

[image: cover]





Praise for UNEXPECTED LESSONS IN LOVE



‘This is one of the most enjoyable books I’ve read in years. I found it completely gripping. The carefully but unobtrusively structured plot (involving adoption, DNA and paternity) is domestic but with a wide reach; it is played out against a backdrop of world events. On reflection, I have never before read a book which confronts a serious and almost unmentionable illness with such lightness of touch. It’s happy and it’s cheering, with a beautiful warmth to it, achieved without a moment of sentimentality. I loved it.’


Margaret Drabble


‘Bishop treats a fearful subject with an extraordinary lightness of touch; her humour and her emotional wisdom make this a delightful and humane novel.’


The Times


‘Warm and emotionally convincing … effortlessly graceful’


Sunday Times


‘Bishop is a fine, intelligent writer, capable of handling moral and philosophical themes with a light touch’


Sunday Telegraph


‘It’s impossible to recommend the late Bernardine Bishop’s wondrous book too highly’


Guardian


‘Full of humour, kindness and gentle irony, this is a richly satisfying read’


Sunday Mirror


‘This novel, wise, sharp and startlingly frank, distils a lifetime of reflection on the rules of attraction, affection – and family life. From confused youth to the ordeals and confusions of old age, her wry insights delight.’


Independent


‘A remarkable, immensely readable and warm-hearted book.’


Sunday Express


‘This is a vibrant and ever welcoming novel … it offers such a rich range of pleasures.’


Observer


‘A wonderful novel, one of those rare books which leaves the reader with a deeper understanding of the human heart … This is an author of exceptional intelligence, subtlety and warmth.’


Spectator


‘A charming, playful novel.’


Red


‘A refreshingly candid, unexpectedly witty and ultimately moving tale.’


Candis


‘Considered and reflective, humorous and entertaining, this is a surprising and moving novel’


Good Book Guide


‘Exquisite, funny and sad’


Times Literary Supplement


‘This is the sort of story which grabs you, pulls you in and won’t let you go – but in a very gentle way. The characters are superb. It’s wise and it’s witty. It’s sublimely well-written, not with flowery literary devices but in the sort of prose that leaves you surprised when you realise that you’ve read a hundred pages and you’ve no intention of giving up just yet … I was left with a warm glow when I finished reading.’


Bookbag




Also by Bernardine Bishop


Unexpected Lessons in Love


Hidden Knowledge




THE STREET


Bernardine Bishop


 


 


[image: sceptre_logo.eps]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Sceptre


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © The Estate of Bernardine Bishop 2014


The right of Bernardine Bishop to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 444 78925 6


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




Chapter 1


Sometimes it is impossible to turn even a short London street into a village. But sometimes it can be easily done. It all depends on one or two personalities.


Palmerston Street was a short street. It had twenty-eight front doors, fourteen even numbers on one side and fourteen odd numbers on the other. Each side was a row of Victorian cottages. Long since, they had all been built on to at the back, creating an extra room or two, to the shrinkage of the small gardens. Some had lofts added; others, less satisfactorily because of the proximity of an underground river, had cellars rendered habitable. Some had both.


Palmerston Street was less of a village than some residents would have liked it to be, but more so than suited others. The majority of the households will not come into this story. The people who lived in the houses that will not figure had been urban for generations, did not think in terms of neighbours and neighbourhoods, but got on with busy lives in other places and circles, or in houses that changed hands often, and never settled down in long ownership. Most households noticed and had an attitude to the village spirit in the street, either welcoming it, feeling intrigued and embraced, or hating the notion that strangers might know their business and that there might be the twitch of a lace curtain. Such divisions could exist even within a household.


Anne Darwin was a retired property surveyor in her late sixties. Those of the street who took note of the street’s atmosphere thought Anne was at the centre of what made the street a community. Community was Anne’s word; some people liked it, others did not. Anne had a history of making communities out of collections of people, be they streets, offices, or parents at the schools her daughter attended. To some she was a treasure, to others, a pain.


