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			Dedication
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			Epigraphs

			All was done in love, anxiety, timidity,

			stupidity and impatience.

			SAMUEL BUTLER, The Way of All Flesh

			Errata: Page 320, for The fat one, read The fat ones.

			ROBERT SMITH SURTEES, Plain or Ringlets? (First edition, 1860)

		

		
			ONE

			The Iterative Mood

			The State gave an order. We obeyed the order. Everyone obeyed the order. And the world changed.

			For a long time I would get up early. Nothing was needed to wake me up. I would get out of bed, not waking my husband. I would leave the bedroom in my pyjamas, barefoot. I would close the door to the bedroom and its curtained dark, feeling the soft weight of the dressing-gowns and jackets swinging behind the door. I would take pleasure in the shift of sensation on the soles of my bare feet, from the coarse wool of the old Qashqai carpet in the bedroom to the hard wood on the landing. It always struck me as a change of texture and of temperature both. Other changes in texture and temperature followed as I walked through the house. If I went into the bathroom there would be the rippling sensation of tiles, and the once luxurious sensation of mechanical heat underfoot. Or in the rest of the house, more carpets, and a subtle shift from wood to what lay on the floor in the kitchen, an unrolled stretch of artificial stuff that I would once have confidently called lino and now seemed to have no name other than floor covering. The consideration of the name of the stuff on the floor in the kitchen was a regular one, and regularly called up the same train of thought, that if this stuff, once lino, was now called floor covering, then what was the wood in the rest of the house, not the house’s pristine floorboards but a laid surface I had installed twenty years before? I felt that the names of things should preserve an obvious distinction. Almost every morning, after getting up between six and seven, I wondered whether this glacial blond surface was what used to be termed parquet, or whether that, too, had now been subsumed in the general term floor covering. I would come to no conclusion.

			In all of this I would be obeying an order – the order of the State. The order concerned how, and for what reasons, we might leave our houses. The State decreed that we might not leave our houses for more than an hour a day. We were allowed to go outside for an hour’s exercise, or to fetch essentials, but for no other reason. This was in March, when the surfaces of things carried the promise of infection and death, when the unfamiliar could not be touched, when strangers could not be allowed to approach closer than a coffin’s length. We shut our doors. We stayed at home. We reflected on Engels’ definition of the State as a ‘special coercive force’. And time passed.

			The house would be silent. The street outside would be silent. At most there might be the hushing sound of a broom over pavement, as Joe swept the empty pavements in front of his house, next to mine. That silence would not change as the day went on.

			All through this time I would do the same things in the same order. I first made a sort of bread for breakfast. In the quiet kitchen, I would turn on the oven. I took down a greeny-brown package of buckwheat flour, mixing it with soda water and something to give it some flavour. I would take a dessertspoon and, with a forefinger, unload the glutinous wet dough, pocked with caraway seeds, onto a sheet of baking paper. I would resist the urge to lick my finger, driven by the memory of mixing cake batter when I was a child in my grandmother’s kitchen; this grey gleaming dough held no secret appeal when raw, and not much when cooked. But it was good for you.

			I would put the dollops of buckwheat mix into the oven, and make coffee. The automatic processes of the machine were thrilling to me, and their inconsiderate noises I always felt would wake my husband: the rattle of the beans falling into the reservoir and the shriek of the grinding mechanism. The machine had been in the kitchen for some years; it was only at this time, when the State had given an order and we obeyed the order, staying at home, that I had wondered what the term was for the part of the machine that the coffee fell into, that you pushed and twisted into a tight seal and let the boiling water drip through. I had looked at it daily, and wondered what the name for it was for some time, feeling at first that the name was obvious and it had only slipped my mind, before giving up and investigating. The part of the machine had a name: it was called a portafilter; I recoiled from the name with disappointment and scepticism. I would never use the word, even in my thoughts.

			I pushed the handled thing forward, twisted and locked it, pressed a button, and the coffee dripped into the mug that was already there.

			Things around me had acquired names in this time, names not subjective or based in my history or habits of use but ones with their own impregnable dignity and separation. That carpet in the bedroom, the one I bought when I was twenty-one was a sentence that had left me, like a child leaving home, and the carpet was now what it had always been, a Qashqai prayer mat, with so many knots per inch, with dyes of particular vegetables. I had turned back a corner of the carpet, like a favourite page in a novel, one quiet hour; I had counted the knots. The learning of names would be so slow, all through this period, and with so doubtful an outcome. The prayer carpet was as impregnated with ideas as its knots were with the red dye of madder root; it pointed backwards to my rewarding myself for getting my degree, carrying the mystery and the idea, too, of the price I could not understand how I could have paid, of £650 in 1986; it pointed still further backwards to its world of devotion, where God would be found in a particular direction, and the carpet would be oriented to aid the worshipper. It was saturated in meaning, and dripped, and the names I learnt were the guide to those once empty significances.

