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Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University. He now lives on a farm near Land's End. One of this country's best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes from an Exhibition, and the bestselling A Place Called Winter.




 


Praise for Little Bits of Baby:


‘Gale describes strong emotions with conviction. He shows the diversity of passionate behavior, sometimes hilarious, sometimes threatening, but always skillfully contained within a comedy of contemporary manners’ The Times


‘A richly comic novel about the equilibrium of urban lives and loves upset by an outsider. Affectionate and perceptive’ Mail on Sunday


‘Love, death, the decay of friendship, the triumph of love – all the big themes are here in small doses, cunningly plotted and skilfully interwoven by Patrick Gale, who writes like Iris Murdoch on pep pills’ Daily Mail


‘Sharp insights into a thoroughly modern marriage’ The Sunday Times


‘Savagely gleeful . . . Gale adroitly keeps the many elements of this barbed farce aloft: his satire is deft, his plot entertainingly stuffed with surprises, and his characters are generally drawn with a laser like attention to their foibles and passions . . . A blithe, original, engaging satire of the hustling spirit of contemporary Britain’ New York Times


‘Comic, touching, astringent and immensely accomplished . . . A real treat’ Gay Times
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Eight years ago, Robin fled from his family, friends, and entire life, to suffer a complete breakdown in an island monastery. Now he's reconnecting with those he left behind: his mother and father, with their own small secrets, and Jake and Candida, both of whom were impossibly close to Robin when he disappeared. But while the people he abandoned have missed him, Robin finds that everything has changed. He alone can decide what he will do in this new world of resentment, possibility and triumphant love.




Dedicated, with Love, to Jonathan and Celia


I would like to thank the Royal National
Institute for the Blind for supplying me with
so much helpful information. I trust they will not
think it has been misused.




 




ACIS AND GALATEA:


The flocks shall leave the mountains,


The woods, the turtle dove,


The nymphs forsake the fountains,


Ere I forsake my love.


POLYPHEMUS:


Anger! Fury! Rage! Despair!


I cannot, cannot bear!


ACIS AND GALATEA:


Not show’rs to larks so pleasing,


Not sunshine to the bee,


Not sleep to toil so easing,


As these dear smiles to me.


POLYPHEMUS (hurling boulder):


Fly swift, thou massy ruin, fly!


Die, presumptuous Acis, die!


Acis and Galatea


attrib: John Gay, Alexander Pope et al.







PROLOGUE


As the brothers left the chapel, Luke lingered behind on the pretext of hanging some hassocks back on their hooks. Jonathan, the Abbot was listening to the end of the fugue someone was attempting on the organ. Luke considered that it would have been kinder of them all to have left so as to give the organist a chance to abandon the assault. All hassocks hung, he sat on the end of a pew where Jonathan would see him as he left. When the voluntary came to an abrupt close however, the Abbot rose and headed down the aisle towards the organ loft, presumably for a long, understanding chat. Luke ran short of patience, crossed his fingers and called after him,


‘Jonathan?’


Jonathan turned on his heel, saw him and smiled.


‘Luke. I didn’t see you.’


‘I was late in. I was down on the shore talking to the fishermen and I missed the bell. So I sat at the back.’


‘Ah.’ Jonathan waited, face attentive.


‘Jonathan, I wondered.’


‘Yes?’


‘Whether I could try taking Robin outside. He’s been here five years now and . . .’


‘Is it so long already?’


‘Yes. And I thought, if I could persuade him out to help me in the orchard, it might do him good.’


‘Do you good, too.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘You love him very much, don’t you, Luke?’


‘Well. We all do,’ Luke said.


‘Thank God someone does,’ Jonathan continued, oblivious. ‘The others all seem to have given up on him. Of course you can take him out. If he’ll come. Has he been out before?’


‘Never. Not since he arrived. He’s so pale.’


‘If he responds to anyone, it’s only just that it should be you.’


‘Thank you, Jonathan.’


‘Not at all.’


The Abbot continued towards the organ loft. Luke hurried to his room, and pulled off his habit. His gardening clothes were on underneath. Like most of the regulations at Whelm, the dress rule was pragmatic. Habits were obligatory for all official and religious occasions but at all other times practicality and comfort were the prime considerations. The heating system remained spartan so the warm traditional clothes were readily worn throughout the Winter, with an assortment of corduroy and jersey underneath.


Robin had lived in the same room for five years; a small white box. A fine view across the vegetable garden to the sea was some compensation for its cell-like proportions, but there might have been no window at all for all the pleasure Robin seemed to take in it. In the first year, when he was still having violent spells, he had smashed a picture and tried to cut his wrists with the glass, so they had taken the pictures away. Luke had stuck some Italian postcards around the mirror to relieve the gloom, but they had vanished so utterly without trace that Robin was assumed to have eaten them. More recently, Luke had sacrificed a favourite poster of The Madonna of the Rocks. This too was rejected, but Luke interpreted the care with which it was taken down, furled and left outside the door as a sign of improvement. Six months ago, Robin’s mother had posted a small, white azalea. Luke had come in the next day to find Robin hunched over the plant, peering closely at its petals and softly humming, so he had followed hard on this breakthrough with a regularly restocked coffee jar of flowers, grasses and attractive leaves from the garden. He had also asked Robin’s mother to send a sketch pad and watercolours but that had been expecting too much; after two or three nightmare daubs, the paintbox was left unopened.


Luke knocked and let himself in.