In good weather she would often stand outside her house for half an hour in the afternoon, her dark cardigan stretched double by crossed arms, her thin figure full of expectation, her eyes darting up and down the street. Lonely people, gossipy people, people with little children, people who were her friends, would stop and talk to her. She was the grapevine. If a house in the street was for sale, she was the person to come to for the low-down. Some conversations were fleeting, others long. Sometimes several neighbours simultaneously would stop in their tracks and collect around her.


Her husband, Eric, did not share her interest, nor approve of her enthusiasm. When she stood at their gate, he would sometimes look out of the front window at her eager, lithe back view. He hid behind the curtain and peered, in case she looked round, and in case his curiosity was spotted by one of her prey. As far as he knew, he was struggling with uncomfortable emotions of contempt and embarrassment. But he also felt the pain of exclusion. Anne was surviving retirement, in a way he was not able to. She had found a new interest. It was a pathetic interest, but Eric had not found an interest at all.


When he learned that he and Anne were to have a grandson staying with them, he had a sinking feeling that Anne hoped this would be an interest for him, and that it would not be. Their daughter and husband had to be in Canada for a year, and had decided to leave John in London with his grandparents to start the good secondary school in which they had secured him a place. The two younger children were to go to Canada with their parents. So there were two new things in Eric’s life: retirement; and the approaching advent of John, aged eleven.


The four adults involved had not seriously wondered whether John would be all right. His parents were stimulated and preoccupied by the prospect of their year abroad. John would come to Canada and join them for the Christmas holiday. They put it to John that September to December is not very long. It was exciting for John, they told each other, to be starting big school, and lucky that the school was walking distance from Palmerston Street. Everything, from their point of view, was falling into place.


On her part, Anne’s mind had turned immediately to rooms and spaces within her house. John could have the attic, which surely a child would like. Anne liked a challenge, and was prepared to throw herself into this one; but it occurred to her to wish that she knew John better. The young family had lived in Edinburgh and Manchester so far, which hadn’t favoured easy meetings with the children’s maternal ancestry. Anne had been known to wonder, disloyally, why John was not to be boarded with his other grandparents; they lived in Edinburgh, so John must at least at one time have seen more of then. But it was to be London for Clifford and Sara after Toronto, so they were establishing John in London, which made perfect sense.


Eric alone gave way to a qualm, and said to Anne, ‘Won’t John miss his family?’ To which Anne, who thought Eric was trying to get out of it, answered breezily, ‘We are his family.’


It was still August, so there was a fortnight’s grace before John’s arrival. Late August in the street saw inhabitants returning from holidays. There was unpacking of cars, there were shouted greetings and welcoming waves. Window-boxes had been faithfully watered, cats fed, and those who had discharged these obligations breathed small sighs of relief. Anne stood at her front gate; Eric watched unwillingly from inside the house.


Eric was a hoarder, or so Anne thought. One of the effects of this characteristic was that he still had his boyhood books. In this fortnight he took to climbing to and from the attic, furnishing what were to be John’s quarters with appropriate classics. Anne liked to hear his heavy tread up and down the ladder, proving that he was taking an interest and, in his own way, providing for John. Sometimes she stopped whatever she was doing and listened, just to hear him.


‘It’s a bit hot up there,’ Eric said to Anne. He was a big man, and his broad forehead was sweating.


‘Have you opened the skylights?’


‘No. I thought pigeons might come in.’


‘Pigeons?’


‘There’s pigeon shit on the glass.’


Taken aback, Anne considered. Eventually she said, ‘When the room’s inhabited, they won’t want to come in.’


Eric didn’t answer, and was having a drink of water. ‘Hot work,’ he said.


Later, Anne went up to the attic, her feet brisker and less creaky on the narrow steps than Eric’s. She wished she knew whether John was the kind of person who had to pee in the night. She did not like the idea of his coming up and down the ladder half asleep. She had put an elegant red plastic bucket in a corner of the attic, but she knew it would be difficult for her to put into words to John what it was potentially for.