			But not every name that had emerged had this meaning, or possessed any idea to enhance that raw physical substance. Sometimes it was just a name. At most it was a history. The thing that the coffee machine ground beans into was a portafilter; that was no name but a corporate label for a device, and the object’s reality had been lost. I wouldn’t use the word portafilter explaining the machine’s processes to someone unfamiliar with them. I would say, You push the sort of filter-holding thing into the slot underneath the kind of grinder. But there was nobody to explain the processes to. My husband, who would still be in bed, had chosen not to learn how to use the machine, preferring that I would always make coffee for him. And there was nobody who might come into the house, except medical professionals. They, alone among strangers, would be permitted to enter; they would not make coffee. The name, once learnt and recoiled from with a little distaste, sat there, unused.

			The machine did its work; the coffee was made. I would take the mug, one of six bought from a Charles Rennie Mackintosh museum, unimaginably far away in Glasgow and long ago, and open the back door into the garden. I would go out barefoot most days. I relished the shift of sensation, another change from the cooler parquet in the back passage to the stone of the ground outside, gritty however well swept, and with a depth of cold after the night that nothing would quite shift, a depth of cold that under these first steps would always strike me as the same thing as wetness. Sometimes it actually was wetness; I liked to take my coffee outside, barefoot, even if it had rained, and even if it was still raining. That shift of sensation would be in the air, too, a shift as if of strength of pressure between the interior household world of kitchen, passageways, red-curtained rooms, heated and controlled like a circus tent, and the open unroofed world of the garden and what lay above and beyond. It had once been a world of possibilities that that door opened into, as if you could enter the oxygenated garden, go beyond its fences into the world itself. But now the garden represented all there was in the world outside. You could not go beyond it, or only as far as half an hour’s walk would take you, and then the world would come to an end. You would get to the gates of Battersea Park, and find that the time had come to turn back. I would not cross the river that lay a mile to the north for many months. As if in compensation, the world we were limited to by decree of the State, this garden and the house we lived in, had grown in the mind, and nothing was too small to look at, to name or rename, to contemplate.

			The garden was small, a tarred terrace. It was a London outside space of twenty square metres, and without any ground soil. When I first lived here, the fence was swamped every year with a sea of jasmine. It was rooted in a neighbour’s garden, but grew like a weed over my fence and for three years flooded the air for May and June with that odour of jasmine, so like bananas, so pure and unresisted that it felt aimed. I tried to keep up; I bought a few pots of hydrangeas, of pink fuchsias. Then one year the jasmine died; I don’t know why. It was rooted in soil somewhere I could not see, and a neighbour must have taken some action against it. The hydrangeas and the fuchsias died soon too, of neglect. For years the terrace was a repository of rubbish bags and dead plants, the occasional daffodil bulb making an uncared-for revival.

			But I came from a family of gardeners, and finally, in middle age, the urge, however frail at first, would assert itself, like a shoot of beech-wood that will in the end crack paving stones and show what the fecund earth underneath can do. We had cleared the terrace, and placed plants in containers all around. Some at first had died, quite quickly, It might be possible to grow a fig tree in a pot. But we could not. The ones that died or even faintly struggled were immediately despatched, and the ones that coped were replicated. So the garden I would go out into, the possibility of breeze opening up the sky above it, the three dozen windows around it keeping their opinions to themselves, was an experienced one. I would go round the containers carefully, inspecting each one, sometimes with a pair of blades to trim or shape. The three roses were prone to fly, and could be sprayed; I always felt, too, a deep joy during the long season between the first buds of their blooms showing themselves and their bursting into fullness, like wind-filled blouses on a line, the cream, the crimson, the opulent flurry with which the yellow in bloom flavoured the air by the kitchen door. There was a climbing and indestructible jasmine, a new one, its leaves fading daily from its winter scarlet to the innocent yellow-green I always associated with the key of A major, and by that, one of three camellias, finishing its flowering just as the jasmine started to limber up. There was a foaming cascade of convolvulus, its white trumpets like a licensed version of the bindweed I always loved as a child, dreamt of a garden buried in it; the fall of flowers buried a single piece of rubbish I had placed in the garden, like a recollection of that childish desire, and an old desktop hard drive lay rotting underneath a high-coiffured flood of bleached flower bells. There were two olive trees, each facing the other, most years to my astonishment producing a few olives as if they were in Greece. I had never known what olive blossom looked like, either, until now – the tiny beaded buds, the foam, the white flowers a millimetre wide. The olives every year would draw a bold squirrel into the garden; it would lean forward and pull at one, gigantic in its little paws, gnawing at it, like a drunk Gulliver at a cocktail party in Brobdingnag. And at the back a wall of bamboo, growing like a wildfire. Most weeks from spring onwards I would need to thin the bamboo of dead or browning shoots, and it always responded with a fresh green shoot, growing so quickly you could almost watch it move. By June the highest blades would be nine feet tall. Once in another life, in Japan, I had heard the creak of bamboo growing another millimetre, disbelieving. One day, in this life, I hoped to hear my bamboo in the two man-length tubs creak joyously back.

