



[image: ]






Libby Purves


A Long Walk
in Wintertime


[image: images]


Hodder & Stoughton
www.hodder.co.uk





Contents


Title


Copyright


Dedication


Also by Libby Purves


Author’s Note


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


Chapter 31


Chapter 32


Chapter 33


Chapter 34


Chapter 35


Chapter 36


Chapter 37


About the Author




Copyright © 1996 by Libby Purves


First published in Great Britain in 1996 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company


The right of Libby Purves 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


Epub ISBN 9781444721287
Book ISBN 0 340 82931 1


Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH




to Christina Hardyment








Also by Libby Purves


FICTION
Mother Country
A Free Woman
Passing Go
Regatta
More Lives Than One
Home Leave
Casting Off


NON-FICTION
Radio: A True Love Story
Holy Smoke
Nature’s Masterpiece
How Not to Be a Perfect Family
Working Times
How Not to Raise a Perfect Child
One Summer’s Grace
The English and Their Horses (jointly with Paul Heiney)
Where Did You Leave the Admiral?
How Not to Be a Perfect Mother
Sailing Weekend Book (with Paul Heiney)
Britain at Play
Adventures Under Sail, H. W. Tilman (ed)
The Happy Unicorns (ed)


CHILDREN’S BOOKS
Getting the Story
The Hurricane Tree





AUTHOR’S NOTE


All the characters are entirely fictional. Sad to say, there is no such fair and no such family as the Baileys. However, Carters Steam Fair is a family-run traditional fair based in Berkshire, and it was Anna Carter’s painting of their gallopers which sowed the original seed for this novel.


I am grateful to her both for her artistry and her generous technical advice. She is to be thanked for any accuracy this book shows about the traditional fairground world; but not to be blamed for lapses in that accuracy. Like all novelists, I took only as much of the advice as suited my purposes.
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None of them would ever forget Alice’s thirty-seventh birthday party. For one thing, it began in the Royal Opera House when they had been expecting nothing grander than the pizzeria in Floral Street. They had met outside on the pavement as Daniel had insisted, and stood laughing in their working-day clothes, ready for some ordinary unsurprising surprise party.


But when Daniel came, it was not to lead them into the pizza house. He was brandishing a fan of tickets and announced rudely that their stomachs would have to wait. He marshalled the six of them into the amphitheatre entrance and up the bare back staircase of the Opera House. Daniel always moved fast, and on this occasion he went at such a speed that the friends were panting their protests by the time they reached the top. On the bar, seven drinks stood in a neat row, marked McDONALD; and beside them a bewildered Alice with her ticket still in her hand, waiting perplexedly.


“Danny – what?” she said. “They’ve put out seven whiskies, for God’s sake – Oh, you never said!” She had glimpsed Jennifer’s fair head and Rod’s balding one behind him, and her face softened into delight. “Jenny and Rod coming too – that’s fabulous!” Alice slid her round glasses off, waving them, letting the world blur. It was a trick she had, when surprised by something she had seen. In a moment, though, the glasses were on again, for behind the puffing Rod, round the gilded corner of the amphitheatre bar came Yasmin, dark and saturnine, smiling crookedly. Yasmin! Yazz, so hard to get hold of these days, so disdainful of the opera always – yet she had come, had meekly climbed the sixty-seven steps for the first time that Alice could remember. She started forward, her arms out, warm with happy surprise. “Yazz!”


Finally, giggling and shoving one another with their customary affected camp, came Stevie from the GardenGrow health shop round the corner and Simon from the bar, her daytime crony of canteen lunchtimes. “Busman’s holiday, darling,” said Simon. “Your prodigal husband didn’t even ask if we got staff discount. Not that we do. Unless you do, you office people?”


“Drinks!” said Stevie, fanning himself. “Bottoms up, as the actress said to the cardinal.”


Daniel put an arm round his wife. “I thought we should all come to your poxy opera with you, for once,” he said placidly. “See this Argentine crooner you think so highly of.”


Alice laughed, shook her head, and took a long draught of her watered whisky. “Dan, you are unspeakable. What a waste of money, bringing this lot to Stiffelio. Yasmin hates opera, Stevie and Sime only like ballet …”


“Oh, but we do like big dark Argy tenors,” said Stevie. “And we want to watch you exercise your unique talent for empathy with silly libretti.” Simon brandished a red booklet. “Very silly, in this case. We read it in the pub. Aloud. We shall get great inspiration seeing you cry your eyes out over the travails of a nineteenth-century Protestant evangelist whose wife has been on the tiles. He forgives her, you know. Bitch!”


The electric bell rang, incongruously like every schoolbell that sounds through tatty corridors of learning. On a bubble of gaiety, the party swept onward through the bar and down the steep slope between the seats to the open part of the balcony. Daniel had somehow organized seven seats in the very front row of the amphitheatre, close to the gilt and sky-blue extravagances of the ceiling. Leaning forward over the red velvet rail, faces flushed, the party giggled at the dizzying height and the smallness of the stage below. “My favourite place, seat of the godsl We are godsl” said Stevie happily. “Even Rod is Rod the God.”


Rod, the only one in that bright row wearing a City suit and tie, coloured slightly. He was never wholly comfortable with the high-spirited camp of some of Alice’s friends. But Dan and Alice were OK. Solid. Good parents. And just as well Alice had Jenny as well as this arty crowd. A woman with children needed sensible friends. Important, that. Rod settled his broad bottom into his seat, giving Stevie a brisk tight smile before looking away.


