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Praise for UNEXPECTED LESSONS IN LOVE

‘This is one of the most enjoyable books I’ve read in years. I found it completely gripping. The carefully but unobtrusively structured plot (involving adoption, DNA and paternity) is domestic but with a wide reach; it is played out against a backdrop of world events. On reflection, I have never before read a book which confronts a serious and almost unmentionable illness with such lightness of touch. It’s happy and it’s cheering, with a beautiful warmth to it, achieved without a moment of sentimentality. I loved it.’

Margaret Drabble

‘Bishop treats a fearful subject with an extraordinary lightness of touch; her humour and her emotional wisdom make this a delightful and humane novel.’

The Times

‘Warm and emotionally convincing … effortlessly graceful’

Sunday Times

‘Bishop is a fine, intelligent writer, capable of handling moral and philosophical themes with a light touch’

Sunday Telegraph

‘It’s impossible to recommend the late Bernardine Bishop’s wondrous book too highly’

Guardian

‘Full of humour, kindness and gentle irony, this is a richly satisfying read’

Sunday Mirror

‘This novel, wise, sharp and startlingly frank, distils a lifetime of reflection on the rules of attraction, affection – and family life. From confused youth to the ordeals and confusions of old age, her wry insights delight.’

Independent

‘A remarkable, immensely readable and warm-hearted book.’

Sunday Express

‘This is a vibrant and ever welcoming novel … it offers such a rich range of pleasures.’

Observer

‘A wonderful novel, one of those rare books which leaves the reader with a deeper understanding of the human heart … This is an author of exceptional intelligence, subtlety and warmth.’

Spectator

‘A charming, playful novel.’

Red

‘A refreshingly candid, unexpectedly witty and ultimately moving tale.’

Candis

‘Considered and reflective, humorous and entertaining, this is a surprising and moving novel’ 

Good Book Guide

‘Exquisite, funny and sad’

Times Literary Supplement

‘This is the sort of story which grabs you, pulls you in and won’t let you go – but in a very gentle way. The characters are superb. It’s wise and it’s witty. It’s sublimely well-written, not with flowery literary devices but in the sort of prose that leaves you surprised when you realise that you’ve read a hundred pages and you’ve no intention of giving up just yet … I was left with a warm glow when I finished reading.’

Bookbag
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Chapter 1

It was the first anniversary of Betty Winterborne’s husband’s death. She sat down with a cup of coffee and looked out of the window. It was exactly the same view as she had looked at a year ago, the trees coming into leaf; the pigeons cheerfully flapping among the twigs; the houses opposite with the sun on them. This was the chair on which she had habitually sat after Jack’s bed had been brought downstairs. She had sat here to chat with him, then to read to him, and then, in the final weeks, just to sit.

She was slightly irked that she must make a thing of the anniversary, and she didn’t know what special thoughts or feelings to have. Close friends would remember to telephone; her daughter would probably feel she must mark the day somehow. But what was special about it? Now, however, sitting in the chair and looking out of the window, Betty felt she was getting an inkling. The branches of the tree were at exactly the same point, with regard to bud, leaf and pigeons, as they had been at the moment when she had heard Jack’s first respiratory pause. ‘Life must go on,’ people had said to her a year ago. Why must it? What if it doesn’t? But now she saw that it had. There was, after all, something to be said for an anniversary. Spring had come again. She was pleased to see it.

There was another less public anniversary, for it was at this time of year – not the day, exactly, but the season, and the general stage of the pigeons and the leaves – that, two years ago, Jack had been diagnosed. Betty and Jack had endured a year of the snakes and ladders that cancers and hospitals impose. Then, one year ago to the day, they had lost.

