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  Airshow


  Scampton


  On the long drive back from the funeral, they took the grandfather to see the airfield where he’d been stationed during the war. They thought this was something he might like to do. They parked on a grass verge beside one of the exit gates in the perimeter fence, and helped the grandfather from the car. The ground was so flat it was difficult to see anything at all. It seemed to curve away from them. They looked at him looking through the fence. The wind was blowing in from the east, and the long grass near the fence dipped and swayed with a sound like a low shush. They looked at him looking at the runway and the hangars and the other low buildings in the distance. They couldn’t really see much from where they were. They waited for him to tell them something, but he seemed at a loss. He lifted a finger, as though to point something out, and withdrew it. They walked along the verge for a short distance. The grandfather wasn’t much inclined to talk about the place, it seemed. Instead, he talked about living in digs in the next village along, with his new wife and their baby, and about how his wife had only ever been able to walk along the road and back because the fields and woods were too muddy for a pram. The wind picked up. It got colder. They climbed back into the car and drove south.


  Later, they learned that the grandfather had worked as an armourer, loading munitions into the heavy bomber aircraft and cleaning out the gun-turrets and bomb-bays when the aircraft returned. The task would at times have involved the removal of bodies and body-parts, but that was never discussed. From this airfield, squadrons had flown out to destroy whole towns; burying households beneath rubble, igniting crematorial fires, busting dams and drowning entire valleys. Some civilians were killed. The war was won.


   


  On their way home, they passed the modern RAF base at Coningsby, driving alongside the perimeter fence for a mile or two before entering the town itself. As they passed the end of the main runway, they saw a small gravelled car-park on the other side of the road, sheltered from the wind on three sides by a thick line of gorse bushes. The car-park was full. People were sitting beside their cars in ones and twos, on folding chairs, with blankets across their knees and thermos flasks cradled in their laps. They had binoculars and long-lensed cameras and notebooks. They were waiting for the modern fighter aircraft stationed at the base to take off and land, so that they could take pictures and make notes and gaze in awe. They were also waiting for something called ‘The Memorial Flight’: a regular display by vintage bomber aircraft. As though vintage was a word which could be used about a bomber plane in the same way it could be used about a car, or a suit, or a set of buttons.


  As they drove past, the grandfather turned to look at the people in the car-park. He didn’t say anything. He watched them through the back window. He didn’t say anything as they drove through Coningsby, past the church and over the river and out along the main road to the motorway. He waited until they got back to the house, and as they helped him out of the car he asked just what it was those people with the binoculars had thought they might be waiting to see.


  Close


  Gainsborough


  She wouldn’t tell Patricia. She’d decided that before even saying goodbye, before she’d stood there and listened to his footsteps crunch away through the gravel. What was there to tell anyway. It was only talking.


  And he’d approached her first. When they were standing in the reception room, holding their information leaflets and waiting for the tour of the Imperial Palace to begin. You’re English right, he’d said, and she’d nodded, and he’d asked if they might swap cameras for the morning, for the duration of the tour. Which she hadn’t understood straight away. He wanted his picture taken, he’d explained, with his camera, and he wanted to return the favour. Which was no sort of favour at all because she didn’t like being in her own holiday photos. She knew what she looked like.


  It’ll save us swapping back and forth every time, he’d said.


  It had seemed rude to say no, once he’d asked. And there had been other people standing there, other people he could have asked, but he’d asked her. Which was something.


   


  He was in Japan for three weeks, he’d told her. Tokyo, Kyoto, Osaka. The whole shebang. Spending his army pension, because he figured what the hey it’s just sitting there and he happened to have this time on his hands. He was between jobs, he said, smiling in a way which was surprising for such a big man. Boyish was the word she thought of, although she didn’t think he was any younger than her. Ex-US Army Engineers, so he’d seen a few countries in his time but had never been to Japan, always wanted to. Been working in a repair shop the last few years, welding, but the work had dried up. Living in Duluth, Minnesota, which when you figured all the countries he’d been through it was funny how it wasn’t a million miles from where he’d started out. Good place to be, and it was handy for where his kids lived now.


  He’d told her all this before the tour had even started, and in return she’d told him that she was a school secretary from Gainsborough, Lincolnshire – like the artist, she’d said, although it’s no oil painting, and she’d been surprised when he laughed – and that she was only here for a week. He’d done more of the talking, it was fair to say.


