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Wilfred Davis, quiet, retired, respectable widower, is sitting and sobbing on a park bench. He has lost his daughter and any sense of purpose. A mysterious stranger passes him a handkerchief, and strikes up a conversation that leads to friendship and an unconventional new home for Wilfred.

        
Mary Davis wants only four things out of life: a husband and three children, so at seventeen she runs away from school, her father and her home and moves to London to find them. Only a few months later Mary is engaged, but love and marriage promise to be very different from her childhood daydreams.

        
For Mary and Wilfred, it seems Fate has taken a hand, or is there another kind of guiding spirit at play?


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Stella Gibbons was born in London in 1902. She went to North London Collegiate School and studied journalism at University College, London. She then spent ten years working for various newspapers, including the Evening Standard. Stella Gibbons is the author of twenty-seven novels, three volumes of short stories and four volumes of poetry. Her first publication was a book of poems The Mountain Beast (1930) and her first novel Cold Comfort Farm (1932) won the Femina Vie Heureuse Prize for 1933. Amongst her works are Christmas at Cold Comfort Farm (1940), Westwood (1946), Conference at Cold Comfort Farm (1959) and Starlight (1967). She was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature in 1950. In 1933 she married the actor and singer Allan Webb. They had one daughter. Stella Gibbons died in 1989.


ALSO BY STELLA GIBBONS

Cold Comfort Farm

Bassett

Enbury Heath

Nightingale Wood

My American

Christmas at Cold Comfort Farm

The Rich House

Ticky

The Bachelor

Westwood

The Matchmaker

Conference at Cold Comfort Farm

Here Be Dragons

White Sand and Grey Sand

The Charmers

Starlight

Pure Juliet


1

The handkerchief

It was a beautiful afternoon, warm and still, with clouds more cream-coloured than white lingering in the hazy blue of the September sky. In Lorrimer Park a robin whistled in the shrubs; the children’s pool rippled in the sun, and the children splashed in the water and sailed pieces of wood and the first fallen leaves. The orange berries on a rowan tree glowed in the scene of gently-moving, ordinary life.

The town, Torford, was smallish, lying some seventy miles from London on the side that goes east towards marshes, and the villages where the sailing people gather.

In the final months of the war its ancient heart, where the old houses and a few mossed pitted crosses and troughs of stone were cherished, had been badly hurt by the rockets. But this ancient heart was alive some thirty years later, with shops looking as near as they could get to the shops in London: boutiques and steak-houses and Chinese restaurants. Estates of bungalows, white and clean as daisies, curved over low surrounding hills; and there was talk of a new motorway.

The man sitting on the seat below the rowan tree seemed to express in himself some of the town’s prosperity. His overcoat was newish and of good quality; his collar as white as the distant bungalows. Respectable was the word that had come into the minds of the one or two strollers who had glanced at him: a fair-skinned, ordinary type of man, who had probably looked sturdy up to three or so years ago, but had now turned into his middle sixties and was, oh yes, decidedly elderly – and a little too thin to carry off that coat. And what could be interesting about the purplish composition of the path where his well-polished shoes rested? Or was he dozing – with his head forward on his chest like that?

It was about half past four; the shadows were lengthening. The children and elderly strollers turned homewards.

Three little girls lingered, puttering with leaves and rowanberries in a game of nursing; and it was while the man on the seat was allowing his eyes to move desolately over them that he began to cry.

He sobbed aloud. The children neither looked towards him nor stopped their play. His tears blurred his sight, and the children disappeared into a rainbow caused by the late sunlight glittering on the pond. He was shamefully aware of sitting there crying in public, and shamefully aware that he could not stop.

But he did hear slow, lounging steps approaching; heard them distinctly because, from the moment his crying began, he had dreaded that someone should come past and see.

The footsteps stopped. He did not look up, but waited, with a sudden anger. Staring. Someone was staring. You would think anyone would have the decency to pretend they hadn’t noticed. He kept his head down while the tears ran on.

The figure which had stopped was a long whitish blur to him: someone wearing a light raincoat, perhaps, with the sun on it.

He kept still, with his head lowered.

The scene slowly cleared, and he heard the robin’s song, making him want to cry again. All the time he was struggling to drive off the lingering intruder; flinging anger towards it – man or woman. Go away, go on, go, go, shouted the weeping spirit inside his motionless body and averted head.

A little time passed. Nothing moved. How soft fell the robin’s notes. Like the robin in the garden at home. The evening sun was warm. But suddenly he felt cold, and shivered. Had the figure moved away?

Something touched the hand clenched on his knee, the one furthest from his obstinately turned head. Startled, he glanced down. A handkerchief, large and white, rested against his glove.

‘Mop up,’ said a voice, low-pitched and cheerful. Someone was sitting beside him.

But this was the last straw. This was treating him like a tearful child. He snatched away his hand and thrust it into his pocket, while muttering something – he hardly knew what – some sort of rejection, some sort of assertion of his ‘all-rightness’.

But he had come out of the house without a handkerchief.

Six months ago, in the other life whose last solidities had been whirled away from him that morning, such a thing wouldn’t have been possible.

Pat had always said that his position at the Town Hall deserved, and needed, such small marks of respectable achievement as a daily, spotless linen handkerchief, and a dozen of these, initialled and prettily wrapped, had always been her Christmas present to him. None of your slovenly paper things for Pat. ‘Dad’s wipers!’ This had been one of Mary’s jokes.

But there was nothing in either pocket of his coat; he was feeling in the right one now and here was Mary’s letter. Christ! he swore to himself. But nothing else.

He had been shrinking from the figure in the white coat, leaning as far as possible towards the end of the seat. But at the contact of his hand with the letter he forgot everything but searing pain. The tears gushed again.

The man’s handkerchief moved slightly towards his hand. He could just discern its white blur.

Blinded by tears, he accepted it and put it to his eyes. It kept the faintest of scents that reminded him of something. Ferns?

‘Thanks,’ he said hoarsely in a moment. ‘Be all right now – had some bad – a bit of a shock. Sorry.’ He held out the handkerchief as if to return it, at the same time slowly lifting his head.

A nice face, kind. Long, pale brown, clean-shaven. Wearing a hat, but not old. In his forties, Wilfred Davis judged. And – he searched confusedly for a word – middle-class. A doctor? Perhaps. Or a clergyman?

‘Hang on to it, won’t you? I’m often here in the late afternoons. We’ll see each other again, I expect. My name’s Lafcadio Taverner. Goodbye for now.’

He got up – how quickly he moved! – and was walking away, turning to give a last smile before he was lost to sight behind some rhododendrons.

Lafcadio. That was an unusual name. Yet Wilfred was certain of what he had heard.

