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  HERE’S VIDA NOW, passing through the faint bars of afternoon sunlight striping the lane, come to meet Manford. High above her head, in a perfect proscenium arch, the boughs of the oak trees rise and fall on the wind. Pairs of clouds slide by, soundless against the blue sky. Vida’s long shadow trails behind her over the grass.


  To Norris Lamb, the postmaster who has hidden himself behind a nearby horse chestnut tree, Vida’s passage takes a church-like eternity, and his ears fill with the deafening sound of his own racing pulse.


  But at last she arrives. Not twenty-five feet from Norris’s position behind the tree, Vida Stephen takes her place quietly on the bench fitted into the alcove of boxwoods, folds her hands, and turns her chin slightly to face the vanishing point on the curve of the lane.


  Manford, Vida’s poor charge, will be along now any moment.


  IT IS A warm afternoon, the last day of July. It has rained each morning over the last week, but in the afternoons the weather has cleared. By fivecustomarily the hour when Vida leaves Southend House to walk down the lane to meet Manfordthe light is low and devotional, finely particled as though you could sift it through your hands.


  Vida and Norris wait there now, one upon her bench, her hands motionless in her lap, the other hidden behind his tree. Minutes tick past. Norris feels his diaphragm expand and fall with each breath, his heart steadying now after the first excitement of seeing Vida again. Then, as if at a signal from an unseen hand, the silent air around them ignites with the rise and fall of buzzing sound. Swarms of dragonfliesdevil’s darning needles, Norris calls themlift from the tall grass and veer down the lane. Vida raises her head at the purring their wings make.


  Despite her gravity at this moment, her patient attitude, her careful clothes, Norris sees Vida as something wild, something barely containedsomething greater, perhaps, than she is. After all, she might protest, what is she but a middle-aged woman (forty-two in December), not very striking in any way? Though with lovely chestnut haireveryone in the village agrees about that.


  What else can be said of her that they might all agree upon?


  That she has been loyally employed for nearly twenty years now as nanny to the retarded son of an expatriate American architect. That she was an undistinguished girl, whose constancy with Manford has shown her to better advantage than her neighbors might have predicted. That she wears a hat to good effect. That shewell, they cannot think of anything else. And then perhaps they are surprised to realize they don’t know anything at all about her, really.


  But now it is Norris’s privilege and pleasure to see her as no one else does, for he has been struck by love for Vida. And in his eyes, under the transforming inspection of his gazewell, who can tell? Vida may become something other, something more than she appears at this very moment, waiting quietly on her bench, the world breathing delicately around her.


  A FEW DAYS agoon July 20, 1969, Norris’s fifty-fifth birthday, in factAmerican astronauts landed on the dusty ridge of Mare Tranquillitatis and planted a flag atop an atoll on the moon’s marvelous ashen desert.


  Late that same night, after sitting for nearly two hours in front of the BBC, watching the snowy footage of Neil Armstrong advancing slowly as a mime across the moon’s surface, Norris went out for a nocturnal stroll, awed to find himself aliveindeed, celebrating a birthdayat a time when such a thing as a man’s landing on the moon might be possible. He’d gone out just to have a look at the real moon, as he thought of it, and had stood for a while in the middle of the Romsey Road, his head craned back. Then he’d walked out across the fields under the stars and paused by a silvery, moss-covered stile to stare up into the sky. And at last he found himself led as if by habit onto the lawn at Southend House; he had walked there often in the past, to admire the architecture of the gardens. The moon hung high in the sky above him, and Norris had stared up at it, distracted and amazed, thinking there could be no greater miracle.


  And then he had seen Vida.


  Not for the first time, of course; they’d known each other for forever.


  But he’d never seen her like that before. He’d never seen anything like that before.


  And you don’t see a nearly naked woman dancing in the moonlight in a ruined garden and then just go on about your business as though nothing has happened, do you?


  VIDA, OF COURSE, had watched the moon landing, too. That’s how it happened.


  After hours of the proceedings on the telly, when she was sure it wouldn’t be a moment longer before they actually set foot on the moon itself, she ran upstairs and woke Manford. She helped him into his dressing gown, hurried him back down the stairs and through Southend House’s interminable passageways, back to the sitting room off the kitchen.


  But no matter how hard she tried, she could not keep Manford awake. She told him it was an important moment, a historic moment. But he wanted to lie down on the floor or to put his head in her lap. He put his hands over his ears and closed his eyes and rocked back and forth and yawned like a hippopotamus, and at last she gave up on him, let him have the sofa, and sat cross-legged tailor fashion by herself on the floor in front of the set. Once she reached out and touched the picture before her; a shower of tiny electrical sparks met her fingertips.


  She was disappointed not to have company for the event; even Manford’s company would have been better than nothing.


  When the program reverted to the commentary again, she realized how late it was, and yet how strangely alert, how alive, she felt. Manford still lay curled on the sofa, his face turned away from her, his hair standing up in the back.


  She stood and crossed the room to look out the window.


  The casement was ajar. It was a warm night, and from below, the bright, souring scent of grass and boxwood drifted up to her nose. She looked up at the moon. And it wasn’t enough then, being there inside the house. She wanted to be outside, nothing between her and the moon. She wanted to be standing there on the lawn in the moonlight. That one night, she wanted nothing between her skin and the world, nothing, at last, to come between what she wanted and what, in the end, she would discover she had.


  THIS LOVE FOR Vida has swept over Norris, overtaken him after a lifetime of crisscrossing the same streets as she, going in and out the same doors, conducting their business over the same counters.


  Oh, Norris knows how silly it looks, how they’d laugh, all his neighbors, if they knew. He knows he is a victim of a delicious assault, a caress from a lion’s paw.


  In his better moments, his braver moments, his love for Vida inspires joy in himnow, at last, at such an age, he has fallen in love. But it fills him with terror, too. How unlikely his prospects are. He could stay up half the night worrying about how it will all come to nothing, or worseto ruin. To humiliation. But sometimes he grows nearly hysterical with the pleasure of his fantasies.


  Norris is postmaster for Hursley, a small village a few hours southwest of London in the county of Hampshire. He is also, not surprisingly, a philatelist, a collector and admirer of stamps. As such, he carries in his head a mental reel of images not unlike that of the serious scholar of art history. Both may see the past as one of those shutter books one flips with one’s thumb to make a motion picture, time streaking forward, image by image.


  So when Norris dwells on Vida, it is often through the world of his stamps. He sees her masquerading in all the stamps he knows and loves so well: in a severe white uniform, holding aloft a beaker of some foaming substance, a look of serious and intelligent consideration on her facethis from the Christmas Island stamp celebrating the phosphate industry. Or in a glowing and bristling headdress of beads and feathers, from a definitive series issued by Papua New Guinea. He sees her face where the Madonna’s should be, eyes downcast, in the cracked pigment of the image reproduced in a commemorative stamp for St. Thomas. And sometimes, though it seems a bit absurd, he finds her features arranged under the queen’s crown and demure coif, her face etched in purple or blue or forest green.


  Yet, released from time to time from his library of stamps, he finds himself surprisinglyuncharacteristically, he would sayinspired. Closing his eyes, he imagines Vida without her blouse, her hair unwound, flying from the prow of a shipa figurehead. He sees her all in white, ministering to a fallen soldier (himself, of course) safeguarded in a ruined Italian convent serving as hospital; her hands are infinitely gentle on the man’s broken limbs. He sees her dreamy and restful, her arms bathed in soapsuds, washing up his dinner plate. He even sees himself, bearing her in his arms onto an endless crescent of shore from a limpid, gaseous ocean; his own bathing trunks are dark blue, and his physique, very manly. This fantasy feels faintly apocalyptic to him. He couldn’t say where it comes from.