  And when they’d introduced themselves, just as the tour began, he’d held out his hand for her to shake. Which she hadn’t been expecting. He had a very large hand. He was really quite a large man, he looked sort of like a rugby player or something and she could see even from where she was standing that none of it was fat. Shaking hands with him had made her feel sort of petite. Which she certainly wasn’t used to.


  Wade, he’d said. Elizabeth, she’d replied.


  That room though. If they were going to have that many people waiting in there for the tours to begin, they should have had a fan or something. Air-conditioning. It was too hot, really. Close.


   


  He’d asked her to take the first picture almost immediately, as the group was walking across the great expanse of white gravel, the crunch of their footsteps swallowed up by the hot, still air. He’d been asking where else she was visiting while she was here, if she’d been out of Kyoto at all, and she’d said yes, there were day trips organised as part of the package she was on: to Nara, Himeji, Hiroshima. She’d felt awkward mentioning Hiroshima, as if he might have felt some kind of association. Oh yeah, he’d said, I went to Hiroshima, day before last. That was something else. Awesome. And he’d made this long, loud sigh, as if he was trying to clear stale air from his lungs. Not really a fun trip, but you kind of have to, he’d said, looking at her. Waiting for her agreement, which she’d happily given, nodding and saying oh absolutely I think so. Which was when he’d looked round at the first of the palace buildings and suggested getting a picture right there, standing and framing himself against it while she lifted his camera to her face.


  And if she does tell someone about this when she gets home, not Patricia but someone at least, she’ll say that this was when she first noticed, properly, what he looked like. There was the moustache, of course, and the sheer solid size of the man. But there was something else, something soft and quiet in his face and his eyes, something that contrasted with his loud talk and his oversized hands. It was nice, looking at him like that through the viewfinder.


  They’d changed places then, as the rest of the group moved away, and she’d felt her already flushed face colour further as he’d looked at her through her camera, and wished she’d been wearing a different outfit. Something cooler. Something less pink. And something other than that pair of trousers. Patricia had told her before that they didn’t work – they don’t do anything to help with your size is all I’m saying, she’d said, the only time Elizabeth had worn them in the office – but she’d got up in a hurry that morning and they were the first thing that had come to hand, and the whole outfit had looked nice in the air-conditioned hotel room, had looked cool and elegant and English-roseish. But now, standing for a picture she didn’t want taken anyway, she just felt hot, and pink, and fat. And so why did she even think he might have been interested. She wasn’t seventeen any more. Not by a long way.


   


  The tour guide had already started by the time they’d caught up with the rest of the group. His Imperial Majesty would arrive from long journey in ox-drawn carriage, she was saying, pronouncing ox-der-awn-car-riage very precisely, as if it was essential that they understood. She described the entrance building behind her, with its low flight of steps and receding series of empty rooms lined with painted silk screens and tatami-mat floors.


  She’d felt Wade nudging her. How d’you find life in Gainsborrow? he’d whispered. She’d been a bit embarrassed that he was talking while the guide was talking, but still.


  It’s Gainsborough, she’d whispered back, and he’d put his hand over his mouth and made an apologetic face, which was nice that he thought it was important. Sorry, he’d whispered; how’s life in Gains-bor-ough, splitting the word up the way the tour guide had done with ox-drawn carriage, which was maybe a bit mean but very funny as well the way he did it, and so then it had been her turn to put her hand over her mouth, to hide her laughter. It’s not bad, she’d said, it’s not the centre of the universe but it’s a nice place to live. He’d held up his hands when she’d said that. Hey, he’d whispered, we can’t all live in the centre of the universe, can we? It’d be a bit crowded if we did; and that had made her laugh again, and this time one or two people had turned around to look.


  They’d clicked very quickly, that was the thing. That was something else that was new.


  So, the guide had said then; please now to the Oi-ke-ni-wa Garden. And everyone had turned and followed her across the gravel, except that by some silent agreement Wade and Elizabeth had waited and lagged a short way behind.


  Wade and Elizabeth. It had a ring to it, but what was she thinking.


   


  She’d asked him if he liked living in Minnesota, and he’d said, sure it was fine, it was home, and he’d mentioned again that it was good to be near to his kids. He’d asked her if she enjoyed being a school secretary, and she’d said she supposed there were worse jobs she could be doing. He’d laughed, and said that was true enough, and she’d asked about his children. You mentioned your children were nearby, she’d said: are they at university or something? Surprising herself even as she said it, because she didn’t always find small talk easy but this time she had. Which had made her think.