The three little girls straggled past, looking chilled and pale, the smallest with a spray from the rowan tree drooping in her hand. Their long hair hung limp in the cooling air. Mary! Wilfred’s heart went out to them. He wanted to call to them, gently take the youngest’s small cold fingers in his own. But he did not move. Perhaps they would shout at him and refuse his gesture. Girls were not gentle nowadays.

He looked down at the handkerchief, then pushed it into his pocket. His crying was over; now he must think – about so much – and the washing and ironing and the returning of the handkerchief presented its own small addition to the vast, the over-toppling total sum of his difficulties.

The grass, the paths, Lorrimer House seated small and white and serene on its gentle slope amid dark shrubberies, the cold pond – all had an air of desertion. It must be near closing time.

Lafcadio Taverner. The only kind look, untouched by curiosity or duty, that had been given to Wilfred that day. He sat on for a moment, looking absently, wretchedly, about him while making ready to go home.

The little girls’ chatter was fading in the distance; his eyes followed them while he was deciding cautiously that he did feel a little better; sort of numb; that was it, numb, as if an injection had been given to a throbbing tooth.

If the numbness could only last . . .

‘Well, Mr Davis. And what brings you out so late in the afternoon?’

Round the rhododendrons, accompanied by the sound of panting, came Mrs Wheeby, who lodged in Wilfred’s house, and suffered with her chest. She was bundled in layers of elderly wool, and wore a hat of felt; hard in outline and fawn in colour, cocked above an unmemorable face.

‘Very cold, isn’t it,’ Mrs Wheeby began. ‘Well, seeing you’re here I may as well sit down. I should have never done if I was alone. I heard an elderly lady was struck down just about here only last week. I’m just on my way home.’ She lowered herself carefully onto the seat, and now put a laden shopping bag down at her feet.

‘I always have said you save five minutes coming this way, though Mrs Davis never would have it . . . said it was quicker by way of Cartwright Road. I’ve been to the supermarket, the one that used to be Reynolds’s. It’s no use, I shall never like it. Nasty noisy place and so inconvenient, through you do get things a bit cheaper, I suppose. That decimalizing, Mr Davis, I shall never get used to it, never. It stands to reason – people of our age can’t. Why they wanted to change everything round I can’t imagine. Nobody likes it. Nobody can make head nor tail of it. I passed three little girls a few minutes ago. The eldest can’t have been more than eight. What their mothers can be thinking of, I do not know. Not a soul about. Anything might happen to them . . .’

She paused to pant.

‘The times are terribly dangerous, Mrs Wheeby,’ Wilfred said faintly. ‘Even for boys . . . in the paper . . .’ The thought of Mary to whom anything might happen struck his heart.

‘Dangerous! I should think they are. Oh boys. I don’t care about them. They can look after themselves. – By the way, I didn’t hear Mary go off shopping this morning. She got a cold?’

An eye, like a chip of grey granite under the fawn felt, fixed him.

He had read of the blood draining from a heart. Now it drained from his heart. That was exactly what it seemed to do. But instantly – and surprisingly – a picture of Lafcadio Taverner’s face came before his inward eye.

‘She’s gone to stay with her auntie in London,’ he answered, at once and steadily.

‘Oh that’s funny. I never heard her go. Yesterday, was it? And I hear most of what goes on. When did she go, then?’

‘Early this morning. Before you were up, I expect, Mrs Wheeby,’ and he even smiled. Mr Taverner’s face was still clear in his mind.

‘What part of London? I used to live there, you know. I lived there for a year when we were first married, but we never liked it. How long has she gone for? Just for the weekend, I expect . . .’

‘I don’t know for how long, really. Her auntie’s found her a job in London.’

‘A job! And Mrs Davis working all those years to pay for her schooling. I thought it was all arranged she should go to university. She isn’t seventeen yet, is she . . .’

Not seventeen. Oh God. Oh God.

‘It was hoped for, Mrs Wheeby,’ Wilfred answered slowly and as if repeating something he had learnt by heart. ‘But her – Aunt Beatty, my sister, you know –’

‘Never knew you had a sister, Mr Davis,’ panted Mrs Wheeby, not removing the eye.

It passed through Wilfred’s mind that there was no reason why Mrs Wheeby, who had been their lodger for only eighteen months, should know it. But that was not the sort of thing one said to people – at least, he didn’t.

‘Oh yes. My sister is three years younger than I am,’ he said, while his imagination stayed with Mr Taverner’s face. ‘She . . . runs a little dress shop in . . . Watford . . .’

‘Watford isn’t in London. Twenty miles outside London, Watford is. That I do know.’

Dusk was growing rapidly. The lights in the houses shining through the park’s bare trees looked homely and cheerful. A few yellow leaves rattled dryly along the path.

‘Wanstead, I should have said Wanstead. She wanted . . . my sister . . . a girl to help her in the shop, so she wrote . . .’

‘Not much of a job working in a shop, I’d say.’

‘Well, you know Mary likes clothes . . .’

His voice was almost a whisper. The kind face in his mind’s eye had vanished. He looked wildly into the dim face of Mrs Wheeby, dim and pallid in the dusk. What had happened, where had it all gone, his life, that he should be sitting in Lorrimer Park with his lodger, tear stains on his cheeks, telling fibs about Mary? Where was the order, the pattern of everyday, that had gone on for nearly seventeen years?

‘Yes, we all know that, Mr Davis.’

She meant the row about that . . . what was it . . . micro-mini skirt? Pat had shouted at Mary. The house had . . . resounded. He could not bear to remember it . . . and Pat had been defied . . . and two months later she was dead.

There was silence. Then Mrs Wheeby turned to look at Lorrimer House on its hillock, palely reflecting the last of the light. How clear the air – and not a cloud in the darkening sky.

‘Do you remember the Japanese Room?’ she asked in a different tone.

‘Japanese – oh, in the house. In Lorrimer House, yes. Mrs Wheeby, oughtn’t we to be getting along? It must be nearly closing time.’

‘I was taken to see that when I was six. Six, I was. I recall it perfectly; sixty-four years ago, that was. They had a lot of pretty things, all Japanese: little cabinets, and a red rope to keep the public off – though no one would have dreamt of touching anything in those days – and a statue, life-size it was, over life-size––’

‘Kichijoten,’ said Wilfred suddenly, sounding surprised.

‘Yes, yes, that was the name. Fancy you remembering. She was meant to be the Goddess of Fortune. All in palest pink, holding an apple. And there were little boxes, I remember. Carved ivory. Every week I used to be taken to see the Japanese Room, if I’d been a good girl; and when I came to my schooldays I would often go by myself. I loved that room, Mr Davis, and all through the war, the first one I mean, the 1914 one, it was there, and they were our allies then, of course, and no danger from bombs. And then I went to live in London. But I always meant to come back to Torford – and the Japanese Room was one of the first things I went to see when I did. But in the second war of course there were the air raids, and the things had to be stored away. For safety.’