  LEANING AGAINST HIS horse chestnut tree, trying to breathe quietly, Norris travels over his image of Vida, so restful and patient now upon her bench. Why is he so sure that some recklessness resides within her, some capacity to surprise him, surprise them all? He is slightly shocked to realize that he can imagine claws retracted inside the soft pad of her foot, her teeth buried within her still and watchful face.


  Perhaps it is just the fact of Manford, her poor charge. Nothing should ever happen to Manford. Norris understands that Vida would, at all costs, prevent that.


  Although Manford is not young now. Not anymore.


  In light of that truth, that Manford is now a man himself, Norris sees as he never did or cared to before what Vida has within her. All along she has been faithful steward to Manford. She has prevented every accident, every misfortuneand certainly if ever there was a person who needed protection, Manford is it. Norris himself is quite overwhelmed by the notion of children, all the dangers waiting to befall them. Sometimes he finds himself almost intimidated by Vida, as if she has already seen right through him, seen how nervous children make him, how inept he becomes in their presence.


  He tries to see Vida now first as he thinks others must see her: As a pleasant woman with quiet manners, attractive, though not in any way you might consider showy. A woman who’s done her duty. And she’s grown into such a capable personno one would have pegged her as someone to last with Manford Perry. Not that he isn’t sweet; it’s justwell, how dreary it must be sometimes. With no one to talk to.


  For Manford is not only retarded, but mute, too. Though perhaps it’s for the bestthink what he might say if he could speak. Nothing but gobbledygook, likely. From their own doors and windows on the Romsey Road, the neighbors watch Vida pass down the street, Manford beside her, Vida chattering away happily as if they were actually having a conversation, her hands busy describing shapes in the air. And Manford himself squinting at the sun, shaking his head, running a hand over his hair, distractible as a dog. Almost no one can remember Vida as a girl anymore, when she ran errands for her mum at the shop, up and down the Romsey Road, those long braids flying out behind her, pink in her cheeks. Now the gestures of her youth, once so fluid and excitable, appear careful, economical. Vida is almost old enough now to be considered a spinster. And no one has ever known her to have a young man.


  What a pity, people say. She might have had children of her own.


  But Norris knowshe believes he alone knowswhat is still there to be rescued and revived. He imagines that he sees what others, lacking the wondrous prism of his passion, cannot. She has been waiting, he thinks. All along, she has been waiting. And now, could she love him? Could she?


  Impossible, he thinks, closing his eyes against the surge of disappointment, the embarrassment. But then he reels, steadies himself against his tree, rights himself, his heart: I will love her so well, he thinks, that she will have to love me back. That’s the way it works.


  ONCE IN HER life, a long time ago, there was a spell when Vida was wild to get away from Manford, wild to be with people like her, to have what she used to think of as a “normal” life. It was almost as if she could see her life trailing away like a distant curl of smoke, going on without her. Her desperation lasted a little whileshe had fits of weeping, wrote many letters of resignation to Mr. Perry that she tore up into tiny bits. And then somehow, one day, it was gone, and she felt like a person who has had a very high fever for several days and then wakes one morning to find the world calm and dry, a sparrow singing at the windowsill, a kettle blowing a shrill whistle from the kitchen downstairs.


  Sometimes, though she cannot say why, she finds herself blinking away tearsit happens occasionally when she sits quietly like this, waiting for Manford. She has a sudden apprehension, so quick and sharp that it feels like pain, of what she thinks of as the world’s transparency, the way everything is held together so loosely, so delicately, so impossiblyraise her hand, she thinks, and it will all fly apart; she will lose it forever.
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  SOMETIMES, WHEN HE is hiding behind the horse chestnut and spying on Vida, Norris dares to lean slightly to the east and watch for Manford.


  Since he has been pondering Vida and the circumstances of her life, Norris cannot decide for himself whether Manford is blessed or cursed. Certainly Manford has been lucky to have Vida, he thinks, though of course it is an unwelcome blessing to need a nanny all your days, no matter how charming and dependable she may be. And blessed, too, after a fashion, by his state of permanent innocence. But surely in all other ways it is a curse to be as dim-witted as Manford, unequipped to consider the marvelous complexities of the world, to tarry awhile in the amusing company of one’s own thoughts and the genius of society’s inventions. Does Manford, grown to manhood now, a strapping twenty-year-old fellow recently employed at Niven’s Bakery to stuff the doughnuts with jam, have even a single thought? Something that might be described as having a beginning and a middle and an end, with a little flash of revelation glowing in the center of it? What does he think as he fills those doughnuts? Norris can’t say for certain that Manford thinks anything at all, and the notion perplexes him.


  Whenever he’s there in the lane, hoping to catch sight of Vida, Norris prepares himself for the sound of her voice, for the frisson of delight that runs over his body. He hears her, of course, for Manford does not speak, has never been known to speak. Every time, Norris listens for the receding murmur of Vida’s voice as she receives Manford’s staggering embrace and inquires after his day (but isn’t it pointless to ask if you can’t be answered?) and leads him back down the lane to Southend House.


  At that moment, after they’ve gone, Norris always thinks: It is so pretty in the lane. And he raises a hand delicately as if toward a work of art.


  ALONG WITH SERVING as Hursley’s postmaster, Norris is also amateur organist for St. Alphage, an entirely voluntary situation inherited from his grandmother, who, until she lost her sight, was pleased to be the only woman in Hampshire, she imagined, to hold the position of organist. As a consequence of her gender, she had begun offering her abilities free of charge, some vague understanding between her and the church committee that hers was a temporary service until the original organist was returnedsafely, they all prayedfrom the war. He was not, however. And by the time Norris was sufficiently proficient, the job was thought to be a sort of family office. He’s never had a shilling for all his Sundays, though his repertoire is, he acknowledges, somewhat limited.


  A philatelist and bachelor and collector of obscure reveries, Norris has never in his whole life had what might be described as a love affair. But he still remembers the nameMaryof the sweet-faced girl who sat in front of him in the third form and whom he tried to kiss one day after school, darting out from behind a monkey puzzle tree and grabbing her to him. He remembers the feel of her upper arms within the circle of his hands, the slight yield of her flesh. But the girl had pulled away from him in horror, wiped her hand across her mouth, and burst inexplicably into tears, a response that mortified Norris so powerfully that the memory of it haunted him forever after, the scene replaying itself over and over again in excruciating detail, just when it seemed he might be free of it.


  There was that one other time, the sad and mysterious incident with the weeping woman. Why do they all always seem to cry?


  This woman’s father, a postmaster in Winchester and an acquaintance of Norris’s through the stamp league, had asked whether Norris wouldn’t play escort to his daughter at a dance held at the St. Jude Hospital, where she was a nurse; her boyfriend, the father intimated, was a doctor who’d recently given her the brush-off. Norris, though nearly sick with anxiety, had dutifully presented himself to the girl at her flat. They had a cup of Pimm’s at the dance, meanwhile watching other couples go round and round the large, empty room with its green walls and white plumbing. A steady rain beat dark against the window-panes. Norris, his heart racing, had asked the young woman to danceshe was quite pretty, after all. But once in his arms, she had wept so profusely and with such ferocity that she had soaked the shoulder of his suit coat. Eventually, with dismay, he had managed to steer her outside, still pressed to his shirtfront. He had driven her home and there he had left her off, still crying so hard that he could understand nothing of what she said other than, “Do forgive me.”