Betty was lonely. Loneliness must be differentiated from missing Jack. She did miss Jack. But the loneliness that gnawed her away was not the same as the missing of Jack, though it was easy to confuse the two, and, she felt, plenty of people might not bother to draw the distinction. Certainly, her friends did not do so, in their warm care of her widowhood. Only she knew that all her life, the fear of loneliness had been what moved her into action. She had married young, as she had intended to, for marriage and children were the insurance against loneliness. Not for her the hope that if she waited long enough she would find the unequivocal love another part of her longed to experience. She was a romantic, but she could not boldly live as a romantic, as some of her friends had continued to do into their late twenties, or, with hope dwindling, further. Jack was a good bet. He was tall and good-looking, had a First in Law, everyone liked him, and he was in love with her. Jack would do, and no one around her detected that what looked like romance was raw practicality. Jack had never known.

They had been happy. Jack had worked hard and was successful. Betty, who had read Modern Languages, pursued a more desultory career, featuring evening classes, tutoring and translations. She had not minded. She had liked being a help to Jack. She had taken pleasure in managing the social life his work generated. She had enjoyed keeping house. They had two children.

And all the time, for forty years, Betty had been one of a couple. The wolf of loneliness had not only been kept from the regularly painted front door of the North London Victorian terraced house in which Betty and Jack lived; the wolf had been forgotten. The fear of the wolf had been forgotten. The wolf had died, or turned into a fairy-tale, or a lapdog. Other frightening beasts had called, and one had ravaged her. But she had not known loneliness, or the terror of it. She had heard, without hearing, Jack’s key in the lock at about seven every evening. Every day, she had planned, without planning, supper for two. She was aware, without rejoicing, of his presence in bed beside her. If there was time to watch a television programme, she would not watch it alone. If he was out, he was going to come home. If he was in, and both were working, one of them would soon, without noticing a motivation, go and find the other.

‘I hate dying,’ Jack had said. ‘But I’m lucky, dying first.’

If Betty had died first, she thought, Jack would have missed her. He would have missed her, perhaps, more than she missed him. But it would have been different for him, because he did not have the predisposition to innate loneliness that for forty years had been secreting itself, unfelt but unaltered, deep inside her. He would have been lonely, but, once the worst of the missing had passed, he would not have been crippled by loneliness itself. And then, she thought, like many widowers, he would quite likely have replaced her.

For her, replacement would be difficult, even if any man were to look at a woman of sixty. Any antidote to loneliness depended on long-standing familiarity, depended as much on not having to have conversations as on being easily able to, as much on the known footsteps on the floor above as on being in the same room. This was why Betty’s social life in the last year had not helped as much as friends had hoped it might.

However, another feeling had crept in gradually of late. This was a sense that her loneliness could, possibly, be met as a challenge, rather than suppressed as a malady. This was a new idea. She had never, in her quite long life, allowed herself to suffer her loneliness. She had evaded it. Perhaps to endure its darkness and coldness, instead of automatically switching on lights and turning up heating, was a necessary step for her towards maturity. She liked this thought. She did not want to die with her bogeys unfaced. Her grandfather had been killed on the Somme; her father had survived the D Day landings and never said a word about it. There was a toughness in Betty that she had never used. She had always been afraid it wasn’t there. She hoped to be able to use it now, and she prayed it would be up to the job.

The telephone rang. It was Betty’s daughter, Julia.

‘Just remembering what day it is, Mum,’ said Julia.

‘Thank you.’

‘How are you?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘What are you just doing? I’ve only got a moment, I’m between patients.’

‘Having a cup of coffee. Being glad spring has come again.’

‘Good. Are you doing anything this evening? I’ll come over. With a bunch of flowers.’

‘That’s lovely. At about eight? We’ll eat.’ The problem of evening that day was solved, and as congenially as could be.