‘Mrs Wheeby, they will be shutting the gates . . .’

‘I’m telling you, Mr Davis. I did so look forward to seeing those things again after the war. And when it was opened again, at last, I went. And there they all were, as pretty as ever, and it was such a pleasure.’ Mrs Wheeby laid a wool-gloved hand on his arm. ‘The ladies on the screen, and the white silk storks. Every week I used to go and study them. But then, as time went on, you know, lads didn’t take any notice of the rope, and they got to touching the things, and later on they damaged them; there was no one to look after them; the council could only afford to pay an elderly man . . .’

‘Yes, Mrs Wheeby, the council was . . . I remember it all, perfectly, we couldn’t get a grant . . .’

‘. . . gangs they were, lads in gangs, and they took to breaking the things. Vandals, Mr Davis. So at last the room had to be closed, and I don’t know where all the things went to. I often think of that pink goddess. I should like to send those lads to a reformatory. Breaking up pretty things like that. It’s my belief they hate anything pretty.’

Wilfred felt a faint surprise at the vehemence of her tone. He looked at her hat, from the hard line of which a pallid shapeless section of profile stood out. Mrs Wheezy, Pat had called her.

‘We really must go, Mrs Wheeby.’ He got up, then stooped to lift her shopping bag from the ground, and together they began walking slowly towards the gate.

Lorrimer Park covered no more than the forty acres, which had been the park of the family house two hundred years ago, and at no point were its trees, now half denuded of their leaves, thick enough to hide the glow from lights on the roads that ringed and hemmed it in.

He could hear the roar of the home-going traffic.

It was the same road he had always known (though its gentle curves had been hacked away and straightened) but its flawless surface and its merciless stream of cars had nothing in common with the tarry-scented, warm wood-blocks over which he had tottered, pulling a wooden horse on a string, and just ahead of his smiling young mother, sixty-three years ago.
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The canary

The next day was Sunday.

At six o’clock, Wilfred awoke with the start that had brought him up through the blest worlds of sleep on so many mornings since Pat’s death; but on this morning his first thought was not Pat’s dead, but Mary’s run away, and the pain was worse because with it came fear.

He reached for the clock on the table between the twin beds, (the one with its burden of wide-awake, wretched man, and the other bed smooth and empty), and, seeing the time, sighed and lay back and put his arms behind his head. The house and the road outside were silent; a fragment of bright sky looked in between the curtains; it was sunlit, out there, and the brilliant faces of Pat’s dahlias, with cobwebs glittering between them, would be staring across the lawn.

He turned to look at Mary’s letter on the table beside the clock. The square, modern-style writing of the word ‘Dad’ hurt him; it seemed to set Mary away from him in a young, secret, hard world of her own.


Dear Dad,

I’m off to London to get a job. Not to worry I am nearly seventeen and not silly like some of them. I shall be alright and as soon as I’ve got the job I shall write but not any address because then you’ll be after me, I know you. In London, so huge and glamorous, I shall have a better chance.

                                    Love

                                           from

                                               Mary



Love from Mary. What a letter, what a frightening mixture of a child’s inexperience and the decision of a woman! What a thing for a father, still dazed and stunned from the death of the child’s mother, to find beside the tea cosy, on the neatly set breakfast table, propped against that cosy’s gay, psychedelic patterning.

‘London so huge and glamorous.’ Wicked, dirty place, loveless and – his thoughts turned in sudden affection towards the streets and shops of Torford – heartless and rotten too . . .

This time last week, Mary had come slowly in with the tray of tea for the two of them, one cheek still creased from the pillow and her dark eyes slitty with sleep.

They had drunk their tea together, she sitting on Pat’s bed, in her navy dressing-gown, and they had had one or two of their little jokes.

Not pretty, perhaps. A bit on the plump side. But her hair was really something, her mother used to tell her. Pat had meant as well as any woman could, and done everything for the best. Keep your mind on your studies, she would say. Pass your exams, and get into university and get your degree. Plenty of time for boyfriends afterwards.

But Wilfred remembered an afternoon, nearly two years ago, when he had idly picked up from the lounge table a book bound in pink plastic and lettered True Confessions and belonging, if the inscription on the flyleaf were true, to Sandra Bailey.

Under the heading Ambition, on the page signed by Mary Patricia Davis, were the neatly written words: To get married and have three children. Max, Hugh and Cilla, in that order.

Whew! Putting down the True Confessions quickly, with one glance round the bright, silent lounge, Wilfred had wondered about Mary’s hours of evening study, up in her room. Nearly six years of them. French and Latin Grammars, and the New Maths book, lay on the table. But what ruled in Mary’s head? New Maths and Grammars or daydreams about Max, Hugh and Cilla and their possible father? In what order?

Secretive Mary. When had either he or Pat ever heard her say the names of those children, the bearing of which was her ambition?

He had never told Pat about that page in the confession book. He had been warned by Pat’s reaction on the occasion when Mary had suddenly said, at the tea table, that she would like to work in a shop.

‘What kind of shop? A bookshop? Of course, that’s––’

Pat had pounced, but Mary had gone on, undisturbed, buttering a half-slice of bun: ‘Not a bookshop – a shop where they sell clothes.’

‘Well really, Mary, I must say . . .’

For seven minutes (Wilfred had looked stealthily at the clock) Mary’s expression had remained placid under the spate of sensible, kind, unanswerable words, and her answer to the final, ‘Now don’t you?’ had been an un-sulky ‘M-mm’ which might have meant anything.

But when Mary did say something, it was something that could haunt a father; revealing, as those three names in the True Confessions book had done, depths beneath the sunlit surface of family life.

‘You think exactly what you want to think.’ Mary’s flatly spoken sentence had cut across the flow of her mother’s irritable words during the scene about the micro-mini skirt, and although Pat apparently had not heard them, Wilfred had, and he had never forgotten them.

The micro-mini skirt, fully twelve inches of it, had been worn once by Mary. She had come home from school wearing it, gone straight up to her room, and come down wearing the school’s grey pinafore dress and white blouse.

‘Thought better of it? That’s right; I thought you would,’ Pat had smiled, pouring tea. ‘Sensible girl.’

‘It wasn’t me.’

Again, no inflexion, no expression.

The skirt had never again been seen on Mary’s womanly thighs. But, now that she had gone, Wilfred painfully felt sure that this moment, and none other, had been the moment when Mary had made up her mind to run away.

