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For Margery Bullock


One

Rigby opened the curtains of his bedroom and squinted through the mid-morning sun. It had found the cherry tree and was brushing over its leaves, polishing their yellow; those of a maple it stained a deeper mahogany. Occasionally, in a leisurely fashion, a leaf left its branch and dropped into the mist still crawling round the mossed spokes of roots.

‘You could start raking up,’ his father had said. ‘It’s never too early.’ That was typical of his father; he enjoyed making a job spin out, taking twice as long as was necessary. Rigby did not object to raking, but not piecemeal; he would wait until the very last leaf was shed.

He heard the garage doors open, an engine turn over. From the hallway there were calls, goodbyes, references to shopping, something about a dress: his mother and sister, dedicated to conscientious occupation. He went downstairs and opened the refrigerator, though with little hope. It was in its usual Friday condition. He tapped a bare shelf to test the echo, then made himself a mug of instant coffee, drank it at the back door and studied the mist from this lower angle. Wondering whether he was becoming mist-fixated, he returned to his room, chose a CD, plugged in his head phones and stretched on his bed.



The mattress sloped under him as someone sat on its edge. A finger poked his thigh. Rigby opened his eyes and watched Carol mouth a paragraph or two. Then he uncovered his ears.

‘So I’m worried,’ she concluded.

He frowned and nodded slowly, simulated sympathy.

‘Would you go?’

‘I’m busy.’ If he had asked, ‘Where to?’ he would have indicated a flicker of interest. That was not advisable.

‘He’s not answering the phone.’

The situation became clearer. ‘Perhaps he’s just gone out. For a walk.’

‘Grandpa doesn’t know how to.’

‘He can find his way to the pub.’

‘It isn’t open yet.’

Rigby glanced at his watch. ‘Soon will be.’

‘I’ve been dialling for the last half hour, every three minutes.’ Carol won a lot of compliments for persistence. Rigby did not envy her. ‘Either he’s not there, or he isn’t answering.’

‘Full marks.’

‘You know what happened the last time.’

He nodded. Their mother had informed the police and they had hunted Gilbert down, helicopters thundering, throbbing low over moors and valleys.

Carol demanded, ‘And what was the end of it?’

‘They found him.’

‘He was stuck in a psychiatric ward for three months. That’s how it ended.’

‘He didn’t seem to mind. “I adore these psychologists,” he said. “Especially the female variety.” ’

‘At his age!’ Carol was briefly distracted from her purpose. ‘He told me, “They’re very interested in my colourful life.” ’

‘I suppose you could claim grey is a colour.’

‘Won’t you look in, Rig?’ Now it was ‘look in’, a casual visit conveniently en route to somewhere else, not a pull up switchback gradients. Carol’s resemblance to their mother depressed him.

‘Why don’t you?’

‘I have to go into school.’

‘When it’s closed?’ There was staff training, hence the holiday.

‘We’re having a rehearsal for the choir concert. Mr Beddoes is giving up his lunch hour.’

Ignoring the man’s sacrifice, Rigby argued, ‘You’ve still time.’

‘Rig, I’ve already cycled to Grandfather’s once this morning.’

‘Why was that?’

‘Because I wanted him to see this. Have you really, really not noticed?’ She stood up and twirled round, showing off her dress. ‘It’s on loan from the Playhouse wardrobe.’

‘Who would want to hire that?’

‘I could have had a Flapper’s dress, or a Shakespearean, or a Restoration serving wench only Mrs Hickson thought this suited my type. Very nineteen forties. I mean, it’s Utility. They had to have coupons.’

‘Then they were robbed.’

Seeing his eyes had shifted to her hair rolled in a tube round her head and the three vicious metal curlers furling her fringe, Carol explained, ‘I’m practising. Mrs Hickson suggested a uniform for you. I brought one so you could try it on. That would make a sort of family theme.’ When he had woken up that morning the battle dress, gaiters and forage cap were laid out like grave cerements beside him. They were now a heap of khaki on the floor.

‘How many times do I have to tell you, Carol? If I go to Heather Dale’s party, and I haven’t accepted yet, I am not – watch my lips – not turning up in fancy dress.’

‘But Heather is set on it. Why must you be so awkward?’

‘It’s a question of keeping my options open. And if you want my honest opinion, you’d look better if you went in your …’ He halted, unable to recall a single garment in Carol’s limitless wardrobe.