Betty thought about Julia. She was uneasy about Julia not being married, at thirty-eight. She used the word ‘married’ in her own mind, but if talking to a friend she would have said ‘settled’, to avoid seeming old-fashioned. Julia had been in two long relationships, but neither had ended in settledness. Conceivably, she had not wanted them to. Now past her first bloom, she was alone and childless. She threw herself into her work and was cheerful, and Betty saw no signs that her own loneliness was hereditary. But what a shame. That was the trouble these days. The women’s movement seemed to have left the world even more a man’s world than it was already. Betty thought that if she were young now she would not stand a chance of seeing how to cope. She admired Julia her hardihood.
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‘We must have a proper talk, tonight,’ said Hereward Tree. He was speaking Italian. He looked steadily, his eyes intent and yearning, at Carina, beautiful, lively, and over thirty years his junior. She did not answer, but sat down beside him and took his hand.

He went on, ‘Obviously I hope I will come through the operation alive and well. But it is a big operation, and I may not. You do realise that, don’t you, darling?’

‘I have looked it up on the internet. Usually people are all right.’

‘Usually people may not have smoked quite as much as me.’

‘No. But you are thin. That is important as well.’ Carina shifted a little to be closer to him, and he smelt her scent. Whether he lived or whether he died, he thought, he had this moment.

‘I love you,’ said Hereward. It was a statement in which his whole life and self, at that stage of his life and self, were expressed. He hoped she realised she did not need to answer with a trite reciprocation. She said nothing, and looked at him tenderly. One of the wonderful things about her was that she understood when to let an utterance from his soul resonate and remain. After a moment’s pause he went on. ‘Tomorrow. Don’t come and see me tomorrow. I shall be a mass of tubes and will not know whether you are there or not. Wait for Romola to tell you when to come.’

‘I am afraid of Romola.’

‘That doesn’t matter. I know you are. In the next few days she will telephone and tell you when to come to the hospital. If all goes well I shall be home in a couple of weeks. We have a full time carer moving in. That is all arranged. You will not have to do anything for me. You will just sometimes let me look at you.’

‘I will be afraid of the carer.’

‘You’ll get used to her.’

‘I will want to do things to help.’

‘OK, but you won’t have to.’

‘I shall cook meals.’

‘OK, do that. Now, that is how it will probably be. But, on the other hand, I may die. If I do, Romola will inform you. I’m sorry about that.’

‘But you will not die.’

‘I hope not. In my will, I have left you all my money and this house, with everything in it. I have only left Romola the literary stuff. But now I want to give you a piece of very serious advice. If I die, I think you should go home to Genoa. You will have money, once the –’ Hereward did not know the Italian for the word probate, so said ‘will’, again – ‘once the will is through. Later you will have a lot of money from the sale of this house and the quite valuable things in it. Romola must organise the sale for you, and the money will be all yours.’

‘I don’t want to think about what if you die,’ said Carina, who had, actually, been rather taken with the scenario.

‘So now make love with me. Make love until morning. We haven’t done that for a long time.’

‘Yes, we will. But we will have supper first. Don’t forget you aren’t allowed to eat or drink after midnight. Anyway I am starving. So I will cook something now.’

Hereward was not hungry. He reluctantly let go of her hand and watched her hurry in the direction of the kitchen. Her back view was purposeful, and he smiled. Indeed he chuckled. After a minute he stood up, breathing heavily, leaning on a stick, and followed her. He could watch her cook. He did not want to miss a moment.
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Roger Tree ran through the spring rain and encroaching dusk. His raincoat, heavy anyway, and with things in its pockets thumping his thighs, was now also wet. He arrived at his sister’s front door and rang the bell.

Romola Tree had sat down to her marking. It used always to be a pile of exercise books, but now, of course, like everything else, it was typewritten and submitted in folders, which she found more difficult to transport than the exercise books had been. Nowadays she usually drove to and from the school where she worked. It was a short distance, and it would have done very well for the daily walk we are all advised to take, and she regretted forfeiting it. But, hard-worked and with an Ofsted looming, she could not take the time to think about her health. At fifty-five, she was at the height of her responsibilities, head both of her department and of a house. On her desk, as well as the pile of folders, were a cup of tea and a plate heavy with crispbread and cheese. She marked, sipped and nibbled; but she was not contented with her lot.

