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For Christie




The Atmospheric Railway


The train carrying Neville back to Hampshire was formed of ten coaches and was scheduled to divide at Eastleigh, where the front five carriages would proceed to Poole, while the rear five branched off towards the New Forest. The journey had been faster twenty years ago, he thought, back when Eastleigh was still famed as a railway-building town. It was a Sunday night in January, and he was on his way home after spending the weekend with his cousin Beryl. Neville, retired but for a couple of directorships, uxorious and slightly tubby in his soft red jumper and checked scarf, felt a certain relief at the thought of re-entering his own dimension and leaving the past behind. He had travelled up on the Friday and they had done a lot of walking in the streets, cemeteries and parks of south London. The idea of researching their family history had been Beryl’s and, in late middle age as in childhood, Neville found himself following Beryl’s lead. Neither of them had any siblings and they had grown up in the same street almost like brother and sister. They were orphans now. Neville’s wife, Faith, had suggested that Beryl’s interest in the past was an attempt to establish her own existence because she had no children. Faith and Neville were the grandparents of three. Perhaps there was something of atonement in it too, Neville thought, but did not say. Beryl’s father, his Uncle Frank, had been a photographer whose shop exploded one night in a pyrotechnical display which lit up the neighbourhood.


The fire destroyed not only many of their own family pictures but a whole local archive, a portrait of a community, its school-children, celebrations, funeral rites, sporting events, commerce and industry. Frank Graham had been more than a portraitist and wedding photographer and he took, for his own interest and pleasure, pictures of houses, shops, churches and parks, streetmarkets, deliverymen and their horses, children at play. What a museum the Frank L. Graham Photographic Gallery might be today if the stock had survived, what a rich resource for other family historians. There had been suspicion of an electrical fault in the darkroom, unstable chemicals or the spontaneous combustion of celluloid, but the cause of the fire was never established. Forensic fire investigation technology was not so sophisticated then as it is now. It happened when the cousins were in their early teens, secret smokers both; Beryl had two pairs of keys cut and sometimes in the evenings they sneaked their friends in to the shop to drink cider. On the night of the fire Neville was at the cinema, and Beryl had gone round to a girlfriend’s house. Neville had often wondered if she really had been at Susan’s.


This morning when he was shaving in Beryl’s bathroom, Dusty Springfield’s ‘Goin’ Back’ came on her angelfish shower radio. The bathroom was white, with flashes of blue and green glass and turquoise towels, but as he stood in front of the art deco mirror, Neville saw, with a pang as sharp as the scent of apple blossom talcum powder, the room as it was in her parents’ time. The walls were tiled black and white, there was a pink Armitage Shanks bathroom suite and a candlewick pedestal set which always rucked up under your feet, a wonky bathroom cabinet, and a Mabel Lucie Attwell print with the verse which began: Please remember, don’t forget, never leave the bathroom wet . . .


When he came into the kitchen, where Beryl was sitting at the table in a white towelling robe, the radio was on there too. He knew that at home, Faith would be propped up on her side of the bed listening to the omnibus edition of The Archers. ‘It’s all a bit Nigel Pargetter’s Great Uncle Rupert, this digging up the ancestors,’ Neville remembered her saying.


‘Were you listening to that song? I think I might have it played at my funeral,’ said Beryl. ‘So take note, please.’


Neville imagined a coffin, with a little tremor, beginning its stately glide along the rails and passing through the closing curtains: ‘Catch me if you can, I’m goin’ back.’


‘Noted. Except I’ll snuff it before you do. Being three months older, and . . .’


Neville patted his stomach in the bathrobe he’d found hanging on the bedroom door. He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a lipstick. Beryl held out her hand and he dropped it into her palm, and she opened the pedal bin with her toe and tossed the lipstick in. Neville noticed a vein like a small violet on her bare ankle. His own were in a much worse state. Beryl’s toenails were painted vermilion. Their bare feet, facing each other in the sort of slippers provided by a spa or a hotel, augmented the melancholy induced by her remark. He remembered them straight and brown on the sand at Littlehampton where their grandparents had a beach hut.


‘Anyway, I wouldn’t know who to invite to yours,’ he said, watching as the sun projected a tremulous bar of mauve light through the window, striking a prismatic star on the side of the kettle.


‘I think I chose all the wrong music for Mum’s funeral,’ said Beryl. ‘Do you suppose we could do it again, and say the first one was a rehearsal? Only, it’s a bit late now – most of the original audience will be gone.’


‘I guess that’s where a memorial service comes in handy; you have more time to get it right. If you’re the sort of people who have memorial services.’


They had become, Beryl particularly, the sort of people who were invited to memorial services, but such events were unknown in their own family.


‘I’m sorry I wasn’t more help to you when your mum, when Aunty Ivy, was ill,’ he said.


‘Never mind.’


‘I saw you once,’ he said. ‘It was in a wine bar, off the Strand. You were with some bloke.’


‘When? I didn’t see you. Why didn’t you say hello?’


‘I didn’t want to intrude. And anyway I had a train to catch.’


The wine bar was down a flight of steps and dimly lit; it seemed the sort of place where illicit lovers met before taking their trains home, or perhaps going on to a hotel. Beryl and the man were sitting at a little table with a bottle of wine. The man was holding her hand in both of his. He’d hung his jacket on the back of his chair, loosened his tie, and looked beefy in a shirt with a broad blue stripe and red braces.


Neville watched her force down the plunger of the coffee pot. He knew so little of her life. She had come to his daughters’ weddings, taller and more elegant than the mother of the bride, with a different man on each occasion, and she’d brought some woman friend to his first grandchild’s christening, and come alone to the second one. They had no chance to talk much then, and this weekend, whenever he’d tried to draw her out, off she went back down Memory Lane, always to the time before the fire, and into the hinterland of their ancestors.


‘I wonder if the beach hut’s still there. It would be worth half a million now,’ she said, pouring coffee and bringing into the kitchen a whiff of the blue salty smell of the spirit stove, with its coronet of flames invisible in the sun. ‘I wonder where so many things went. We’ve let so much slip between our fingers.’


‘Yes, but we’re still here, we’re still going on, living our lives, there’s the present and the future. It doesn’t have to be sepia to be real. If the past is all that matters, that too becomes devalued, if former happiness only makes us sad . . .’


He had picked up a small white card from the toast rack Beryl used to keep letters and bills, and was playing with it as he spoke.


Neville had boarded the homeward train at Waterloo and sat down in one of a pair of seats, with his back to the engine. When he took off his coat, he folded the smoky green fragrance of their parting embrace into the cloth, and the Dusty song began playing in his mind. Strange how Beryl’s cigarettes never smelled unpleasant. He had helped himself to one after dinner last night, even though he had not smoked for years. He put his coat in the rack and gave Faith a quick ring to tell her when to pick him up at the station.


Outside the sealed capsule, the sky was black with an inflorescence of lights here and there as they picked up speed on the frosty rails after Clapham Junction. Apart from the recorded security announcements requesting passengers to keep their belongings with them and alert staff to anything suspicious, and the headlines in the discarded newspapers on the seat beside him, there was nothing to suggest that the country was at war. Neville was thinking that it would soon be the anniversary of the Falklands War, and recalled, as he often did when travelling this route, an incident which happened one summer a quarter of a century ago, on a hot Saturday afternoon when he was on his way to visit his parents.


Then he’d been sitting in the compartment next to the buffet car. The train was crowded but he became aware, over the general chattering, of a loud monologue coming from the bar, a voice haranguing somebody, followed by an explosion of shouts and curses. People looked up in alarm as a huge man burst through the door. He was so drunk he could hardly stand, and went lurching between the seats, swinging enormous fists and roaring obscenities and accusations at the cringing passengers, spraying ugly, shocking words in spittle and sweat. He bellowed in anguish something about mates being burned alive, men on fire throwing themselves into the sea. His face and tattooed shoulders in a sleeveless vest were a scalded pink, either from the disaster he had escaped, or from sunburn, alcohol and rage. Nobody dared to meet his red eyes, or tell him to watch his language because there were ladies and children present, for all were shamed by him, and ashamed for him, and terrified. Then he picked on a girl sitting with her boyfriend, both of them skinny and small, telling her it was the fault of people like her that his mates had died, and the youth sat there in silence, because her assailant could have lifted him from his seat with one hand and dashed his brains out.