			There would be something new in the garden. There would be old things, too, which had lost their names soon after their installation, had somehow thrived. Those plants had discovered their own names again, since the State had forbidden us to go far from them. The tree that I had bought in the Sunday-morning market, with its brushlike vermilion flowers and cones like fingers, revealed itself to be a callistemon. A horticultural guest to lunch had once judged it to be bedint, an old Bloomsbury word for vulgar or common. I was amused. I loved the stately flourish of vermilion, a splash against the bamboo, the colour of an Inari gate, and no guest would come to put it in its place again, not for long concentrating months of excavation.

			I would stand in the garden and relish what it held, the colours that had the licence to clash, reds against purple and white, cream against yellow. The variety of green leaf, too, I had begun to appreciate only through living with it, the verdant inner luminosity of the bamboo, like commercial supermarket salad, or the powdery greyish green, as elegant as sage, of the convolvulus leaves, or the camellia’s villainous racing-green polish you could see your face in. Some days during this time I would come out and be struck by the smells, the perfume of the yellow roses by the door or the flowering jasmine or the bog myrtle’s wash, like an expensive cologne, or just the smell of a garden after recent rain, the smell I now knew had been given a specific name within living memory. That new collision of rain and dry earth was called petrichor; it had always existed, that smell, and first been named in the 1960s. Petrichor. The name had caught on. I had just learnt it.

			There was silence in the garden. The part of London I lived in was quiet, a back street lined with trees, but in those months you could almost reach out and squeeze the silence in the air, like a saturated sponge. Always before there had been the remote and steady grumble of traffic, like a sixty-four-foot organ stop played pianissimo in an empty cathedral; you felt it before you knew how to listen to it. And that was gone, like the exhaust particles that had stained the busy air. It was as if a headache had cleared, all at once. The sky would be empty, too, both of the planes, which in other times descended twice a minute towards the airport to the west, and, higher up, the planes that once had drawn slowly fattening lines in the deeper blue.

			There was no silence, in reality. Even in the back garden, you could sometimes hear a faint slapping from the street as a neighbour set off on his or her daily permitted run. I heard these slaps of rubber on pavement, and liked to think of them joining a community of well-spaced runners in the park, where the mumbling clamour of footfall would fill the empty air, like the subdued and unending acclaim of a multitude. I would stand there and the animal sounds, the sounds as if of a forest, would make themselves felt: the hiss and warning roar of wind through the beech tree in the little recreation ground a hundred yards away. The burst of vermilion callistemon flowers and, by it, the high foxgloves with their imperial purple and white bellflowers lined with blotches, they sent out a secret message on the air, and the muscular grumbling of bees started and stopped with purposeful abruptness. The lemon glisten of song from a blackbird, as if it knew that for once everyone was listening to the purity of its notes. Pigeons settled in trees, or perched on the top of chimneys, and made their indecisive but insistent woo-woos for hours on end. You could hear, too, the football rattle of an angry magpie, the shriek and clamour of those new Londoners, the jaunty savage mobs of parakeets. Everyone had a different explanation for how they had come to be here, driving out the flurrying sparrows of my London childhood, and nobody really knew.

			I’ve never seen pigeons look so healthy, my husband had said one day. We had been standing at the front window. Outside a cherry tree was in bud. A London pigeon had been tugging at one bud after another, eating what it could. It looked slim, almost glossy with health, and yet somehow resentful, as pigeons do. We watched for a time.

			Perhaps – I said – the London pigeon’s usual diet has dried up. It’s had to go back to eating what its ancestors ate, buds and insects.

			What do you mean, the usual diet, my husband asked.

			Discarded kebabs, I said. And the vomit of drunks on Clapham High Street. Sunday morning would be the best time. They must be discovering that it’s not so good for them to eat everything from the pavement or rubbish bins.

			A lesson worth learning, my husband said briskly, but we did not move from the front window. We would go on watching the pigeon try to eat the buds of the cherry tree, and after it flew off, we would watch the cherry tree in bud. It had recently stopped raining. The tree, wet, shone like a knife in the sun.

			I would have finished my coffee. My bare feet would be cold, the chill spreading up my ankles. I would wait. There was no reason to go inside until the buckwheat rolls were baked. I had no idea what time it was and no nagging sensation that something had to be achieved, or perhaps just undertaken, at some point today. I would have a bath soon. My husband would get up; he liked to sleep longer than I did. And then the different tasks of the day would start, the same tasks every day, but undertaken cheerfully and with undisturbed, remote control. The life we lived was of the utmost habit, circling the day like a satellite, and in that habit resided a happiness I felt I had only glimpsed before. From one day to the next the only thing that changed were the clothes I wore and the novel, between breakfast and lunch, I would be reading. In the unquestioned following of habitual behaviour, like a spiritual exercise, I discovered happiness. During March I read nineteen novels by Ivy Compton-Burnett, one after the other, between breakfast at eight and lunch at one, starting a new one as soon as I had finished the last, like lighting each cigarette from the butt of the one before. During April I baked canelés bordelaises every afternoon, practising every day until they were quite perfect, glazed, hard-ridged, and producing an inside that was soft to the very edge of being liquid. After I had learnt to do them properly, I continued for a week, producing a perfect batch every afternoon. Then I stopped.