  He’d looked at her, and she’d realised straight away that she’d missed the point. No, he’d said, they’re too young for that just yet. They’re living with their mother.


  She could have died. Right there. Really.


  Oh, she’d said. I’m sorry. I didn’t think.


  No, it’s okay, he’d said. It was a while ago now. These things happen, you know how it is. He’d made a face, a sort of knowing frown, as if to say I’d rather not go into details but I’m sure you can guess. She wasn’t sure that she could. The thing kind of got out of hand in the end, he’d said. The moment had kind of passed. She nodded slowly, in a way which she hoped looked like sympathetic recognition. You got children? he asked.


  No, she said, no I haven’t.


  He looked like he was waiting for her to add something, but she didn’t. Because what would she have said. Because what else was there to say.


   


  The other people on the tour had all been younger than her and Wade, and she’d wondered how it was that young people these days seemed able to travel anywhere in the world that took their fancy. This was just one holiday among many for them, and the ones who didn’t know each other already were asking about it; none of them saying where you from?, she noticed, but rather where you been? and where you headed? One of them, a tall American girl in a sleeveless top and a pair of sensible walking shorts, all long brown limbs and neat blonde hair, had turned to Wade and said hey how’s it going, as the tour guide led them through the garden to the next talking point, and Wade had said hey, good, thanks in reply. Leaving Elizabeth a bit stranded as they started a conversation of their own.


  It was a beautiful garden. There was a lake, a large pond really, with a low arched bridge at one end, and a pebbled shore, and a stream winding down towards it from a stand of bamboo. There were the usual clipped and twisted trees, and carefully placed rocks, and mossy seating areas. The whole garden felt natural and artificial at the same time, and she wondered if there were hidden meanings to the arrangement which you were meant to decode. She’d wanted to say something to Wade about it, but he’d still been talking to that girl, asking her where the best temples in Cambodia were – the girl had been to Cambodia, of course – and she couldn’t catch his eye. She’d waited for them to finish their conversation, and when she’d realised she’d been standing there too long she’d moved away a little, looking at the bridge on the far side of the lake, looking at the tour guide, looking at the palace buildings and the other people in the group. Because it didn’t matter if he wanted to talk to someone else. Because why would that matter to her. She stood off to one side, holding his camera, waiting. Like some sort of she didn’t know what. Spear-carrier. Spare part.


  That girl though. It must be sunny all the time where she was from, judging by how tanned those long slim limbs were, the carefree freckles on her face. She must have never lost a night’s sleep over anything, she’d thought, and been surprised by her own bitterness. Because was this who she’d become, already. She tried to remember, and she couldn’t, when she’d last been able to wear shorts, or anything without sleeves.


  What sort of a name was Wade anyway, she’d found herself thinking.


   


  So, please, the guide had said then; please, this is Oh-ga-ku-mon-jo. In festival times poetry recitals would be held here, she’d said, and gestured towards a painted silk screen in an open room behind her. The painting showed a group of finely dressed courtiers sitting cross-legged in a garden, and the guide had explained that this was the garden they were standing in now. If you look, these courtiers are sitting beside stream, she’d said; and this is same stream here, with same group of three rocks also.


  She just didn’t know her way around this sort of thing, was the problem. She wasn’t familiar with the territory. She couldn’t read the situation, if there was ever a situation to read. Patricia had told her once that she was better off without a man, that she couldn’t imagine the trouble they caused. Elizabeth assumed she’d meant well, but she really hadn’t appreciated it. She’d said, Patricia, if I want your opinion on my private life I’ll ask and until then I’d rather not have that sort of comment thank you. Which Patricia hadn’t responded to, but when she’d refilled the paper tray on the photocopier she’d slammed it so hard that Elizabeth had been surprised it didn’t break.


  At these poetry recitals there was a particular tradition, the guide had continued, gesturing towards the painted screen again; there would be small cups of sake in folded paper boats floating down from the top of the stream. And aim was to invent short poem on given subject before boat reaches you, she said; if you could not think of poem quickly enough then you were not permitted to drink sake, you must allow boat to pass by.


  Which would be enough to make you never want to go to a garden party again, she’d thought. Being put on the spot like that. Watching the little paper boat wobble past you and not being able to think of a thing to say. Because it would feel sort of exposed, something like that.