The man was almost incoherent but Neville guessed that he had been a member of the Task Force, a sailor or one of the Welsh Guardsmen aboard the Sir Galahad when she was bombed, or the Sir Tristram, as the soldiers waited in broad daylight for landing craft to take them ashore, sitting ducks for the Argentine bombs, which they knew would come. Fifty-one men were killed. Many of the troops had sailed from Southampton on the QE2, seen off by bands and cheering crowds waving flags – Welsh flags, Falklands flags and Union Jacks hoisted on all the boats in the harbour. Neville and Faith, living nearby with their three small children, had watched it on television, still not quite able to believe it was actually happening.


How had the episode with the drunk man ended, Neville wondered. He could not remember. Had somebody, and it would have taken several men to overpower him, intervened at last, did somebody wise and sympathetic calm him down, or was it just that he, Neville, had sat there, an insignificant, invisible little man, as he was sitting now, until the guy roared into the next compartment, unstoppable as an Exocet? Perhaps, when the guy’s back was turned, he’d sneaked away in his mild civilian shoes and hidden in the toilet. Whatever, Neville had got off relatively unscathed, but what of the youngsters setting off in their provincial finery to enjoy an evening in town; could their relationship survive the boy’s humiliation? Neville had been aware of himself becoming less of a man, in the recognition that the other was twice the man he was, and not just physically – but he had just himself to face, as the only witness to his own cowardice, his weakling’s mixture of fear, hatred and pity. His father had served in the Merchant Navy in the Second World War, and since his death Neville wished profoundly that he had shown more interest, and admiration. He wondered now how many of the other people who had been on that train were still haunted by their summer afternoon’s encounter with the emissary from the South Atlantic.


Tonight, twenty-five years on, Neville was impatient to be home, looking forward to a quiet supper with Faith. Beryl had invited Faith for the weekend too but she’d refused, saying truthfully that she was demented with work. From the start, though, she’d been slightly sniffy about their project, and Neville suspected that she considered her own family to be effortlessly more distinguished than his.


‘All this digging up the past on the internet, all those millions of virtual messages in bottles whirling round cyberspace – what’s the point of it?’


The conversation took place in Faith’s studio where she stood, a Luddite at her loom, shuttling charcoal grey through silver threads as they talked. Abstract works in rich emotional colours throbbed on the walls, among embroideries of seedheads, pods and berries. Neville stroked a hank of sheep’s wool on the spindle of her spinning wheel.


‘For the girls. The grandchildren. You might find it boring but they’ll thank us for it in the future.’


‘What future?’ said Faith. ‘Anyway, we’ll all meet up in Heaven, DV, and then all will be revealed. Or not.’


‘Beryl thinks she might write a book – about the Florence Graham I was telling you about. And her chap, Archie, the one who worked on the Atmospheric Railway.’


‘Mmm.’


‘Well, she does have publishing connections.’


‘Possibly. In her heyday. You know how fickle those people are.’


Beryl had been the doyenne of an old established publishing house, in charge of the switchboard, answering the telephone with her characteristic and much imitated smoky ‘Chalice and Chalice’, with its dying fall which so intimidated nervous callers. She was a legendary dragon whom tyros mistook for a mere employee at their peril, for Beryl was an inspired editor to whose judgement the three Chalice brothers deferred, and she had been a fixture on the guest lists of all important literary occasions. Ten years ago, the firm had been swallowed up and the imprint Chalice and Chalice was no more, although its books could be found in second-hand bookshops such as the one in Charing Cross Road where Beryl worked after she was fired by the new management. She found that too painful, and switched to Haberdashery at Peter Jones, and thence, following in her mother’s footsteps, took a job in the shoe department of Morleys of Brixton. Faith was right; the smart invitations had stopped coming but it was only sometimes in the white bitterness of the early morning that Beryl minded, before resolutely immersing herself in her Life of Florence Graham. Also, she had rediscovered the pleasure of being a random reader at the library, and not having to bother with the book reviews in the papers.


Lately she had become more intrigued by Archie Erskine and admiring of the little she knew about him. She tried to superimpose his qualities on men she saw working in the street or builders gentrifying the neighbourhood houses, but they seemed more like regressive gangs of serfs and villeins than gentle craftsmen such as Archie, who was a woodcarver and painted landscapes, all lost as far as she knew, and played the flute in his spare time. Yet Archie, as a navvie, must have experienced squalor and dissoluteness in Norwood New Town, where he had come to live while working at the Crystal Palace and the experimental railways. Beryl shuddered at descriptions of the hordes of rats who invaded the tracks nightly to devour the tallow-coated leather seals and valve-flaps which were intrinsic to the design of the trains, and contributed to their abandonment. The leather dried out and, when the tallow and wax used to lubricate them melted, it proved irresistible to the local population of rats. Hundreds of them were sucked through the pipes in the pumping stations every morning when the pumps started up. Beryl wondered if Archie was one of the men in the engine room who put sacks over the inlets to catch them as they poured in. What they did with the squirming sacks didn’t bear thinking about. Poor rats. Poor Archie, flautist and Pied Piper. Beryl searched the local junk shops and car boot sales for a painting with his signature, without success.


Beryl and Faith were distantly affectionate, without understanding each other’s lives. Faith had always been happiest in the country, she never got the point of south of the river and she hated London now, believing its grand houses to be owned by foreign criminals and its mean streets populated by human traffickers and slaves, drug dealers and teenage gangsters with knives and guns. Most of her friends had wings and tails, which was another reason for not going away; she ran a sort of almshouse and hospice for her poultry pensioners, two retired greyhounds and a donkey, several cats, and an assortment of wildlife in rehab, including on occasion one of the ponies which grazed the common land beyond their garden. It is often said that people grow to resemble their pets, but in Faith’s case there were too many for that to be possible. Instead, she was slowly turning into a replica of their house, Coltsfoots; her once-golden hair was getting thatchier by the year, and her glasses glinted like windowpanes under time-bleached eaves. They had lived in Coltsfoots, bought with help from Faith’s family when Neville’s firm had relocated to Southampton, for some thirty years now. Faith taught needlework, embroidery and tapestry, spinning and weaving, and when her services became surplus to the requirements, and beyond the budget, of the college which employed her, she started a private class, which was greatly oversubscribed because her work was much sought after and exhibited. Her art, her animals and her family were all that concerned her; Neville was bad at remembering dates, anniversaries and birthdays, but the threads and skeins of her children’s and grandchildren’s lives were always neatly sorted in Faith’s heart.


Out of doors, in her gumboots and Burberry faded to the noncolour of wintry tussocks, Faith was part of the landscape. Beneath her coat she wore forest-coloured garments of her own weaving, according to the seasons; at present her clothes were putting on the pink tinge at the tips of twigs which precedes the green haze of early spring. A few weeks ago she had set aside her current project, The Midsummer Cushion, which was based on the poems of John Clare, in order to work on a commission for the village church. She had been asked to make a wall-hanging in commemoration of two young regimental medics, a local boy and girl, killed by a roadside bomb in Afghanistan. The honour invested in her by the commission, the tragedy of its subject, the weight of responsibility to the bereaved families, were giving her sleepless nights. She got up, from muddled dreams, before dawn, defeated already by the task of creating something contemporary with these young people’s lives which would embrace the universality of doomed youth, and yet be celebratory, emphasising idealism and heroism rather than futility. From the start, she had conceived a nest at the heart of the canvas, John Clare’s ‘The Pettichap’s Nest’, that scrappy, risky, warbler’s nursery which was ‘lined with feathers warm as silken stole/And soft as seats of down for painless ease/And full of eggs scarce bigger e’en then peas/Here’s one most delicate with spots as small/As dust – and of a faint and pinky red – we’ll, let them be and safety guard them well . . .’ but, as Faith stitched, over the borders of the picture there came tramping, swarming, stumping on crutches and wooden pegs, a Bruegelesque army of the blindfolded blind leading the blind.


Cousin Beryl lived in an area of Dulwich transformed from the quiet suburb of their childhood into a place of cookware shops, cafés, organic butchers, fishmongers and delicatessens, with a number of junk and antiques shops, where the new affluent population could buy the amusing old furniture and kitchenware which had belonged to the previous owners of their houses, and put it back. Neville and Beryl, instead of going to the chippie as once they might have, had their pick of several restaurants for dinner on Friday and Saturday night. Neville could hardly bear to look at his old family home, which he had sold after his parents died. It had been converted into flats long ago, and now all the windows were draped with heavy curtains, as they had been in the blackout. The front garden was concreted over and accommodated several wheelie bins and a dead fridge.


‘It’s probably a cannabis factory,’ said Beryl, hurrying him past. ‘At least it’s not a crack house any more.’