  Afterward the woman’s father had been oddly nervous around Norris, as though they shared some terrible complicity. So, womenwell, until Vida, it all seemed simply too complicated, too important, for words. He has made do without, pushing the idea of the fairer sex, as he refers to them, far, far to the back of his thoughts. He knows other men who seem always to be on their ownSir Winstead-Harris, for instance. He’s done all right, Norris thinks. Pots of money, anyway.


  So. He is just a fifty-five-year-old stick whom his neighbors consider a confirmed bachelor. Terrified of women, perhaps? Or maybe a queer? (So careful with his appearance, etc.) He strikes some, in fact, as having the vulnerability of certain animals, the dolphin, perhaps, with its high, blunt brow and the dignity of a captive. With his mournful eyes and sometimes distracted manner, he is a fellow to be pitied, in a way, though he seems satisfied enough, always busy at the post office, full of helpful advice about the mails and so forth. Still, one does feel sorry for him; he’s exactly the sort you expect to be taken by surprise by a sudden myocardial infarction. Or to be bitten by a rabid dog. One sensesvaguelysome harm speeding toward him, its target certain, its course unswerving.


  But he is more than that now, Norris thinks, walking through Hursley, opening up the post office, mounting the steps to the organ on Sundays, doing his wash or his gardening or his sweeping. He is more than any of that. No one has the slightest idea who he really is, what he’s capable of.


  He can often be heard singing as he goes about his work these days.


  He’s happy.


  For the first time in his life, he thinks, he isn’t harm’s foolish target, the idiot about to be turned tail over teacup, the one with egg on his face. He’s standing directly in harm’s way now, isn’t he? He’s brave as a soldier, fully prepared. He has everything to risk, and everything to gain.


  He is Norris Lamb in love. Lamb in love.


  BUT HOW REALLY does Norris understand Vida? For that matter, Manford Perry?


  Nowadays it’s no longer proper to call them idiots or fools, these souls with the strange air of the savant behind their otherwise childlike expressions. Handicapped is how Norris has overheard Vida describe Manford.


  “He is neither,” Norris once heard Vida say, “a spastic nor a vegetable. Those are two different things entirely.”


  At the time, Norris took no special notice of her remark, beyond the upsetting nature of its context. It was near Christmas, well over a decade ago, at the annual children’s party at the vicarage. The little children were playing pop goes the weasel, all of them arrayed in an uneven circle in the small wooden chairs carried over from the Sunday school into the parlor at the vicarage. The horsehair sofas, the ottomans, and the slipcovered chairs had been pushed back against the wall. The dark glass before the gloomy picturesof rained-on moors and ruins and abbeys and so forth; what a sad lot of pictures the vicar surrounded himself with, Norris thoughtheld the reflection of the wavering spire of the Christmas tree. Yellow and red and blue bulbs threaded through the boughs glowed dully. The stiff faces of little wax dollies hanging from its branches, the spheres and spirals of the ornaments, the woolen mittens, the toy autos and lorries parked beneathall this could be seen in the glass of those dreary pictures.


  The children had just finished trimming the tree. The vicar himself balanced atop the wobbly ladder affixing the angel, meanwhile adjuring the children to take their places for the game.


  Just over a quarter century before, this same room had been employed during air raids as a general shelter. Then, too, the furniture had been pushed back against the walls in precisely the same way, to make room for them all and provide a sort of buffer against explosion, Norris had thought, imagining feathers and horsehair drifting over their heads in the aftermath of impact. Norris himself had been refused by the British military service thanks to poor eyesight and a weak back, a rejection he’d taken very hard. As a consequence, however, he had remained in Hursley for the war and thus remembered the black shades at the vicarage pulled down before the windows, the yellow lamp shade shrouded in a dark cardboard sheath, so that only a small saucer of honey-colored light fell on the tabletop. Kneeling there beside his trembling neighbors, Norris had made himself believe that the church would deflect a bomb by virtue of its very holiness, that his mother and grandmother and all their friends would be safe. And, in the end, his prayers were answered, for Hursley itself was completely untouched by the war, though it suffered heavy losses among sons and fathers overseas. Norris’s own father, Terry Lamb, was killed while on patrol in Winchester with the Dad’s Army, when he was struck by a grief-stricken woman on a bicycle bearing home to her children the news of their own father’s death in France. In his fall to the pavement, Terry Lamb suffered both a heart attack and a massive blow to the head, though either injury alone would have been enough to kill him.


  Though no one ever suggested it, something about his father’s death always felt ignominious to Norris. During the war years, no death, unless it was in direct service to the war effort itself, seemed quite justified. Ordinary passings onby accident or by diseaseeven seemed vaguely embarrassing, a slacking off, as it were. Though there was a small service held for Terry Lamb at St. Alphage, and enough men were rounded up to carry the coffin, Norris would always remember the occasion as a family humiliation.


  A decade went by; much changed in the village. But on the occasion of Vida’s comment about Manford and spastics and vegetables, the common room of the vicarage looked very much as it had when the Germans had been bombing London and Norris had been bowed, cheek by jowl, beside his grandmother and a lot of other old pensioners, their anxiety perfuming the close air of the crowded room with a sour potage of fear and apology.


  On this particular afternoon, the afternoon of Vida’s remark, the vicarage had been stiflingly hot. The radiators hissed and steamed in a musical way. The vicar, perspiration running down his temples and into his clerical collar, had been anxious to move the festivities along. From his place near the Christmas tree, where he was cordoned off now by the circle of children, he held up his hand and raised his index finger, nodding vigorously at Norris. Taking the vicar’s cue, Norris bore down on the piano. It was horribly out of tune, as usual, Norris noted, with that same stubborn resistance to the pure tone, especially the sharps.


  As the music began, one little boy, young Davey Horsey, jumped up and began to race round the circle of children, stopping at last behind Manford’s chair to pat him on the head. At Davey’s touch, Manford looked up, his expression one of happy surprise, as though a star had perhaps just fallen and lighted on his head, twinkling there and pirouetting on one delicate point. But when he failed to jump up and give chase to Davey, the boy gave him another tap on the headharder this timeand then again and again as Manford simply continued to sit there, his expression evolving to anxiety, young Davey walloping away stubbornly at Manford’s head.


  Manford had raised his arms protectively and cowered in his chair, his mouth wobbling with dismay, tears springing from his eyes. Lacey Horsey, Davey’s mother, had rushed forward and slapped her boy. Taking him roughly by the arm and putting her mouth close by his face, she said to him in a loud whisper, “Not the spastic vegetable, Davey! Can’t you see he doesn’t know how?”


  By then a good number of the other children were in tears, too. Davey’s assault and Lacey’s reprimand and Manford’s weeping had upset them all. Mothers hurried into the circle to comfort their children. And so Vida’s fiery rebuke to Laceyabout Manford being neither a spastic nor a vegetable, but only a little boy, for God’s sakewas lost perhaps to everyone but Lacey and Norris himself, his hands poised above the keys in midphrase.


  The mothers hushed their children and led them back to their seats to begin the game again. Vida turned away from Lacey, went to Manford in his chair, and wiped his face with the white cuff of her shirtsleeve. She knelt before him, looked into his face, and said his name quietly. When he raised his gaze, she reached out and touched his cheek. “Mind me now, Manford,” she said. “It’s easy as anything. When someone taps you on the head, you must stand up and run right after them fast as you can. Run, Manford. That’s all you have to do.” And then she gave him a brilliant smile and a hug and stood up.