			The practice of habit was that of a medieval peasant. Sometimes when we went out for a short walk before bedtime, I would be surprised if we did not see the silent, calculating fox of the neighbourhood sauntering down the middle of the road it now thought it owned. Our habits were more regular than those of a wild animal patrolling its narrow territory, and the source of deep undisturbed happiness. I was a writer; by inclination always; by profession for three decades. For the first time in my life I had not written a word for months.

			The State had told us that we might go out once a day, for an hour, for the sake of exercise. We did so, and so did many of our neighbours. We got to know their habits and accustomed behaviour. Some of these other people were regular phenomena in the world that our small observations constructed. Joe next door swept the pavement before his house with a stiff witchy broom. He did this every day, though no rubbish could have accumulated; I thought it was a domestic habit he had inherited from his mother, who had learnt it from her mother in a chalky Calabrian street, where Joe himself had never been. Once in a while we heard him exchange a barbed and self-protective comment with the man who lived opposite, the nuisance. There was also a man who lived a few houses away we knew as the Jogger. In the morning we would see him in his exercise gear, loping past, his hands hanging down, his white-shod feet padding the pavements with a sombre unthinking rhythm. An hour later, we would see him return, his hair glistening, his face purple-dark and gasping, like a landed tropical fish. We would remark to each other that there the Jogger had gone. Each evening, with fresh exercise clothes, he ran out again, for a second hour, returning in the same condition. They were one of two Black families in the little street. The thoughtful mother and small, nervous, bookish son might not value their successful father’s making a spectacle of himself; in any case they did not Jog.

			We would take an hour’s walk, strictly in accordance with the State’s decree. It amused us, like an Uber driver deliberately irritating his passengers by sticking to the forty mile speed limit on the road from the airport. Always before, the few quiet streets around us had been a neutral zone with nothing much of interest to supply. We had passed through them quickly, still carrying the concerns of the house with us, or thinking about the place we were aimed for – Geneva, the London Library, a friend’s lunch at his house in Belsize Park. Now an hour’s walk restricted us to those few streets. We started to notice things.

			If you turned right at the front door, and left again, you passed an Ethiopian church and were at the Queenstown Road. It was a road into and out of the centre of London; an artery, I had heard it called. On Monday mornings in normal times, the road would be static with traffic and metalled to a polished shine, as car against car waited for anything to change. If the traffic was like this and you needed to reach somewhere, it was best to walk for forty minutes, to cross the shining river by the shining fixed line of vehicles slashed across it, until you reached Chelsea. It was always busy. But now it was empty, unused, vacant. You could stand in the middle of the street and see nothing approaching from this side; turn and see nothing from the other. Once in this time, I lay down in the centre of the road, aligned with the useless road markings dividing the road in two. Supine, I remained there. It was noon. Nothing came on my right side, going towards Chelsea; nothing came on my left side, going towards Clapham. The sun was warm on my face and the silence was strong. After a time I lifted myself up. Quite near a vixen stood in the middle of the road, examining me with curiosity. She sauntered away and so did I.

			I had walked down the Queenstown Road ten thousand times in these two decades without seeing anything much. There was nothing much to be seen. What I had seen were the couple of restaurants we had gone to and the shops we had used: the dry cleaners, the Argentinian steak house, the shop that had been an Oddbins and the Greek takeaway where a friend’s boyfriend had worked, morose in his greeting behind the till when we waved from the street. Those were all shut; the friend’s boyfriend had died. Now we saw more.

			There was some fruit scattered and rotting in someone’s front garden, behind a wall. This was newly unfamiliar. The Queenstown artery held kebab shops and takeaways, and in usual times the road was scattered with dropped food and detritus. But that was all gone now, and the scattered shopping in the little front garden had a freshly debauched air. Someone had emptied their grocery bags over the front wall of a block of mansion flats, and left everything there amid all the Queenstown tidiness. But there was something incomplete about the explanation that had come so quickly. I was getting better at understanding when you needed to look again, and I looked again. What I had thought was scattered grocery shopping was uniform, like the shopping of an obsessive starting a fad diet. What was scattered across the little yard were twenty or thirty fruits, yellow or touched with pink, each the size of a small child’s head. We stood. I saw, underneath two grand trees, growing right against the walls and windows of the mansion block, scrabbling for earth in the eight feet of space between block and front wall. The trees were glossy and dark and unknown. I tipped my head back. There in the foliage dark were more fruit, hanging and glowing in the dense shadow like Chinese lanterns.