Beryl’s own parents’ house, Uncle Frank’s and Aunty Ivy’s, which she had inherited, was still what her mother had once termed a little palace, if much modernised. And Mr and Mrs Kinsella still lived next door, behind ancient net curtains, with their three green Sylvac rabbits on the windowsill, a miniature fairyland of gnomes and toadstools in the front garden, and cascades of plastic flowers in their window boxes and hanging baskets defying the circling estate agents. ‘Is that them? The Kinsellas?’ said Neville, pointing at the two largest gnomes, all their paint gone and their features crumbling. Round the corner, on the site of the Frank L. Graham Photographic Gallery, a shop named Whirligig sold brightly coloured children’s clothes and wooden toys. Faith would not have resisted buying something for the grandchildren but Neville found himself nostalgic for the Sunday inertia of his youth, the aching afternoons of waiting for something to happen.


The fire changed everything. It was as if the tainted black ash from the photographic gallery had got into them all. Beryl and Neville avoided each other. Uncle Frank took a job in a photo-processing laboratory, to which he cycled every day, and Aunty Ivy went to work in the shoe department of Morleys of Brixton. Beryl left school and took a secretarial course, instead of applying to an art school as she’d always wanted. Her first job was as office junior on a women’s magazine. She started going around with a much older man, a Polish wheeler-dealer named Ziggy. Beryl said he was a war hero, from a noble family. Neville’s father called him Comrade Ossipon, and Uncle Frank called him Count Poncakoff. Ziggy wore a flying jacket, and Neville thought now that he probably had been a hero, one of those pilots badly treated after the war. But that was no excuse for seducing a young girl. As a father and grandfather Neville cursed him and all his kind, who prey on the lovely and susceptible romantic girls who long for something beyond their sphere. But, whatever she’d done, Uncle Frank and Aunty Ivy should have taken better care of Beryl. After all, she was their jewel.


Beryl and Neville had grown up with a vague awareness of their distant aunt Florence Graham, one of whose journals, for the years 1863–1867, had somehow survived in a box of their grandparents’ books. Florence had been a teacher at a private academy for young ladies on Beulah Hill. At the age of twenty-six, when she had decided that it was unlikely that she would marry, she received a legacy from the grandparents of a pupil she had befriended, a girl who had died from tuberculosis at the age of fifteen. Florence used her inheritance to establish a free school for sickly children, which she named The Garden School. She bought a house with an adjoining plot of land where the school was constructed to her own design; a single-storey brick building consisting of a narrow hall with pegs for the children to hang their things on, one airy classroom with large windows, informally arranged tables and chairs, a stove and a piano, a kitchen, and a cloakroom with little pedestal lavatories and washbasins. Whenever it was possible, lessons took place out of doors, for Florence’s pupils were frail etiolated seedlings that needed to be carried into the light if they were to thrive. As Beryl remarked to Neville, it is quite possible that there are people living now, maybe distinguished people or just those whose lives have been enriched, descendants of the original scholars, who owe their love of nature, their education, their very existence to Florence Graham’s Garden School.


‘I wonder what became of The Garden School?’ Neville had said. ‘Florence’s house, the school building, the garden itself. Do you think there’s a chance it belongs to us?’


‘All long gone, I guess. Even if it isn’t, I don’t suppose we’d have any claim. Nobody in the family ever said anything about it, did they?’


‘We should find out.’


‘You mean I should.’


Over the years since the school’s closure, generations of children had made it their secret camp, a forgotten building whose roof was held on by ramblers, where ancient ivy cracked the white pedestals and basins where wrens nested. If you had pushed through the briars or tunnelled your way in, you might have sensed that it was once a happy place, where people were good, because the best was brought out of them. By the time Neville and Beryl were growing up, all that remained was a bomb crater filled with willowherb and buddleia, where children seeking treasure among the rubble might find a shard or two of porcelain, the leg of a small chair or a blackened brass coat peg clinging to a piece of rotten wood with a persistent streak of bird’s-egg blue paint. At the beginning of the twenty-first century the garden was so overgrown that nobody, kids, lovers, criminals, attempted to explore it or use it for their hidden purposes. There had been some talk among conservationists of making the land into a little wildlife reserve but its potential as real estate had proved too tempting for the council, and a Big Yellow self-storage depot was in process of construction on the site of the school.


Beryl had come across several references in Florence Graham’s journal to Archie Erskine and she suspected that there had been a romance between them but her research had not yet taken her that far. Like many families, the Grahams, from Scottish farming stock, had had their social ups and downs. Archie, a navvie born in Greenock, was not the obvious soulmate of a Victorian schoolmarm, but from what Beryl knew of her, such distinctions would not have bothered Florence. When they met, Florence would not have known anything of Norwood New Town, except that it had been built to house the artisans and navvies who built the Crystal Palace. It was walled to separate them from the respectable populace nearby, and its gates patrolled by police to keep the drunks inside. At that time, although there were many public houses in the vicinity, there were also grand and beautiful houses whose residents must be protected from the rough influx of workers. Archie seemed to have been a cultivated, or at least a musical man, because there was more than one mention in Florence’s diary of him accompanying the Garden School children’s singing on the flute and the piano. Beryl imagined Archie as a gentle giant, an autodidact and radical who read widely, and studied in the evenings at Working Men’s Institutes. Neville’s interest in Archie Erskine sprang from the information that he had worked on the experimental Atmospheric Railway which ran for just a few months, in 1864–1865, between the Sydenham and Penge entrances of the Crystal Palace Gardens.


The Atmospheric Railway. Its name had enchanted Neville since first he heard it as a schoolboy. At once he’d seen a silver superstructure – the Atmospheric Railway arching across the sky on a series of viaducts supported by immensely tall pylon-like legs – and high, high up, a silver train streaming its own vapour through the clouds. What disillusion to discover that the train had actually been driven along the ground by the atmospheric pressure from earthbound pumping stations.


It was rather like the constructions he envisaged building with his Meccano; they never lived up to his imagination either. Neville and Beryl, and Faith too, had grown up at a time when children, except the poorest, were expected to have hobbies. Beryl had dozens of them, all faultlessly executed, from pompom golliwogs, French knitting, felt brooches, pokerwork, matchboxes, cheese labels and beyond; she collected film stars’ autographs and had penfriends galore, and she had conducted a correspondence with Big Chief I-Spy himself, the author of the I-Spy books. She had badges up both sleeves of her Girl Guide uniform. Neville would not admit it, but she was actually better with fretwork, balsawood and Airfix kits than he was.


After leaving school without much idea of what he wanted to do, rather than pursue some more glamorous aspect of engineering, Neville took an apprenticeship in the firm where his father worked, a company which made central heating boilers and radiators. Neville, looking back, saw the sixties as a party to which he hadn’t been invited. But he’d been happy. He progressed from the shop floor to the drawing office, met Faith in the National Gallery, fell in love at first sight, and pursued and married her. Meanwhile, Beryl’s life had become a mystery, and Neville prospered, invested wisely, and was now enjoying his comfortable retirement as a grandfather, stalwart of a reading group and leading member of the Music Society, which was preparing to celebrate Elgar’s 150th birthday.


Over the years, in a desultory hobby-ish way, Neville had done a bit of research into some of the other experimental atmospheric or pneumatic railways of the nineteenth century. The idea of travel by atmospheric pressure had caught the public imagination, and the trains were commended for their ability to climb steep gradients, the fact that they did not emit sparks which set fire to the railway banks, and did not frighten cattle and sheep into stampeding. He had read about the Dalkey and Kingston Railway, and Brunel’s South Devon Railway, which cynics referred to as his ‘Atmospheric Caper’. That was the most extensive of the atmospheric railways built, but only part of the fifty-two-mile section between Exeter and Plymouth was completed before Brunel, or the directors of the South Devon Railway, had to admit defeat. The railway proved devastatingly expensive and ran only between September 1847 and September 1848. There were frequent breakdowns, when third-class passengers had to disembark and push, but the chief problem again was the leather sealing valve, which deteriorated, and was eaten by rats. Constant replacement would have proved too costly.


Neville realised that he was just a dilettante and that there existed a cyber-community of troglodytes who were experts in the lost tunnels and rivers of England, subterranean trolls and elves inhabiting the ghostly pumping stations and engine houses of south London. Once there had been a railway flyover at South Norwood which carried the atmospheric line over the steam line to Brighton, and William Cubitt, engineer of the London and Croydon Railway, was such an advocate of the atmospheric principle that a railway was installed on a special experimental track from Forest Hill to West Croydon. How these names caught Neville’s heart; with hindsight and increasing age, they were almost his Hornby and his Barlow long ago. Pumping stations were built at Forest Hill, Norwood and West Croydon. These were constructed with aesthetic consideration for the great houses nearby, in an ecclesiastical Early English or Gothic style, with their tall chimneys which carried away the smoke and exhausted air soaring like grandiose bell towers. The engineers referred to these towers as ‘stalks’. The Forest Hill stalk, whose architect was W. H. Breakspear, stood 120 feet high. It was documented that on this line too there were unfortunate occasions when the male passengers were invited to alight from the train and help push it. On several occasions the train then went on its way, leaving the passengers behind.