“Party bags. Pass them on.” Daniel, still deadpan, handed out plastic sacks with gilt flowers on them, each containing a pair of folding cardboard opera glasses, a tube of throat sweets and a clip-on bow tie. Simon, whose calling required him to don a real one every single night, moaned at the sight of his and affixed it ostentatiously over his left ear in the manner of a small girl’s hair ribbon. Alice sat in the centre of the row between Yasmin’s silent, ironic smiles and Stevie’s exuberance. Further along, Jenny said to Rod under her breath, “Isn’t Dan amazing!” and Rod shook his head.


“Incredible. I suppose it’s one of his jokes. Alice is always complaining that nobody will go to the opera with her even in the cheap seats.”


“Well, I would,” began Jenny, pulling at her neat white collar and wishing she had been told enough to dress for the occasion. “I do like music. But with the children to think of it seems such a wicked cost—” A ripple of applause from the stalls below cut her off, leaving her “wicked cost” hanging in the air. She sniffed, breathing in the wafts of perfume from the richer balcony seats below as the great room began to darken.


Around the sweeping Victorian galleries, red-shaded lamps glowed briefly like a scattering of bright toadstools, then vanished in turn. Alice was glad of the gloom, even glad for the moment to have these dear friends turned into insubstantial shadows at her side. She leaned forward and breathed the air she loved most, eyes half-closed, tuning herself to the hum of the orchestra in its tiny shining world of brass and varnish and mellow sound.


The overture began in a series of ominous thumps. Alice looked down. The warm light gleaming along the cellos and basses, glancing bravely off the brass, entranced her as it always had. The birthday party forgotten, without effort Mrs Alice McDonald threw off her life, her house, husband and children to drift on the overture’s first notes. Rapt, she fell into total empathy. The great spirit of Stiffelio, the agony of faithless Lina, the baritone fury and fear of Stankar the father consumed her. For forty minutes – and then again for eighty, after another convivial row of drinks – Alice sat like a rock, eyes shining, oblivious of the amused, sidelong glances of her friends.


On her left Yasmin was restless, barely tolerating music and plot. When the Act II curtain rose on a desolate graveyard scene where Lina prayed for forgiveness at her mother’s grave, Yasmin shook the shaggy black layers of her hair and uttered a barely audible “Doh!” of disgust, raising her eyes in invisible, affected horror to the surtitle board (“Ah, Mother … She is so pure … but I … offer penitent tears as a gift to the Almighty!”) Women, in Yasmin’s world, did not beg for forgiveness. They rarely, in her view, even needed to apologize. Lina ought to run off with Raffaele and have some fun, not spend the rest of her life apologizing to that old stiff, Stiffelio. Someone should tell her. No, hell, thought Yasmin moodily, picking lint off her neat black lapels. No point even advising her. Bloody woman was past hope, her with her floating drapes and yowling soprano. She could do as she pleased. Anything, just as long as she stopped singing. In the dark, surreptitiously, Yasmin looked down at the luminous dial of her very expensive watch.


Rod and Jenny held hands, not bothering much with the surtitles or the plot. They belonged to Sir Thomas Beecham’s great amiable British public which “knows little about music but likes the noise it makes”. The sets were marvellous, too. Jenny, a children’s book illustrator, took mental notes in the graveyard scene: the way the comer of the church protruded into the foreground might help with her composition for Bobby’s Worrying Ghost, a text of appalling banality by a celebrity author. Her roughs had to be in by Friday lunchtime.


Simon and Stevie cast more experienced, cynical eyes over the sets. Simon, like Alice, worked for the Opera House and Stevie had spent years as a dresser with the Royal Ballet before retiring in his forties to run the health food shop. But while Alice sank effortlessly into the illusion, detaching herself from the daily mundanities and corporate crises of the place with equal ease, that was not their way. Neither could appreciate front-of-house appearances without being constantly and enjoyably aware of the invisible world below and behind. Alice might weep freely over operatic deaths and dilemmas, soar with the soprano and shiver at the baritone and never once give a thought to the fact that a month earlier she had witnessed some tense, bad-tempered early rehearsal of the same scene when she was on an errand to the auditorium to deliver to the cleaners a fresh supply of chewing-gum remover for the carpets. Indeed, it was more likely that on such an errand the reverse would happen: the illusion would overtake her and she would freeze to the carpet like a piece of chewing gum herself, rapt by the drama, utterly accepting a fiction that even the director was hardly trying to create as yet. “You are,” said an exasperated supervisor of her early days, “like one of those hypnotic subjects who are so suggestible they go under at the first swing of the watch. It’s not professional, Alice.” But Alice had laughed, and not cared.