Yesterday – only yesterday! – he had awoken at six, and waited for her to come in, sleepy and smiling, with their tea. Five minutes – ten minutes – she must have overslept. (Not Mary.) He had got up and put on his dressing-gown and gone along to her room and tapped on the door. Again – louder. Again. Then opened it.

Her bed was neatly made. The air of a fine morning stirred the curtains at the open window. Staring, his heart starting to beat hard, he had seen the note, and from that moment, anguish and fear, unceasing anguish and fear.

Now he struck the bedclothes, suddenly, with the back of his hand. Where to begin? Where should he start? Even that chap’s handkerchief, lying crumpled on the dressing-table, had to be dealt with.

Steady strokes from the tower of St Peter’s church sounded from the heart of the town, touching him with the comfort of familiarity. Seven. In half an hour Mrs Wheeby would begin to bump about in her room as she prepared herself to attend the church’s eight o’clock service.

At that moment, there was a ring at the front door bell. It could not be the paper boy who did not deliver the Sunday Express until half past eight. Mary?

He hurried out of bed, hurried across the room, dragged the curtains apart, pushed up a window and stared down, breathing fast.

No. A face, of a bluish-purple colour, stared back at him, topping a collection of clothes which caused the word rags to touch the beholder’s mind.

‘Good morning to you and a fine day it is,’ said a voice. ‘Here he is, and I brought him along early because I’m off to see me sister in London and the train leaving the station on the stroke of half past eight, and me living the other end of the town, and never a bite of breakfast in me yet. So you’ll excuse me, I know,’ and here a largish object muffled in a piece of dirty blanket was held up. ‘He’s sleeping sweetly, but off with the cloth and he’ll start away like he was one of the Beatles.’

There was a pause. Then Wilfred, feeling that the top of his head would fly open, demanded in a hoarse weak voice:

‘What is it?’

‘Why, a canary, of course.’

The muffled object was gently swayed to and fro as if in demonstration. ‘Bought off me for two hundred new pence (and a black day that was for us all, it coming in, God help us) by the old lady. There was I, sitting on the seat, and she sitting by me, and us getting into a chat, as people do, and her saying she wanted a canary, and hadn’t I the very thing by me, looking after it for me sister who’s gone to live in London, and writes me a postcard this last Saturday saying she don’t want no more of him? Wasn’t it only yesterday the postcard come, and me meeting the old lady the very same afternoon as if it were the hand of Providence? Name of Wheeby,’ concluded the voice, relapsing into a less lyrical style, while its owner nodded in emphasis.

‘I’ll – I’ll come down. Wait . . .’ Wilfred muttered.

‘Me train goes on the tick. Not a moment will they wait.’

Passing Mrs Wheeby’s door, Wilfred gave it a thump. It instantly opened, and his descent was arrested by the appearance of his lodger, white silk hair neatly gathered into the smallest conceivable knot at the back of her head, and looking at him severely over a steaming cup.

‘What is it, Mr Davis?’

Mrs Wheeby, like Wilfred, wore a dressing-gown; a Marks and Spencer one, of red flannel bordered round the collar with red satin; and the fact that Wilfred’s own sturdy garment had come from the Men’s Department of the same Universal Provider seemed to unite him with Mrs Wheeby in a common bond of humanity which he did not want at all.

‘It’s your canary, Mrs Wheeby,’ he said shortly. ‘The man has brought it early – because . . .’ his voice died away. Really, he could not go into all that about sisters and trains.

‘Ah, my Dicky,’ Mrs Wheeby exclaimed. ‘I will come down. But no. Better not. My tea will get cold. Perhaps you could bring him up, Mr Davis?’

‘Bring –? The man?’ Wilfred was poised at the head of the stairs.

‘No, that isn’t necessary, I meant Dicky, a little thing like that with tiny bones can’t be heavy. Have you ever held a bird in your hand, Mr Davis? And felt its heart beating? It is nothing but tiny bones and feathers.’

‘No I haven’t, Mrs Wheeby, and Mrs Davis always said No Pets. She made that quite plain the day you came to us. I remember it perfectly.’

‘Mrs Davis is dead,’ Mrs Wheeby said – right out, not lowering her voice, as if she were saying it was a nice morning. He stood and stared at her silently. She took a sip or two and stared back.

‘Not a minute will they wait. I’m warning you,’ came the voice from below, apparently through the letter-box.

‘I’m COMING,’ Wilfred shouted, and ran down into the hall and opened the front door.

‘His seed box is filled up and his water’s there, all fresh an hour ago, God bless him. And now I’m off and good morning to you. It’s a bit of groundsel does his heart good twice a week. Ye’ll have some in the garden. It grows whether ye want it or not. I’ll be off, for me stomach’s calling to be filled,’ and thrusting the cage at Wilfred the Irishman went quickly down the path and away, leaving the garden gate open.

Wilfred went to shut it against visiting dogs, leaving the cage just inside the hall by the open door. But quick as he was, next door’s cat had slipped out of the bushes and was sniffing at the cage, while Mrs Wheeby was descending the stairs, panting.

‘No, pussy, no. Mr Davis, can you drive Bella away? No, pussy, no.’

‘Get OUT,’ shouted Wilfred, making a pouncing movement at Bella which caused her to rush off, with tail erect, turning back to present a malevolent mask.

He turned to Mrs Wheeby, who had set the cage on Pat’s immaculately shining hall table and was fumbling with its mufflings.

‘Poor little man, I expect he’s frightened. I hope the water hasn’t spilt. Mr Davis, can you just undo this string? My fingers are all thumbs, first thing.’

‘Mrs Wheeby –’ Wilfred was struggling with the stout piece of cord which kept the blanket about the cage. ‘Really . . . wasn’t it rather . . . rash . . . Oh bother this thing . . . to pay a man you’d never seen before two hundred new pence for a canary that . . . damn . . . mightn’t have existed? He might just have cleared off with the money. And there’s another thing . . . you know Mrs Davis told you . . . she said quite plainly, when you first came, No Pets . . .’

He did not finish the sentence because he did not want to hear again Mrs Wheeby’s voice telling him Pat was dead.

But he conquered the knot, and Mrs Wheeby eagerly pulled off the cover.

Sunlight was streaming into the hall through the glass panels in the front door, where white storks and white lotus flowers paddled and floated in a yellow river. And immediately the occupant of the cage came out, a trill of piercingly sweet noise soared up to greet this light.

Wilfred instantly felt that this joyous spun-glass sound was going to be unbearable.