Neville’s train was not crowded but he was aware that there were several people in the carriage, probably going home like him, a few students with backpacks returning to Southampton University. He closed his eyes and let segments of the weekend replay themselves in his mind. The angels and obelisks of West Norwood Cemetery, crunching over frosty grass and leaves, snowdrops, celandines. That dead fox at West Norwood Station, when he was saying goodbye to Beryl. He became aware, with increasing irritation, of a toddler running, shrieking with laughter, up and down the aisle between the seats.


Neville, who indulged his own grandchildren, was determined not to make eye contact with this disruptive infant, but did notice that he was dressed in a rainbow-striped jumper and jeans and baby Timberland boots, and braids bobbed on his head as he ran past. The kid was under the misapprehension that the train was a playground provided for his amusement, and seemed to expect the applause of an admiring audience. Neville marvelled dully at such energy and high spirits so late in the day, and wondered if they were natural or induced by too much sugar, fizzy drinks and crisps.


Beryl and Neville had wandered through West Norwood Cemetery where, without a plan of the burial plots, they searched the wilder slopes, looking in vain among broken masonry for the graves of Florence Graham and Archie Erskine. By the time they walked the short distance to the station, from where they would go their separate ways, it was getting dark, and the station lights sparkled on some mineral component of the grey stone steps. They were waiting for Neville’s train when Beryl suddenly gasped and grabbed his arm. Stretched out beside the rails, just under the lip of the opposite platform, was a dead fox. From where they stood it looked perfect, bright russet, white, grey and black in the dusk, without any sign of injury, but indisputably dead. None of the handful of people on either platform gave any sign of noticing it.


‘We should tell somebody,’ said Beryl. ‘They can’t just leave it there.’


But of course there was nobody to tell. The booking office was closed and there were no railway personnel on the station. Neville was secretly relieved, imagining the short shrift they would have incurred. He looked away from the beast in its red prime lying among the litter on the dirty stones and said, ‘Did you know that Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, composer of Hiawatha, collapsed on West Croydon Station?’


‘I don’t blame him.’


‘He died soon after, of pneumonia. In 1912.’


She shivered, pulling together the tawny faux-fur lapels of her coat, reminding Neville of photographs in the albums which they had been looking at, of their grandmothers and great aunts with dead foxes clasping their paws round their necks and birds’ wings on their hats. Urban foxes all. Beryl had an old camera slung round her neck, although she hadn’t taken any pictures, and was wearing a gingery hat pulled over her ears. Neville thought it was probably very chic, and the word ‘cloche’ came, inaccurately, to him.


‘Did you know that Fitzroy, the one who replaced Finisterre on the Shipping Forecast, took his own life in his house on Church Road? We probably passed him in the cemetery,’ she said. ‘Here comes your train.’


She pulled him towards her in a hug, pushing the camera into his chest and knocking her hat askew.


‘You take care,’ he said, straightening her hat and stepping back.


‘Look at you,’ said Beryl, giving him a little push towards the train. ‘Standing there like Rupert Bear in your checked scarf and little boots! Off home to Nutwood with you.’


The little boy was still rampaging, unchecked by whichever adult accompanied him. Neville could not see who it might be. He opened the book Beryl had lent him, The Phoenix Suburb: A South London Social History, by Alan Warwick. It was a second edition, published ten years after the original 1972 work, with an added final chapter by John Yaxley, Chairman of the Norwood Society. Neville flicked through the photographs, unable to concentrate on the text. What a wonderful, heartbreaking in view of the area’s decline, portrait of Crystal Palace and its environs in its heyday. He recalled Faith’s disparaging reference to Beryl’s heyday, and erased it. But ‘heyday’ didn’t come close to describing the beauty and inventiveness of those glory days of the nineteenth century, the great houses, woods, hills and meadows full of flowers and butterflies, the springs and wells, rivers, fountains and canals, all gone, and the people taking to the skies in enormous, fragile air balloons and aeroplanes; intricate, inflammable structures of wood, silk, paper and glue, soaring, drifting, banking over fields of lavender. And crowning it all a palace of crystal which changed colour with the sky, blazing red in the sunset as if rehearsing its final conflagration.


How we have degenerated, he thought. So many people now don’t know how to make or mend anything, can’t cook, can’t read and write, can’t look after their children. Both pride and shame have disappeared. When Neville looked up from his book he could see a man two seats up on the opposite side, on one of the four seats facing a table, a middle-aged man in biker’s leathers with a shaven head and a forked grey beard. He watched him rip open a can of lager and drink, then put the beer on the table and open a newspaper. At which point, the kid who had been cruising the aisle approached, climbed onto the seat beside him, picked up the can and put it to his mouth.


‘Hey!’ Forkbeard suddenly noticed his new companion, and took the lager from him quite gently, but his whole head flushed scarlet, as if he was embarrassed at being mugged by such a tiny assailant. Neville laughed, and was ready to exchange a grin, but Forkbeard hid behind his paper. Soon Neville’s amusement at the fearless innocent turned to dislike again as the child kept running, squealing, between the doors at either end of the compartment. Couldn’t whoever was in charge exert some control, teach the kid some consideration for others? Of course not. Nobody had any respect for anybody else’s space these days. As the smell of a noisomely digesting burger drifted towards him, he wrapped his scarf round his mouth and nose, inhaling the last traces of Beryl’s scent. This happened every time he was on a train nowadays. Had nobody any self-control any more? Thumpety thump, here came those little boots again. And he could see a student’s great plates of meat, in filthy trainers, on a seat. This lout had annoyed him earlier by going into the loo just as the train drew into Woking. He had that smell of unchanged polyester sheets. Neville felt his blood pressure rise at the thought of this generation stalking the earth, who know nothing, who don’t know that you don’t use the toilet while the train is standing at the station. Neville almost stuck out his foot to trip up the little boy as he came running past.


Beryl had told him that there was a reference in Florence’s diary to an excursion with her pupils on the Atmospheric Railway. It cost sixpence a ride and she must have paid from her own pocket, Beryl said. Neville had not read it yet but was looking forward to Beryl’s photocopied version. The railway, propelled by a steam engine coupled to a fan 22 feet in diameter, ran through a tunnel 600 yards in length and 10 feet in diameter. The tunnel gradient was I in 15 inches, with a sharp curve. He closed his eyes and pictured Florence, graceful in white muslin, shepherding her little flock through the sliding doors into the coach. It must have been a magical day for those children, dressed in their Sunday best, the girls in starched aprons, the jostling boys with polished boots. Or were they ragged and barefoot? He could remember kids at his primary school with holes in the seats of their trousers, no underpants, and the toes cut out of their plimsolls when they outgrew them, the ones in the Free Dinners queue. Nobody wanted to sit next to them on the Sunday School Treat, the annual visit to the seaside. There were thirty-five seats in the Atmospheric Railway’s coach; perhaps respectable ladies had drawn their skirts away from Florence’s school party, a top-hatted gentleman sniffed, and plump well-dressed children stared and sniggered.


No, it hadn’t been like that, Neville decided. All the passengers must have shared the excitement, united in a democracy of novelty as they travelled into the scientific future. The children clung together as the coach took the curve, and when they emerged from the tunnel, the smiling top-hatted gentleman gave Florence half a crown to buy ice creams. Or perhaps Archie Erskine had accompanied them, explaining the mysteries of the ride. Neville saw him swing a pale, tubercular child onto his shoulders with one great hand, while pushing the invalid carriage of a boy too frail to walk with the other. And then Florence and Archie took the children to see the dinosaurs.


Neville remembered racing to the lakes of Crystal Palace Park with Beryl and their friends, the moment when suddenly the antlers of a giant elk loomed through the branches of the trees, and then a massive iguanadon hulked in the thickets, and the necks of marine reptiles reared out of the lagoons. They had returned to the park this afternoon, with its sad remains of balustered promenades and crumbling sphinxes, for a brief visit to the museum, housed in the old engineering school where John Logie Baird had established his television company. Of the Atmospheric Railway they could find no trace, although Neville had read that remnants of the tunnel had been unearthed in 1992.