Stevie and Simon, on the other hand, could not watch the most finished performance except through a ragged cloud of trivial knowledge, from the latest Costume gossip about the understudy for Dorotea and her suspiciously expanding waistline to their gleeful ability to visualize the awkward squeezings and scuttlings that followed each exit into the great stage’s notoriously shallow wings. Their acquaintance with the damp black back wall, the antiquated mechanisms in the fly-tower overhead, the roughly chalked stacks of scenery in the old glass market hall alongside the stage, the internal and external rows about the coming redevelopment and the Lottery money excited them as much as Verdi’s heartbreaking vision of human frailty. Sometimes, during ballet rehearsals in the old days, Stevie used to desert his post in Wardrobe and creep under the stage to hear the surprisingly loud thumps and scrapings of dancers. He would rock, alone there, in silent thrilled laughter. To him the pleasure lay in the effort that built the illusion, the thud at the end of the balletic leap. Simon had learned this appreciation from him in their nine years together. “It’s like watching a drag queen get it together, from pancake to padding,” Simon said, when better paid friends asked why he stuck to the Royal Opera House. “Gorgeous old House, gorgeous old whore.” Noticing that the spotlight on Lina had wavered and fallen away sideways, he nudged Stevie. The young man and the older one leaned together, companionable, feeling one another’s giggles through their thin, elegant shoulders. On Stevie’s other side, Alice remained still, concentrated, utterly absorbed.


At last, at the final cry of “Perdonata!” she sighed and leaned back in happy satiety, closing her eyes to keep the final image of black-browed pastor Stiffelio at his lectern, forgiving his errant wife in the name of God. Perdonata! Perfect. An operatic resolution, a reconciliation made in music.


Daniel, in their early courting days, used to be charmed by the way that Alice kept her eyes shut during curtain calls at the theatre, clapping vigorously but blindly. “I just don’t like seeing them come back to bow and simper like ordinary people,” she would say. “I’m sorry, but he isn’t John Gielgud to me. He’s still Prospero.” It was a source of perennial wonder and amusement to her family that she had kept to this absurd habit despite six years of working in a place where the staff canteen might at any moment be filled with pikemen or nuns in costume from the chorus. “But Mum, you said you’d seen the Egyptian priestesses eating macaroni cheese,” said Clemmie after a family outing to Aida in the days when Alice was still trying to convert her children. “How can you believe?”


“I do,” said Alice. “I just do.” Jamie, two years younger, had muttered, “So do I.” But when he tried the closed-eye trick it had not worked. He had still seen the singers, in his imagination, throwing off their magic and bowing like charlatans. Like the magician at his fifth birthday party. Jamie had loitered by the door, still enchanted, while the man packed up. He thought he might see the magic dust, really see it, glittering on the air like Marvo had said. But Marvo had dropped the magic hat so that the false bottom and all the scarves fell out, and he had said “Bugger!” not in a magic voice at all. Alice had thought Jamie was crying because the party was over, and he had never told her about the hat or the rude word. But he flew into a temper with Clemmie, when she scornfully observed that there was no such thing as real magicians, and anyway, Marvo smelt.


Alice sat now, eyes closed, applauding not the human effort but the meaning and the dream. Yasmin glanced at her, grimaced with protective affection then stared down glumly at the stage, hardly bothering to clap even for form’s sake. She was not a woman to be intimidated into herd behaviour just by cold glances from the regular patrons. What a bloody waste of time it all was she thought. Sentimental Victorian religiosity, lollipop music, and an ocean of crappy corporate entertainment clients filling the stalls below with their fat smug bottoms. Hideous. She had never understood what Alice saw in opera, and had been dismayed at her for leaving a proper job as a radio newsroom assistant to be a dogsbody at the Royal Opera House. Six years on, Alice was still here, not even on any visible ladder of seniority. She had wasted her talents in the box office, for God’s sake, and the shop; she had drifted between departments in this dated snobbish monstrosity of a building, and when Yasmin questioned her about her responsibilities she always seemed to be doing fatuous things concerned with seat maintenance or telephone lists, or standing in for the person who read the proofs of the programmes. “You’re always filling in for someone,” accused Yasmin. “You’re over thirty. You ought to be running something of your own, yourself.” Alice would laugh, and turn the conversation deftly to Yasmin’s own successes. She seemed radiantly content with this life, and when seriously pressed, defended it by saying that a low-key career suited Dan and the children better.


Yasmin, ambitious and childless and angry, disliked both the argument and the fact that it was clearly not the whole truth. “You are a groupie,” she said. “Admit it.” Alice would smile, give Yasmin a sudden brief hug, and play with whichever of her floating, theatrical, red-and-gold scarves she was wearing.


Once, faced with a more than usually exasperated Yasmin who was outraged that she seemed not to care about the forthcoming general election, Alice had tried to explain properly. “I like what I do, Yazz. You like scoops and uproars and setting the political agenda. I never did. If I could sing or play, I’d do that all my life. Since I can’t, I just enjoy helping to make space for other people to do it in.”


“Then make a proper career of it!” said Yasmin. “Join a smaller company, do opera outreach, be an arts administrator! Be an organ-grinder, not a bloody monkey!”


“No,” Alice had said simply. “Don’t want to. I just want to be at the very centre, near the very best, and breathe the same air and be a bit useful. You know. Martha and Mary. I do some Martha jobs, but really I’m just Mary, sitting listening and worshipping. It has the advantage that I’m not so essential that I can’t get home to Danny and the children. Look at you: you couldn’t have children, the hours you work. Not if you were being fair to them.”