‘Robin?’ Robin was in his preferred position; on the floor below the window. ‘Hello,’ Luke continued. ‘How did you sleep?’ He sat cross-legged on the floor before him and touched the back of one of Robin’s hands in greeting. Beneath his dark mop of hair, Robin’s eyes stared, sightless at the floor. ‘Look what I’ve brought you.’ Slowly they travelled across his thigh, up his chest and focussed on Luke’s own. Convinced that there was understanding in the gaze, Luke held out an apple on the palm of his hand. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Take it.’ Painfully slow, Robin reached out and took the proffered fruit. It was grey-green with vivid pink stains. Luke had polished it carefully. There were still two leaves on the stalk. ‘Smell it. It’s fresh off the tree.’ Slightly faster, Robin raised the apple to his nose and sniffed. Luke watched his chapped lips brush the skin. He smiled. ‘Go on. Have a bite. It was still growing an hour ago.’


Robin kissed the glossy fruit for a few seconds more then twisted sharply up onto his knees and flung it through the window. As it arched out of sight in a small shower of broken glass, he let out a howl and crumpled over onto Luke’s waiting shoulder.


‘There, Robin. There. Quiet,’ Luke said, rocking him gently and waiting for voices of concern on the path below.
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‘Jasper, will you be still!’


‘It’s OK, Ms Thackeray, we won’t be ready for a while yet.’


‘Jake?’


‘Mmm?’


‘Why’s he calling Mummy “Thackeray” when we’re called Browne?’


‘Ssh.’


‘It’s my working name. Now Jasper do come and sit still. You’ll make her cry.’


‘She’s called Perdita Margaux Browne.’


‘I know.’


‘Then don’t call her “her”. It’s rude.’


‘Jasper?’


‘Yes?’


‘Sit.’


Candida Thackeray had just come home to her house in Stockwell with her new baby, Perdita Browne, and was being photographed on a sofa with husband Jake and six-year-old Jasper. In fact she had come back, baby in arms, three days ago. For the sake of Radio Times, Woman’s Realm and the Daily Mail, however, Candida had pulled back on her hospital-leaving coat and, when the time arrived, would dandle Perdita proudly on her knee with father and brother looking on, fresh welcome in their smiles. An empty overnight bag lay suggestively at their feet.


With a wilful glance at his mother, Jasper walked out of tableau briefly, to return with a painted wooden train. Having clambered back onto the sofa, he cradled this with an uncanny sense of his own appeal. Candida gave him a guarded smile.


‘Good boy.’


With split-second timing, Jasper looked up into her eyes and beamed just as a photographer took an ‘informal’ shot.


‘Great, Jasper,’ shouted the photographer. ‘And again.’


Jasper smiled again, the camera flashed two more times and Perdita awoke in bilious mood. Candida sighed and tidied her son’s fine blond hair as Jake scooped up an armful of blankets and new daughter.


It was far too soon to tell if Perdita would be attractive. She was bald and, when roused, her small, creased face turned an alarming puce. Not prepossessing as yet, she at least had her complement of limbs and external organs and was all theirs.


‘You’re all ours,’ Jake murmured to her. She bellowed in his ear and spat on his favourite shirt. He rubbed her back and told her to hush but she roared.


‘Wants her milk bar,’ said Candida.


‘I want a Milky Bar,’ said Jasper.


‘They’re bad for your teeth,’ she told him, taking the baby.


‘No. I mean I want a nipple. I want your nipple.’


‘Ssh.’


‘Nipple!’


Jake tickled his son deftly with one large hand, rendering him incomprehensible. A camera flashed as Jasper squirmed.


‘I’ll take her next door,’ she murmured.


‘Why not do it here?’


‘Jake!’


‘Well, you could. No one minds.’


‘If your nipples looked like Bath buns . . .,’ she began, rising.


‘Nipple!’ hooted Jasper. ‘I’m coming too.’


‘No. You stay here and amuse everyone. Won’t be a second,’ she added to the photographers over Perdita’s yells.


Released from the sofa, Jasper jumped to the floor and began to chase his train, glancing up occasionally in the hope of catching a camera’s eye. Jake followed his wife to the kitchen where she had quickly unbuttoned the top of her blouse and presented Perdita with a bloodshot nipple through a trap-door affair in her bra.


‘I think it’s too early for you to be going back to work,’ he said.


‘I’ve got to. I promised them I’d be back tomorrow so I shall be.’


‘Well, call them. Trish can do it for a few more days, can’t she?’


‘No. Well. Hang on. Have you got a hanky?’


‘Yes. Here.’


‘Thanks.’ Candida mopped Perdita’s cheek with his handkerchief, then tucked it into her pocket. ‘Yes, of course Trish could, but I can’t stand getting up every morning seeing Jasper watching her do my job. It’ll undermine his confidence in me.’


‘Rubbish. He understands. I think he’s far more excited about your production of a sister than watching you on the box.’


‘Anyone can produce a baby.’


‘I can’t.’


‘You lent your part.’


Jake leaned on the sink beside her stool, kissed his wife’s ear and watched their greedy child with an element of envy.


‘I did my best,’ he said. ‘She is rather fine.’


As Candida changed nipples, Perdita peered up, pig-eyed and breathless with gluttony.


‘She’s outstanding.’


Perdita belched then returned to her meal. Jake stroked his wife’s cheek and grunted assent.


‘We should get back soon,’ he added.


‘Samantha’ll be back any minute. She can make them all coffee or tea or something. Jake, I’ve been thinking.’