			What is it, I said. I don’t know what this tree is at all. They look like grapefruit.

			Smell it, my husband said. He pulled a dark leaf from the twig and rubbed it between his fingers. He held his fingers to my face. His face was alive with pleasure. A flood of sharpness, and something like –

			Is that … I said. It could be bergamot almost, I said.

			Earl Grey, he said. You don’t like Earl Grey. It’s a pomelo. My grandfather had one in his garden in Dhaka.

			A pomelo, I said, wondering.

			Two pomeloes, he said. He was right. In this little space of earth, two thick-trunked trees grew. They were twenty-five feet high. When I tipped my head up and looked, the leaves met in a solid barrier, and the fruit shone in a green darkness that turned into deepest black. Do you think we could take some, my husband said.

			I don’t see why not, I said. They’re just lying on the ground. Half of them are rotting. But be quick about it.

			The door of the mansion block opened; somehow shyly, someone not wanting to be observed. A woman stood there, her hand on the doorknob, and smiling.

			You like my trees, she said, very happily. You know what they are?

			They look like pomeloes, my husband said.

			Well done you, she said. Most people say grapefruit, big orange, or one lady, she said lemon. Lemon! Man from the Council, mind …

			She trailed off, still smiling. Perhaps like other people she had not spoken to anyone else for some weeks now. She was neat, tiny, her bare arms bone and a sag of skin; in her high-boned yellowish face under a scribble of hair, the dark intelligent eyes shone like wet glass catching the light. Her face was not so much freckled as mottled, the face of a beauty brightly reflected in a salt-decayed mirror somewhere by a hot blue sea.

			You want to take some pomelo? No problem, she said. I can’t eat more than one each day. They going to stay there, rot, you take them, then. Nice to see you appreciate my trees. Come inside my garden, easier to gather. You want to see the trees from underneath? You’ll value that sight, I can tell.

			Her name was Marianne. The solitude had worn away at her in some ways. She was prepared and careful in her surfaces, her clothes clean and comfortable. She reminded me at once of those shy small beasts in Tove Jansson, the ones who live under a stove or beside a tree. They have forgotten their own names and have to be persuaded out, the ones out of whom words, in time, tumble. She talked about her trees, the big pomelo and the little one behind – these names were ancestral, clear in her mind. I could see no real difference in size between the two trunks. They were substantial trees. They were forty years old, the trees, Marianne said. Perhaps the big pomelo had grown faster than the little pomelo at some early stage of their lives, back in the 1980s.

			I’m worried for the pomelo, one of the pomeloes I’m growing, an imagined Marianne not thirty years old said, in my head.

			They are doing just fine, a male voice said. Who was he? I could not think. A new man in Marianne’s life, I thought, back in the 1980s. He was gone by now.

			Yeah, the big pomelo, that is doing just fine, my imagined Marianne said. But the other one in the blue pot, the little one, I am not so confident over him. This week I am going to plant both of them in the soil, take them out of the pots, see which of them survives, but I am not hopeful for the little pomelo out of the two. That one struggling. And you need a lady pomelo and a gentleman pomelo for the fruit to come. My father, he told me. You need two. He was a civil servant, my father, very careful, very thoughtful, a man you want to take your advice from.

			And then they were for ever the big pomelo and the little pomelo, those two trees. They were there, she now said to us, growing ten years or fifteen before they produced a first fruit. Before that, they had produced blossom in June and nothing followed. The blossom of the pomelo, Marianne said, is a beautiful thing. My father wrote in letters to me from Grenada that I would be happy to smell the blossom at least, close my eyes, and I’m in the pomelo orchard. He writes a beautiful letter, my father, and he’s right. I told myself for years that I’m happy there’s only blossom but no fruit. And I believe myself! But then fifteen years have gone by and for the first year there is one fruit growing on a branch. I cannot believe what I am seeing. I go out to see it every day. One day it is big enough to pick. And I fetch my stepladder that I have bought from the ironmonger’s just there.

			Do you know that ironmonger’s over there? Marianne asked.

			Yes, I said. It’s a useful shop. They’ve got everything.

			Him and his daughter! she said. Her and her Alsatian dog. Forty years I am going there and she don’t say hello even, like she knows me. She is the one that laughs at me when I first say I am growing a pomelo tree. Little girl then behind her father’s counter. A what, she says. The father comes out and goes back again, comes back with his dictionary. Who knows that man has a dictionary? That man thinks he knows everything. Looks in the big dictionary. Has to. Oh, a Po Me Low, he says.

			Marianne reached up and scratched her head, pulled a disapproving downward face, like Stan Laurel. She was a good mimic once she got going, one who enjoyed herself and liked an audience. I knew that indispensable ironmonger, the old man and his unsmiling daughter with her gruff voice; their Alsatian did the smiling for both of them, teeth bared and chained in the window.