A mild thrill of excitement ran through her whenever she saw the attic. It was the kind of excitement that goes straight back to childhood. The attic was so big, so quiet, so bare, and so neat. It had its own smell – slightly musty and out-housy, but pleasant. An adult could stand at full height only in the middle; it would be easier for John. There were two skylights, and when, as now, it was sunny, they threw geometrical shapes of yellow on to the floor. There was a chest of drawers, a desk, a chair for the desk, a radiator, and a book case. There was a futon, on which Anne had arranged pretty, patterned bedding. With its minimal furniture, well spread out, the attic appeared sparse, almost monastic, but it was spacious, spanning the length and breadth of the house. Eric had said if they were doing anything up there they might as well have a full loft conversion, and make a proper room of it, or two, improving the value of the house. Anne had wanted a much less ambitious job, keeping the contours of the roof and putting in little more than insulation, a floor and a ceiling. Then there had been the skylights and the electricity. Finally the blue fitted carpet, which made the space look even bigger. People did not often sleep up here, as the Darwins had a spare bedroom. But Anne loved the idea that the attic was there, and now she was pleased that it would come into its own for John.


Bending her head when necessary, and finally walking with a crouch, Anne studied the books Eric had been putting in the shelves. Stevenson – Treasure Island, The Black Arrow, Kidnapped, and some poems. A long row of faded, hardback Hornblowers. Five or six Swallows and Amazons. King Solomon’s Mines. The Jungle Books. Several Biggles. Anne was touched by Eric’s choices. She knew she might have been confronted by the spines of Ivanhoe and Beowulf, favourites which happily seemed to have been rejected, and must still be reposing on Eric’s own shelves. She could, if Eric’s judgement had failed him completely, have been offended by the title of Lorna Doone. Or Kim.


Now she looked at the desk, scribbled-on, wooden and steady, Sara’s desk actually. Perhaps she could tell John that. The surface was big enough for a laptop, without the laptop having to take up all the space, and there were four drawers, which Anne now checked were empty. Immediately above the desk was the trap door to the roof, renewed by the builders, and tidily bolted. Beside that was a smoke alarm. All seemed in order.


Anne opened one of the skylights. Her head popped out into warm, bright air. The white clouds seemed very near. It was odd, and nice, not to be able to see downwards, but only upwards. There could be no checking whether a neighbour was going by. She could hear pigeons, but could not see them, and the purring noise was soothing. She decided to leave the skylight open for the moment, but would have to remember to come up to close it if there was a threat of rain.


Because she was so high and so sequestered, she did not hear the doorbell, and by the time she was downstairs, Eric had gone to the door, and was in conversation with Georgia Fox. Georgia saw Anne appear behind Eric, and called, ‘Oh, Anne.’


Anne pushed forward. ‘Has something happened?’


‘Brenda has been taken to hospital. Didn’t you see the ambulance?’


‘No. What’s happened?’


‘I don’t know. It was all incredibly quick. Five minutes ago. I heard the ambulance, it stopped outside Brenda’s, I was still wondering what was happening and whether to go over, when a stretcher came out, then off they went. Didn’t you hear the ambulance?’


‘No. Come in, Georgia.’


It was worrying for both of them not to understand something that happened in the street, and Anne made tea. Eric withdrew, not as incurious as he hoped to seem. Anne and Georgia sat in Anne’s kitchen, each with a frown of concern on her face.


‘Has she seemed unwell?’ Anne asked.


‘Not really,’ said Georgia, hoping she had not been negligent. ‘I went in yesterday morning, and we did the crossword. Brenda was still in bed, but she always is, until her carers come. Oh dear, I wish I had gone in this morning.’ She paused. ‘I’d better go in now. No one will have fed the cat.’


‘I’ll come with you.’


Together they hurried up the street. Anne was energised by a crisis which did not affect her emotions; she did not know Brenda well. Georgia loved Brenda, and was puzzled about how to get news of her. It was not known, even, which hospital she had been taken to.


When Georgia, who had the key, let them in to Brenda’s house, two carers, known to Georgia, in bright blue uniforms, were sitting in the kitchen, making notes and phone calls.