  The tour guide had smiled then, and asked if there were any questions, and led the group off towards the last point of the tour. Elizabeth had hung back for a moment, looking at the painted screen, the four figures seated on the moss around the stream. They were so plump it was difficult to see if they were men or women: their long black hair coiled around their heads, their kimonos folded richly around them. They didn’t look nervous. They didn’t look as if they’d have trouble thinking of something witty and poetic in the short time they had, reciting their lines, reaching out to take the cup before the paper boat had passed them, before it folded and crumpled into the water and the sake spilt away downstream.


   


  Wade had been waiting for her at the exit, smiling. I was starting to worry about you, he said. Which, she hadn’t known what to say to that. And then he’d said, so, I guess that’s us, isn’t it?


  Yes, she said. I suppose it is.


  He’d lowered his head to take her camera from round his neck, and for a moment she’d thought he was bowing in the traditional Japanese style, and she’d started to bow in return before she’d realised he wasn’t at all. And she was sure he’d noticed, but he didn’t say anything. Which stuck in her mind, because some people would have laughed at her right there. But he didn’t laugh. He shook her hand again, and said goodbye, and see you around, and take care, and then he kept talking. He asked if she was going straight back to work when she got home, what she wanted to do if she didn’t want to be a secretary for ever, and she said I don’t know, teach? Which had been funny somehow. She asked him how long he thought he’d be between jobs for, if he was planning to stay in Minnesota. I think I will, he said, I feel like it’s where I belong now. It’s beautiful country round there, he said, and she’d been surprised by the feeling with which he’d said it; had tried to imagine ever feeling that way about Gainsborough or Lincolnshire or anywhere she lived. You ever been? he asked. To the States? she said. No, to Minnesota, he said, to Duluth, and she smiled and said, well anyway no, neither. You should come over sometime, he said. You’d like it.


  Which was when Patricia would say she should have said something, just then. When she got home and told her about it. But she said nothing, only goodbye and take care and see you around.


  And she decided, as she stood in the deep green shade of a cypress tree and listened to his footsteps crunch away along the gravelled path, to go back and have another look at the palace garden. She wanted to get a picture of the stream, and the rocks, and the small stand of bamboo trees. If she was quick she could get back in before the palace guides closed up, before they locked the gates and put out the No Entry signs and asked her to come back and try again another day.


  Dig A Hole


  Nottingham


  A man lies in a field beside a river, flat on his back in the short wet grass. His leg is turned awkwardly beneath him, and his face is bent out of shape with pain. Another man looks down at him and says, angrily, that it’s not his fault. Around the four edges of the field, a large group of people, mostly men, are shouting. ‘Dig a hole and fucking bury him,’ they shout, repeatedly. ‘Dig a hole and fucking bury him.’ There are twenty thousand of them, pointing in his direction and shouting as one. ‘Dig a hole and fucking bury him.’


  The man smiles to himself, in spite of the pain and the thought that he might have broken his leg. He knows they don’t mean it, really.
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RESERVOIR 13

The new novel from Jon McGregor, award-winning author of If Nobody Speaks of Remarkable Things and Even the Dogs. Reservoir 13 tells the story of many lives haunted by one family’s loss.

Midwinter in the early years of this century. A teenage girl on holiday has gone missing in the hills at the heart of England. The villagers are called up to join the search, fanning out across the moors as the police set up roadblocks and a crowd of news reporters descends on their usually quiet home.

Meanwhile, there is work that must still be done: cows milked, fences repaired, stone cut, pints poured, beds made, sermons written, a pantomime rehearsed.

The search for the missing girl goes on, but so does everyday life. As it must.

As the seasons unfold there are those who leave the village and those who are pulled back; those who come together or break apart. There are births and deaths; secrets kept and exposed; livelihoods made and lost; small kindnesses and unanticipated betrayals.

Bats hang in the eaves of the church and herons stand sentry in the river; fieldfares flock in the hawthorn trees and badgers and foxes prowl deep in the woods – mating and fighting, hunting and dying.

An extraordinary novel of cumulative power and grace, Reservoir 13 explores the rhythms of the natural world and the repeated human gift for violence, unfolding over thirteen years as the aftershocks of a stranger’s tragedy refuse to subside.