‘Little beauty,’ Mrs Wheeby was gloating. ‘Like drops of silver, isn’t it, Mr Davis? It reminds me of Yehudi Menuhin, but if you were to ask me – I should say it’s better, because Dicky has never been taught to sing, and Yehudi Menuhin had lessons. Oh yes, I like Dicky’s singing much better. I shan’t go to the Eight O’Clock this morning,’ she ended, and sat down abruptly beside the hall table.

Wilfred again felt that impulse to clutch at his head. ‘But you always go to the Eight O’Clock, Mrs Wheeby! You’ve been every Sunday without fail ever since you came to us. In all weathers, too; Mrs Davis used to be quite worried about you, some mornings.’

‘Very good of Mrs Davis, I’m sure, but I can take care of myself, thank you. I never did like going, but Duty is Duty, Mr Davis. I like Dicky better than Duty, so I shall stay at home, and perhaps I’ll go next Sunday and perhaps I shan’t, we’ll see,’ and she nodded, allowing a pant to come out, as she sat looking up at him.

‘Just as you please, of course, Mrs Wheeby,’ he said after a pause, and while Mrs Wheeby was nodding, as if to imply that she should hope so, he made an attempt to assert himself by adding, ‘I’m . . . I’m not sure . . . I don’t think . . . the fact is I can’t stand that noise all day, you know. It’s downright . . . piercing. People may complain.’

He lowered his voice at the end of the sentence, because he was struggling with an impulse to cry aloud ‘and it’s so awful about Mary. I can’t bear any beautiful thing because of Mary.’

‘Alternate hours,’ Mrs Wheeby said instantly.

‘What? . . . I beg your pardon?’

‘Alternate hours, Mr Davis. Eight to nine he sings; nine to ten he’s covered up; at eleven I uncover him, and at twelve under he goes again. Oh we shall soon get accustomed to it, Mr Davis. So long as people know where they are. It’s like when my sister Minnie was learning the piano. Ten to twelve, practice every morning. She was so fond of the loud pedal, nothing could cure her. But after twelve everybody could settle down. Well, I suppose my tea must be stone cold by now. Come along Dicky. Goodbye for the present, Mr Davis.’

Slowly, allowing the pants to emerge freely now, setting two small feet in bright slippers on every tread, up the stairs went Mrs Wheeby, carrying the cage, and Dicky’s song seemed to be wafting them upwards as they went.

I won’t have it, I simply won’t have it, Wilfred was thinking as he went into the kitchen to make his own tea. If Pat were here – if Pat were alive – she would never have dared.

First Mary, now Mrs Wheeby. Taking advantage of Pat’s death.

Well, hadn’t they? Both of them.

He put cereal and milk, absently, into a bowl.

He was sitting at the table, staring unseeingly past the curtains at some large, yellow objects on stalks eight feet tall: the giant sunflowers that grew at the garden’s end, towering over the fence.

Oh Mary. Where are you?

The long day shone ahead, empty, yet brimming with the sensation that so many things were waiting to be done.

Two months ago, Sundays had seemed too short, what with gardening, and perhaps an hour or two at the decorating that had been going on in one of their eight rooms ever since he had retired five years ago; watching their favourite television programmes; sometimes (though not often because on Sundays the roads were too crowded with cars making for the sea) – sometimes a drive. And always the feeling of comfort and safety because Pat was there and Mary was upstairs in her room studying, or calling from the front door that she was just going round to Sandra’s for half an hour and would be back to tea.

He got up, unable to endure his memories and wandered over to the window and stood there, looking out, chewing on the sodden flakes.

Across the railway, there glimmered a line of dim grey; the old houses of Hardy Crescent that had been badly bombed in the war, when the Germans had been aiming at the railway line. They had grown more ruinous every year since, and were (as Wilfred knew, and he knew all the details too) a recurring subject of argument and suggestion at meetings of the council. Should the money be allocated to recondition the houses, or should they be pulled down and the land sold? It was always pointed out by someone, as the discussion continued and the councillors began to think of a waiting pint or television programme, that on one side they overlooked the town’s cemetery and on the other the railway. Not points to attract purchasers of land, even today.

As if everywhere weren’t noisy.

Wilfred swallowed the last of his sapless meal.

That bird was still at it. He would, he supposed, have to let Mrs Wheeby keep it. It seemed disloyal to old Pat.

Pat had been so . . . certain . . . about everything. So practical; so sensible. So kind. This, and the smooth rosiness of her face, had attracted him as he met her, every day, going about her work in the Town Hall. Her modishly dressed hair had gleamed, her clothes were always bright-coloured and fitted close to her sturdy body, her shoes and her fingernails shone. She was ten years younger than him; and Mary had not come until they had been married longer than either of them had liked to be without a child.

While Pat was still working at the Town Hall to pay for Mary’s fees at Redpaths House, the cancer which she had suspected but never spoken of to anyone had become obvious.

There had been some weeks in hospital; daily visits from Wilfred (now retired and on a good pension); the ‘gallant fight’ expected by relatives and friends and neighbours; a bright expression, attention to hair and dressing-jackets and make-up. The approach of death had been ignored. But it had come: unconsciousness, incontinence, an unrecognizable face and body – then quietly, death.

We were so happy, Wilfred thought, and pushed aside the empty bowl. He tried not to remember the acrid, tigerish smell of the dying: a live smell, although the body exhaling it would soon be alive no longer.

So happy. We had our ups and downs, of course. She didn’t always understand how I felt. She liked to wear the trousers (bless her), but we were happy. And now I’ve got nothing. Nothing.

But Pat’s cure for what she called the blues had been action. She had proved that it worked, she used to say, over and over again.

After a moment or so of sprawling, weak in body and despairing in heart, Wilfred got up, and, having forced himself to rinse the bowl and spoon and inspect them, he put them away and went upstairs to fetch Mr Taverner’s handkerchief. He might as well fill up some time by washing and ironing the thing.

He had mooned over his breakfast longer than he had realized, for nine o’clock was sounding on the autumn wind from St Peter’s as he passed Mrs Wheeby’s door, and, even as he did so, Dicky’s silvery torrents of sound stopped as if cut off by a switch. Mrs Wheeby had been as good as her word. But even as the thought occurred to him, he was brought to a stop by an outbreak from her room of another noise.

At first he thought that she must be having some unprecedented and alarming form of what is loosely called an attack, and his selfish reaction was one of angry despair: how much more was he going to have to put up with?

But, the sounds swelling and growing more peculiar, he decided that Mrs Wheeby had, so to speak, burst out in another direction (Hindi, perhaps, this time, or Urdu as she seemed attracted to the East) and had purchased, and was practising on, some exotic musical instrument.

He wondered if she were going mental . . . And he was as nervous as he was angry when he sharply tapped on the door, which he himself had deftly, eighteen months ago, painted with glossy white Crown, and waited.