‘It must be you who called the ambulance,’ said Georgia. ‘Which hospital has she gone to?’


The carers confirmed this deduction, and gave the name of the hospital. ‘We’ve fed Ben,’ said one of them, seeing Georgia look round for the cat. In fact Benn had two n’s to his name, for he was called after Tony Benn. He would have been called Tony, but for Tony Blair.


The story came out. The carers had arrived and let themselves in as usual. They had called out as usual, but, unusually, there was no answering cry. The senior carer’s fingers had been on her mobile almost as they entered Brenda’s bedroom. ‘I thought she had passed away.’


‘And had she?’


‘We thought so, and so did the paramedics, but they took her, anyway, because that’s routine. If there’s a chance.’


‘We’ll miss her,’ said the smaller carer, who had not spoken yet.


‘She wouldn’t want to be resuscitated,’ said Georgia, quietly crying.


Brenda Byfleet, who had lived in the street for decades, going from the briskness of early middle age to a housebound ninety, was not famous. But Georgia Fox had heard of her, and been thrilled to discover, ten years ago, that Brenda lived in a house near the one she was buying. Georgia was over a generation younger than Brenda. When Georgia became involved in peace projects, Brenda Byfleet was a big name, in that small world. Brenda had not missed a step of any of the Aldermaston marches. She had lived for three years on Greenham Common. She had chained herself to railings. She had been in prison. She had distributed leaflets and organised petitions. In old age she had marched, or limped, against the attacks on Afghanistan and Iraq. On the terrible evening when she realised that this last, enormous march had cut no ice with the government, she sat and cried. ‘We have achieved nothing,’ she said to Georgia.


In a curious way, inconspicuous to both, by the time of Brenda’s death, each of these two women had become the most important person in the other’s life. It should be said that people were not very important to either, in an intimate sense; so the competition was not severe. Brenda’s lifelong singleness arose, at least in part, from her singleness of purpose. She had family money from tea plantations, which income source worried her terribly; but, on the other hand, it was convenient not to have to earn. She balanced the good she hoped she did against the exploitative nature of her daily bread.


For unmarried women in Brenda’s generation, to be a virgin was not seriously eccentric. No one marvelled at it in Brenda’s case, for she was neither beautiful nor charming, and had never thought to try to be. She was direct, loud-voiced, opinionated and well-informed. She was energetic and stout, with unkempt hair, and she never gave clothes a thought, unless she had to speak publicly or go to a do or a funeral, which occasions made her stare helplessly at her clothes until friends assembled a uniform for her. Women and men were her friends indiscriminately, and if there were no common causes, the friendships failed unnoticed. Her warmth and her laugh attracted people to her, her command of current facts, and her courage.


And now she was dead. Georgia had phoned the hospital, and heard the news. She put down the receiver and stared out of the window. Brenda’s house looked the same as always, and poor Benn was sitting on the doorstep, washing a paw. Georgia’s own doorbell rang. It was Anne.


‘You must be upset,’ she said to Georgia.


‘I can’t believe it,’ Georgia said. ‘That’s the main feeling.’


Together they looked at Brenda’s house. Finally Georgia said, ‘What about the cat?’


‘I’ll have him,’ said Anne, who always liked stepping in. She hoped she would not regret it. Might a cat be an interest for Eric? And nice for John?


Nieces, never seen before, came to Brenda’s house. It was Anne who found out that they were nieces, and that when they had cleared the house, they planned to sell it. Georgia and Anne went to Brenda’s cremation, organised by the nieces, quick and disappointing. On the evening of the cremation, Georgia took a key, and rather furtively, crossed the road to Brenda’s house. She wanted to say some sort of goodbye. It was Brenda’s small and untidy study that she particularly wanted to see, and be in, for the last time. It had a cluttered desk, no curtains, and photos pinned to the walls. There was a special smell, and there was the battered armchair in which Georgia had been sitting when Brenda said, ‘We have achieved nothing,’ and cried, with those terrible hoarse sobs. Georgia was nervous, for her visit was illicit, and her existence not known to the nieces. She turned the key in the lock as so often before, but the door resisted utterly. She pushed. Then she realised the nieces had deadlocked the door, as well they might. Georgia’s latchkey made it do no more than shift a millimetre. Brenda never used the deadlock, and Georgia had not imagined there was one, nor noticed its disused keyhole. Such a thing was inimical to Brenda. Georgia hurried home. The house was alien territory now, and Georgia relinquished any claim to it.