Yasmin had been really angry then; that conversation had marked the beginning of an unacknowledged but distinct estrangement. She did not want children. Nor, after Alan, did she ever want to waste time on another man. “But I bloody could have a baby,” she said, “if I wanted. You must stop saying these womanly things, always compromising, giving up halfway.” Since that day, a coolness had descended between them and Yasmin had been even harder to pin down, even busier in the evenings. Now, with the warm waves of applause around her, she looked at Alice and regretted it. Sweet, bright Alice, who never bore a grudge, stirred something half-buried in Yasmin, who bore many of them. “Must see more of her,” thought Yasmin. And then, because sharp thoughts were never far from her rare moments of softness, “It’s not fair to leave her stranded with terrible mumsy cabbages like Jenny Pope.”


Jenny, pink-faced and enthusiastic, was still clapping, glancing sideways at stout, thin-haired Rod to make sure that he was happy too. She paused to pick a thread from his worsted sleeve. Yasmin looked away.


“Oh, isn’t that lovely, I forgot they did that,” said Jenny suddenly. Far below then on the stage, a footman in red-and-gold livery and a white wig, like an animated playing card, had walked on to the stage with a bouquet for the diva. “Oh, that is a nice touch, isn’t it?” Four out of the seven gazed down affectionately at the scene onstage; Yasmin looked at the blue ceiling in pointed disgust, and only sharp-eyed Simon glanced sideways to catch a movement from Daniel. From his trouser pocket, Dan drew a short cardboard cylinder and held it upright. Then he cleared his throat, so that with the last fading of the applause all eyes turned to him. Raising his other hand, he pulled sharply on a string hanging from the base of the cylinder. With a soft puffing sound tissue-paper flowers leaped from it, unfolding, waving on the thinnest of green wires, until the paper bouquet was almost as big as the one the singer onstage was holding.


“Didn’t know if that would work,” he said complacently. “Gas cylinder, lifejacket sort of effect, apparently.” And with a bow he handed the enormous, nodding, multicoloured thing to Alice. “Happy birthday.”
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There were no taxis to be had when the party spilled out into the busy, hooting summer night. So, leaving behind the chatter and rock music from the Covent Garden cafés, they walked home to Camden. “Alice likes walking,” said Daniel firmly. “And this is her party, so you can just suffer. Rod.”


“Do his tum-tum good” said Jenny, patting it maternally. “What a lovely treat.”


They walked north from the drifting, vivid life of late-night Covent Garden into the dark dull officeland around Euston, then north again towards the lights and seedier street life of Camden. Simon threw a pound to a young man huddled in a cardboard box, and quickly, deliberately degraded his generous impulse with a camp shrug of, “He was so pretty.” Jenny pretended not to see or hear this. Daniel and Stevie argued about the moral status of opera, the expensive art, in a country where people slept in boxes.


“Alice would say,” said Daniel measuredly, walking fast, “that part of the need this country has is, precisely, for things like opera. To foster a consciousness of transcendence and beauty, which in turn would make our politics and our society better and more mutually responsible. But,” he added carefully, “she admits the Royal Opera should go out more and meet people.”


“Why didn’t she stay in the Education Department, then?” asked Steve.


“She didn’t like spending time going round polytechnic halls,” said Daniel, dryly. “She said it was the travelling, but actually I’m afraid she just likes breathing the same air as Solti and Domingo.”


“Well, the flowers were a great touch.”


“Were they not?” Daniel laughed, a little uncomfortably, and changed the subject.


Yasmin walked next to Alice. “Well, did you like that hokum?” she asked. “Woman betrays man, man too holy to do anything about it, preaches sermon, forgives woman?”


“There was more to it than that,” said Alice primly. “Ask Danny. He was brought up a Catholic. Very important – confession, forgiveness. Reconciliation. Great Verdi theme.”


“Bollocks,” said Yasmin. “If you cheated on Dan, would he forgive you?”


“Dunno. Maybe.”


“OK, if he cheated on you?”


“I hope I would,” said Alice. “I hope I would see something –beyond it all … Something more beautiful.” She was already a little drunk.


Yasmin snorted, not without affection. They walked on past impersonal office blocks. An Irish mist of light drizzle damped their hair and shoulders and momentarily suppressed their spirits, but after half an hour they reached Camden High Street and turned into the broad scruffy road where Alice and Daniel had lived and raised their two children and based their erratic travels for twelve years. The downstairs lights were blazing from the curtainless windows, and Clementine McDonald, aged fourteen, opened the basement door before they reached it. There was a tortoiseshell cat on her shoulder. “Hi. We guessed you’d walk. Mrs Potter’s gone back next door, but she said she’d stay awake till I ring and say.”


“Better ring her, sweetheart,” said Daniel. And to Rod, “Awkward age, they don’t want real babysitters but you can’t quite bring yourself to leave them. Mrs Potter keeps sort of half an eye.”


“Wouldn’t know,” said Rod heavily, taking off his City coat. “I just live for the day we don’t need a bloody au pair.” He sniffed the air and favoured Clemmie with a vast bonhomous smile. “Something smells ter-riff-ic, young lady!”


Clemmie gave him a level stare. She had her mother’s brown hair, neatly bobbed to shoulder length, and a round face saved from homeliness by a pair of big, exceedingly sharp and intelligent eyes, not as dreamy as her mother’s, but of the same grey-green. “Cassoulet. I didn’t make it,” she said briefly. “Dad did.”


“Ah, yes. Of course.” Rod cleared his throat.


“See?” said his wife playfully. “Some men can cook! Isn’t Alice lucky?”