			A Po Me Low, he says, said Marianne. That’s what you can grow in where it is you come from. Well, you can’t grow it here. Too cold, he says. Not wet enough. Get yourself a nice dahlia or two. They’re nice if they aren’t too brightly coloured. Where is it you come from, that’s what he says. Not interested and he’s going to pretend he’s not remembered next time, so I don’t know why he’s asking, so I don’t know why I tell him. Grenada, I say. Like the television company, he say. I do not know what the poor foolish man is talking about. No, I say, it’s an island, and I buy the stepladder and leave it at that. I am from Grenada, grew up there, been in this country forty years now, a bit more. It’s the pomeloes that have been here for all those forty years. They grew all right. Doesn’t matter what that one says will grow or don’t grow. They tell me I don’t know but I am right and it’s them don’t know. Look at my trees!

			We looked up. The trees had the gloss and abundance of pampered houseplants, drunk on Baby Bio. The fruit sang with a preserved and transported light inside it. It might have been placed there, like electrical decorations at Christmas, and not be globes waiting to be taken away. Marianne had come from Grenada a little more than forty years ago. Had we heard of Grenada? We had. Had we been to Grenada? We had not. It was beautiful. She did not want to leave it but she had had to leave it. She had never been to London. She had heard of it.

			Like you, Marianne said, heard of it, never gone visit it, you with Grenada, me with London. She cackled, an ex-smoker’s dry cough; her teeth were big and only a little yellow with age.

			In their garden in Grenada, there were eight pomelo trees. An orchard. More fruit than anyone could eat. They gave the fruit away to neighbours and friends of neighbours and a few years let the man come and harvest them and sold them to him. The time comes for Marianne to leave and go to this place called London. She says to her father that she would like to grow these trees in London. Her father had great respect for the British. That was why she was going there, because of that great respect. He always wanted to go there and would have visited Marianne there. In the event he died in Grenada where he was born, still talking about the visit he was going to make to his daughter in London. Now, however, Marianne asked him a question about the pomelo tree, and he looked very doubtful. The trees would not grow in London. It was too cold. You need good soil, too, for the pomelo. In London there must be metals and car fumes buried in the soil. He did not think it would be a success.

			And also, her father said, it was perhaps a criminal thing to bring foreign plants into the United Kingdom that might be carrying all sorts of diseases. You did not want to start out on the wrong foot.

			And all that might have been quite right, but Marianne said she did not want to go to London and take nothing with her. She was a stubborn girl. I have got much more laid back as I got older, Marianne said. I see the other person’s point of view. I sometimes admit that they are right and I have been wrong. But that is only in recent times and I do not often admit anything of that sort. Then I was a stubborn girl.

			Her father picked two fruit, one from this tree, one from that. Just in case, Marianne said. I saw him as Marianne talked. He was tiny, as she was, and sinewy, and pale-skinned and freckled, as she was; he darted up a ladder with frowning briskness once, and then, the ladder under his arm, went to another tree, placing it against the trunk, testing it with a shake before dashing up again and taking another fruit. In the kitchen, he and Marianne sliced and chopped the flesh, taking one fruit each, and laid the seeds in a line on two sheets of foolscap paper. There were nine seeds from his fruit and eleven from hers. The next two days, the seeds on their sheets of paper lay on the windowsill in the sun, until they were dry. The two sheets of paper had been labelled.

			This is an insurance policy, her father said. In case the cuttings fail. The day you leave, I will give you two cuttings, wrap them in wet cotton wool, see if they take. If not, the seeds.

			When the time came and the seeds were ready, Marianne’s father put one set of seeds in one envelope, the other in another. The two envelopes he had put a careful name on. This envelope was marked Seeds from the little tree, and this envelope Seeds from the big tree. So that she would know which shoots came from which tree and would be good to make a pollination happen, you understand?

			I understood. Marianne’s description of these two trees as the little pomelo and the big pomelo had nothing to do with their size now. They had been named from their parent trees by a man who would never see the children.

			Take some of the fruit, Marianne said. There are too many for me. I like my neighbours more if they take them away. Within reason. I’ll get you a couple of bags.

			She was in and out in seconds, with crumpled orange plastic bags from Sainsbury’s and two glasses of water that had not been offered or requested. I liked her gracious hospitality; we took the glasses and drank the South London tap water as it was offered, in a spirit of polite transaction. My husband bent and began to pick over the fallen pomeloes critically, taking the ones still whole and firm on the ground.

			I always tell my father, mother about the trees when I write my letters home, Marianne said. They like to hear. One cutting takes and the other tree is from one of the seeds. Now they are the same. My father has the reputation of a good man for growing things, like he has some kind of magic touch. But the truth is that people are not interested in finding out the skill behind things. He is not a magician, my father, he is a civil servant, but God bless them for thinking otherwise, those people. They prefer to think there is just a magic touch, like somebody blessed or in the grip of some kind of inspiration, than to listen and find out that you can do this, do this, do this, best to plant here, use this kind of bone on this kind of earth. And then you do that, your tree will grow. My father, he’s astonished in his letters to hear that the pomeloes are growing, one from the seed, one from the cutting he gave me. That is because when I am a girl at home in Grenada, I am not considered the gardener in my family. That is my sister Kathleen. Four children and nine grandchildren and never moved more than five miles from where she is born ‒ it’s a job to remember all their birthdays. I do it all by Moonpig these days, they deserve more than an email, I hope they know.