  Norris had been watching her. She walked briskly back to the edge of the room, where she turned to stare out the window into the darkness of the cemetery beyond the vicar’s famous Christmas garden, the bare trees there bedecked with ghostly gray suet shapes for the birds. Norris had found himself staring at her back, but when she turned to face the room again he hurriedly averted his gaze. And as he sat there stupidly at the piano, a memory of an illustration from a picture book he’d had as a child came into his head. The painting had been an allegorical representation of the virtue Mercy, a towering female figure turning the brilliant benediction of her smile on a pastoral depiction of the harvest. In her pale-as-plaster hands, Mercy cradled a young calf; at her knee a tiny farmer had put aside his knife and embraced the lamb. The scene had been painted in minute, exquisite detail, like an illuminated manuscript, and had fascinated Norris. But one day, months after first opening the book, he discovered that one detail had escaped his notice: despite the figure’s patient smile, despite the gamboling lambs freed from the farmer’s knife, one damning, crystalline tear hung quivering at the figure’s eyelash. Norris struggled with the presence of this tear. When he put his own fingertip to the page, he half expected to see the tear come away, with a little shine of wetness. That tearsomehow so real, so necessarycomplicated the picture beyond his understanding.


  But on the afternoon of pop goes the weasel, when Norris looked up from where his hands rested on the piano keys, the vicar, signaling firmly, caught his eye. And Norris shook himself free of his reverie and set to playing.


  Round and round the mulberry bush.


  From time to time, he saw Manford’s eyes stray hopefully to Vida’s back. But no one hit him for pop goes the weasel again. A shame, Norris thought.


  Still, he wondered: If not a spastic or a vegetable . . . then what?


  NORRIS SEES HOW Manford, grown into adulthood, has become a handsome man in a way, though he appears like a child in most other respects.


  Vida, who began as Manford’s nanny when she was twenty-two, has been looking after him his whole life, twenty years, Norris calculates. Before starting work at Niven’s, Manford had spent all his time with her. But Mrs. Blatchford, who works at Niven’s, has confided to Norris that it is Vida’s program to instill something of the “thrill of independence” in Manford now, by coaxing him to walk part of the way home by himself when his work is finished.


  Since his infatuation with Vida began, Norris has watched very carefully as Mr. Niven escorts Manford across the Romsey Road, the baker’s white apron flapping, his dusty flour cloth waving Manford along.


  Stopping in the bakery for a loaf of bread late one afternoon, Norris paused at the door to watch Mr. Niven and Manford waiting at the curb. Mrs. Blatchford stepped outside at that moment and began pinching the brown leaves from the geraniums in the window boxes.


  “Having his lesson,” she said, following Norris’s gaze to the two figures waiting patiently before the stream of traffic. “Vida’s depending on us, you know.” She lowered her voice, though there wasn’t anyone else there to hear. “I do believe she’s worrying about what will happen to him when sheyou know. She wants to lengthen the reins a bit now, to prepare him.”


  Norris turned away from the cars on the Romsey Road and Mr. Niven and Manford waiting at the curb. He stared at Mrs. Blatchford, stricken. “When she what?” he managed finally. “What do you mean by ‘you know,’ said in that way?”


  He felt himself growing fuzzy around the edges, the beginning of a fainthe was familiar with the symptoms. He’d fainted often when he was younger and doing most of his growing. Something to do with his blood pressure, Dr. Faber had said. “When she dies?” he asked finally, appalled.


  Mrs. Blatchford glanced over at him. “Oh, tsk! Norris Lamb!” she said. “Every time someone mentions dying, all you men grow faint in the head! What a pack of ninnies you are! Vida’s not going to dieat least, not before her time, we may hope,” she said primly. She crumbled the dry leaves of the geranium, put them in her apron pocket. “She’s just worrying about the day, whenever it may come. That’s what we women do. We must worry. We’re the designated worriers, if you will.” She leaned over the window box.


  Norris felt his heart begin beating again. He licked his lips. His mouth had gone dry.


  “Of course, no one’s asking me,” Mrs. Blatchford went on blithely, “but I think his father might have done a bit more for him over the years. He’s left him entirely in Vida’s hands, you know. And he’s plenty of money, I should think. He might have found a good institution for him! Left Vida to get on with her life.”


  Norris turned away from Mrs. Blatchford to watch Manford step down from the curb at Mr. Niven’s urging, pausing in what Norris thought was a perilous manner to wave back at him. He felt distracted by the danger of their undertaking and wasn’t able to pay full attention to Mrs. Blatchford. “He’s not very attentive to traffic, is he?” he observed.


  “What? Oh, no,” Mrs. Blatchford said. “Not yet.”


  They watched Mr. Niven shoo Manford across. It seemed to Norris, who had little faith or understanding of Manford’s dependability, a risky enterprise.


  And then he turned around and looked at Mrs. Blatchford again. “An institution, did you say?” he asked abruptly, as if he’d just heard her. “Surely he doesn’t needall that? Restraintsand so forth? Aren’t they rathergrim?”


  “Oh, we’re not in the Victorian age anymore, you know, Mr. Lamb. I think some of them are very modern, like individual flats and so forth. Atriums and lifts and craft circles and whatnot. Latest techniques, you know.” Mrs. Blatchford leaned toward the geraniums again and wrenched at a brown stalk. “It’s not that he’s a bother. I like having him about. Makes one feelquite homey, actually. I would have suggested it myself long ago, if I’d thought of it. But it’s a shame for Vida, I say. Wild horses couldn’t tear him from her now. Attached like a leech, he is.”


  “But shecares for him.” Norris felt squirmy at the mention of leeches.


  Mrs. Blatchford dusted her hands on her apron. “Why, she loves him. I should say she does. Anyone would,” she said defiantly, as if Norris had just contradicted her. “Why, you’ve only to spend a day with him and you’d see it,” she went on. “So eager to please. That’s just it.”


  “Wellthat’s not a bad thing then, is it?”


  Mrs. Blatchford sighed and looked out across the Romsey Road. “No, not bad. Justrather difficult. For her, I mean.”


  Norris turned and watched Manford disappear round the corner. Mr. Niven came back into the courtyard, stood in the doorway of the bakery, and lifted his face to the weak afternoon sun. His cheeks were bruised looking, crosshatched with dozens of broken capillaries.


  “Bunch of lunatics they hire to drive those lorries,” he said. He squinted at Mrs. Blatchford and Norris. “You know, I was born here1901, it was”at this remark Mrs. Blatchford rolled her eyes toward Norris; Mr. Niven was famous for hating change of any sort in Hursley“and I never thought that one day I’d see the Romsey Road turned into a motor speedway. I’d have said you were mad! But there it is. Those idiots will make a puddle of Manford one day, mark my words.”


  Norris glanced at the street, the blur of traffic. He thought unpleasantly of Manford reduced to a vague shape splayed across the tarmac.


  “We should have a sign installed,” Mrs. Blatchford offered. “They have them for blind children, I think.”


  “That’s deaf, you twit.” Mr. Niven snorted. “What would a blind child be doing crossing the road?”


  “You know what I meant!” Mrs. Blatchford looked offended. “It’s the notion of it.”


  “Yes, but what would it say? Idiot crossing? With a little silhouette of Manford on it?”


  “Oh. Really.” Mrs. Blatchford shook her apron at him. “What a thought.”


  Mr. Niven shrugged. “Well, I can’t be seeing to him every minute, can I?”