‘What?’


‘I’d er . . . I’d like to have Perdy christened.’


‘But you haven’t been to church since I met you.’


‘Yes, I have. Sometimes.’


‘When?’ He laughed, incredulous.


‘Sometimes. Not with you.’


‘But why christen her? You don’t think it makes any difference?’


‘Well . . . I . . .’


‘And it’ll make Jasper terribly jealous. We’d have to get him done too, which means finding twice the godparents. Unless they’d double up. Do you think they would?’


‘No need. He doesn’t want to be done. I asked him about it and he said “God’s all crap, Mummy”.’


‘I knew that play-school was the right choice.’


‘And I asked him if he’d mind my getting Perdy done and he said no just as long as a) Samantha was kept on to look after him as well as Perdy, b) that he could be allowed to stay up until eight occasionally and c) that I buy him a Cacharel jersey like Flora Cairns’s.’


‘Solves the birthday present problem. When is his birthday?’


Candida passed him Perdita while she buttoned her Bath buns away.


‘Next month. I . . .’ She broke off shyly.


‘What?’


‘I’ve already bought it.’


‘Well. That’s all settled then.’


‘You’re not cross?’


‘Let’s go in and get these pictures over with. I must be in by ten-thirty.’


‘Jake?’


‘’Course I’m not cross.’ He gave her a squeeze as he opened the kitchen door. ‘I’d love a good Christian daughter.’


‘Mummy!’ Jasper ran from a conversation with a heavily stubbled photography assistant to hurl himself at Candida’s thighs and walk backwards with his chin resting on her pelvis.


‘Hello, Jasper,’ she said and the four of them returned to the sofa. ‘Sorry about that,’ she called to the photographers. ‘At least she’ll be affable now. We’re all yours.’


For a few minutes, Jake and his wife said nothing to each other as they were photographed, re-arranged, photographed, asked to brighten smiles, photographed, made to swap children and photographed again. Then, in a lull as she recovered her face from the onslaught of lights, he quietly asked,


‘Have you got any candidates for her godparents?’


‘As a matter of fact I have.’


‘What for?’ asked Jasper.


‘Who?’ asked Jake.


‘And look out again if you wouldn’t mind,’ asked Woman’s Realm.


‘Your sis. I thought that would be nice. And then Dob,’ said Candida, smiling outwards.


‘Robin Maitland?’


‘Who else? I think he’d be perfect.’


‘He’s got God I suppose but, Christ . . .’ Jake looked away and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Wouldn’t that be a mite insensitive?’


‘Who’s Dob?’ asked Jasper.


‘An old friend of Jake’s,’ Candida told him.


‘This way, please, Jasper. Once more.’


Jasper smiled perfunctorily for the Daily Mail then turned back.


‘No, but who is he really?’


‘Here’s Samantha. Are you going to help her make coffee for everyone?’


‘Oh. All right.’


Jasper slid off the sofa and made a passable show of joy at seeing his young nanny again, which quickly turned to genuine pleasure as she slung him onto her shoulders and piggy-backed him briskly to the kitchen, her arms stretched with shopping.


‘And just a few of Ms Thackeray and Perdita alone now, please.’


Jake stood aside and stared nervously at Candida who beamed complacently as she held her daughter’s nose close to her own.


Perdita was turning boss-eyed with exhaustion and began to whimper at the approaching lights.


‘See you eight-thirtyish?’ Candida asked from the corner of her mouth.


‘Yup,’ said Jake. ‘Say goodbye to Jasper for me,’ and he took up his briefcase, shook his car keys and left.
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Robin was up an apple-tree. Through the crackling canopy of leaves he could see most of the tiny island’s coastline and, in the distance, the thin anaemic scar of England. There was nothing else on Whelm besides the monastery and a cottage on the South shore where fishermen from the mainland sometimes slept.


A word or two about this place that absorbed eight of his precious years. The last Lord Whelm, a virgin mystic, had founded the order in the late 1800s and bequeathed it his island and house in perpetuity. Fundamentally Protestant in outlook, though still unrecognized by the established churches on the mainland, Whelm’s peculiar marriage of discipline and informality was reflected in its relationship with a sister order on the nearby island of Corry. Ever since a childhood sweetheart and lifetime apostle of Lord Whelm’s had risen to be Abbess there, the two orders had celebrated the harvest festival with a picnic. One year the nuns would cross to Whelm, the next, they would play host to the monks. Despite rich conjecture from the fishermen, free to pass from island to island all year, nothing untoward ever occurred. The ritual welcoming of one sex by another and the joint service which followed in a chapel filled with the sheen and rustle of the year’s produce certainly bore more than a hint of fertility rite about them, but any such effect was undercut by the frank, housekeeperly exchange of the honey, mead and candles of Corry for the fruit, flour and cider of Whelm.


Whelm possessed no television or radio set. There was one telephone, which rarely rung and was used even less, locked out of temptation’s way in a box in the Abbot’s study. There was a music room with an eclectic record collection and, while there was no control of reading matter beyond a proscribed passage of Scripture or divine writing for each day, most found that the library fulfilled their needs. Post, supplies, visitors and the Abbot’s weekly newspaper were delivered by fishermen. Monks had two visiting days a year, novices four and Robin, as many as he cared for (and he had cared for none). The air of pastoral isolation was furthered by the island’s lying away from any major flight path or shipping route. Robin’s emergence from a state of collapse to something approaching control, if not exactly mental health, was the passing from a nightmare without hours to a peace kept in motion only by the gentle nudging of a daily schedule of reading and tasks.