When the weekend came, she would sit at the same desk, with no school folders and no plate. And she would get on with her novel.

It was her fourth novel, and its three predecessors had been turned down. She had an agent, but the agent was unenthusiastic, and the publishers, adamant. She persisted because it was what she enjoyed doing. She always had hopes, of course, as she did this time; and occasionally, when sleepless, made up her speech for the Booker Prize award night. Her first novel had been a fictionalised account of Wordsworth’s relationship with Annette Vallon. The second had done much the same for Keats and Fanny Brawne. The next one was called Withering Depths, and had been a mistake, though still, at least in her own view, not without its subtleties. Now she was blissfully engaged on an ending for Mrs Gaskell’s Wives and Daughters.

Because of her lack of success, she did not broadcast her novel-writing. But people who got to know her at all could not avoid realising it was her hobby and passion. Word went round. The headmistress had recently ribbed her about it. ‘Like brother, like sister, eh?’ she had said. Romola had not liked this. It was patronising. Her novels were not derivative of Hereward’s. When Hereward and Romola were children, Romola, a year the younger, had been as inventive as Hereward. She had been as creative, and more literary. A mad wife had crept into their games, before Hereward had even heard of Jane Eyre. Romola’s voice-overs belonged to the written word of Victorian novels, while Hereward’s were colloquial, and, to Romola’s mind, banal. It was Romola who wrote up in a succession of exercise books – she still had them – the stories that evolved from the antics of the job lot of dolls and toy animals laid out on the attic floor. Romola loved the game more than Hereward did. Sometimes she would say, ‘Let’s go upstairs for Hanulaland,’ and he, for a minute, would look as if he would as soon be doing something else. But he had to come. He knew it was not a game you could play alone, and he knew you became absorbed, as in nothing else.

It was entirely their own. When Roger became able to climb the ladder to the attic, and his little face, smiling and triumphant, appeared suddenly one afternoon at floor level, Hereward and Romola stared at it with horror. ‘You aren’t allowed,’ cried Romola, and at the same time, from Hereward, ‘What are you doing here?’

A gentler version of that expression was on Romola’s face now, when she saw who was on the doorstep, cowering from the rain. ‘Roger!’ she exclaimed.

‘Can I come in?’

‘Yes, come in. But I’ve got a pile of marking to do before tomorrow.’ She helped him hang his raincoat, and took him into the sitting room, where, indeed, her marking was manifest. ‘I suppose I know why you’ve come,’ she said.

Roger looked astonished, then nervous. ‘How could you know?’

‘Hereward. Going into hospital tomorrow for his operation. You might be upset. But obviously that’s got nothing to do with it.’

‘Tomorrow? Is it? I had forgotten. I knew it was coming up, of course. Oh, dear – poor him. Triple heart bypass, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ Romola didn’t like to hear the operation called by its name, and disliked Roger for glibly so calling it, as if to compensate, by cheap medical lingo, for the fact that it had gone from his mind. For Romola, Hereward’s state of health was a constant preoccupation. To hear the surgical procedure mentioned at this point jolted her into fresh spasms of anxiety. ‘I’m sure he’ll be all right,’ she said, reassuring herself, as Roger did not require reassurance. ‘Loads of people have them these days. The words make them sound worse than they are.’ From having looked at a video of the operation on the internet, she knew this was not true.

‘Well, why are you here, then?’ she asked. She had still not offered him a drink. If he had a drink, she would probably have one, then she would have another, and then she would have lost her appetite for marking. Perhaps a cup of tea, but she could not be bothered.

‘I wondered whether you could put me up.’

‘Put you up? Why? Whatever’s happened?’

‘I can’t explain. I suppose I should say that I don’t want to explain. I’m sorry.’

‘For heaven’s sake! Have you lost your faith? Have you punched a parishioner? Have you run off with a parishioner’s wife? Have you embezzled the collection boxes?’