  NORRIS WAS UNSETTLED by this conversation but grasped quickly the opportunity it presented. He now closes the post office just before four and walks down the road to see Manford (as unobtrusively as he canhe doesn’t wish to excite scrutiny) safely to the entrance to the lane.


  It is fortunate that he has done so, for twice now he has saved Manford from some possibly terrible fate, favors of which Vida is unaware.


  Once, having safely crossed the Romsey Road, Manford became distracted by a rare commotion at the blacksmith’s, which stands almost directly across the street from Niven’s Bakery. The two institutionsalong with the church and the pub and a few of the older housesfall into the category Mr. Niven refers to as Hursley’s historic jewels. It is true that few English villages still have a working blacksmith in 1969, though Norris sometimes thinks people continue to bring their horses and broken tools to Fergus simply because they are afraid not to, so foul is Fergus’s temper. On the first occasion of Norris’s acting as Manford’s anonymous protector, Fergus had been busy shoeing a difficult mare, and sparks flew from the fire. Manford ambled slowly toward the flame. Fergus, busy with the struggling horse, his own implements, and the glowing shoe, which had fallen with a clatter to the floor, failed to notice Manford sidling toward the fire; but Norris, loitering a ways down the pavement and trying not to appear unduly attentive, suddenly realized the danger. Who knew whether Manford understood fire at all?


  Though Norris hurried forward, he felt unsure about how to approach Manford, how to divert him. But as soon as Norris cried his name in alarm, Manford turned toward him. Thinking quicklyhe was proud of himself later, for thisNorris fished a butterscotch from his pocket. Holding Manford’s eyes in his own with what he hoped was a conjurer’s hypnotic trance, he stepped slowly backward, proffering the butterscotch and urging Manford along with his beckoning hand. “Come,” he said slowly, in a low, commanding tone. “Come this way, Manford.” And Manford followed Norris obediently out the door of the blacksmith’s. He took, when Norris jiggled it in his palm, the sticky sweet. And then, apparently recalling what he was about, he trotted off in the right direction.


  Norris, who is not really a religious man despite his weekly employment at St. Alphage, closed his eyes briefly and made the sign of the cross over his heart. Then he went back to the post office, only to find several annoyed customers there in a queue outside, trying to look under the black shade pulled down at the window.


  The second occasion when he managed to make himself useful to Manford and therefore to Vida, Norris again had to move just in timemore swiftly than a man of his years, and with such a bad back, might be expected to moveto take Manford’s strong arm and yank him up from the gutter where he had stepped down into the street to retrieve a sixpence. A lorry sped by, spraying them with gravel, honking madly.


  “Go along, Manford,” Norris said then, as quietly as he could, trying to smile reassuringly. He didn’t wish to alarm Manford, though he was shaking all over at their near escape. “Don’t keep VidaMiss Stephenwaiting.” He resettled his glasses on his nose.


  Manford, who didn’t appear much perturbed by the incident, moved as if to leave, but as he turned away, Norris reached out and caught his sleeve. It was the first time he’d ever looked closely into Manford’s face, though he had seen him hundreds of times. But suddenly Norris wanted to have a better look at Manford, wanted to understand what resided there, what intelligence struggled up from within him. Norris took his handkerchief, with which he had already mopped his own sopping brow, and wiped Manford’s fingers clean.


  “Put the sixpence in your pocket now,” he said, but had to help him with it.


  It was a strange feeling to touch Manford, to address this tall man as though he were a child. But Manford smiled pleasantly enough, a great wide smile so much like his handsome father’s.


  “Here,” Norris said, fishing in his pocket. “Do you fancy these?” He put a peppermint in Manford’s hand and turned him gently then to face down the road and the entrance to the lane. “Go on,” he said. “There’s the way home. Hurry along now.” And Manford did.


  At that moment, Norris was struck by what he might feel if Manford were his sonwere their son. He noticed that Manford’s shirt had come untucked. Such untidiness looked odd in a grown man. If Manford were his son, he thought, he could just trot up behind him now and fix him up. Instead, of course, he had to let him go.


  IN GENERAL, NORRIS tries not to be too obvious about his interest in Manford’s safety. He wants it to be a surprise, for Vida and for everyone, the realization of his tender care, how he’s helped protect Manford. To that end he has purchased more than his share of doughnuts from Niven’s lately, just to have the opportunity to say a kind word to Manford. He believes he knows how much such gestures would mean to Vida.


  “Lovely doughnut, Manford,” Norris often calls out to him at Niven’s, craning round to catch sight of him where he sits at his high stool in the bakery’s annex. Norris then gives Manford a wave, too, showing him the doughnut clearly in his hand and smiling encouragingly.


  But he cannot resist tempting curiosity a little bit. Part of him, he knows, desperately wants to confide his secret to someone.


  “I’ve a terrible sweet tooth of late, Mrs. Blatchford,” he says impulsively one day, leaning over the glass counter and giving a great sigh.


  She glances up at him. “Well, that explains the number of doughnuts I’ve sold you lately, Norris Lamb,” she says. “You ought to have your sugar checked.” She studies him from under her queer set of eyebrows, thatched gray and running right across her forehead in a straight line, with hardly any gap in between. Norris finds her rather marvelous looking, like a circus performer. Mrs. Blatchford looks away to replace the tray of iced buns on its shelf. She wipes her hands on a cloth. “It’s not natural, a sudden appetite for jam doughnuts,” she adds. “And the sugar can be a problem for those of us getting on, you know.”


  Those of you, you mean, Norris thinks gaily. But not much can insult him anymore. He just feeds the doughnuts to the sparrows, anyway, a bit at a time crumbled off between his fingers as he walks back to the post office, the birds hopping along beside him. (He brings an empty envelope for the jam; you wouldn’t want that under your heel!)


  He worries that the birds draw attention to him, though perhaps no more so than the shades pulled down now over the windows at the post office rather more frequently and at odd times, in order for him to conduct what he refers to as his mysterious errands of love. Though so far, he has to admit, he hasn’t actually executed any of these errands, other than saving Manford’s life on those two occasions, of course. He’s still in what he thinks of as the planning stages.


  He knows Vida would die should anything happen to Manford.


  He does what he can.


  EVERY DAY NOW, since Manford started at Niven’s, Vida comes out the gates of Southend House and walks down the lane and seats herself on the bench in the alcove of boxwoods, the bench with the pair of broody doves carved into the backrest. If he is quick, Norris can see Manford safely to the corner of the lane before hurrying down the path that winds through the cow-slips and nettles and over the cattle guards and by Mrs. Patrick’s well and round all the cow paddies to his spot behind the horse chestnut tree. From there he can catch Vida emerging from Southend House and, a moment later, Manford’s shambling progress toward her down the lane.


  Often as not she has a hat on her heada small gray hat, with a black ribbon around the brim and forking over the back like a duck’s tail. She’s lovely, Norris thinks, so lovely he wonders again that he never saw it before, her pale face like a cameo, and her long hands, and her chestnut hair. It perplexes Norris that he went so many years apparently insensitive to Vida’s charms. It seems to him that until he fell in love with her he must have been trapped in ice, like a mastodon.


  He made sure to mention to Mrs. Billy when she stopped in the post office last week what a lovely job she’s been doing with Vida’s hair. It’s a pleasure for Norris to hear Vida’s name spoken aloud, to feel it pass from between his own lips as though itshewere something with which he was intimately familiar.