Luke, a novice and the nearest one could have to a friend in a place where every man was friendly, was working at the foot of the tree. They had a routine. Robin would pass him a small basket of apples in exchange for an empty one. As Robin filled the second, Luke would sort the first. The perfect apples he wrapped in squares of tissue paper and laid in smoke-blue moulded trays. The damaged ones he set in a larger basket for immediate pickling or bottling or, if they showed too many signs of life, for pressing into the brown juice that would make cider.


Robin liked being up the tree. The fragrant crumble of the bark against his hands and bare feet released draughts of childhood. He used to spend hours with a best friend up a beech tree in Clapham, wolfing handfuls of pilfered dried fruit and rehearsing the downfall of adults they secretly loved. He liked the weight of the new apples in his hand and the smell of seashore on the autumn wind when it came to rattle the leaves. He also liked Luke’s company. Luke had the gift of knowing when to talk and when to listen. He listened a lot since he was an adept at leading questions; conversational pinpricks that released pent-up poison for his sympathy to wash away.


‘I suppose,’ Robin told him, arching up to a pair of apples that bobbed behind his head, ‘I suppose that you’re my nurse, really.’


‘I’m your friend,’ Luke corrected him.


‘Well, yes. If you say so. But you’re my nurse first and then you’re my friend.’


‘Hardly. I don’t know the first thing about nursing. I trained as a structural engineer.’


‘Apples for you.’


‘Thanks. We can move trees in a second and I’ll give you a turn on the ground.’


‘No. I like it up here.’


‘So do I. I had a childhood too.’


‘All right. Damn!’


Robin dropped an apple.


‘It’s OK.’


Luke caught it and Robin carried on.


‘But you do tell Jonathan everything I tell you, don’t you?’


‘I did to start with, to let him know how you were opening up, but not any more. Not for about five months.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s not his business any more.’


‘Who said so?’


‘He did.’


‘So you were prepared to carry on reporting back?’


‘Not really. I’d already started leaving things out; things I thought you were telling me as friend rather than nurse.’


‘But he guessed and let you off the hook.’


‘Yes. For a kind man, he’s a perceptive one.’


‘Mmm.’


There was a pause then Luke noticed that Robin had stopped picking.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


‘Nothing.’


‘You’re not picking anything.’


‘Nothing left to pick.’


‘Then come down and we can change trees.’


‘But it’s nice up here. I can see Dorset.’


‘That’s uninspired. Why not a small cloud in the shape of a man’s hand?’


‘Very funny. Mind your head then, Elijah.’


‘Do you want a hand?’


‘No. Get out of the way or I’ll kick you.’


Luke stood back and Robin half leaped, half tumbled from the tree. Robin had his hair tied back with a knotted handkerchief into a kind of pony-tail. As he swept the handkerchief off to wipe the sweat from his face and neck, he caught Luke watching him and his body in a slightly pathetic way he had. After Robin’s summer in the garden Luke seemed slight and pale beside him. So Robin took the larger basket from him and they walked to the foot of the next tree.


‘Well, up you go,’ Luke said.


‘No. It’s your turn,’ Robin told him.


‘No. Go on.’


‘No. You had a childhood too.’


He hesitated, grinning.


‘You sure?’ Luke checked.


‘Go on.’


He swung himself onto the lower branch and half disappeared from view.


‘I can see Dorset!’ he shouted.


‘Ssh.’


‘What’s the matter? We’re allowed to talk.’


‘But if you shout, old Snapdragon’ll come out and put you on silence which would be very dull.’


Robin watched the wind send a handful of tissue paper wheeling over the grass then thought to put a pebble in the box to stop any more from escaping. That was happening a lot then – a sort of delay between his eye and hand.


‘Here.’


Luke handed him the first apples in exchange for the second basket.


‘Thanks.’ Robin started to wrap them. ‘Luke?’


‘Yes?’


‘Why are you here?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘No. Tell me.’


‘The nurse would tell you it’s none of your business.’


‘How about the friend?’


‘He’d say erm and change the subject.’


‘I mean, is it a God thing or a human thing?’


‘I don’t see how you can separate the two.’


‘Don’t give me that crap,’ Robin pursued and felt himself scowl.


‘Apples for you.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Well?’ Luke held out his outstretched palm. ‘Give me the other basket, then.’


‘Not until you tell me.’


‘Oh, Robin!’


‘Go on.’


‘My reasons are no different from anyone else’s here, except Jonathan’s perhaps. It’s a human thing – running away from something till you find the strength to cope with it – and the God thing helps. Some of the time. Most of the time.’


‘You don’t mean God; you mean the peace helps, and the sea and the old house and having apples to pick and unworldly women to picnic with one day a year.’


‘That is God, a part of Him, anyway.’


‘That’s a lie,’ said Robin, quietly emphatic.


‘Can we talk about this another time?’


‘No.’


‘Please, Robin?’


‘Why?’


‘Because I need to think,’ he begged, ‘and it’s hard to think while dangling between earth and heaven like this.’


‘But if it’s the truth – if you know why you’re here – it should be easy to say. The truth is what comes into your head first. We’re born with truth; we learn how to lie.’


‘How to Succeed in Contemplative Society. Rule One: Hold your tongue.’


‘Coward. You always joke when you’re afraid I’m winning.’


‘Basket, please.’