But Roger was silent, staring at the floor. How could he smile at these sallies? He was unhappier than he had ever been in his life. Meanwhile his shoes were soaked, leaving traces on Romola’s carpet, and he badly wanted a drink. ‘None of the above,’ he answered in a croaky voice.

‘Tea, coffee or a drink?’ said Romola, disconcerted to hear signs of tears. ‘Have you had anything to eat?’

‘Nothing to eat, thanks.’

She poured him a scotch, abstaining, so far, herself. She still hoped that the contours of her planned evening could be restored, but now she was becoming curious about Roger and what had brought him to her door. ‘You might as well tell me,’ she said.

‘OK.’ He had drunk his scotch in two swallows, and his face seemed to Romola to be a better colour already. ‘Can I have another?’

She responded by putting the bottle on a table at his elbow. He refilled his glass.

‘I’m on bail,’ he said. ‘A young person I knew in my last parish has been to the police. He has said I sexually abused him. This is going back more than ten years. The police came, I was arrested, and suspended immediately from priestly duties. I can’t stay in the presbytery. I could have, physically, but gossip was starting already. I have to disappear from the parish. I don’t know where to go. I can’t possibly stay in my presbytery. The bishop wasn’t much help, though I know him, we were curates together years ago. This is absolutely dreadful. And all in a day, out of a clear blue sky.’

‘And why is the young man making this accusation against you?’

Roger was silent. Then, for the first time that evening, he looked Romola in the eye. ‘Because it’s true,’ he said.

There was a longer silence, a stunned one for Romola. She fetched another glass and poured herself a scotch. ‘Not such a clear blue sky, then,’ she said. Then she asked, ‘Did you tell the police it was true?’

‘Yes.’

Romola’s face relaxed a little from its rictus of extreme censure. That admission must have taken some courage.

Roger went on, ‘I couldn’t make him – Tony is his name – feel disbelieved. It happened, and he is telling the truth. But why he has taken it into his head to come out with it ten – more like fifteen years later, of course I have no idea. We have corresponded about it in the past. I thought it was at rest.’

‘At rest,’ said Romola. ‘Is that what the cover-ups are called? At rest!’

Hereward and Romola had never tried to understand Roger’s conversion to the Catholic Church, nor his entering the priesthood. But they had treated these things with the greatest respect, joking about them, if at all, only with each other. Both of them had turned up for his baptism and for his ordination. Their mother had come with them, but their father was not persuadable. ‘Did he but know it, he’s only doing this to spite Dad,’ whispered Romola to Hereward. ‘Shhh,’ said Hereward, who was liking the ceremonial. Hereward’s sympathies were wider than Romola’s, to her chagrin. She thought this was because he had a happier life.

‘Hereward will have to know,’ said Romola.

‘I know. Everyone will have to know.’

‘You poor thing.’

‘I thought, being a novelist, Hereward might think something like “nihil humanum a me alienum puto”.’

‘Nonsense. It would be “alienum” to anyone except another paedophile.’

The word ‘paedophile’ stabbed Roger, rather as the phrase ‘triple heart bypass’ had Romola. But he bowed his head. What could he say? After a minute he repeated his earlier plea. ‘Look, I’m awfully sorry, but can I stay with you? Probably not for very long.’

‘Not for very long?’ What he meant began to dawn on her. ‘You’re saying?’

‘Yes. It’ll be prison. Of course.’
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Romola got up at five, hung over, to finish her marking. From the spare bedroom Roger heard her moving about quietly, probably trying not to disturb him. He had not slept, and so needed no such consideration. But he was grateful for it, and grateful that his sister had taken him in. He went over in his mind what he had to do – there was to be a committal, this morning, and various subsequent dates with police and probation, before his hearing came up.