  “Doesn’t Vida Stephen look smashing lately,” he’d said casually as he wrapped up Mrs. Billy’s chocolates, took her parcel, and weighed it on the scales. “I caught sight of her just the other day and thought to myselfwell, Millicent Billy’s not lost her touch, has she? You’re a wonder, you are, Mrs. Billy. You’ve a true talent for hairstyling, indeed.”


  “Oh, she’s got lovely hair,” Mrs. Billy confided. (Privately, Norris calls her the Milly-Billy, or the Silly-Billy, or just the Billy. She has long, comical ears, with a chip of some dull stone affixed to the lobes, a turned-up nose, eyes a bit red at the rims, a kindly demeanor. Her husband is Mr. William Billyto Norris, the Billy-Billy, or the Willy-Billy. With his bloodstained apron, as he peers out from between the skinned carcasses of pigs twirling dreamily on their meat hooks, Mr. Billy looks like a fox, Norris thinks, with a long brown flank and toothsome expression.)


  Mrs. Billy leaned toward Norris, the chocolates he’d just sold her melting already in her damp hands.


  “So thick, Mr. Lamb,” she said. She was wide eyed, Norris saw with satisfaction.


  “And all that natural wave to it,” Mrs. Billy went on. “Of course, I’ve been dying to give her a stylish cut, but she never would let me. And then, right out of the blue she says to me the other day, ‘Not just the usual today, I think, Mrs. Billy. Time for’ And then, don’t you know, she just stopped! Well, we exchanged our looks between us then, you know, Moira and myself. ‘Is it a man then, Vida?’ I teased her, taking up her hair in my hands, all that lovely hair. ‘Have you a boyfriend now?’ But she wouldn’t say a word more, and I gave her the same cut as usual. Such a pity.”


  Mrs. Billy shook her head and sighed. “All those years, trapped with that poor dear boy in that empty house. She’s needed a husband, that’s what, but never had a moment to look and find one.” She leaned forward, regarded Norris carefully, as if to assess how he might respond to her next admission. “But do you know, Mr. Lamb? She’s a bit of a treat in store. We’ve invited her to join our book circle. We’re newly formed,” she went on, straightening her back and jutting out her chin. “We were saying amongst ourselves just the other day how we’d been neglecting the life of the mind. And then it came to us that we might do a book circle at the vicarage of an evening. I’m quite a reader myself, you know. And we’ve our first novel already chosen. Oh, don’t let’s start small, I said, with Pride and Prejudice or Emma. I’m so sick of Emma. Just because Miss Austen’s buried at Winchester cathedral, everyone thinks we must always read her and nothing else, just to be loyal! Let’s begin with a challenge, shall we, I said. Boldly forth, I said, into the avenues of learning. And Moira’s daughter has recommended us Lady Chatterley’s Lover, instead.” She lowered her voice. “It’s a bit racy in parts.”


  But Norris was not listening. He had closed his eyes a moment against the imagined feel of Vida’s head in his hands, the rich and violent fall of her brown hair. “Yes, a scorcher,” he said dreamily.


  “Oooo! No! Not that bad, Mr. Lamb. We’re not quite ready for that in Hursley, I think!” Mrs. Billy clasped her handbag, twitched at the wrists of her cardigan. “But we’ve asked her to join and she’s said yes. So that will be something for her, won’t it? Andwell, you never know what may happen. A little change in our appearance, a little social activity, a little loitering amongst the great works of literature . . . Why, I’ve a feeling our Vida may be in for a bit of a wake-up. Hold on to your hat, I say, Mr. Lamb. I believe our Vida may be on the mark.”


  She paused then. “Haven’t you ever thought, Mr. Lamb,” she said slowly, “that it would be the most romantic thing if they fell in love after all this time? She’s a bit young for him, I know. But wouldn’t it be just likeoh, like Jane Eyre! Mr. Rochester and the governess? And he is so very handsome.” This last she uttered sotto voce, peculiarly husky.


  Norris stared at her. “What? Who?”


  Mrs. Billy then gave him a great wink.


  Norris continued staring at her a moment longer until her meaning became clear to him. Oh! How awful! “Mr. Perry?” he sputtered. He had to restrain himself from reaching across the counter and shaking Mrs. Billy, wringing the abominable notion from her. He’d never had any such thought, indeed. Given the circumstances, it seemed positivelyheinous. “No, Mrs. Billy,” he managed at last, with as much force as he could muster. “I think that would be mostimproper!”


  “Oh, you men.” Mrs. Billy leaned over and patted his hand comfortingly. “You’ve no imagination,” she said airily. “None at all. I recommend a dose of literature for you as well, Mr. Lamb.”


  “I think literature has nothing to do with it. I think”


  “Do you know?” She interrupted him. “I wanted to give her a rinse, as well. She’s more than a bit of gray. You take a close look next time you spy her. Tell me what you think. I’ve just the shade. Venus, it’s called. One of the new natural products. Lovely red highlights. You might say something to her in its favor.”


  “Venus?”


  “It’d take years off her, too,” Mrs. Billy said confidently. And then, putting the chocolates in her string bag, she gave Norris a coy look. “But aren’t you one to notice now, Mr. Lamb?”


  Norris attempted to recover himself, drew himself upright. “Women are the flowers of the universe, Mrs. Billy.” He stopped. He liked the way it sounded. “It would be a crime not to stop and smell the roses now and again, wouldn’t it?”


  Mrs. Billy opened her eyes wide then, as though all of a sudden, after years of doing business with Norris Lamb, passing him air letters for the daughter gone to Australia, watching him parcel up a package for the grandchild she’s never seen, she’d never noticed this romantic streak in him.


  “Well then. I suppose we are,” she said, smiling. She gave him a little wave and a wink. “Flowers of the universeI fancy myself a rose. What do you think?” She tittered. “And you, Norris Lamb. You’re nothing but an old bee now, aren’t you?” And then she left, twittering, the bell jangling behind her.


  A bee? Perhaps, he thought. Something that alights for just an instant, gathers a lick of sweetness upon its tongue, moves on to the next flower. Though he shall never move on. Not now. Not now that it’s come to him, in this surprising and wonderful way, a veil drawn away from his eyes. Not now, he thinks, that he’s seen the light.


  Two [image: image]


  MANFORD IS HABITUALLY a late sleeper. This morning, opening his door a crack and peering in at him before going downstairs, Vida observes that he sleeps the way a giant would, laid down as if felled over a patchwork of fields, his body cradled by a valley, fir trees bent like rushes beneath his cheek. Manford’s dark, heavy head rests on a thick forearm. One calloused foot protrudes from the end of the bedclothes. Vida leans in and picks up his trousers and shirt from the floor, folds them over her arm. She retreats and goes quietly downstairs. Dim morning light, wavering with rain, lies across the floor in fluid stripes.


  Since Manford started at Niven’s, Vida has had more time than she knows what to do with. Still, she’s uncomfortable with nothing to doit makes her nervousand so this morning she fixes herself a cup of tea and then sits down at her little desk in the sitting room off the kitchen to write a letter. Behind her, light rain falls against the window glass with the soft sound of fingertips striking a tabletop.


  “Dear Uncle Laurence,” she begins.


  “I’m ashamed it has taken me so long to write and thank you for the card and the lovely little painting you sent for my birthday. (Forty-one years old! Can you believe it?) You’d think that with only Manford to look after I’d have heaps of time, but somehowactually, I don’t really know how to account for itthe time seems to go by so quickly. In fact, I’ve more time than ever these days becauseyou’ll never guessI have got Manford a job! Yes! Mr. Perry doesn’t know yet; he’s off in Amsterdam, I think it is, this week. Or perhaps that’s next. In any case, Manford’s working at Niven’s now. You remember Mr. Niven? And Mrs. Blatchford? They’ve been so kind, really, and I think it will do Manford a world of good, being a useful member of society. And now that he’s working and gone most of the day, I have all this time to myself. So much time! Perhaps too much, really. I don’t exactly know what I shall do with myself.