“Dan, Dan, the very New Man,” sang Simon. The subject of his mockery grimaced and vanished towards the kitchen. The friends, all well used to the house, turned into the big living room where a table was laid and James McDonald stood waiting, more stiffly than his sister, to pour wine into a row of glasses.


“Ooh, you are up late,” said Jenny cosily. “I keep forgetting how big you are now. Twelve, is it?”


“Thirteen at Christmas.” The boy was slighter than his sister, thinner in the face, less positive. Jenny’s maternal eye swept over him. Nervy. Needed feeding up. Good at art, Alice said.


“Haven’t you got school tomorrow? Term has started, hasn’t it? Just?”


The child’s face darkened. He turned aside to fiddle with the peeling label on the bottle of Rioja and muttered curtly, “It’s a Baker day. There isn’t any school.”


Jenny, impervious to Jamie’s reluctance, was inclined to sweep on with her interrogation on a tide of well-meaning and whisky (which, to tell the truth, was working strongly on the empty stomachs of all the party, and making Rod long nervously for the arrival of the cassoulet. Simon and Steven, he noticed, were all but snogging).


“I didn’t know they had Baker days at grant-maintained schools,” pursued Jenny, brightly, to the child’s averted head. “Such a bore, always in the middle of the week just when term’s started – and the teachers always say they never learn anything useful at these training session. I am right, aren’t I? Finchamgrove is GM now, isn’t it? A very good school …”


Party politeness has its limits, and Jamie was old enough to judge with finesse the exact stage of tipsiness at which grown-ups could be relied on not to remember mild discourtesies. He deftly filled two glasses with the red wine, thrust one firmly at her and moved across, away from her flow, to a quieter corner. Yasmin was cross-legged by the fireplace stroking the cat, her head forward, her glossy black hair flopping over her face. She shook it bade to glance up at the boy when his shadow fell across her. “Hi,” she said.


Jamie stopped and smiled his tense half-smile. Better Yazz than Jenny. At least she never asked about school.


“Do you know what your dad did?” said Yasmin conversationally. “He made us all go to the bloody opera.”


“I know. ’Cos it’s Mum’s birthday treat.”


“Did you give her a treat?”


“Yup. Breakfast in bed and cards and a picture I did, with a proper frame I bought with Dad.”


“What’s the picture of?”


“Nothing.” The boy wriggled, uncomfortable again. “Sometimes my pictures aren’t of things. They’re sort of patterns.”


Jamie slid on again, away from even Yazz. This was getting too close to the Jenny conversation, too close to the problem of school. Jamie’s art teacher was impatient at his growing craze for abstract, repeating patterns. “Wallpaper,” she called them. She gave him bad reports and made him draw fruit in bowls while the others laughed at him, even the ones who couldn’t draw for toffee. Alice and Daniel always said they were entirely on his side, that patterns were as valid as still lifes, and that Mrs Davis obviously adhered to the Heinrich Himmler school of art.


But they laughed while they said it. They didn’t do anything. They didn’t care. One day, he was going to get out of Finchamgrove. Out of school entirely. It certainly couldn’t wait until he was sixteen, or he would die. It was different for Clemmie. She had organized her own escape to that batty sport school. Meanwhile, he wished grown-ups wouldn’t spoil his free time by talking about it. If he went to the kitchen, pretending to do something with the bottle, he could get away for a moment. Then the food would be served and he could go to bed, and shut his eyes and see patterns.


He glanced across at Simon, whom he liked; Simon had a friend in the expensive end of the fabric business who gave him wild and wonderful swatches of pattern. When Simon remembered, he always brought some in his shoulder bag for Jamie to copy. No sign of any this time. Jamie sighed.


On the way to the kitchen, he met his father and Clemmie coming back, Daniel with a vast earthernware pot wrapped in an oven cloth, Clemmie with a Victorian china wash-basin full of Caesar salad and two baguettes under one arm. “Get them to table, Jamie, before they’re too pissed. Quick!” said his sister. Relieved, he ran ahead with the message. The adults heaved themselves from floor and sofas, groped around for glasses, and lumbered to the heavy oak table in the bay window. Jamie carefully lit the candles while his father went back for the potatoes, and stood aside to let the adults through. There were only seven chairs.


“You not eating with us, children?” asked Rod, lowering himself on to a creaking chair.


“No,” said Alice. “We had our family party at breakfast. They really do have to go to bed sometime, you know. Even McDonald children. It was sweet of them to get everything ready.”


She smiled at Clemmie, who made a jaunty thumbs-up with the baguette, deposited it and went to the door. “G’night. Happy birthday. We’ll wash up if you get too drunk.”


Jamie was by his mother’s chair; she pulled her son to her, arm round his waist, and rested her forehead momentarily on his chest. “Mmm. All right, squirrel?”


“Yep. Happy birthday. Mum.” He made no move. Alice threw her head back to look up at him. “Night, Jamie. Thanks. Lovely party, lovely birthday. Lovely picture, I love it. Sleep nice.”


The child disengaged himself, raised an uncertain hand in greeting to the company, and vanished. Alice’s eyes followed him for a moment, an incongruous flicker of worry in her face. For a moment, it seemed that she might follow him, but she turned instead to Daniel, oblivious of her guests. “Dan, we’ve been so tied up with Clem’s thing, and he’s been terribly quiet – do you think he’s OK at that school?”