Robin passed Luke the empty basket. He knew he was frowning from the way that Luke smiled at him from a faceful of leaves.


‘I’ll tell you another time,’ Luke said. ‘I promise. Better still, I’ll show you.’


‘I’ll keep you to that.’


Robin sat and tossed three maggoty apples into the cider basket.


‘Snapdragon’s coming our way,’ warned Luke. ‘He’s fairly trotting.’


‘Damn. He’s probably come to drag you off to Bible class.’


‘That’s not till this afternoon.’


Snapdragon, proper name Basil, was one of the middle-aged monks, his habit an ungainly contrast to the younger men’s lither work-clothes, his complexion a testament to chair-bound decades. He puffed over the stile into the orchard and trundled towards them. His round, schoolboy’s face shone with unwonted excitement.


‘Here you both are,’ he said. ‘Luke, I’m afraid you’ll have to manage on your own; there’s someone on the telephone for Robin. They’re calling from London.’


That was the first time Robin had truly run since he came there. Unless, that is, he ran in his madness. He could never be sure; Luke tried to spare him so much. Reaching the stile, he found an apple in his hand and hurled it into Luke’s tree. Then he sprinted across the upper lawn to the terrace outside Jonathan’s study. The Abbot had his back to the open windows and was talking into the telephone. Robin tapped on the glass and made him turn.


‘Ah. Here he is. I’ll hand you over,’ Jonathan said as Robin climbed over the sill and crossed the room, rubbing his hands clean on his trousers. ‘I’ll be next door, Robin. Come and talk when you’ve finished.’ He handed over the receiver and left the room.


Robin sat and stared down at it for a moment then lifted it to his ear and listened. There was quiet breathing then a woman’s voice startled him by calling out,


‘Hello?’


‘Hello?’


‘Dob, darling. It’s your mother.’


‘Hello! How are you?’


‘Fine, darling. Fine. How are you?’


‘Couldn’t be better. Well, actually I could but . . .’


‘Jonathan said he thought all was well. Did you get all my letters?’


‘Yes. Did you expect me to answer them? I think perhaps I should have, but not a lot happens here.’


‘Of course I didn’t. I mean . . . Robin, I’m sorry to take you by surprise now, instead of writing.’


‘No. It’s great to hear your voice. It’s only that . . .’ He wondered coolly if he were going to crack up but found himself laughing. ‘It’s only that I haven’t held a telephone in eight years and I’d rather forgotten what it’s like and the one here’s an ancient Bakelite thing. Weighs a ton.’


‘Oh, darling. Well, the reason I’m calling . . .’


‘Sorry. Yes. I’ll shut up. This must be costing the earth. You should have waited till the evening.’


‘Yes. No. The fact is I couldn’t wait. Dob, it’s rather extraordinary but I’ve just . . . I’ve just had Candida Thackeray on the phone.’


He waited for her to go on, then sensed she was waiting for him to make an exclamation of surprise.


‘I thought she was Browne, now,’ he said.


‘Well, she is, but she’s still calling herself Thackeray for work and things.’


‘How was she?’


‘She’s fine,’ said his mother, then snapped, ‘Oh Robin, don’t ask stupid questions!’


‘Sorry.’


Her voice relaxed.


‘She’s just had a second child. I told you about the first one, didn’t I, the little boy?’


‘You must have done.’


‘Yes, well, now it’s a little girl, I mean, now there’s a little girl, and Candida would like you to be its godfather. They’d like you to be . . .’ Her voice trailed off. Again he waited. ‘Robin? Are you there?’


‘But she’s not a Christian.’


‘I don’t think that’s the point.’


‘Oh.’


‘I think she, rather I suppose they are trying to make their peace with you. It must have been an awful effort for them and, well, to be honest, I think it’s only right that you should do it.’


‘Do what?’


‘Be godfather. You wouldn’t have to come back for good, just for the service, but of course we’d love to have you home for as long as you’d like to stay. There’s still your room and . . . Oh, Robin.’


Softly, his mother began to weep. He set the receiver down on the desk-top so that her grief was just a sort of insect-whisper, watched it a while, then held it back to his ear.


‘Mum?’


‘Yes?’ She sniffed.


‘Don’t cry.’


‘I can’t bloody help it,’ she snapped.


‘I’ll be home soon.’


‘Oh, Dob. Oh. Oh. I’m so glad! Can I tell her “yes”?’


‘What’s the baby’s name?’


‘Perdita. Perdita Margaux Browne. I’m not sure if it’s hyphenated.’


He clutched the receiver to his chest and laughed. He continued to laugh, throwing his head back and banging the receiver on the arm of the chair in an effort to stop. His mother called to him nervously from the earpiece and Jonathan knocked at the door and asked nervously if he wanted him to come in.


‘No, no,’ he called to them both. ‘It’s quite all right.’ His laughter eased down into chuckles. He lifted the receiver again. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Ring her up and tell her Brother Robin says yes.’ Then he hung up.
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Andrea Maitland sat at her study window, cradling the telephone in gentle hands, carelessly weeping. The long garden below her was filled with infants at play. She and her husband ran a kindergarten from their basement, so apart from two cherry trees and a towering beech, their garden grew nothing but swings and slides, a see-saw, a roundabout and a sandpit. Peter was out there now keeping a watchful eye on the speed of the swinging while the Señoritas Fernandez cleared the tables for lunch.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ Andrea muttered, and exchanged the telephone for a clutch of tissues which she used to dry her cheeks and blow her nose. She had visited Whelm only once since her son’s apparent decision to become a monk there. She caught the train and a boat on Whelm’s annual Visitor’s Day along with a crowd of tourists and other, happier relatives, but Robin had apparently not read her letters and, unaware of her visit, had gone off on a day’s sailing trip. Discouraged from visiting after that, she had sent the occasional parcel when requested and had telephoned the Abbot once every five weeks. She kept her telephoning days marked in her diary and always rang at the same time. He first broke the news that her son was, as he quaintly put it, ‘in Whelm’s care’, by letter.