  “But I do want to catch up on all my correspondence, and you are first on my list. It is a lovely painting, really. I do thank you. I think one of your earlier letters (I have them all, you know, saved in a box!) mentioned the pensione where you first stayed when you went to Corfu. Do you remember? Is this painting the view from the terrace there? I thought it might be. Something about itperhaps that funny group of big rocks out in the watermade me think of that letter. Oh! And the Palinurus elephas you ate for dinner each evening; that was in the letter, too, and now I see them here on the tablea still life, isn’t it?right in your painting! (You see, I’ve nearly memorized your letters!) Spiny lobster just brought up from the sea! I like the sound of that! It’s quite a grand thing, you know, having a relative in such an exotic place as Corfu. I think it makes me quite the celebrity here, though Mrs. Billy’s got a daughter in Australia now.


  “And what news have I to tell you? Well, very little has changed here in Hursley (ha ha. What would you expect?) except that St. Alphage has a new organ since this spring. Some people say Mr. Lamb has been inspired ever since. Do you remember Mr. Lamb? He hasn’t changed at all since you’ve gone away. It’s funny, actually, now that I think about itin fact, he looks probably very much the same as when you left! Still very tall and thin. So, he’s the same, except that he seems a bit more, oh, impulsive, I find him lately. In conversation, that is. In any case, I do think I detect a change in his playing since the new organ arrivedit seems a trifle ferocious, if you ask me. But perhaps it is just the instrument. It is very grand. Mr. Perry helped pay for it, of course.


  “I’ve planted a pot of lavender at Mum’s stone in the cemetery at St. Alphage. It looks very nice. The vicar says it’s the lime in the stone that makes the lavender flourish so.


  “Well, I’ll sign off now. Thank you so much again for remembering my birthday. Forty-one years old! Think of it! My life’s half over, isn’t it?


  “Your loving niece, Vida Stephen.”


  When she finishes writing, Vida looks up at the clock on the mantel and sees that it’s nearly half past eight, time to wake Manford if he’s to be at Niven’s on time. He likes an egg for his breakfast, too, and she likes to have him well fortified for the day, especially now that he’s a working man, as she tells him. Perhaps he’d like a bit of ham to go with his egg, she thinks. He so loves salty things.


  For a moment she wonders what her uncle Laurence, her romantic uncle Laurence, gone to Corfu now nearly twenty years ago, would be having for his breakfast. She turns her head slightly, as if to encompass a different view, and the pictures fly up easily, habitually, before her eyes, the way one encounters photographs in a long-familiar scrapbook: She imagines banquets laid upon tables at a cliff side, imagines herds of bright white goats sending stones scuttling down the mountain face, imagines silver fish twisting free of the sea, imagines a bell ringing. She has thought of Corfu so often over the years, bringing it up to comfort herself if she’s worried about something, or going over the island in her mind if she’s having trouble falling asleep. Of course, it isn’t the real islandonly the one she knows from Laurence or from what she’s made up. It’s her imaginary place.


  But Manford will have to settle for an egg and ham and no view at all, she thinks then, closing her eyes briefly, and reaching up to shut the lid of her desk. An egg and ham and a pot of tea.


  WHEN THEY REACH the Romsey Road an hour or so later, Vida takes her hand from Manford’s and turns his attention to her. “Run along now, Manford,” she says, affecting an air of casualness. “They’re waiting on you at Niven’s.”


  Manford does not acknowledge that she has spoken to him but bends over and inspects an insect at his feet.


  “Manford!” Vida says pleadingly, all pretense dropping away.


  He raises his head guiltily.


  “Go on,” she says, now that she has his attention. She waves her hand. “Go on now, while there’s a lull.”


  Manford turns and steps off the curb. When he pauses and looks back over his shoulder, Vida taps her wristwatch. “You’ll be late,” she says warningly.


  But Manford fails to move, standing there in the road as if something important has just occurred to him. Vida makes an impatient noise and steps into the road to take Manford by the arm, escorting him briskly across the street. At the courtyard to Niven’s Bakery, she leaves go his arm, brushes at a smudge on his lapel, gives him a kiss on the cheek and then a little nudge. A bus speeds past behind them in a cloud of sour exhaust.


  “Now hurry,” she says, and turns her face away deliberately.


  Manford hesitates a moment and then disappears obediently into the courtyard. Vida remains with her back turned until she’s sure he’s gone inside. Then she leans round the corner of the wall and checks, just to be certain he isn’t lurking outside the door, suddenly shy. But no, she can see Mrs. Blatchford coming out from behind the counter with Manford’s apron on her arm, so it’s all right. She thinks she can see Mrs. Blatchford smiling, but it’s difficult to tell.


  Vida straightens her skirt. She regards Niven’s courtyard, the geraniums at the window. Perhaps another day, she thinks. Perhaps another day and he’ll do it himself. Still, she mustn’t be in a rush. It has gone so well, this matter of finding Manford independent occupation. She thinks of him on the high stool in the annex, surrounded by the sweet smell of baking bread. She thinks of the close, high walls of the courtyard before the bakery door, the safety of the small enclosure. She thinks of the small view from the windows: the whitewashed walls, the geraniums, the verbena. She travels over it in her mind like a list, every hazard accounted for.


  It is part of her training to have Manford walk a bit of the route to Niven’s by himself each day. A little more each week, she’d thought, until he could do the whole job himself, from Southend House all the way to the bakery, and back home again at the end of the day. But he won’t leave hold of her hand except for the last bit, when they are right at the courtyard. She doesn’t know what to do about this. Lately, and for the first timeshe cannot say why, though perhaps it is just having Manford be even this slightest bit independent nowit has occurred to her that something might happen to her, something fatal. She is grateful that she hasGod knows whybeen prevented from entertaining this thought before, for she finds it so painful as to be almost intolerable. And now she feels an awful urgency to teach Manford so many things. There are so many important things she has neglected to teach him, she sees now. Why, at any moment she might beoh, struck by a bus, she thinks, turning away from Niven’s courtyard and facing the Romsey Road. Struck by a bus! And then what would happen to Manford! She feels a real pain in her heart.


  Oh, don’t be such a worrywart, Vida Stephen, she tells herself helplessly. No one likes a worrywart.


  MRS. BLATCHFORD SETS Manford up each morning with a cup of tea on the high stool in the old dairy, where she can keep an eye on him from the bakery by stepping into the hyphen, calling to him until he turns around slowly, his great smile taking over his whole face.


  “Every morning! And always with a big smile! It’s like he hasn’t seen you for an age!” Mrs. Blatchford tells Vida in an undertone, when Vida stops in around midday later that same day on her way to the post office. She often stops in, just to check on Manford.


  “I know,” Vida says. “It’s like that every time.”


  As if to demonstrate his happiness, Mrs. Blatchford leans over the counter and calls to him. “All right, Manford? Are you coming on?” He waves and smiles and goes back to his work.


  “He’s been no trouble at all,” Mrs. Blatchford says, returning her attention to Vida. “Not in the least. Really” She seems to want to say something grand now, something about how wonderful it is to have him there, something to make all of themVida, Manford, and herselfpart of a fortunate group. “I can’t think how we ever got on without him,” she says at last. And Vida sees surprise suddenly flutter up into Mrs. Blatchford’s face. She really does mean it, Vida discovers. She really can’t imagine what it was like before Manford.