Daniel flinched slightly. She never had been a woman to hold back on family worries just because it was the middle of a party. Thoughts sprang to her lips with no kind of social filter at all. He muttered something, and leaned away from her to lift the lid from the cassoulet. Fragrant steam rose, and murmurs of greed: “Famished … wonderful … um, spicy sausage … Dan, what a man … Alice, you are lucky, ducky, he’d make somebody a wonderful little wife …”


And on went the supper, as so many late, convivial suppers had done before in this untidy room among the sagging bookshelves and threadbare beautiful rugs from shoestring holidays. There was always, thought Yasmin with a twinge of envy, something studentish about Dan and Alice’s entertaining. They were carefree, the plates never matched, and a level of rowdy enjoyment developed so fast that gossip and repartee and blackly enjoyable jokes were being exchanged before the guests had got their coats off. It had never even mattered that the food used to be so terrible in the days before Dan took over the cooking. Neither Alice’s gluey risotto nor her notorious Irish stout stew served with burnt baked potatoes could dampen the good humour of those evenings. The wine helped, too; in the McDonalds’ frequent financial crises, the drink had somehow never stopped flowing. It had, Yasmin reflected with a faint shudder, often got pretty bad, but always it was plentiful. Tonight it was good. Daniel’s career was flourishing. He had gone up a grade at the university.


Yasmin’s talents did not lie in such convivial directions. Child of a tidy South London home, schooled to orderliness and hard work by her lonely mother, rarely seeing her Palestinian banker father, she had lived at home through her time at the London School of Economics and moved to her neat, bare flat off Portland Place only when her career was established. Her rare entertaining was precise, the wine good, the food light and elegant. “Very Manhattan,” Dan used to say, approvingly. “Look, Allie, Pink Fir Apple. Designer potatoes.” Yasmin did not like Dan much.


Right now, as he ladled out the cassoulet, she tried to see him through Alice’s eyes. Tall, hawk-featured, loose-limbed – God, the pace he had set on that walk through London! He seemed to think all women wore flatties like Alice. He was attractive. Undeniably attractive, she thought; and that weasel word carried the usual implication that she would have liked, very much, to deny it. That fluffy blonde moron Jenny was clearly basking in his attraction, holding up her plate coyly with little squeaks of anticipation, her pink-faced banker husband beaming stupidly, not seeing the flirtation at all. Simon and Stevie were already spearing lumps of Toulouse sausage and nibbling at the best bits of the salad.


Alice had apparently forgotten her momentary anxiety about Jamie and was dipping bread in her gravy and talking, bright-eyed, to Rod. “Turkey? Oh, you’ll love it. You really shouldn’t get uptight about bugs and things, there’s a lovely clean wind on the coast. We took Clemmie to Kalkan when she was two and I was hugely pregnant with Jamie, and there weren’t any real hotels built even, but they’re so wonderful to children, and the rock tombs are worth anything to see. Timmy could climb up – he’s four, isn’t he? Clem had a haircut in a Turkish beard-trimming shop …” Yasmin saw Jenny’s moue of distaste. This particular hygienic little family, she thought sourly, would end up going to Disneyland instead.


The evening rollicked on; midnight struck – at about twelve fifteen – on the erratic mantelpiece clock that Dan had rescued from a skip years ago, running up the street doubled up with laughter as it chimed crazily from under his coat. Later, at Stevie’s noisy insistence, Simon sang “Diamonds are a girl’s best friend” and, goaded by Alice’s demands that he provide a macho counterweight. Rod sang his old school song, a sub-Etonian number with rowing seen as a metaphor for life.


Stevie recited “Dangerous Dan McGrew”, then sang “The Ould Triangle” with a spoon and a wrought-iron candlestick. Neither Jenny nor Yasmin sang, but Alice had by that time drunk enough to be chivvied into playing Trilby in a rendering of “Ben Bolt”, with Stevie in a burnt-cork goatee beard as Svengali hypnotizing her. Then Daniel sang “The Parting Glass”, and a maudlin, late-night hush fell over the table.


Daniel had a melodious tenor voice. He had always sung his young children to sleep – given his darling Clementine her name, in fact, as he sang besottedly to her in the delivery room. It had charmed him and Alice out of several difficult situations on their travels. It was one of their shared assets, Dan’s voice. Alice smiled as he began. He sang straight, without emotional tricks, but noticeably favoured the poignant songs.


Oh, all the money that ever I had,
I spent it in good company


The company watched, and smiled, and turned their glowing red glasses in their hands. Daniel, his dark hair ruffled, sang on in the flickering candlelight, almost abstracted, giving the words no emphasis or expression beyond what the tune gave.


And all the harm that ever I did
Alas, it was to none but me


Softly, leaning towards Simon’s thin shoulder, Stevie began to hum the tune behind Daniel’s warm, beautiful notes.


And all I’ve done for want of wit
To memory now I can’t recall


Suddenly Dan looked towards his wife, and seemed to falter, but only for a moment.


Come, fill to me a parting glass
Goodnight and God be with you all.


“Which is a hint,” Daniel concluded briskly, dropping with crude suddenness into a conversational tone. “Go home, good people. Spread the word and Prepare for Power.”