‘By all means telephone me,’ he had written. ‘I cannot guarantee that you will always be able to speak to Robin, indeed I would not advise it, but I am always at your disposal between noon and one.’


He would never tell her more than that Robin was ‘well’ or ‘progressing’, although he occasionally filled in comforting details such as that Robin was working in the garden today or that Robin had recently taken a long walk beside the sea. Brushing aside her enquiries concerning Whelm with the suggestion that she visit its female twin, Corry, and find out at first hand, he encouraged her to talk about herself. The conjunction of her worries and Jonathan’s stern sympathy had therefore turned these calls into an occasion for counselling. Andrea had long disapproved of psychotherapy as timewasting and economically suspect. Several people she knew had been off and on costly couches since their mid-thirties and seen less return for their investment than a less expensive lover or some voluntary work might have afforded. Her talks with Jonathan were different. She was sure of this. They had never met – on her one visit to Whelm she had been led from the boat to Robin’s empty little room by a prattling novice – and this lent their conversations the easy anonymity of the confessional. Unlike a priest, he offered no penitential solutions, but by voicing her worries she felt that she had passed them on and could leave her desk a lighter woman.


She reached for the telephone again, dialled and waited, staring at the scene below where the Señoritas Fernandez and Peter were now corralling the infants for lunch. The week’s menu dangled from the board to her left.


Friday, she read, Hazelnut Cheddar Bake, Watercress Sauce, Chick-pea Salad, followed by Apple Crumble and Custard. She and Peter were vegetarians and so was their school. Principles aside, this was both vaguely chic and an economy respected by parents.


‘Hello?’ called a child’s voice firmly.


‘Is that Iras?’


‘Yes. Who’s that?’


‘Andrea. How’re you?’


‘Fine. Except my cheek feels like a cushion. I’ve just been to the dentist. Still, I got the day off school, even if he did give me three fillings.’


‘Oh dear. Is your pa in?’


‘The dentist said I’ve got to go to a hygienist to learn how to brush properly,’ Iras pursued. ‘Yes, he is.’


‘Could I speak to him?’


‘Well, actually he’s painting.’


‘No I’m not,’ said Faber, picking up another receiver.


‘You were a minute ago.’


‘Get off the line, Iras.’


‘It’s your friend, Andrea,’ said Iras, getting off.


‘Andrea. Hi.’


‘Hello. You’re sure you weren’t painting?’


‘I was, but I’m stopping for lunch. What’s up? You don’t sound right.’


‘I’ve just been speaking to Robin.’


‘How lovely. Was it lovely?’


‘He’s coming home.’


‘Oh God. When?’


‘Soon.’


‘Come and talk this afternoon.’


‘Can’t. I’ve promised to take over from Peter downstairs and then he’s dragging me to some nasty French film. Can I come tomorrow morning?’


‘Of course. You can help me feed ducks. Come for a bite of lunch.’


‘See you.’


‘Bye.’


Faber was one of Andrea’s young friends. Through their daily contact with young parents and through their stout refusal to grow up (e.g. change politics, accumulate wealth and stop sitting on the floor at parties), Peter and Andrea had lost touch with most of their generation and had a revised address book full of friends young enough to be their children. Faber lived with his adopted daughter on the other side of the common. He was a painter. His work was very challenging, certainly, but Andrea sometimes wondered how he and Iras survived quite so well.


Andrea left her study and followed nutritious smells to the basement. The children – there were twenty – were seated on dwarf chairs around five dwarf tables, wolfing their hazelnut cheddar bake while the Señoritas Fernandez, two satisfactorily bosomy creatures who came daily on a motorbike from Dulwich, clucked amongst them mopping up spillage, ruffling hair and topping up beakers of unfiltered apple juice. Peter, a lock of white hair tumbling over one eye, was crouching beside one table to correct a girl’s murderous hold on her knife. He glanced up at Andrea, turned to his left to stop a boy from flicking his chickpeas, then came to her side.


‘Have some,’ he said. ‘It’s good.’


‘I will in a sec,’ said Andrea. ‘Holá,’ she returned to Pilar Fernandez. ‘Peter, I’ve just spoken with Robin.’


‘Lord. How was he?’


‘He’s coming back to do their christening.’


‘When?’


‘He didn’t say. Soon.’


‘Oh, Andrea.’ He squeezed her hand, caught her eye, then laughed. At that she laughed too, and he hugged her. ‘That’s marvellous,’ he said and kissed her briefly.


‘Ooh!’ chorused several children.


‘Qué pasa?’ asked another, in perfect imitation of a Fernandez.


‘Never you mind,’ said Peter.


‘Our son’s coming home,’ Andrea explained, accepting a plateful of food and perching on a stool between two tables. Trusting herself not to cry again, she carried on. ‘He’s been away for eight whole years.’


‘Where’s he been?’ asked Jasper Browne, who told his parents everything.