Down the aisle the child, exhausted now, whimpered loudly, grizzled and began to yell. Why didn’t somebody soothe him into sleep, or give him a drink, some sweets, a comic, crayons, anything? Neville had seen stone-faced mothers on buses, staring into space as if they had no connection with a hysterical child who was driving everybody else mad. This child’s distress brought back to Neville the feeling of holding one of his own children when she was demented by tiredness, trying to contain the writhing body thrashing about in his arms, and her hard head splitting his lip. Surely this one must cry himself out soon. But the screams went on, the little boy would not be consoled or placated; his throat must be raw. There was something in the timbre of his voice which impacted on Neville’s nervous system like an electric saw. Each relentless ‘aah aaah waaah’ drilled through his chest, giving him actual physical pain. There was darkness outside and bright lights within and this terrible noise was forcing him into a corner. Forkbeard had lain his head on the table, with his arms clasped round it. Neville felt like crying. He thought about Faith, who was programmed to burst into tears whenever she heard a baby’s first cry, in however schlocky a film or TV play it might occur.


‘Shut up, shut up, can’t you make it shut up?’ Neville shouted silently.


He knew he should move seats, further up the train, but sat there, holding his breath in the vacuum between two screams, waiting for the next one. Every time the kid drew breath, Neville pictured his lungs, painfully pink and distended. Neville sat on, hating himself for feeling murderous towards that little body, to the scream personified that the kid had become. So much for Archie Erskine tenderly hoisting an ephemeral child onto his shoulders.


The train drew in to Eastleigh Station where it was to divide, and Neville realised that a blissful silence had fallen as the guard repeated his announcement that passengers for stations to Poole should be in the front five carriages. Forkbeard got out. When the train started again, Neville stood up to check if the child had left and saw him, all cried out, on a woman’s lap. There was a man sitting next to her, presumably the dad, reading a newspaper.


Breathing a deep sigh of relief, Neville opened his book again and started to leaf through the photographs. He looked up with a stab of alarm as a big man in a bulky padded jacket rushed past, causing a wind that ruffled the pages. Then he realised that the train had stopped, and he became aware of a commotion further down the carriage. The train started going backwards. An announcement came over the intercom: ‘This is your driver informing you that due to an operational incident, we will be returning to Eastleigh Station.’


Well, that’s just typical of a Sunday night on South West Trains, thought Neville. He looked at his watch. About now, Faith would be plugging herself into her valiant little Honda Civic and setting off through the forest to the station car park. He was about to ring her to say that he’d been delayed, and vent his fury at this hideous journey on her, when he saw the man in the padded coat, with a fluorescent strip across the shoulders, returning down the aisle.


‘Excuse me, can you tell me what’s going on?’


‘The train pulled out of Eastleigh, leaving the guard behind on the platform. I saw the rear doors were open and I managed to alert the driver and secure the doors. I’m an off-duty guard from up north,’ he explained, towering over the seated Neville.


Neville stared at his mild, kindly face, topped with curly brown hair.


‘An operational incident? Sheer bloody incompetence! How long’s this going to take? My wife will be waiting for me.’


‘Dunno, mate. I’m just a passenger like you.’


When, after a long, slow reverse, the train arrived back at Eastleigh, Neville saw the off-duty guard talking to a couple of uniformed figures on the platform. No doubt incident sheets and forms would have to be filled in in triplicate. A woman took advantage of the stop to alight and have a cigarette. Suddenly he was back in the restaurant with Beryl. He’d taken a cigarette from her initialled gold cigarette case – not her initials, those of some man, he supposed, or even that woman who had left a lipstick in the pocket of the bathrobe. As Beryl lit it for him, she said, ‘Careful with that. I don’t know if I can trust you with cigarettes.’ The waiter had brought the bill and the significance of her seemingly jocular remark passed him by. Now it hit him. For all these years, Beryl had thought he was responsible for the fire which had destroyed her father’s shop. She had been at her friend Susan’s house that night.


Neville could not begin to explore the implications, because only then did it strike him that if the child had not cried himself to sleep, if he had still been charging up and down, he would have run, laughing, straight out of the open doors into a black void, and his little boots would have gone on running a few steps on nothingness, before he fell through darkness onto the track.


The train was inching forwards again. He sat frozen in shame. It was almost as if he had willed the child to disappear. As if the collective hostility and indifference of the adult passengers had conspired to punish him. But it didn’t happen. It didn’t happen, he told himself.


The child was still sleeping and, out of the past and into the quietness, there came to Neville the memory of another desolate noise. It was the sound of a woman howling and howling. Neville, Faith and the children were on a plane, coming back from a holiday. It was the day after the roll-on-roll-off car ferry the Herald of Free Enterprise sank off Zeebrugge, on the 6th of March, 1987. Nearly two hundred people drowned. Because somebody forgot to secure the bow doors on the car deck. Neville saw the off-duty guard getting ready to leave the train at Southampton Airport Parkway Station. If it were not too fanciful, he might think that this burly bloke was not merely a guard, but the little boy’s guardian angel.


Neville stood up. He realised that it might not have been only the child who was in danger, but anybody aboard the train. He, Neville, had not seen that the doors were open. He had been surly and petulant, and now he must acknowledge what the guard had done.


‘Well done, mate. Good thing you were there. Thanks.’


The guard laughed. ‘I can’t wait to tell them about this back home,’ he said cheerfully.


Faith was waiting in the car park.


‘“Well, I declare, it is the pettichap!” At last,’ she said, as he got into the car. ‘How’s Beryl? And the Atmospheric Railway?’ she asked, and as she spoke, Neville remembered the little white card with which he’d been playing at Beryl’s kitchen table. It had on it the name of a Spiritualist church. Who would Beryl be trying to contact? How bleak to have left her standing on West Norwood Station.


‘Fine. You? How was your weekend?’


‘Oh, fine,’ she said eventually, braking behind two ponies which were ambling along in the middle of the road.




Nanny


London was beige, taupe, grey and dirty white, the river the colour of the cappuccino he bought at the station, when the writer and critic Campbell Forsythe left the city, in a first-class compartment of a train heading eastward. He was on his way to give a talk to a literary society in the country town of Ditcham. Campbell took off his wide-brimmed leather hat, shaking loose the shoulder-length grey hair which matched his silky beard, removed his fur-collared trenchcoat and stretched out his legs, in snakeskin boots and jeans, leaning back in his seat to enjoy a hot meat pasty with his newspaper. As he read, gravy spurted onto the obituary of a former colleague. He rubbed it and licked his finger while combing the text with his eyes in a practised technique for any reference to himself. Nothing. The old fool’s egocentricity persisted beyond the grave. Campbell turned to the crossword, slapping the paper into shape.


Professor Campbell Forsythe had no need to study the text of his lecture, Metamorphosis and Metafiction. He had delivered it many times, at home and abroad, from Palookaville to Hotzeplotz, and now Ditcham, dull as ditchwater. This gig was a piece of cake. The group’s president, one Sidney Black, presuming on a slight acquaintance, had invited Campbell, who had retaliated by demanding a higher fee than the society usually paid. The lecture would be followed by an early dinner at some local hostelry, in time to catch a train back to town. Normally, Campbell would have turned down the meal but today he was glad of an excuse to stay out as things were not too good on the home front. It might have been assumed that the domestic arrangements of a man of Campbell’s years would have involved a wife rather than a partner of six months’ standing, but the truth was that he had had three wives and was actually still married to a fourth. So far as he knew, he had seven children and several grandchildren.


London had been dreary, but as soon as Campbell emerged from Ditcham Station and stood on the forecourt looking for the taxi rank he felt a bit of excitement in the sky, speeding clouds and a warm damp wind flirting with his hair and beard, a frisson in the leaves as if the trees were a welcoming party, a line of frou-frou majorettes shaking green and yellow pompoms to greet him. It was a short drive to the venue, which stood at the centre of a municipal park, and Campbell noticed that neither nature nor human beings knew what season it was. A bird flew past with a beakful of twigs, some trees were shedding scarlet and gold leaves while others were green or in blossom, roses consorted with michaelmas daisies, and the tips of spring bulbs pecked through the mould where the autumn crocuses were dancing like girls, girls, girls in purple dresses. Some of the flesh-and-blood girls he passed were wearing sleeveless tops and shorts, others had gone into boots and jumpers, and the rest had opted for a mixture of both styles. Campbell had an odd sensation, as if he were entering the hall carrying a bunch of regrets like anemones.