All in all, it was a memorable party. In later years, Alice was to find it ironic that her thirty-seventh, her best ever celebration, should in the event have left her for the rest of her life with a nagging dread of birthdays.


Indeed, although by no means all went ill during that second half of her life, it was noticeable that Alice McDonald never celebrated her own birthday; and grew quite snappish when others tried to make her.
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When the guests had obediently gone, Daniel and Alice began stacking plates and dishes and carrying them through to the kitchen. Alice leaned on a worktop, pushed her hair back off her forehead, and said, “Thanks, sweetheart. That was a brilliant party. What a daft idea, though, honestly. Taking the whole lot to the opera. Did you see Yazz’s face at the first interval?”


Daniel did not reply. His back was to her as he loaded the dishwasher. Alice scraped plates and passed them to him, continuing, “I was so thrilled to see Yazz. I don’t know how you dragged her out for the evening. She’s so high-powered now, she’s running the whole pitch for taking Independent News Services into Europe on satellite, or something. It’s amazing.”


Daniel remained silent, went on loading. Alice sensed something wrong and stopped prattling.


“Danny, you OK?”


With an abrupt clatter he stood up and slowly turned to face her. “Allie,” he said. “It’s no good. I didn’t want to tell you till today was over …”


“What?” It must, she thought confusedly through the wine, be work. University lecturers were no longer as secure as they used to be, but they would manage, whatever. He had tenure.


“Allie,” said Daniel, “it didn’t mean anything.”


She stared at him. “Dan, come on. You sound like a television play. What didn’t mean anything?”


“I had an affair,” he went on desperately. “Ages ago. I mean, in the summer term. A fling. It’s finished. It’s been finished for ages. She was very …”


Alice could not look at him. She twisted the tea towel in her hand.


“Very what?”


Daniel did not answer.


“Very pretty? Very young?”


“Young, yes.”


“What was her name?”


“Look, that’s the last thing that matters. She was a student. In my Year Two group. Called Lisha. It was stupid – that’s why I didn’t want you to know. Because it was stupid. I felt ashamed.”


Primitive, wounded, desperate, Alice’s mind raced through the past summer. How had Dan been in June and July? Fine, normal, cheerful? Yes. Surely. They had made love? During that time? Must have done. Although, after all these years of marriage, it got less frequent … did for everybody … but she would have noticed if it had been not at all.


She stared at the tea towel, thinking. He said it was finished in the summer term. So, July … summer holidays. What happened? A July week in Norfolk, camping in Godgran’s great overgrown garden, Daniel had been definitely edgy, refusing even his one annual trip to Mass with his godmother. Then, August: London for weeks, and yes, he was bad-tempered. But it was so bloody hot, they were all bad-tempered. All the business about Clemmie’s school. No, he was good over that. Jamie wanting to go and play laser battle games every day, Dan snappish with him. Jamie hating Finchamgrove, asking need he go back. Dan saying yes …


Then all four of them in Greece, borrowing Rod and Jenny’s rich friends’ house on Levkas with the frogs in the swimming pool. Normal? Yes. It was better by then; Dan was light-hearted, made love, shared novels with her. Thinking of this Lisha, writing to her, all that time? No. He said it had ended.


“Why did it stop?” she asked at last.


“Because it was an awful mistake.”


“And is she going to be at college? This term? You’ve been back for that meeting.”


“She’s not in my tutorial group.”


“Have you seen her since last term?”


Daniel looked miserably down into the open dishwasher. He had known this would be hard but had not expected the terrible inconsequential, illogical, emotionally driven flow of questions from Alice. He had thought he could make a narrative of it on his own terms. The rest was going to be harder. And on Allie’s birthday. Oh Christ. What a bastard. Somewhere in him a small treacherous flame was lit, a flame of resentment that she, in her innocent, blind, questioning, should make him feel such a bastard.


“No. But there was a letter from her at college. That’s why—”


“You mean you only told me because you thought I’d find it out from her?” Alice was angry now, her anger helping to assuage the grief and insult. “You’ve been bounced into this, Dan, haven’t you? Really, haven’t you?”


Daniel tried again to recover control over the scene. “Allie, there are some things we need to talk about. Not just our own feelings, I know that’s going to take ages, I know what I’ve done. But there are practical things I have to tell you. Come through. Let’s sit down. Get it over.”


Numbly, she let him take her hand, lead her to the sitting room and the tattered armchair by the fire. On the table, the pathetic detritus of the dinner party reproached them with its pointless conviviality: Yasmin’s lipsticked cigarette ends; Simon’s paper bow tie carefully fixed round the inverted pudding bowl with a chocolate mousse smile daubed above it; Rod’s cardboard opera glasses folded into an unlikely aeroplane; a wine cork, its end burnt in the candle so that Simon could draw a curling moustache and goatee beard on Stevie for his Svengali role.


Alice sat in the chair. Daniel knelt back on his heels in front of her, no longer touching, his eyes on her pale face. She had taken off her glasses and let the world blur.


“Alice, let me start at the beginning. I had this fling. She was – she wasn’t very old. It went on all last term.” He paused.


“And?” Alice wanted to ask a hundred questions: where, why, how often? Did they ever think about her?


“And …” He could not look at her, and turned away, and looked at the fire irons. “She got pregnant.”