‘Absolutely magnificent; one of the most beautiful, affecting novels I’ve read in years. The prose is alive and ringing. There is so much space and life in every sentence. I don’t know how he’s done it. It’s beautiful’ Eimear McBride

‘McGregor writes with such grace and precision, with love even, about who and where we are, that he leaves behind all other writers of his generation’ Sarah Hall

‘If you don’t yet know you should read novels by Jon McGregor, then I can’t help you’ Evie Wyld


Buy the ebook here
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IF NOBODY SPEAKS OF REMARKABLE THINGS

Winner of the Betty Trask Award

Winner of the Somerset Maugham Award

Longlisted for the Man Booker Prize

On a street in a town in the North of England, ordinary people are going through the motions of their everyday existence – street cricket, barbecues, painting windows … A young man is in love with a neighbour who does not even know his name. An old couple make their way up to the nearby bus stop. But then a terrible event shatters the quiet of the early summer evening. That this remarkable and horrific event is only poignant to those who saw it, not even meriting a mention on the local news, means that those who witness it will be altered for ever.

Jon McGregor’s first novel brilliantly evokes the histories and lives of the people in the street to build up an unforgettable human panorama. Breathtakingly original, humane and moving, If Nobody Speaks of Remarkable Things is an astonishing debut.

‘My book of the year. A magical, spellbinding, profound novel’ Maggie O’Farrell, Daily Telegraph

‘A sensationally accomplished debut … a convincing and moving vision of contemporary Britain’ Sunday Times

‘This is a novel of wonders’ Observer

‘This novel owes as much to poetry as it does to prose in its hypnotic portrait of industrialised society … An assured debut’ The Times


Buy the ebook here
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SO MANY WAYS TO BEGIN

Longlisted for the Man Booker Prize

David Carter cannot help but wish
   for more: that his wife Eleanor would be the sparkling girl he
   once found so irresistible; that his job as a museum curator could
   live up to the promise it once held; that his daughter’s arrival
   could have brought him closer to Eleanor. But a few careless words
   spoken by his mother’s friend have left David restless with the knowledge that his whole life has been constructed around a lie.

‘Extraordinary’ Daily Mail

‘Subtle, clever and affecting’
   Independent on Sunday

‘An homage to ordinary people and
   ordinary things, to the parts of our lives that often go unspoken
   … moving and honest’ The Times

‘A book about the search for
   greater meaning in the strange dance of chance’ Independent

   
   Buy the ebook here
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EVEN THE DOGS

Winner of the 2012 IMPAC Dublin Award

On a cold, quiet day between Christmas and the New Year, a man’s body is found in an abandoned apartment. His friends look on, but they’re dead, too. Their bodies found in squats and sheds and alleyways across the city. Victims of a bad batch of heroin, they’re in the shadows, a chorus keeping vigil as the hours pass, paying their own particular homage as their friend’s body is taken away, examined, investigated and cremated.

All of their stories are laid out piece by broken piece through a series of fractured narratives. We meet Robert, the deceased, the only alcoholic in a sprawling group of junkies; Danny, just back from uncomfortable holidays with family, who discovers the body and futilely searches for his other friends to share the news of Robert’s death; Laura, Robert’s daughter, who stumbles into the junky’s life when she moves in with her father after years apart; Heather, who has her own place for the first time since she was a teenager; Mike, the Falklands War vet; and all the others.

Theirs are stories of lives fallen through the cracks, hopes flaring and dying, love overwhelmed by a stronger need, and the havoc wrought by drugs, distress, and the disregard of the wider world. These invisible people live in a parallel reality, out of reach of basic creature comforts, like food and shelter. In their sudden deaths, it becomes clear, they are treated with more respect than they ever were in their short lives.

Intense, exhilarating and shot
   through with hope and fury, Even the Dogs is an intimate
   exploration of life at the edges of society – littered with love, loss, despair and a half-glimpse of redemption.

‘A rare combination of profound empathy and wonderful writing’ Mark Haddon

‘A breathtakingly good writer’ The Times

‘Absolutely outstanding … an incredible book’ Colum McCann

‘Jon McGregor treads with
   unflinching respect through the debris of this dead man’s home … a
   short, brilliant and beautiful lesson in empathy’ Daily Mail

   
   Buy the ebook here
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Pre-order Jon McGregor’s stunning new novel

LEAN FALL STAND



When an Antarctic research expedition goes wrong, the consequences are far-reaching – for the men involved and for their families back home.

 
Robert ‘Doc’ Wright, a veteran of Antarctic field work, holds the clues to what happened, but he is no longer able to communicate them. While Anna, his wife, navigates the sharp contours of her new life as a carer, Robert is forced to learn a whole new way to be in the world.

‘It leaves the reader moved and subtly changed, as if she had become part of the story' Hilary Mantel

‘Sit. Read. Applaud’ Jarvis Cocker



   
   
   Pre-order the ebook here
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