Metamorphosis and Metafiction ran true to form; polite applause was followed by a period of question time, where his anecdotes about literary celebrities neither he nor the audience had met united everybody cosily. The light above the lectern where he stood glared onto his reading glasses, but as he spoke he raked the hall for talent, somebody attractive whom he would invite along to combat the dullness of dinner, using the expertise with which he had combed the obituary for his own name. Again as he had expected, he was addressing an assortment of cauliflowers, whiskery mangel-wurzels and hard-boiled eggs; in short, his contemporaries.


His eye found a bespectacled woman on the end of the front row, crossing one leg over the other so that it projected into the aisle. The folds of her skirt fell back, revealing her shin. Campbell blinked, he faltered, and broke off in mid-sentence. The last time he had seen a leg like that was in Borough Market where, disembodied, it pointed up from the centre of a display of charcuterie and cheeses. The leg was slender and elegant and covered in dense hair, and it terminated in a polished cloven hoof.


‘I . . . I . . . I . . .’ he stuttered, ‘I’m sorry, I’ve lost my thread. Could you repeat the question please? Have I ever met a were-wolf in real life? Not to my knowledge, no.’


The woman in the front row shifted in her seat and her skirt fell back again, so that all he could see was what could only be the pointed toe of a boot.


‘We have time for just one more question,’ said Sidney. ‘You, sir, in the beige windcheater.’


‘Would you contend, Professor Forsythe, in view of recent scientific developments, such as GM crops and the cloning of animals and cross-species embryonic experimentation, that truth is still stranger than fiction, or, in this instance, metafiction?’ The speaker sat down, looking pleased with himself.


‘Ah, but what is truth?’ parried Campbell, bringing the proceedings to a close.


Volunteers were setting out coffee cups and glasses, and not a moment too soon the wine was opened. An egghead was offering a silver foil tray of warm cocktail sausages and Campbell grabbed a handful, cramming them into his mouth, so that grease ran into his beard, as he signed a copy of one of his books with the hand which held his glass. ‘I can see that you’re well-practised at this signing lark,’ said the book’s owner. ‘I was so lucky to pick it up in the PDSA shop this morning. Quite a coincidence, really. Makes you think.’


Somebody else had brought along her copy of The Golden Bough for Campbell to sign. He left a grease stain on its flyleaf.


‘Hello, Campbell. Have a napkin.’


The woman from the front row was holding out a bunch of paper napkins. Campbell wiped his chin, trying to get a look at her legs, but short of lying on the floor, there was nothing he could do.


‘Do you two know each other?’ asked Sidney.


‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ Campbell was replying as the woman said, ‘It’s Nancy.’


‘Nancy? The name rings a bell, but I’m sorry . . .’


‘A bell on a child’s tricycle?’ she suggested. ‘Church bells pealing for a wedding, perhaps?’


‘Nancy’s one of our poets,’ explained Sidney.


‘You used to call me Nancy with the Laughing Face,’ she prompted Campbell.


‘Oh, surely not . . .’


Campbell stared. She had a long face, her teeth were not good, and her grizzled hair was caught back in a clasp and fanned onto the collar of her grey coat. He could not read the expression in her eyes because they were shaded by the tinted lenses of her rectangular-framed spectacles.


‘Or nanny with the laughing face . . .’


Then it came to him. The woman had been a nanny to some of his children, but from which family, he couldn’t remember. They’d had to get rid of her. He thought he recalled a tedious aspiration to poetry.


‘Nancy!’ he exclaimed, switching on a smile. ‘What brings you to Ditcham?’


‘Oh, I’ve lived here in poverty and obscurity for some years.’


Presumably she had not been so hirsute in the past. Hadn’t she been all milk and roses then? He tasted vanilla and heard, through the high windows of a nursery, the chimes of an ice-cream van in a summer street, on an afternoon when he had found himself alone in the house with Nancy.


‘We should be making a move if we’re going to eat,’ said Sidney. ‘I’ll just round up a few folk – I’m afraid it’ll be a bit of a crush in the car but . . .’


‘Oh, I’ll take Campbell in mine,’ said Nancy. ‘The Capricorn Bistro in the Shambles. We’ll see you there.’


‘Well, actually, I rather think I ought to get straight back after all. It’s getting late and . . .’


But almost without knowing what was happening, Campbell found himself outside, in his hat and coat, Nancy leading him firmly by the arm through the moonlit park.


‘I’m in a side street, it’s not far,’ she told him.


After walking for some ten minutes in her grasp, Campbell complained, ‘Just where is your car? Have you forgotten where you parked it?’


‘It’s really quicker to walk. Through this gate now.’


‘But this looks like some sort of track. We seem to be getting farther and farther from the town. My boots are getting ruined.’


‘Trust me,’ said Nancy, dragging him along.


‘No, this is getting ridiculous. We’re in a field. Let go of me!’


‘Let go of you? Like you let go of me?’


‘What do you mean? You’re insane.’


‘You sacrificed me to save your marriage to Jill, then a year later you left her for somebody else. You broke your children’s hearts as well as mine when you threw me out.’


Her grip was cold and hard; he couldn’t shake her off. ‘But Nancy,’ he bleated, ‘it was so long ago. We were so young – just a couple of crazy kids!’


‘I was,’ she said. ‘And when I published my book of verse, you trashed it in Poetry Now. I was ruined, and you come here in your fur and cashmere and snakeskin and tell me your boots are ruined!’


They struggled, and Nancy’s glasses were knocked to the ground. In the moonlight, he saw with terror that the pupils of her yellow eyes were rectangular, as she clamped a hoof either side of his head. ‘Nancy, who are you? What have you done to yourself? No, no, please, Nancy!’ he cried, as her rough cheek grazed his and her mouth approached. Then she lifted her upper lip and sank long yellow teeth into his lower lip. Campbell howled as she sprang back, bunched up all four of her legs, leaped sideways onto a hillock, and was gone, leaving a baaa-ing laugh trailing across the night sky.


Campbell tried to stumble back the way they had come, holding his handkerchief to his throbbing lip, but the moon had disappeared behind clouds. At the same moment he realised that not only was he utterly lost but that he had lost his hat, his mobile, his wallet and his lecture. He was aware that the rankness in his nostrils was coming from his own mouth, and that Nancy’s breath had smelled of sweet milk and roses. On he went, tripping and falling over tussocks and thistles, towards a block of buildings on the flat horizon. He thought it must be some structure housing immigrant agro-business workers. Surely somebody there would be able to help him.


Was that sound the throbbing of a generator, or the blessed hum of the motorway? Skirting an encampment of pigs in corrugatediron Anderson shelters, for he was very afraid of pigs, he approached the buildings. He could hear music. Somebody was having a party inside. There were no windows but a beam of light blazed through a crack in one wall, and he choked on the vilest stench he had ever encountered, from heaps of chicken manure mixed with burned feathers and rotting carcases.


Campbell ran, as a chained dog gave voice, and ran until he sank onto a bale of straw, and huddled there, a dank billy goat at the end of his tether. Nancy, he sobbed, but it came out as a desolate whimper of ‘Nanny’. He wanted his old nanny now. He needed Nanny Gomershall to soothe him, ‘There, there, little one, go back to sleep, you’ve just been having a bad dream.’ Chekhov was right, Campbell thought through his tears, Chekhov understood that however eminent a man might be, however towering his intellect, at the end of the day, the only person who would do was his old nurse.




Radio Gannet


There were two sisters, Norma and Dolly, christened Dorothy, who lived in a seaside town. Norma and her husband, Eric, resided in a large detached house in Cliftonville Crescent, while Dolly’s caravan was berthed at the Ocean View Mobile Home Park, on the wrong side of the tracks of the miniature steam railway. Norma and Dolly’s elder brother, Walter, was the curator of the small Sponge Museum founded by their grandfather.


Eastcliff-on-Sea was a town divided. The prizewinning municipal gardens overlooked Sandy Bay where all the beach huts had been bought up by Londoners wanting traditional bucket-and-spade holidays, and as their offspring watched the Punch and Judy show while eating their organic ice cream, or played a sedate game of crazy golf, they could see the lights of the funfair winking across the tracks, and hear the shouts of less privileged children on the rides and smell their burgers, doughnuts and candyfloss drifting on the breeze from the ramshackle plaza that was Ocean View.


Norma had five children and fourteen grandchildren, thus ensuring that she had somebody to worry about at any given moment. One particularly hot summer night, she lay awake fretting at the news that a giant asteroid was on course to hit the earth sometime in the future. She groped for her bedside radio and switched it on low so as not to disturb Eric. Her finger slipped on the dial and out of the radio came the squawk of a gull, followed by a voice singing ‘All you hear is Radio Gannet, Radio gaga, Radio Gannet. Greetings, all you night owls, this is Radio Gannet taking you through the wee small hours with Joanne and The Streamliners and their ever-lovin’ “Frankfurter Sandwiches”.’