			Marianne read her father’s advice-filled letters carefully, and took them to the place she knew, the ironmonger’s on the other side of the road, seventy yards away. Did she have a job? Or did she have children to look after? Like the new man in Marianne’s life I had imagined, they were presences that could only be guessed at. They did not enter into her story. My husband went on turning the pomeloes over in a slow, almost enraptured way. Perhaps he was thinking of another pomelo tree, in his grandfather’s garden; perhaps he knew the story would end when the supermarket bags had been filled.

			The judging old man in the ironmonger’s gave her what he could – perhaps bonemeal. He told her about the nursery that hunkered on the flanks of Wandsworth Prison a couple of miles away, and she went there by the 77 bus. They know me there by now, Marianne said, laughing. The old ones remember me because of coming in with a list of things and telling them they were needed to grow things. And asking them what the soil is round here, which is what my father said I had to know. They scratched their heads and said nobody ever, ever asked what the soil is in Wandsworth. Do you know what the soil is in Wandsworth? Very important when you want to grow anything in your garden.

			I had no idea, and, still worse, had no idea that I could have had any idea. The ground in London was paved for me, and I had no concept that there was land beneath, or soil, except in the most general terms. I had a vague memory that the reason the Underground line skirted Battersea and went through Vauxhall to Clapham was that an ancient bog lay next to the river that the Victorians would not try to tunnel through. But that was all.

			I wrote to my father, Marianne said, and told him what the soil is here, after they tell me. Nicholas who works at the nursery, he’s a very knowledgeable scholar, the first kind man I ever met in England. We are friends forty years now. My father writes back airmail and he says, That soil will support your pomelo trees. And I am able to write back with Polaroid photographs saying that his advice is very welcome, but the information is too late. By the time the letter it arrives, the two pomelo shoots are in the ground and four feet, growing like nothing. They are very happy to be here. My father a little annoyed to hear that his advice was not needed. The next letter from my mother and all about my sister’s new baby I recall, like he said, You write to your daughter, I cannot be troubled where my knowledge has no value. But it is all right in the end. The trees are doing very well, and they come through the winter with no fuss at all. Once I saw the man from the hardware or his daughter, grumpy old girl with her Alsatian, coming down the road towards my flat here and my garden with two trees in it, eight feet high by that time and full of untutored vigour, my father used to say when he approved of something. That girl she sees she is going to have to walk past the two trees that she knew would never grow in this country and she walks to the other side of the road with her Alsatian, looking in the other direction entirely. Growing ever since without a care in the world. After ten, fifteen years they start to give fruit. Never anything but joy from them. Just one bad thing happened, though. One day it was, twenty years ago now, the man from the Council ring on the door with his little clipboard and his little form and his little legal letter … They look too big to you?

			They looked wonderful, I said. They did. I had never seen anything like them, growing in a street in the middle of the city, clinging to the edge of soil that unexpectedly suited them, forty feet up rooted in eight feet of earth. Marianne’s mood had changed with the memory of the man from the Council, whatever he had done, and her victory over the superior girl from the hardware shop. I knew the girl too; I could feel how sweet that victory might have been, and how it might nevertheless taint your joys with the reminder of yourself and how you had won. It was time for the small shy happy creature to go back inside, closing the door against the world she loved to look at. The memory of a patrolling heedless Groke had come to her, and had frozen the ground it sat on.

			That was three dogs ago, mind you, Marianne said. She was still talking about the woman who worked at the hardware shop, her enemy. She’s had another one and then another one, and now the one she has now. They are all called Sheba, like they are the same dog or something, one dies but it doesn’t matter. Nice to meet you, nice you take the trouble to look in. Come back any time. Would be nice to see you again.

			She wiped her hands on her apron, as if it had been her picking the pomeloes up off the floor, and her smile, which had been on without a break, brightened two or three degrees. Her hands twitched; she might have been about to offer to shake our hands. But she remembered her manners, the new ones the State required of us, and said goodbye with a little bend of the shoulders, a small shake of the head.

			What happened with the Council? my husband asked, once we were home. We had been out for more than an hour, but less than an hour out of that had been exercise. We thought we could argue our case if it came to it. I didn’t get that bit, he said.

			I don’t know, I said. Old foes, evidently. They can’t stand it if they see something they haven’t ordered to take place.

			The man from the Council, my husband said fondly. I could see a comic character in the process of being born, a towering menace in gabardine and an ultramarine knitted tie.

