pictures were his real family – smiling at one another as they barbecued steaks in front of their brand-new tent; running together into the sea while wearing this season’s latest swimwear.


He’s not even aware of his grandmother’s presence until she speaks. ‘If you see anything you like, I can order it for you.’


‘I like too much,’ he replies, ‘that’s the problem.’ He touches the pages as he says it, not wanting the lawnmowers and inflatable paddling pools, but rather to be one of those people: to be someone who never says or does the wrong thing; to be the kind of person who looks into a camera and laughs, as if every moment in life is easy.


His grandmother speaks again. ‘I’m going to make some coffee, if you want some. It’s instantaneous powder. Really amazing stuff. You just add water and hey presto, it’s done.’


‘No, thanks, Gran, I should be getting home soon.’ And as he says it, he thinks of Alice: that even though she’s out there somewhere, under the same sky as him, everything else about her – how she lives and what she did today – all remain a mystery.
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Feltham, West London


Opportunities to be more assertive…


Alice considers the words, decides that they lack assertiveness.


MY ACTION PLAN! How I’m going to transform my life…

OEBPS/images/ch03.png





OEBPS/images/ch04.png





OEBPS/images/ch01.png





OEBPS/images/ch02.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png