At the female DJ’s voice, Norma sat bolt upright, hyperventilating. Over the music came the spluttering of fat in a pan, and a muffled expletive. It was the indisputable sound of her sister Dolly having a fry-up. ‘Whatever happened to the good old British banger?’ grumbled Dolly. ‘Answers on a postcard, please.’


Norma sat transfixed, picturing Dolly at the Baby Belling with her tail of grey-blonde hair hanging over her dressing gown, slipshod in downtrodden espadrilles, in that terrible caravan with its tangle of dead plants in rotting macramé potholders, Peruvian dream-catchers, etiolated things growing out of old margarine tubs, the encrusted saucers left out for hedgehogs by the door, the plastic gnomes bleached white by time. The budgie. The cat. The slugs.


She hadn’t seen her sister since their father’s funeral, when Dolly had grabbed the microphone from the vicar and launched into ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’. Dolly was dressed in frayed denim, cowgirl boots and a kiss-me-quick cowgirl hat.


In the morning Norma dismissed the radio programme as a bad dream. She was taking a brace of grandchildren to buy their new school shoes for the autumn term. It was one of those days when people tell each other that ‘it’s not the heat, it’s the humidity’. In the shoeshop they were served by an apathetic girl with a film of sweat on her upper lip who showed little enthusiasm for measuring the children’s feet, gazing ahead as if watching a procession of Odor-Eaters marching into eternity. Music played in the background; a common family was creating havoc with the Barbie and Star Wars trainers. Norma looked fondly at her grandchildren. Their legs were the colour of downy, sun-kissed apricots in the sensible shoes she was insisting on. Suddenly, there it was again, the squawking gull, that idiotic jingle.


‘This is Radio Gannet coming to you on – some kilohertz or other, I can never remember. Kilohertz – what’s that in old money, anyway? I blame the boffins in Brussels, myself. This one’s specially for you, all you metric martyrs out there: “Pennies from Heaven” – hang on, a road traffic report’s just coming in. It’s Mr Wilf Arnold ringing from the call box on the corner of Martello Street where a wheelie bin has overturned, shedding its load . . .’


As soon as she had paid for the shoes Norma hurried the children round to the Sponge Museum to consult her brother. Walter’s nose had grown porous with the passing years; it was an occupational hazard.


‘Great Uncle Walter, have you ever thought of making the museum a bit more interactive? You need a hands-on approach if you’re going to compete in the modern world,’ said Matilda.


‘Yeah, like Sea World. With octopuses and killer whales and sharks. Everything in here’s dead,’ agreed Sam.


‘There’s far too much of this touchy-feely nonsense nowadays in my opinion,’ said Walter. Norma nodded agreement, imagining herself in the wet embrace of an octopus.


‘Go and improve your minds,’ Walter told them. ‘And if you behave yourselves, you can choose a souvenir from the shop. How about a nice packet of Grow-Your-Own Loofah seeds?’


When they had slouched away, sniggering, Norma told Walter what she’d heard, recounting how Dolly had signed off, saying, ‘Keep those calls and e-mails coming, and as always, my thanks to Mr Tibbs, my producer.’


‘Mr Tibbs? Isn’t that her cat?’ said Walter.


‘Exactly. She’s totally bonkers – remember the spectacle she made of herself at the funeral? I wouldn’t have said that Daddy was the wind beneath Dolly’s wings, would you, Walter?’


He considered. ‘Well, he did sponsor her for that bungee jump off the pier, and he made her that fairy dress with glittery wings for her birthday.’


‘It was my birthday,’ said Norma.


‘Yes, I’m afraid our father always indulged Dolly,’ admitted Walter.


‘Well, look where it’s got him. I hardly think even Daddy would approve of her latest venture. We can only trust that nobody we know will tune into Radio Gannet.’


Walter’s Rotarian connections and Norma’s aspiration to serve as Eastcliff’s Lady Mayoress hung unspoken between them.


‘Radio Gannet, eh? How appropriate.’


Walter remembered a plump little fairy flitting about the table at a children’s party, touching cakes and jellies with the silver star at the tip of her magic wand. Norma thought about her sister’s three helpings of tiramisu at her youngest son’s wedding. She’d turned that into a karaoke too. Then the sound that she and Walter had been half-listening out for, that of a display cabinet toppling, recalled them to the present.


‘Where is this so-called radio station to be found?’ asked Walter.


‘Oh, at the wrong end of the dial. Where you get all those foreign and religious programmes.’


‘But is she legal? I mean, do you think she’s got a licence to broadcast? It could well be that our dear sister is a pirate, in which case something can be done to put a stop to her little game. Leave Dolly Daydream to me, Norma.’


It was time for a weather check at Radio Gannet. ‘Let’s see what Joey the weather girl has in store for us this afternoon. Over to you at the Weather Centre, Joey.’


The Weather Centre was the budgerigar’s cage which hung in the open doorway with strips of seaweed trailing from its bars. Dry seaweed denoted a fine spell, while when it turned plump and moist, rain was in the offing.


‘Pretty boy, pretty boy,’ said Joey.


‘Pretty dry – good news for all you holidaymakers, then. Uh oh,’ Dolly stretched out to touch a ribbon of kelp and found it dripping. The caravan park was shrouded in grey drizzle. ‘Joey says better pop the brolly in the old beach bag, just in case.’


Joey was popular with the listeners. A recent beak problem had brought sackloads of cuttle-fish and millet from well-wishers, many of them students. ‘I’m only sending this ironically,’ one of them had written. Dolly was flattered; she knew that students do everything ironically nowadays; watch kids’ TV, eat Pot Noodles; they even iron their jeans ironically. She placed her 78 of ‘Any Umbrellas’ on the turntable, put her feet up and reached for the biscuit barrel.


Dolly was truly happy, having found her niche at last in public service broadcasting. Her Send a Pet to Lourdes campaign was coming along nicely and the coffers were swelling with milkbottle tops and unused Green Shield stamps; the jigsaw swapshop was up and running, and the day care centre had asked her to put out an announcement that they had exceeded their quota of multicoloured blankets. That Unravel Your Unwanted Woolies and Make Something Useful wheeze had been a triumph; the charity shops were full of its results. But fame, Dolly knew, came with a price. Like every celebrity, she had attracted a stalker. Hers had staring yellow eyes and a maniacal laugh. He tracked her through the plaza on pink webbed feet, he snatched ice lollies from her hand in the street, and chips from her polystyrene tray, tossing them aside if she hadn’t put on enough vinegar. He brought a whole new meaning to ‘take-away’ food.


Radio Gannet went off the airwaves altogether when Dolly had to go down the shops; at other times listeners heard only the gentle snoring of the presenter and her producer Mr Tibbs.


‘Coming up – six things to do on a rainy day in Eastcliff, but now it’s paper and pencils at the ready, for Dolly’s Dish of the Day. And it’s a scrummy Jammie Dodger coffee cheesecake recipe sent in by Mrs Elsie Majors of Spindrift, Ocean View Plaza. For this, you’ll need four tablespoons of Camp Coffee, a large tin of condensed milk, a handful of peanuts for the garnish, and a packet of Jammie Dodgers, crushed. And here’s a Dolly Tip for crushing the biscuits: place them in a plastic bag, tie securely, and bash them with a rolling pin. If you haven’t got a plastic bag handy, the foot cut off an old pair of tights will do just as well . . .


‘Thanking you kindly, Elsie,’ she concluded. ‘Your pipkin of Radio Gannet hedgerow jam is winging its way to you even as we speak.’


Or will be, as soon as Dolly has soaked the label off that jar of Spar Mixed Berry and replaced the lid with one of her crochet covers.


In Cliftonville Crescent Norma and Eric were listening in horror as the programme continued.


‘This one’s for all you asylum seekers out there – “They’re Coming to Take Me Away Ha Ha”. That ought to get the politically correct brigade’s knickers in a twist. Which reminds me, don’t forget to text your entries for the Radio Gannet Political Correctness Gone Mad competition. “Fly’s in the sugar bowl, shoo fly shoo,”’ she sang. ‘“Hey hey, skip to my loo . . .”’ and Radio Gannet went temporarily off the air.


‘Dolly inhabits a parallel universe,’ said Norma, scarlet with shame.