Georgia and Anne had not been real friends until now. They were both people who liked the street to be a street, or, as some would say, the street to be a soap; and that had always been a link. But they were no more than warm acquaintances. Anne did not even know what Georgia did for a living. But Brenda’s death brought them together. Together they walked down the street rattling a box of cat biscuits, calling and mewing, to lure Benn to his new home. This project involved a number of expeditions, for Benn would eat the offered biscuit in Anne’s kitchen, then jump out of the window to make his way back to Brenda’s locked front door. Other neighbours took food to him there, which did not help. Anne and Georgia found licked plates on Brenda’s doorstep. Then Anne managed to put it about that she was taking Benn, and the project of Benn’s house-move became a street project. Meanwhile Eric was working on a cat-flap in the Darwins’ back door.


‘I don’t even know what you do,’ said Anne to Georgia, when they had despairingly watched Benn’s muscular tabby hindquarters disappear out of the window yet again. ‘Is he ever going to feel at home here?’


‘Give him time,’ said Georgia. ‘Well, I’m a zoologist.’


‘Zoologist? What sort? Academic?’


‘Yes.’ Georgia mentioned where she worked.


‘Well.’ Anne was strangely pleased.


‘Gastropods,’ said Georgia, encouraged by the expression on Anne’s face. ‘Molluscs. Snails, really.’


‘Snails!’ said Anne, only ever having thought of them as a garden pest. ‘Snails. Eric wages war on them in the garden.’


‘I wish he wouldn’t. And everyone does. The garden snail is fast becoming an endangered species.’
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After three or four more days Benn felt able to sit and wash on a chair in Anne’s kitchen, rather than making a dash for it the minute he had eaten. Eric and Anne both felt proud to see him there. He had accepted them. The next day he worked Eric’s cat-flap, and Eric felt honoured. Georgia wondered what had happened in Benn’s mind to enable him to make the transition. She did not like to think it had been easy.


‘I suppose Brenda will be forgotten,’ she said sadly to Eric and Anne.


‘Won’t she have an obituary?’ said Anne.


‘She hasn’t had one in the Independent,’ said Eric.


‘Nor in the Guardian,’ said Georgia.


They were silent.


‘She didn’t have any children, that’s the problem,’ said Anne, then could have bitten her tongue, for Georgia didn’t either.


But luckily Georgia didn’t seem to be listening. After half a minute she looked up, and said, ‘So when it comes down to it, what is a life?’


‘What do you mean, what is a life?’ said Eric. ‘Here we are, we are born, we live, we die, some of us after shorter lives, some longer.’


‘But all Brenda’s thoughts, passions, letters to prime ministers, letters to … All her direct action, conversations, hopes, memories, yes, memories! going back to the peace movement before the war, the thirties – all that, leave alone her personal life … All gone.’


‘She should have written a book,’ said Anne. Georgia felt that people always say this, as a way of avoiding the question, what is a life?


When Georgia got home, happy and not happy that there was no Benn sitting patiently on Brenda’s doorstep, she started wondering whether to put together an ‘Other Lives’ on Brenda for the Guardian. She was baulked by the lack of solid information. She had only known Brenda for the last decade of Brenda’s nine, and they had no mutual friends. The impulse faded.


But the impact of Brenda’s death did not fade. Georgia had just started a sabbatical year, her last, as within the next seven years she would retire. She had been looking forward to her sabbatical, and thought she was full of research interests. In November she was going to join a project studying the special qualities of the shells of desert snails in the Sinai. It had been very exciting to be invited on this prestigious enterprise. She had intended to do a lot of work beforehand, starting now. But because of Brenda, the heart had gone out of it.