He was intensely miserable. Around midnight he had closed the spare room door behind him, and his mind went back a couple of years, to the last time he had been in this room, in which his mother had lain dying, and had died. He knelt in prayer, leaning on a chair. He was not particularly tipsy, in spite of the whisky. Grief and fear seemed to have consumed the alcohol before his system had been able to. At this point he did not pray for forgiveness or for Tony; he had done that twelve years before. Now he prayed for courage. Then he did not pray for anything, but just prayed.

Then he took off a few clothes. His shoes and socks, and the bottoms of his trousers, were still soaking wet, so he arranged them on the radiator, which was tepid now, but perhaps would be warm by morning. He crept under the duvet. Hopkins’s words, ‘Creep, wretch, under a comfort, serves in a whirlwind’, came into his mind. But in his case there was no comfort, however small, however derisory, to creep under.

If he could put his situation out of his mind, just for the time being, he would be able to sleep, and that would help him face tomorrow. But he could not put it out of his mind, for it was in his body. Even without specific thoughts, he was beset by the shivers and palpitations of fear, the dry mouth and the churning guts; and he was gripped by the heaviness and pressure of grief, an iron case drawn tight around his chest.

Lying as still as he could, sometimes too hot and sometimes too cold, he tried to think. In a fundamental way, his state was no different from what it had been twenty-four hours ago, when he had gone to bed thinking about the money for the church roof, whether he could stir his parishioners into concern over climate change, and, indeed, whether the diocese would approve solar panels, as the roof had to be done anyway. What luxurious worries these seemed now. That self was gone. It was gone for ever. There was this new self now, crying and sighing, throwing the duvet off and on again.

But fundamentally, there was no difference between yesterday evening and this. Yesterday, as much as today, he was the man who had committed the crimes he was accused of. Fundamentally, his crimes, and the harm he had done by them, were what mattered. The fact that he was now unmasked was trivial by comparison. This he told himself. But what grieved and terrified him in an immediate and physical sense was the fact that he had been found out.

He could feel with his conscience, though not with his body, that the facts that he would cease to be a priest in good standing, and that he would be sent to prison, were relatively trivial. He would suffer. That was just. He had not, after all, been a priest in good standing twenty-four hours ago. It was merely that people thought he was. But not everything that belonged to his good standing was trivial. He had been trusted by his parishioners, in his present parish, in the one before, and in the one before that. He had betrayed them. Twenty-four hours ago, he was already someone who had betrayed them. But twenty-four hours ago they did not know it. Now they did. He groaned in an agony that was far from trivial when he thought of Nora and Seamus, Xavier, Bernadette, Karol, Mbeke, Mrs Rafferty, and, oh, so many others, when they heard the news. Of course he would lose their love and respect, and he had loved their love and respect; but that belonged to the realm of triviality, and that loss to justice. What mattered was that they might lose faith in what he had tried to stand for, the hopes and aspirations whither he had tried to lead. And, of course, they would be without a parish priest, when priests are in short supply.

He got up and knelt at the chair again, to pray for his parishioners. If only it could be he that was the only one to suffer. But it could not be so. Suddenly he thought of, and prayed for, the mothers of the babies he had baptised. What would their feelings be? Let them keep faith with the Sacrament, he prayed, if not with its minister. He went back to bed, noticing that he reeked of sweat. In this next stage of the night he had another thought. Some of his parishioners would forgive him. It would take time. They would struggle inwardly; they would talk together; Damian or Maria might call a parish meeting. Many different views would be expressed. Many would pray for him. Some would say we are all human. Some would be too angry to say that, some too astounded to say anything. The bishop, Pip Jenkins, an old friend of Roger’s, would have to make a formal visitation to the parish. Thinking of them forgiving him, perhaps lighting a candle for him, Roger sobbed.

Now it occurred to him for the first time that he could write a letter. Maria would see that it was read out at all the Masses one weekend. He would send it care of Maria. Sentences for the letter started to shape in his mind, and the letter began to serve as some sort of comfort in a whirlwind, for his wretched self to creep under.
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