How it rained. Pennies from heaven. Stair rods. Cats and dogs. In the museum the sponges trembled and swelled in their glass cases, great sensitive blooms and castles and honeycombs saturated with the moisture in the air. Walter listened glumly to ‘Seasons in the Sun’ on Radio Gannet. He’d been in touch with the authorities. Yet, like the man in the song, the stars that he’d reached were just starfish on the beach. His only visitors had been a couple of Canadian tourists on the Heritage Trail. Apparently they’d been misled by something they’d picked up on their hotel radio and were expecting an exhibition of sponge cakes through the ages. From King Alfred to Mr Kipling.


Dolly’s voice broke into his thoughts.


‘Joey at the Weather Centre has handed me a severe weather warning. “How high’s the water, Mamma? Six feet high and risin’ . . .”’


Walter rushed out to check his sandbags.


That night a tremendous crash brought Norma and Eric leaping from their bed to the window. Norma had lain awake worrying about an asteroid hitting the earth. Now she was about to experience the collision of two worlds. Cresting a tsunami was her sister’s caravan and then the whole parallel universe was deposited in Cliftonville Crescent. It was like a scene from a Stanley Spencer Resurrection; the entire population of Ocean View Mobile Home Park were struggling out of their caravans in their night clothes, clutching plastic bags doubtless filled with old Green Shield stamps and unwashed milk-bottle tops, and there was Dolly splashing through the debris with her producer Mr Tibbs, Joey the Weather Girl, and a herring gull perched on her head.




The Lower Loxley Effect


Everybody said it was easy to get hold of a gun in this part of town. So far she’d drawn a blank. Not that she’d consulted anyone of course, but the newspapers and radio and television were full of reports of weapons changing hands for comparatively small sums of money. Although Linda Carpenter had only one victim in mind, increasingly nowadays there was murder in her heart. Almost every aspect of modern life had her trigger finger itching and her fantasy hit-list was long and growing. It was just as well, she thought, that she had not been armed on the bus she had taken to get here.


At dawn she had stood at her back door watching a flock of parakeets wheeling and skirling in the white sky and they had lifted her heart and taken it over the treetops; her neighbour Mr Errol emerged to enjoy his first cigarette of the day on the bench beside his pumpkin patch; the coils of his smoke lay on the frosty air. He never smoked in the house. Miss Carpenter and Mr Errol had slept side by side for thirty years, separated by a thin barrier of brick and plaster. They were familiar with each other’s nightwear, for both liked to take the air early and beneath the stars. On torrid nights when nobody could sleep their formal greetings flew like pale night birds. In the summer they exchanged gifts of pumpkins, beans, tomatoes and jam over the garden wall and every Christmas they swapped a bottle of over-proofed rum for a festive tin of shortbread. Neither knew whether the choice of present was appreciated, as they had never crossed one another’s thresholds, yet Miss Carpenter counted Mr Errol as a friend.


The day had come gift-wrapped in white tissue and sparkling tinsel but now, several hours later, Linda was elbowing through slow-moving herds of mothers with buggies, crowds who blocked the pavement at bus stops, failing to form orderly queues, and battling along past traffic at a standstill with horns blaring and belching out exhaust fumes and music, for want of a better word, and flinching from the yelping of a trapped police car. There was not a smile to be seen on that long road except among the bunch of teenagers tormenting a companion. One note of sweetness came from the paper bag of guavas she was carrying; seduced by their pink-flushed fragrance, she had bought them from a shop which boasted, on the blackboard outside, parrot fish, octopus, shark’s fin and cowheel. She held the bag to her face like a nosegay to counteract the smell of cooking meat from a kebab shop.


Passing the nightclub, so tawdry by day with its unlit coloured bulbs, sealed up since the latest shooting, she felt a pang of envy for her brothers, Maurice in the English countryside, Jim in rural France, where he and his wife Jill were living their retirement dream of running an organic snail farm. The rope of their home-grown garlic hanging in her kitchen was a pungent reminder that she had still not yet read the manuscript of Precious Escargot, the account of their adventures which they were confident would be a bestseller and possibly a television series. Jim and Jill assumed that Linda, as a former English teacher with time on her hands, would enjoy knocking it into shape, but her days of marking homework were over, thank you very much. The garlic might have warded off vampires for all she knew, but it had failed singularly to deter her mortal enemy from his nocturnal predations. Herding gastropods was not her idea of bliss but oh, she was sick of this bad-tempered city where everything was dirty and broken.


There was a place where she would love to be, a village called Ambridge, the jewel of Borsetshire. How happy she and her cat Tybalt could be in that rural community; in fact she wished heartily that she had put in an offer for Nightingale Farm when game old Marjorie Antrobus had to move into The Laurels retirement home. Brian Aldridge’s wistful words, as he agonised over whether to flee to Germany with Siobhan and baby Ruairi, haunted her. ‘Borsetshire is such a beautiful county,’ he’d sighed. And she knew it to be true for her brother Maurice had sent her the Archers calendar for Christmas, as she had posted one to him. Maurice, a retired Classics master, shared her addiction to the long-running radio soap opera, which meant that they were never at a loss for something to say on the telephone. ‘Well, I’m just off to a blind beef-tasting in Jolene’s restaurant,’ he had signed off their last conversation.


‘And I must take my lemon drizzle cake out of the oven,’ she countered. ‘Don’t shoot any badgers.’


To get out of the noise of the street she pushed through the bedspreads and assorted shopping trolleys hanging either side of the doorway of a shop. At first it seemed an Aladdin’s cave full of sparkling treasures, fluorescent flashes, spotted and striped animal pelts, phosphorescent spinules, lava lamps and the gleam of gold and silver threads on velvet cushions, then she realised there was nothing on the shelves one could possibly want. The emporium, once some grander establishment, was spacious, with crammed shelves running round the walls and central banks displaying bedlinen and towels and baskets of goods, underwear, socks and scented candles on the floor. She caught sight of herself in a gilt-framed mirror which reflected a stout pixie in a quilted jerkin over a polo neck, trousers and pointed red boots. Her bobble-hat, being acrylic, had risen to perch on the top of her head and electrified her silver-grey helmet of hair. Her cheeks were as scarlet as little Cox’s apples which had been left for too long in the fruit bowl. Nobody would guess that beneath that neat exterior beat the heart of a ten-year-old tomboy, living in fear of a neighbour’s violent knocking on the door, to accuse about a broken pane in a conservatory. She had always been a duffer at games, and her aim had fallen far short of its target in a crash of breaking glass as her enemy’s eyes glittered and disappeared in the darkness.


It occurred to her that she might find what she was after here. To the left of the entrance, on a sort of dais behind the till, from where he could observe thieves, stood the proprietor talking vehemently on his mobile. Then she saw, half concealed by a posse of fake Barbies, exactly the weapon she’d been looking for. Double barrelled, dual-triggered, it looked as if it would have a long enough range. Delighted, she waved it at the man.


‘This is just what I want. I’ve looked everywhere, Woolworths, those newsagents that sell tacky toys. How much?’


‘£3.99.’


‘£3.99? That’s a bit steep.’


He must have seen her coming.


‘Yes, cheap.’


‘Anyway, I can’t be bothered to haggle. I’ll take it.’


So, with a blue and yellow two-cylinder water pistol tucked into her jerkin pocket, Linda set off for home to load it in anticipation of a visit from her enemy. She couldn’t wait. For the first time she hoped rather than dreaded that she would find him in her house. Twin jets of freezing water would show him what’s what. Linda lived alone with her cat, Tybalt, a slender mackerel tabby, named after Tibert the cat in Reynard the Fox, whose name was the equivalent of Tybalt. It had more gravitas than ‘Tibbles’, which had been her colleague Amaryllis’s suggestion. For many years they had shared the house amicably until one day, out of the blue, Amaryllis had purchased a camper van and set off for New Zealand. Truth to tell, Amaryllis was a doleful soul, but her going enabled Linda to empathise with a friend whose beloved bassethound had passed on.


‘It’s coming home to an empty house . . .’ her friend mourned. ‘He was always there to greet me, to give me a welcome whatever. I find myself with a trolleyful of tins in Sainsbury’s, and then I have to put them all back . . .’


‘I know.’


‘You are such a pessimist,’ Linda had told Amaryllis during one of their dull dinners, ‘while I’m always the optimist. My glass is half full, whereas yours is half empty.’


‘My glass is half empty because you’ve been drinking my wine,’ Amaryllis pointed out.


Still, Linda had always been on the side of life. But now life had shrunk, while she herself had not. With Amaryllis gone Linda found herself eating twice as much because she could not get out of the habit of shopping for two. However, over-catering was not Linda’s only, or her most pressing, problem.
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