Frozen with horror, Alice had a sudden vision of Jamie. Would this – Lisha’s – baby look like Jamie? With the hair that wouldn’t lie flat, the dark hawk looks, the double crown like Daniel’s?


Daniel continued, monotone, relentless, trying only to get the narrative done with. “She – and I – we agreed, in July, that it was a mistake, the thing was to make a break, make a new start. So the best thing was a …”


He was silent for a second. Alice heard her voice, small and shocked. “An abortion?”


“A termination,” said Daniel. “She absolutely agreed—”


“What do you mean, agreed? You mean it was your idea?”


“It’s an idea everybody has when something like that happens,” said Daniel, with a momentary return of his usual spirit. “I certainly didn’t talk her into it, if that’s what you think.”


Alice remained silent, looking at him.


“Anyway,” said Dan. “She went to have it done. And I thought that would be the end of it all.”


“And if the baby was good and dead, you wouldn’t have to tell me?”


Daniel looked at her now, with – if she could only have seen it – considerable love and compassion. “Yes. I suppose. That was the idea.”


“So,” said Alice slowly, “why are you telling me now?” He’s going to leave me, she thought, bile rising in her throat, his undigested cooking tasting suddenly, nastily, in her mouth. She didn’t have the abortion at all. He’s going to leave me for a teenager. Leave Clemmie, and Jamie, and me. She gave a long, shuddering breath and repeated, “Why are you telling me now?”


“Because I might be going to lose my job,” he answered flatly and, drawing in his breath hard, began suddenly and horribly to weep. “Allie, I can’t tell you how terrible—”


Alice had seen him cry before, just once, when his mother Niamh died suddenly on holiday and the news had reached Daniel through a bald telephone call from the tour company. It was, he had said, the shock as much as anything.


This time, she thought flatly, it couldn’t be shock; whatever this was, he had lived with it. But fifteen years of loving habit made her stretch out a hand. He took it and let himself be drawn a few inches closer, shuffling on his knees on the carpet, his other arm in front of his eyes. Men crying, thought Alice. Why is it so uncomfortable? We tell them to get in touch with their emotions, to weep freely, but we hate it like hell when they do. Our world rocks. She looked down, helplessly, at the dark, jerkily moving head.


“Daniel, tell me everything. Now. It’s the least you can do.”


So Daniel told her.


Lisha – stupid name, thought Alice with sudden vindictiveness, stupid baby-doll name – had had the abortion at the end of July, ten weeks into the pregnancy. Despite her determination she had, as Daniel put it, “taken it very badly”. He shook a little as he recounted the outline of these events to Alice, kneeling at her feet by the dying fire on that birthday evening.


He had had no idea she would be so much affected. In all their conversations on the subject, Lisha had seemed as brittle and worldly as a woman twice her age. It had, in truth, rather shocked him. Accustomed to Alice’s dreamy idealism, maternal softness and generous affection, Daniel was rattled by the cynical way in which Lisha’s contemporaries seemed to speak of these things, and felt old and vulnerable and very glad the affair was over. The girl had shrugged her slender shoulders at his solicitude, flicked back her hair, and said, “It’s something and nothing. For fuck’s sake, eight weeks, it’s as big as a cashew nut. Mariella’s had three termies, you’re out by lunchtime.”


But, waking in the clinic from the light, brief anaesthetic, Lisha had screamed and wept and hyperventilated and called for Daniel by name. Sedated, she fell into heavy helpless nightmares and awoke far worse, with a high fever. Alarmed by the power of her reaction, the matron had telephoned her parents, listed as next of kin on her registration form, and delivered the double bombshell: that their nineteen-year-old daughter was in an abortion clinic and that her mental condition was giving concern.


The Danforths had come directly, to find their daughter babbling of Daniel McDonald and dead babies. They took her home. All Dan knew, after that, was contained in a brief letter he had found in his pigeonhole when he returned to college for the pre-term meeting.


“What did it say?”


Daniel hesitated, then crossed to the untidy bureau in the corner which was his private domain. He pulled out a plain cream envelope, much folded and handled, containing a single sheet, and gave it to his wife.


Alice looked at it as though it was a snake. Reluctantly, at last she pulled it from his fingers, took out the sheet, unfolded it with an unsteady hand and read.


Daniel,


I am not in your tute group this term so we won’t meet. Probably it’s best. I think you ought to know that my parents know about everything because I freaked a bit in the clinic and they got called in. I’ve told them to stay cool, but they want to write to college and if the Dean won’t listen, then they say they’re going to the newspapers. I just wanted you to know it isn’t me that wants all the bloody fuss.


L


Alice let the paper fall and shaded her eyes for a moment. “Daniel, how old is she?”


“Nineteen.”


“Five years older than Clemmie. And you made her kill her baby, and she still doesn’t want to hurt you.” As layer upon layer of foggy horror rolled in across the mist of an evening’s drinking, the clouds of swirling, buffeting emotion disabled her and made her too weak even to sit up. She moaned. Daniel moved swiftly to kneel beside her, his hand hovering uncertainly over her arm. He read her thoughts too easily and babbled the only reassurance he could.


“Allie, oh Allie, I’ve told you it all. That’s all. There isn’t any more. You know the lot now. As much as I do. And I didn’t blarney her into having the abortion, believe me. I wanted it all over with, yes, I admit that, I was terrified, because of you and the children. But I stood back while she decided, I really did …”
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