‘He’s been living on an island.’


‘Which island?’ asked a little girl.


‘Whelm. It’s in the English Channel.’


‘That’s where all the holy people live,’ Jasper told his neighbours. ‘Her son’s a holy person but he used to be friends with my father.’


‘Eat up, Jasper, then we can all have some apple crumble.’


‘Your wife hasn’t finished hers yet,’ Jasper observed.


‘Oh, don’t wait for me,’ said Andrea quickly. ‘I couldn’t manage crumble too.’


‘Well, it is rather fattening,’ Jasper said, in his mother’s voice.


‘You finished yet, Cherub?’ asked Paca Fernandez, swooping on Jasper’s plate.


‘No!’ he fairly yelled and fell to eating again.


Andrea reminded herself who his parents were and smiled. Peter came back to her elbow. ‘You off?’ she asked.


‘In a moment. I promised them another instalment of that story about the girl who makes friends with a dragon.’


‘Right.’


‘And Pilar’s very kindly cleaned and chopped up some potatoes for printing with, if you’ve got the energy.’


‘Great. Are you going to the gym?’


‘Yes. But I’m looking in at the hospital first.’


‘How is he?’ Peter pulled a resigned face. ‘Oh dear. How long has he got?’


‘A month,’ he suggested. ‘Three weeks? Hard to tell. He might go overnight, but then they were saying that in the Summer.’


She touched his hand.


‘Give him my love.’


‘I will.’ He paused and grinned. ‘So Robin’s coming home? How soon? Did he say?’ he asked again.


‘Soon. Just soon.’


Peter started to go.


‘Bye, everyone.’


‘Bye, Peter!’ they shouted back, showering crumble.


‘I’ll see you at the cinema, then,’ he muttered.


‘Which?’


‘That one behind the Greek restaurant you took me to in Soho.’


‘Oh, darling, do we have to?’


‘Good for us. Seven o’clock.’


She watched him go and thought of him and Robin building the treehouse when Robin was a boy. Then she remembered herself, shovelled in the last mouthful of chick-peas because they would do her good, and started a brave chat with the table to her right about what holy persons did.
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Peter had started hospital visiting when one of his former colleagues fell gravely ill and died after two months in hospital. He only heard of the colleague’s predicament towards the end of his illness, and was shocked on visiting him to realize that office chumminess had never revealed the sad fact that the man passed his private life in constant solitude. The bed had been surrounded by flowers and cards from workmates too busy to visit more than once, if at all, but none from family. He checked with the nurses and found that his only regular visitor had been a volunteer provided by the hospital. Shocked as much as inspired, he had enrolled as a volunteer too. So far Marcus was the only patient assigned to his care.


Peter stopped at the flower stall on his way into the hospital to choose a flower. The powerful drugs were affecting Marcus’s sight and he found it easier to focus on a single bloom than try to distinguish the shapes and colours in a bunch. Peter was Marcus’s only visitor. The nurses had confided that a man rang every few days to ask how he was but never left his name or came in person.


‘I’m dying in splendid isolation,’ Marcus had briefed him on their first meeting. ‘But the whole farrago would be wasted without a Boswell to bear it witness and since you arrive knowing nothing about me but my Christian name, bed number and vanquishing condition, you’ll make a rather fine one. For my part I know nothing of you but your Christian name and inexplicable charitable impulse so you must feel free to weave me all manner of lies about yourself.’


‘Why ever should I want to do that?’ Peter had asked.


‘To divert my thoughts from pain and death? I assume that’s why they’ve sent you. Are you married?’


‘No,’ said Peter. ‘Yes.’


‘Such a pity you forgot to take off the ring. That might have been a most rewarding falsehood.’ Marcus had paused to look down mischievously at his own ringless hands. ‘Or perhaps you slipped that on, just before coming here and this is a discerning double bluff and you a master deviant.’ He looked Peter straight in the eye. ‘Are you devious by nature?’ Peter said he wasn’t and smiled. ‘Are you afraid of blood, tears or vomit?’


‘We run a kindergarten.’


‘You and . . .? No. Don’t tell me. Not yet. So. A kindergarten. Then we’ll get along like a house on fire. Curious phrase that is. Washington Irving used it first, of course, not that that explains anything. Just gives you a door to lay the blame at. Get along like a house on fire. It seems to imply that the brightest new relationship will be swift, dangerous and end in the destruction of all material security.’


‘It suits ours rather well, then.’


Their house had burned, but not so very swiftly. The volunteer co-ordinator had warned Peter that it might all be over in two months, but Marcus had carried on and on. He would grow worse, acquire rattles in his chest and an array of monitors at his bedside, lead his few spectators to the gates of Beyond, linger there teasingly to bid farewell, then come gliding back to Act One, Scene the First. On his more cynical days, Peter wondered whether it were not his visits that kept Marcus alive, so closely did his new friend’s resurrections resemble the generous round of farewell appearances of an adored performer.


Peter stepped out of the lift into the carefully conditioned air of the ward. Months after his first visit, he still felt the clutch of death dread brought on by the smell of the place. No amount of lazar-house groaning could match that silent threnody of bedpan, antiseptic, hot-house bloom and sweated fear. During the last of Marcus’s recitals at the doors of Beyond, Peter had sat up drinking machine-brewed cocoa with the night nurse and had asked her how she coped. She had sighed, rubbed an aching foot and said that she didn’t, really, but that it helped keep her weight down.