It was not only that she missed Brenda, nor only that a close death brings all death closer. She was also struggling with a sense of the vanity of human endeavour. Seventy years, at a guess, of aspiration, resilience, toil and dedication; and what was there to show for Brenda? What was there to show for what she had striven for? And yet, what else is there to do in a life, but try to make things better? Or, in Georgia’s own case, to add a tiny bit to what we know about snails?






Chapter 2


On the designated day, a fine sunny one in early September, Clifford, Sara, John, and the two little ones erupted at Anne and Eric’s. Their luggage filled the front passage of the house, trunk on trunk, but it was not going to stay there, for all but John were taking a flight to Toronto that evening. The house was crowded and noisy. Benn fled upstairs to Eric and Anne’s bedroom. Anne was trying to provide a big tea. Eric decided to take the children into the garden, to lessen the concentration of noise. That suited Fabia, seven, and Tom, five; but John stayed with the grown-ups.


Clifford and Sara were full of plans, and of the excitement of travel, Clifford booming, Sara declaiming. Clifford talked to no one in particular; Sara to her mother. Then Clifford went into the garden, and boomed to Eric. Besides trying to listen to plans and be the right sort of mother, Anne had two feelings. One was longing for the time when they would leave. The other was sudden uncertainty about how she would cope with John when they did. Neither of these feelings could be communicated to Sara. This did not matter, for Sara did all the talking.


Anne had had a picture of the family sitting round the kitchen table for tea. She had laid the table with this in view. She was making a big pot of tea, and there was juice. But soon Eric came in and collected the plate of buttered buns and took them outside. ‘I want a drink,’ whispered Fabia, suddenly appearing and clinging shyly to her mother’s arm, and the juice went outside as well. Anne poured tea for herself and Sara. John did not want anything. He was sitting on the floor in the corner of the room playing a game on his mobile phone.


Clifford came in for the cake, made by Anne, who had visualised a more ceremonious cutting of it; and that was the end of the civilised tea. Sara told Anne about the house in Toronto, the anticipated difficulties on the flight with the children, the excellences of the school they had found for John, and asked if his uniform had arrived, which it had not.


‘It will tomorrow, then. And the school’s so near you!’ she said. ‘That’s so wonderful. You or Dad will walk him the first day, then he’ll know the way himself. Won’t you, darling? He’s good at all that. We can talk on the phone and we can skype, it’ll hardly be like being separated at all.’


Anne wanted to ask Sara if John peed at night, but couldn’t with John in the room. She suggested going to view John’s room. The attic had not been converted until after Sara had left home, so it was new to her as well. The three of them trooped upstairs, carrying John’s cases, Anne leading, then Sara, then John, and they continued up the ladder in that formation. Each emerged in turn into the large and quiet space. Sara was delighted, and told John how much he would love it. There was not much to do up there, and time was getting on, so they came down again. They found Eric, Clifford and the children in the kitchen; the men were trying to wash the children’s sticky hands at the sink. Tom was whimpering because his fingers had been mildly scalded, a point contested by his father. Soon Eric, intensely relieved that this moment had arrived, was ringing for a taxi, and the children were being sorted out for departure. There was a crisis about Fabia’s wool dog, which she would need on the aeroplane. Suddenly they were going, and the taxi driver was helping with the cases. But where was John? Anne hurried upstairs, calling, and he emerged from the attic.


‘Time to say goodbye,’ said Anne. Her voice was cheerful, but she tried to put a bit of sympathy in it as well, just in case.


Fabia and Tom were already in the taxi, so John did not have to say goodbye to them. His father gave him a quick hug and a ‘See you at Christmas, be good.’ Then Sara put her arms round John, brief and breezy, and he gripped her with all his strength, his face pressed against her coat. After a full minute she gave a little laugh, and looked round the watching faces. That was the moment to extricate herself, but she could not. John knew his mother, and knew exactly how long any hug was likely to last, and the intended brevity of this one made him cling on even tighter. He was using her coat to stop his face from breaking up, but he knew it was not working. How could it work, when his nose was buried in her smell? In absolute silence, he clung to her, knowing he was making a fool of himself, and fearing it, but refusing to let go.