During the brief pause that followed, the giant mewings, and the swooping and cooing sounds convinced him that they could not come from any imaginable sort of human throat. The door opened.

Mrs Wheeby’s right hand was upon the doorknob and her left held a bowl of milk-sopped cereal. It added to Wilfred’s annoyance to see, on the table behind her, a packet of the same brand which he himself had recently been swallowing. Fate seemed bent upon linking him with Mrs Wheeby.

‘Mrs Wheeby!’ he exclaimed, his irritation increased by her unfuffled air, ‘what on earth is that extraordinary noise?’

‘Whales, Mr Davis.’

‘Wails! I should think it is wails – I never heard such a row in my life – I really can’t have this, you know. First that bird, and then––’

‘Whales, Mr Davis, hump-backed whales. Fish, if you can call them that. It’s on my gramophone. There was a wireless programme about them, most interesting, I never enjoyed anything on that Third before, it’s usually philosophy and that sort of thing, or those plays, meant to be clever, where the people talk like you and me only it means something different. This was taken on a tape recorder by some man who went after them (the whales, I mean). It’s them calling to each other, a kind of warning, and singing too. Fancy that! It said you could buy the record if you sent the money to some place in California, so I sent it, and back came the record – so neatly packed, all that way, quite surprising really. Listen!’ She held up the bowl of cereal, looking at him with bright eyes. ‘That’s them calling to each other across a hundred miles of sea. I love this part. Listen!’

The sound was hurrying along in waves: a mooing, wavering rush of notes that brought suddenly into Wilfred’s mind the clear gloom of the ocean where it is deepest and furthest from man. Lonely beyond any loneliness the human imagination can conceive, yet inhabited. Oh yes, inhabited – by vast sombre indigo bodies gliding under the ever-darkening and deepening weight of three miles of salt water, and singing and calling one to another as they glide.

He came back to the white door, and the narrow passage and Mrs Wheeby, feeling oddly cooled in mind, even faintly chilled in body, and as if he had been, for a moment, a very long way away under. The unhuman sounds were swooping on.

‘Whales, is that it?’ he murmured, staring over her head and out through the open window. ‘What a . . . I’ve never heard anything like that before.’ The sounds were dying away; they ended. He heard the faint noise of the disc revolving.

‘Nor me, Mr Davis. I’ll have that record, Edith my girl, I thought. You’ve listened long enough to the electric kettle boiling, and Mrs Davis’s Hoover, and those jumbo jets – not half as nice, not one quarter, as a real jumbo – give me elephants every time. And layabouts on the wireless singing about how they’ll overcome. What, I should like to know? What will they overcome? Soap and water, or a visit to the barber or those drugs? A pity they don’t make a start by overcoming them. But the whales, they’re free, Mr Davis, and don’t have to sing about overcoming anything. You and I, Mr Davis, aren’t free to walk across the road in safety, in the town we were both born in, so that’s why it does me good to hear those whales and so it will you. You come up here any time you like, well, say in the evenings, when we all feel a bit solitary – I know I do – and you’ll be welcome as sure as my name is Edith Wheeby. We’ll listen together. Goodbye for now, Mr Davis.’
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Old Mr Davis

The days, with their dull little duties, soon began to have one hope only: a letter from Mary.

None came. And her father did nothing, told no one about her flight. But four days after she had gone, there came a telephone enquiry from the school. The secretary would like to know, please, why Mary had been absent since last Friday. Was she ill? If so, why hadn’t the school been informed? Wilfred muttered something about writing.

While putting down the receiver, however, he decided that he would go to see Mrs Anstruther, the headmistress.

Absent since Friday. She must have taken the day off to make arrangements . . . frightening, sensible Mary.

With shoes shining, and collar turned up against the stiff breeze that rakes the streets of east coast towns, Wilfred walked across Torford. He left behind the tree-lined roads of small, red-brick houses for wider roads of larger ones, whose frontages had been replaced by shop windows full of goods that wearied his eye by excess of choice.

There seemed to be more cars about than people; the moving air bit the cheek and rang with noise; all was busy, prosperous, and ugly. Only the sky, the East Anglian sky of Cotman and Constable, offered consolation. Its noble autumnal colour was occasionally stained by the roar and stench of a passing air-liner, but the blue remained. The blue remains thought Wilfred, briskly carrying his load of pain across Torford, and remembering Pat saying, everybody has their troubles and there’s always someone worse off than you, and thinking that, true though these sentences were, they did him no good this morning, while the blue remains did.

The new Town Hall loured at him across the square, too large for its setting; heavy, menacing, adorned by a frieze of concrete bars divided into bundles, each bar set askew. He actually shut his eyes as he walked past its purple brickery. He had agreed with Pat that its design was ‘fully contemporary’, and therefore must be admirable, but he had never liked it.

We mustn’t live in the past: it’s morbid.

Why mustn’t we? Wilfred found himself thinking, Why mustn’t we?

As for the Town Hall . . . fit for witch doctors, it was, and enough to frighten the primary school children.

He remembered the decorously festive week in which it was opened, and how tired he had grown of the words civic pride.

On this side of the town the roads were wide and some big trees, once growing in meadows, had been left standing when Torford’s largest houses had been built here a hundred years ago, by Torford’s richest men. Each house stood in an acre of garden, where hothouses had once glittered in the sun; at the back of one or two, there were stables. Dark green conifers spread their shadows on the neglected grass. Redpaths: School for Girls had once had its yard and stables, and the stables had had a weatherboarded tower with a clock that chimed the hours.

Gone, now, the creamy wood slats covering the pepperpot tower; gone the softly insistent note of the bell. The paved yard contained a compressed-looking, concrete building with too many windows: the new Science Wing. Murderous powers seemed imprisoned in it and bursting to get out.

Wilfred went through a low wooden gate, and along a drive past a mighty cedar, and up six steps raying out in a satisfying half-circle, and rang a brass bell-push.

The door was opened by ‘Slutty’ Singer, now aged (if the town’s collective memory was reliable) forty-three, and the despair of Torford’s social workers.

Five illegitimate children, whose fathers were not even putative, were flourishing like dwarf green bay trees on the Torford ratepayers’ money. Slutty was generally assumed to be mentally deficient, the ratepayers preferring to take this attitude rather than face the fact that there was, alive and well and living in Torford, someone who had more than once said, to trained psychiatrists, ‘Mind your own effing business.’

Wilfred had never accepted the mentally deficient theory, believing, for his part, that Slutty was what Pat had called careless, and the twelfth century would have called fruitful.