			We ate the first of the pomeloes in a salad with watercress, feta cheese and a heavy dusting of sumac; alongside a couple of slices of mackerel, it sang like birds in the trees. My manners had gone out of the window, and while eating my dinner I read on the computer in front of the place setting about the soils of Wandsworth. My husband sat on the sofa and ate; the thirteenth episode of the seventh series of a moronic American programme he was joyfully enduring unspooled in the background. Obese Americans were assuring each other that it was inner beauty that was important and that love was the glue, or perhaps cement, or perhaps bindweed, that glued or tied families together – I forget. The music swelled. In Wandsworth the soil was Slowly permeable seasonally wet slightly acid but base-rich loamy and clayey soils. The texture was loamy and clayey. With some delight I read that the soil was characteristic of seasonally wet pastures and woodlands. On the map, the soil formed a green ring around sand-coloured islands of acid, loamy territory of less fertility. We, and Marianne, had been lucky to live on seasonally wet pastures and woodlands. I read out the line to my husband, who murmured something noncommittal. I promised myself that the very next time I went out, I would see in my mind’s eye those pastures and woodlands, pulsing under the brown- and red-brick terraces, the grey laid blanket of tarmacked roads, just waiting, like the sauntering fox on the Queenstown Road or Marianne’s pomeloes, to take their opportunity and fill their acres. The land had always been there under the bus routes of South London, the hardware shops, the crack houses, the new-build opportunities, the Greek takeaways, the builders burrowing to create cellars under Victorian terraces, the Ethiopian churches and the unsuccessful steak restaurants, Marianne’s house and mine, unseen pastures and lush, patient woodlands.

			We lived between two parks, a common to the south, a park to the north. One had been wild land for centuries. It had been enclosed and defined for the city in the 1870s. The other was a sumptuous, encyclopaedic, landscaped park, with lakes, pagodas, winding paths, statuary and designed vistas. It had been made in the 1840s. They were our destination, in normal times, for walks. Now we could reach the gates of the park, perhaps venture in for a few minutes, and it was time to turn back again. In the body of the park the springtime mysteries were occurring: the waterbirds were nesting, and hatching their chicks, the goslings, the cygnets, the ducklings. Somewhere inside there the coots were making their swift piping arguments with each other; the swans were stretching their necks and hissing like hydrants at any threat to their children. The long promenade of cherry trees was bursting into its spring hanami, unvisited, unseen. The park was twenty minutes’ walk away; near enough to reach; too far to enter. Both park and common were the destinations, too, for the Joggers that made themselves evident in these times, like the man who lived a few doors away, the man whose slapping tread we heard on the street every day. They could reach the park; but being Joggers, they saw nothing of it and would not notice when, as every year, one of the sharp-beaked herons ate half the clutch of cygnets, one by one, undeterred by the hiss and fury of the cygnets’ parents.

			The Jogger in our street. He, his wife and child were a family with a professional and serious aura, with a gleaming four-by-four outside – he had a fierce proprietorial approach to parking, his right to the three metres of space in front of his home. He was a lawyer or an administrator of some sort in the public service; his wife was a head teacher. But that role had been too much dwelt on. Nobody else had done what he had, built a new housing development, a shopping precinct, understood and exploited the laws of grants and planning to have created, from nothing, something that gleamed and shone and would stand for decades. Or perhaps he had succeeded only in closing down a takeaway restaurant with rat droppings under the sink. At the end the principles had produced what they were meant to. He and his wife were upstanding, honourable, and were admired, even loved, by hundreds of people who had passed under the transforming justice of their attention. He was baffled and bored by the expressions of that admiration, and perhaps by his own excellence – you felt that. Those principles had produced, in their son, a boy who loved to read above anything else, reading not for improvement but to discover who in these pages would be judged worthy of marrying the rich hero. The boy, in this city, at this time, had suffered for it and would suffer more. Before the end of this period of immuration his father would commit suicide.

			And there were many of them, these Joggers. We tried, in the first days of the State’s decree, to get to the park before our hour’s permitted exercise began. We hoped for a quiet and undisturbed walk along the serpentine paths, that we would take in the modernist sculpture by the lake, the monument to the brown dog, victim of vivisection, the pagoda to the principles of peace. But it could not be done. Usually we reached the gates of the park, and turned back. The paths were taken up by the Joggers, perspiring and flailing, their faces irresolute and assured. It was inexplicable. The terror of other people had been drummed into us by the State’s communications. We understood that other people should not come within a coffin’s length of us, that the mist of their wet breath, the miasma of their sweat and the toxic cloud they carried round after a sneeze or cough, carried the threat of hospital, of experimental and uncertain treatment. The Joggers did not appear to act after considering the consequences of proximity. Perhaps they believed that, having demonstrated their health in so conspicuous and panting a way, they could have nothing to do with public-health matters. Those matters were being talked about only to inconvenience them. We spoke to some of the Joggers sharply, as they brushed past us, running up from behind. They would never acknowledge that they had been spoken to. We were in a different sphere of experience, speakers of a different language, movers at so removed a pace
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