‘Don’t make me cry, darling,’ said Sara.


In the end, Clifford gave him a pull, gentle but no-nonsense, and said, ‘You don’t want Granny and Grandpa to think you’re a baby!’ Sara twitched the handful of coat away from his clutch, and the taxi was gone. John groped blindly for the front door, and ran upstairs.


Neither grandparent had expected this. When Eric saw John hanging on to his mother, he choked, almost audibly, his boarding school agonies brought back to him. Anne had endured a qualm when John entered the house that he would be stony-faced and difficult to get to know, but she had not thought of him as floridly upset. Not willing to blame him, she blamed Sara. Eric’s and Anne’s eyes met, both faces obviously disconcerted, even appalled. Anne noticed Eric’s watery look, and was annoyed, fearing she would be offered sentimentality rather than help. They stood silently. Both were feeling failures.


‘I’d better get things in from the garden,’ said Eric. Troubled, he collected the remains of the buns and the ruins of the cake, and various cups and juice cartons. When he came indoors Anne was standing just where he had left her, wondering what a proper grandmother would do. Would such a person run upstairs after John, longing to hug and console? That prospect embarrassed her, for what if she were rejected? Should she wait for him to come downstairs, and should she have hot buttered scones at the ready? Or would that be denial? She sighed. It was coming home to her that, if she loved John, she would know what to do. Everyone including herself had assumed she loved him, but she did not, or not yet. That was why it was difficult to know what a proper grandmother would do.


Eric was washing up. Anne went over to him, and looked up into his face. ‘What shall I do?’


‘Better leave him. He’ll have to come down in the end. He’ll get hungry!’ Eric said this, even managing a little jollity, but actually he had no idea what to do. There are pangs that make hunger impossible, and he knew it. He was glad that it was more Anne’s problem than his.


‘Sara should have warned us,’ said Anne.


‘What difference would that have made?’ said Eric, rinsing.


‘She must have known,’ said Anne.


Things about her daughter that she had never liked came into Anne’s mind – a flightiness, supposed to be charming and disarming, about responsibility; its always being up to Anne to remember the dancing shoes on Wednesdays, even when Sara was quite big; Sara’s insistence on a hamster, which Anne and Eric soon had to look after; the guitar lessons of which Sara tired as soon as she found she wasn’t a genius. Anne did not want to be feeling like this towards her daughter, particularly when Sara was so soon to be in an aeroplane which might crash. She decided to make the scones anyway, and perhaps the smell of them, drifting upstairs, would cheer John and bring him down in his own time. Then they could all three have a conversation as if nothing had happened. And scones would go some way to making her feel a proper grandmother.


But nothing was going to cheer John for the moment. He lay on the futon with his face in the pillow, letting the tears out at last, writhing stiffly, gasping. The fact that he could not bear this did not mean he did not have to. He knew that. Every thought made it worse – the thought that Fab and Tom were with Mummy and Daddy and he was not; the thought that Mum imagined he was happy, or soon would be, for he knew her well enough to be sure of that; the thought that he would have somehow to hide all that he felt from Granny and Grandpa. He ground his face into the bed, and kicked a little. This half-hour would be present to John all his life.


He rolled over, looked up and saw the skylights. They lifted his heart a little. They seemed to represent a way out – a way out of this frightening house and away from these unknown people. He got up, and went over to the sunnier of the two. He saw how the windows worked, and, climbing on to his desk, tilted one open. His head popped out. He could see tiles, houses opposite, sky. He was quite alone. He stood there. It occurred to him that the sky was the same in Canada as it was in England. It was the same sky. Then he turned his head the other way and saw a pigeon. It was standing on the tiles quite close to him. Then another pigeon joined it.
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