But he was decidedly not pleased to see her at Redpaths. The school, with its wide, lofty hall paved in black and white marble, and certain esoteric and threatening contemporary pictures on its apricot walls, had for him an aura of half-comprehended values that had nothing to do with getting on or with money. A nice class of girl went to Redpaths. But if Redpaths was employing Slutty Singer, it must be hard pressed indeed for staff, and could it be going downhill?

Mary had been at the school for nearly seven years, and Pat had worked hard and fiercely to earn the fees: Redpaths was a part of the Davis family history and he did not want it to go downhill.

‘Hullo, Mr Davis,’ beamed Slutty, all crumpled white working coat and dusty red hair; she knew him, of course, because of living in the same street as his father, a fact which Pat had not liked.

‘Good morning,’ he answered unsmilingly, being in no state of mind to smile at unmarried mothers – and was going to say ‘I want to see Mrs Anstruther’ when there came from Slutty a kind of warning howl.

‘Oh she don’t see nobody not without a ’pointment, never does, can’t be done – but I’ll see what I can do for you, Mr Davis,’ she ended with a conspiratorial smile. Then out from an office (formerly the morning room) swept Miss Turner; mini-skirted, mermaid-haired, cool and tidy as a plastic flowerpot, and hopelessly entangled with a married man twenty-two years older than herself.

‘I’m Mary Davis’s father,’ Wilfred said, looking her full in her wide hazel eye. ‘I want to see Mrs Anstruther.’

Miss Turner gave Slutty, who was lingering, precisely the right smile, and Slutty wandered off.

‘Mrs Anstruther doesn’t usually see parents without an appointment. But – do sit down, Mr Davis,’ said Miss Turner, and went away.

Wilfred sat. On a black William Morris kind of chair which might have been part of the house’s furniture at the time of the sale, thirty-six years ago. The notices on the green-baize-covered board stared at him whitely.

Miss Turner reappeared.

‘Mrs Anstruther will see you, Mr Davis’ – and he followed her across the hall and down a passage to a door, at which she knocked.

Mrs J. Anstruther was sitting at a desk in a pale blue and dark blue room; not luxurious – the curtains were hessian, the carpets felt – and making no attempt to be impressive.

Nevertheless, her plain pale face, fair hair drawn upwards into a knot, neutral wool dress, and bracelet and brooch of carved cornelian, impressed Wilfred. He had only seen her, previously, at a distance on the school’s Open Days; had never spoken to her, although Pat had always made it a duty (which he was certain she had feared) to have a word with the Headmistress.

He had never before been face to face with a woman who seemed to him both gentle and hard. It must, he supposed vaguely, be something to do with education.

‘Good morning, Mr Davis. Do sit down. Now what is the matter with Mary? Is she ill?’

‘No. She isn’t ill – so far as I know.’ He sat leaning slightly forward, with anxious eyes fixed on Mrs Anstruther’s. ‘She’s run away.’

‘Has she!’

He was astounded; there was no disapproval or surprise in her voice. What was there? It couldn’t be – enthusiasm? He stumbled on.

‘She – she left a note. She wants to work in a dress shop.’

Mrs Anstruther nodded. She put up a hand (roughened by housework, Wilfred noticed, and the fact, curiously, comforted him) – and pushed back a hairpin.

‘This is a small school, Mr Davis,’ she began, ‘and because there are only a hundred and twenty girls here, I know them all, and something about each one. Would you like me to tell you what I know about your Mary?’

Your Mary: a delicious warmth of feeling flooded him. Just to think I love her lessened his pain. He looked gratefully at Mary’s headmistress.

‘She isn’t an intellectual girl,’ Mrs Anstruther continued. ‘She works hard, and her results are quite good, but no more than average, in spite of her application. The taste, the – passion – for learning, simply isn’t there––’

‘I’ve always thought so,’ he interrupted, ‘always. And I didn’t care. Mary’s . . . enough for me as she is. It was her mother. My wife never . . . had the benefit of a university education, and she felt the want of it, always did. She was the one who was ambitious for Mary.’

‘Yes, that’s a common mistake parents make, especially mothers . . . Mary, Mr Davis, is the type of girl who marries young and has three or four children rather quickly, makes a thoroughly good wife and mother, and is perfectly content to be what she is.’

He was leaning forward listening to what she said as if he were drinking it in.

‘But seventeen, Mrs Anstruther – not yet seventeen! And in London, alone. I’m so afraid some bad type of boy will get hold of her . . .’

‘Well,’ Mrs Anstruther paused, considered, and plunged. ‘That might not be such a tragedy as it sounds. Experience deepens and enriches character. The richer the temperament, the more likely a woman is to satisfy––’ She broke off. ‘I don’t think you need be afraid. Mary won’t let a bad type of boy get near her.’

‘Really? You honestly think so? You . . . aren’t just saying that to . . . relieve my anxiety?’

‘Indeed I’m not. Mary’s strongest characteristic is common sense. I’ve always thought so. That was why – I’m talking to you quite frankly – I was, well, rather pleased just now to hear she’d run away. It isn’t good for the young to be too sensible. If they don’t get adventure out of their systems while they are young, they try to do it when they’re middle-aged, and then the results are seldom satisfactory. Not that one wants it all got out of the system, of course, especially for women––’

‘So you wouldn’t go to the police?’ he interrupted.

‘The police? Oh no, not unless you want to make things much worse. I . . . my husband says that my prophecies, which often come true, are just . . . lucky. But they aren’t, Mr Davis, they’re based on really knowing about girls: what they’re truly like, their potentialities, and what they want from life – things they sometimes don’t know about themselves. I am quite certain about your Mary. She is going to be . . . what you, as her father, would think of as perfectly “all right”. Has she any money, do you know?’

‘Well! I never thought of that. (Her mother would have, of course.) She’s got forty pounds in the Post Office. To tell you the truth, I haven’t had the gu—I just haven’t really looked round her room. But I will do. Soon as I get home. I’d feel better if I knew she had that Post Office book with her.’

Mrs Anstruther glanced down at some papers on her desk, and instantly he got up and made a movement towards the door.

‘Goodbye, Mrs Anstruther, and thank you.’

She smiled, and managed to convey ‘goodbye’ with her head.

She spoke again as he reached the door.

‘Mr Davis.’

He turned and looked at her.

‘I’ve talked to you absolutely candidly, of course, because I’m so sorry you’ve had this new worry, following on your loss, but also because I know you’re someone one can talk to candidly . . . Will you keep this conversation private, just between ourselves, as two parents?’

The school, with its small Board of not-too-obtuse Governors, was flourishing as only a school offering something better than the state or grammar schools offered, could flourish, in a town where the level of prosperity was rising steadily every year. Mrs Anstruther did not want her views on the enriching of the female nature by running away from home to reach the ears of parents who had daughters aged eight or nine to be educated.