The duty nurse was away from the reception desk so he presumed on familiarity and went directly to Marcus’s room. He paused in the doorway. Marcus had plugged headphones into his new toy, a portable compact disc player, and so had not heard his approach. He lay staring away from the door to swaying treetops and a smoking chimney stack. Sweat shone in the exhausted folds of his cheeks and neck. The lavish score brought to life by the machine, seeped out from the edges of the headphones as a pattern of tinny whispers and clicks. The nurses were forever shutting windows with brisk explanations about airconditioning balance, but Marcus had Peter well trained. He moved straight from shutting the door to sliding back two panes of the double-glazing. The breeze he let in filled out a hated net curtain that was stuffed firmly to one side and gently swung a few Get Well cards that dangled from a washing-line affair at the bed’s end.


‘You’re late, darling,’ Marcus said, too loud for he was competing with his private orchestra.


‘You’re soaked,’ said Peter. He ran the cold tap over a flannel for a few seconds, then wrang the cloth out and gently wiped it over Marcus’s face, across his neck and up behind his ears. His fingers trailed across a thick scab.


‘Bliss,’ said Marcus and shut his eyes. Peter rinsed out the flannel once more and arranged it, folded, across Marcus’s burning forehead. Then he pressed the stop button on Marcus’s new toy (which he had been sent out to buy with a bursting wallet last week). ‘Oy!’ said Marcus.


‘Talk to me,’ replied Peter. ‘Tell me stuff. What’s new?’


‘I’m dying.’


‘I’ve heard that one before.’


‘No, but really this time.’


‘When did that scab come?’


‘Days ago. But I got bored last night and picked it so it’s probably disgusting now.’


‘What were you listening to?’


‘Such Nazi trash, but so glamorous.’


‘What is?’


‘Ein Heldenleben.’


‘Sounds appropriate enough. I’m afraid I don’t know it.’


‘You don’t know it?’


‘You know how ignorant I am. I warned you when you sent me out to choose you that machine.’


‘What?’


‘Take those things off. You’re shouting.’


Marcus took off the headphones and hung them on a hook by his bed. Peter was changing the water in Marcus’s flower glass but watched him do this in the mirror, watched him twice miss the hook like a drunk.


‘How are the eyes today?’ he asked, setting the flower on the bedside table.


‘For me? How sweet, and such a pretty colour!’ Marcus exclaimed this over each day’s flower. The repetition had passed from joke to ritual; the delight, though still sincere, had crystallized.


‘Who brought in all those compact discs for you? I only got you five.’


‘Miss Birch, my ancilla constanta.’


‘Is she still in your pay, or does she work for love?’


‘But of course I still pay her. She has a small empire to run in my absence.’


‘What do you do?’ Peter asked, smiling as he sat on the end of the bed.


‘I told you. I’m an arms manufacturer. We sell death in all its colourful variety. Our catalogue is found at the bedside of each world power.’


‘No, but really.’


‘You want God’s own truth?’


‘Please.’


‘It’s not half as exciting.’


‘Still.’


‘My mother inherited a small fortune in Argentine beef, which she expanded by supplying machinery to abattoirs and children’s playgrounds. I never touch red meat and I never had much time for children so I branched out into optics.’


‘Glasses?’


‘And contact lenses and tubes that help people see around corners and down windpipes. Ironic really. Whenever they have to peer up or down my decaying insides, they do it with a load of vaseline and a machine that bears my name.’


There was a rap on the door and a nurse came in.


‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Medication time.’ She handed Marcus two tiny plastic pots, one with pills in, the other filled with water.


‘Oh joy,’ he said quietly and drained them both. Passing the pots back to the nurse, he followed her gaze to the open window and flapping curtain. ‘My friend here has a problem with breathing second-hand air,’ he told her, quietly. ‘He apologizes for any inconvenience and promises to close it before he leaves.’


‘Good,’ she said and left the room.


‘Well, now that I’ve told you the truth about my work, you can tell me the whole and nothing but about yours.’


‘But I already have.’


‘A kindergarten?’


‘Yes.’


‘But why? You have a brain, a wife, looks of a sort.’


‘When we were first married I was a stockbroker.’


‘Ah.’


‘Why “ah”?’


‘The finance houses are half-staffed with fantasists. They all want to do something else. Weren’t you anaesthetized by the money?’


‘Not really. There was never any time to enjoy it. We had a nice house, of course, and short, full holidays, but the quality of life is fairly minimal when all you want to do in your spare time is sleep.’


‘So when did you leave and devote your expensive time to infants?’


‘A little over seven years ago. Or is it eight now? Our son, Robin –’


‘Oh Peter, I’m so sorry. How did he . . .?’


‘No, no. He didn’t die; he went to live in a monastery. At Whelm.’


‘Good lord! That God-forsaken place. Though, of course, it can’t be God-forsaken. Not if it’s a . . . Sorry. Go on. How often do you go and see him?’


‘Never. Well, Andrea has once, but I couldn’t face it. I prefer to remember him as he was. Andrea writes most of the letters, too. I think she rather wanted them to be her duty.’


‘Duty?’


‘Treat, then. She could go to see him there every six months, I think, but they prefer her to leave him alone and simply telephone. She talks to the man in charge. The Brother Superior, or whatever.’


‘Abbot.’


‘That’s it. When Robin gave up everything and went there, Andrea went to pieces rather. He’d already left home, really, by going to university, but this seemed so much more final.’


‘Like a death, in fact?’ Marcus suggested.
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