‘Grandpa liked it, anyway. I’m sorry, now, that he did.’ She paused. ‘That’s why I was ringing him when I got home. I shouldn’t have done it, Rigby. I shouldn’t have gone in the dress to show him. I didn’t think. Seeing it … he was upset. He was alright at first. He put on one of his records and he taught me the fox trot: slow, slow, quick quick, slow. Like he had danced it. He said I could be mistaken for Gran. Then he said, “Excuse me, my dear. Fancy me dancing without smartening up!” and he took the needle off the record and started rummaging in a cupboard. I asked him if he had mislaid something and he said it was lost, really, so there was no sense in looking. As soon as I got home, I tried to call him. I thought if I could keep him talking, the mood would pass over and he’d be back to his usual self.’

Rigby would have been prepared to chance his grandfather’s not returning to that; another sort of self might be preferable. But he kept quiet; Carol was more fond of Gilbert than he was. Because of this, he told her, ‘I suppose I’d better get my bike out.’ He slipped his head phones over his ears, savoured a few beats, and switched off.

‘Thanks, Rig.’

‘Any suggestions on procedure if he’s not at home?’

Carol shook her head.

‘Oh, come on! It’s too early to get worked up.’ He thought, Fancy it getting to her like this; she’s convinced it is serious.

‘It’s my fault. Reminding him of Gran. That’s what Mum said it was all about, last time.’

‘Ben thought it was more complicated. He said if anyone could pull the wool over psychologists’ eyes, it was Grandad.’

She flared, ‘What else could it be? Ben’s a know-all.’

‘So he was right?’

Carol answered, ‘Don’t forget your mobile,’ and sieved through the sedimentary strata on the floor.

A mobile phone had been an alpha toy in the first months but it had one massive snag: people abused it. No matter where you were or what you were doing, people could get in touch. There would be requests such as: ‘Would you please call at the butcher’s for the meat?’ and ‘Mr Hobhouse would be grateful if you would pick up his prescription,’ – and next door’s repaired washing machine, and Auntie’s cobra from the vet. Worse, there would be unsubtle threats: ‘I’m wondering whether you’ll be staying for tea at Tim’s, or reports to keep you up to date with global events: ‘I thought I should let you know that I’ve missed the train but will be on the next.’ Therefore, when Carol handed him the phone and cautioned him to keep it switched on, Rigby answered, ‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Keeping your options open?’

‘Something like that.’ Another way of putting it was: a mobile phone is the technological equivalent of being tied to your mother’s apron strings.

The state of the kitchen suggested that the local supermarket had been re-located, but his mother had been excused the overall and cap. She looked content, filling the shelves. He investigated the bags and removed a bar of chocolate.

‘You’ll spoil your appetite,’ Daphne objected.

‘I’ll take the risk.’

‘Lunch will be ready very soon.’ This claim was against all evidence.

‘I shan’t be long.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Out. To take the air. Fit in a spot of exercise.’

‘It’s still quite soggy under foot.’

‘I’ll be on my bicycle.’

‘Strong winds are forecast.’

‘I’m more bothered about the flood warnings, Mother.’

‘Flood warnings? I haven’t heard …’ She stopped, thought, was touched by a revelation, and gave a tentative smile.

Something on his cycle clicked as he wheeled it out of the garage but he did not stop to investigate, wanting to get the chore over. Hungry, he wondered what his mother intended for lunch.

He lived at the edge of the town among houses built on former meadows. So he had hardly settled into a smooth cycling rhythm before he had left the Avenues, the Crescents, the Groves, the Drives and was riding between hedges. On the survey maps, the road was coloured yellow which denoted a width of less than four metres. Rigby traced it in his head.

It climbed up contour lines, curved round hills to take ways that horses and carts had found easier; it straightened for a length where a path had once skirted the headland of strip fields, or it ran in the shade of a wood; and all the time it remained close to the sinuous river.

Rigby was fascinated by maps, how they translated the land, offered you the lanes and tracks over it, showed you the relationship of its features that your eye could not reach. And they revealed all the smaller details: ruins, shippons, unsuspected hollows, abandoned buildings that you would not otherwise come across except by chance. Wherever he visited, he always returned to study it on the map.

The lane dipped and he free-wheeled until he came to a farm, rode through the gate and left his cycle against the wall of a shed. Nearby, a long belt of trees indicated the course of a beck. Taking the path that ran beside it, Rigby was not long in reaching his grandfather’s house.
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