‘Of course, Mrs Anstruther. I . . . I . . . took that for granted.’

As Wilfred followed the helplessly captive Miss Turner across the hall he suddenly decided that to go home at eleven in the morning would be unbearable. Thirteen hours before bedtime and the world of sleep. No. He would go and see his father.

Old Mr Davis, now aged eighty-five, lived on the east side of the town; in the low part across the railway.

So back across Torford walked Wilfred, his thinning hair blowing in the cold wind. Occasionally he nodded and smiled at an acquaintance.

Soon people would begin asking where Mary was. That must be expected because Sandra Bailey and the rest of the schoolfellows would talk. Not that Mary was what you might call popular. Sandra lived in the Davises’ road, and her father was their dentist; Wilfred had always suspected that the friendship was one of propinquity rather than mutual attraction. Well, one friend, or perhaps two, was enough; girls who had what Pat had called a full social life and nice friends weren’t necessarily happy.

That – happiness – was all that he wanted for Mary.

Blinking against the wind, he crossed the road and went down Lesley Street, where the shops still looked bright and clean; tottering on the edge of insolvency, possibly, but putting up a gallant fight, as Pat had always said about anyone or anything struggling against odds.

She had always made an allowance of majestic proportions for Wilfred’s father. Old Mr Davis lived half in the street, with the front door permanently open, and three or four of the street’s children, for whom there were not enough pre-primary schools in Torford, sitting on the floor watching the television (also permanently on).

This morning, there were two little girls in the dusky, crowded little room, dressed alike in scarlet maxi-coats to their ankles. They were sitting on the mat in front of the fire smouldering in the basket grate; and Mr Davis, a large, stout, rosy old man with remnants of curly dark hair, was stirring a saucepan balanced on the fire, and addressing them.

‘. . . then, when yer caught ’im, know what yer does? Yer ketches hold of his skin and yer pulls it over his head. Right over his ’ead, see? and he’s all ready for the sarsepan. In he goes – see? with a shake of pepper and a bit of salt, and a bit o’ parsley and an ongyon or two wot you as by you, and then what does yer do? You tell me, young Kelly,’ pointing at one of them with the spoon.

A silent shake of her head, with its fall of long fair hair.

‘Hullo, Dad,’ said Wilfred, appearing at the door.

‘’Ullo. Don’ know? I never see such gels fer don’t knowing. Yer stews ’im, that’s what, stews ’im very slow, so he comes out as tender as a babby and his flesh fair falls off his bones.’ Four eyes were fixed on him, entranced.

‘Morning, young ladies,’ said Wilfred, coming into the room and, having lifted off a pile of Daily Mirrors and TV Times, he sat down in an ancient springless armchair (an old enemy of Pat’s, and still in use, while all her energy and cheerfulness had gone).

The children’s eyes turned to him, but they said nothing.

‘I’m just a-showing these two ’ow to stoo a rabbit,’ his father said, standing upright with a hand on his back. ‘Two o’ young Ginger’s, they are,’ he added in a lowered tone. ‘She’s got a job up your Mary’s school – re-abiliting ’er or summick. Funny ideas people ’ave nowadays, I will say – carn’t leave anyone alone. But funny ideas – I don’t know.’

He opened a drawer in the old wooden dresser and took out two cleanish pieces of rag, and supervised the tucking of them into the necks of the scarlet coats.

‘Regular little images they look, don’t they?’ he murmured. ‘Out of the Ark.’

The little girls were standing by the fire peering down into the saucepan. ‘That’s right. Now ’ere’s yer mugs.’ He took down from the dresser one made of blue plastic, and an earthenware one decorated with those pale magenta flowers seen only on cups made when Victoria was Queen. ‘And ’ere’s yer broth,’ ladling out the rich creamy liquid. ‘Samantha, you put that bit o’ mat on the doorstep. Don’t want yer ketching cold in yer little bums, do we? And eat up. And don’t let’s ’ear a word out of neether of yer.’

When they were seated side by side in the doorway and supping the broth, and their attention was fixed on the people passing in the street, he settled an old tin kettle on the hob.

‘I wonder you could –’ his son was beginning, beguiled by the familiarity of his surroundings into making a comment that was also familiar, but Mr Davis caught up the sentence and carried it on.

‘– Wonder I could use a sixpenny kettle, what I got from Woolworths when it was Woolworths? Well, I like what I’m used to and no thenks I don’t want you wasting your money buying me a ’lectric one. Boil over before you can turn round, fuse up, and cost the earth having it repaired. Going up again, too. I ’eard it this morning.’ He moved his head towards the television, glaring and flickering soundlessly away in its corner. ‘And if it wasn’t for the football I wouldn’t ’ave that. I don’t trust ’lectricity.’

Wilfred felt no impulse to retort or argue. The dust and clutter in the little room, and the reek of ancient Old and Sweet tobacco (which had celebrated its centenary last year), and the narrowness and obstinacy of his father’s opinions, no longer irritated him. He himself – though Pat disliked him recalling the fact – had been born in one of the two rooms upstairs, and had been carried to the window in a shawl to have his first view of the world outside.

As for Old and Sweet – his hand strayed absently towards the pocket where he had kept his pouch. He had given it up at Pat’s repeated entreaties. She had brought out the word cancer with such difficulty and fear that he had been touched to his heart. She had been frightened. Giving up had been a sacrifice, but worth it, because he had been able to comfort her, and that was something he was hardly ever asked to do.

Nevertheless, he still missed the peppery-sweet taste of Old and Sweet.

‘Yerss. Yer ought to start again.’

He stared at his father. ‘What?’

‘Yer pipe. I saw yer feeling for it. You don’t want to notice what they say. Where’s the ’arm? Be afraid to go outside yer own front door if yer took any notice of some







































THE HISTORY OF VINTAGE

The famous American publisher Alfred A. Knopf (1892–1984) founded Vintage Books in the United States in 1954 as a paperback home for the authors published by his company. Vintage was launched in the United Kingdom in 1990 and works independently from the American imprint although both are part of the international publishing group, Random House.

Vintage in the United Kingdom was initially created to publish paperback editions of books bought by the prestigious literary hardback imprints in the Random House Group such as Jonathan Cape, Chatto & Windus, Hutchinson and later William Heinemann, Secker & Warburg and The Harvill Press. There are many Booker and Nobel Prize-winning authors on the Vintage list and the imprint publishes a huge variety of fiction and non-fiction. Over the years Vintage has expanded and the list now includes great authors of the past – who are published under the Vintage Classics imprint – as well as many of the most influential authors of the present. In 2012 Vintage Children’s Classics was launched to include the much-loved authors of our youth.
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