  Vida thinks of how Manford sits there all morning, slowly filling the doughnuts with jam from the canvas bag, setting them out on their paper-covered trays. At eleven, when the sun arrives at the windowsill and lights up the cool, whitewashed walls in the bakery, the geraniums glowing in the window box, she knows that Mrs. Blatchford will come and fetch Manford for tea and a bite to eat. Mrs. Blatchford tells her that he holds her hand when she comes to lead him to the table, but only for a moment. He seems a little wary still, she says. He puts his hands over his face when she speaks to him if he’s feeling too shy for conversation.


  IN THE EVENINGS, during their supper, Vida has been working on his manners. She’s ashamed that she hasn’t spent more time on thisshe believes that it pains him to be so awkward. But it isn’t easy, and sometimes she thinks it’s better just to let him eat in peace, without always nudging him about where his elbow is or leaning over to wipe his chin for him.


  During their practice sessions, which she has begun since he started at Niven’sas he takes both lunch and his tea there nowshe holds the cup to his lips, touches his mouth with her finger, speaks softly to him. His eyes watch her face. He tries.


  “Gently, Manford,” she says. “As though kissing a flower.”


  She spills a bit of tea into the saucer and he practices holding it, watching the tea lap the edge.


  “Little bites,” she says, passing him a triangle of toast spread with jam. He tries.


  “Your napkin goes here,” she says, spreading it on his lap where he pats it. She doesn’t like it tied around his neck anymore. Makes him look the baby.


  AT NIVEN’S THEY have elevenses and lunch and tea, and after each meal Manford goes back to the dairy to work. Now they have him icing the cakes as well. This he does surprisingly well, Mr. Niven says to Vida, the tiny garlands and miniature roses each set in their place, sometimes a fantastically shaped leaf or cluster of petals that the others come gradually to recognize as a likenessa good likeness, in factof some native plant, nettle or cowslip.


  Mr. Niven, who isn’t usually one to appear surprised by much of anything, likes to stop his work and look over Manford’s efforts from time to time. “It’s quite remarkable,” he tells Vida. “It’s as if he’smemorized things. The way they look.”


  “He does have a talent for it, doesn’t he?” Mrs. Blatchford agrees. She cocks her head and looks over a tray of cakes. “Though they’re not what you would call traditional looking, are they?”


  Mr. Niven frowns at a particular cake, iced with a tapestry of rampant, though lovely, green weeds. “Shall we have trouble selling it, do you think?”


  “Well, we mustn’t discourage him,” Mrs. Blatchford says with conviction. “No one wants it, we’ll just give it to the vicarage. They slice all their cakes aforehand.”


  THE IDEA OF the job at Niven’s came to Vida so suddenly one day that she couldn’t quite believe it hadn’t ever occurred to her before. It wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted to see him feeling useful. One time, in fact, she’d explored the possibility of the Spastic Society’s workshop, where people like Manford could have a job. She and Manford had gone on the bus one day into Winchester, and they’d had a look at the place.


  The workshop was in an old garage, converted into a hall so brightly lit that Vida found herself squinting as she introduced herself to the woman who bustled over to greet them and introduced herself as Matron, of all things! As if Dickens or Trollope or someone might have invented her, Vida thought.


  The employeesthe clients, as Matron referred to themsome of them tied up in wheelchairs with twisted sheets so they wouldn’t slump over, sat at long tables, nodding off over their work. As far as Vida was able to tellMatron was Indian and had such a pronounced accent, full of wobbles, that Vida could hardly make out her trebled inflectionsthe employees were assembling luncheon trays for prison inmates. A plastic cup, plastic cutlery (no knife) wrapped in cellophane, and a paper serviette were put on each tray, and then the whole thing was sealed in more sticky cellophane by three young, overweight chaps stationed at the end of the table.


  Occasionally clients would look up at Vida and Manford as they passed with Matron. Their expressionsdesperate and defeated, as though their tongues had been cut outhad made Vida feel frantic with sympathy. On a table by the door, an urn for hot water sputtered steam; a collection of mossy mugs and tea things were arranged on a tray on an old desk under the one window, its glass still greased over with streaks of whitewash. A box with half a tired-looking cake in it sat nearby on a folding chair. Someone had rather inexpertly painted a rainbow and several disproportionately large flowers on the wall near a hand-lettered sign that read: WE WORK QUIETLY. WE KEEP OUR HANDS TO OURSELVES. WE NEVER, NEVER BITE OURSELVES OR ANYONE ELSE.


  Manford had been positively ashen when they’d left, as if he’d been breathing in tiny, shallow breaths the whole while.


  Riding home on the bus that afternoon, after a comfortingly large lunch in a cheerful, busy tearoom, Vida had held Manford’s hand between her own and squeezed it often. He’d seemed subdued, and she had worried that she’d done the wrong thing by bringing him with her, though she didn’t know who else she would have left him with.


  That evening, Mr. Perry, who had been in London, had come home unexpectedly. Knocking at the door of his study that night, she had entered at the sound of his voice and stood before his desk, rigid with determination, to relate the events of the morning.


  “And under no circumstances,” she had said, finishing up, “will I remain in your employment any longer if you will be recommending that Manford attend such a facility.”


  Mr. Perry had looked up at her, surprised and faintly amused. “Why, Vida,” he said. “I never said I was in favor of it.”


  She had stopped. “No,” she said, hesitating. “No, I know you didn’t. I’m just sayingit was awful. I just thought you shouldknow that.”


  “Well, thanks.” Mr. Perry had smiled up at her. “Thanks for letting me know.”


  And after that, she’d put the matter of Manford’s occupation out of her minduntil just this summer, passing the bakery with Manford, the thought of it suddenly came to her again. She had stopped and stared in through the window at the glass cases with the cakes and buns, the loaves of bread stacked like bricks. She’d heard the bell jangle, heard Mrs. Blatchford laugh. A customer, leaving, tipped his hat to Vida and Manford, looked over Manford the way people who don’t know him do, taking a secretive second look as if they might have been mistaken about what they’d seen and were fearful of being rude. Manford looked back and then up at the sky, squinting. Vida patted his arm and then opened the door.


  “Well, good morning to you, Vida,” Mrs. Blatchford had said.


  “Good morning, Mrs. Blatchford,” Vida replied. Vida saw Manford look the buns over hungrily, though he’d just had egg-in-a-hole at home. He is a bottomless pit, Vida thought, always after something to eat.


  She asked Mrs. Blatchford for a loaf of wheat bread and looked around with what she imagined to be casual interest. “It’s a busy job you have here, Mrs. Blatchford,” she said. “Do you still do all the baking yourself?”


  “Oh, yes. Myself and Mr. Niven,” Mrs. Blatchford said, sighing. “We can hardly keep up with it some days.”


  “You’ve enough help, though, I suppose?” Vida asked.


  “Oh, we’ve never enough help. Can’t keep them, you know. They’re all off to London, the young nowadays. Don’t want to stay in the village.”


  “Manford, herehe loves the bakery,” Vida said then.


  “Well, we’ll have to give him something special then, today,” Mrs. Blatchford said. “A jam doughnut in the bag for you, Manford.” And she turned, a bit of tissue in her hand, to lift one from a tray, put it in the paper sack.


  “Oh, Manford,” Vida said. “Look at what Mrs. Blatchford’s given you. Such a kind thing. A jam doughnut. You know,” she went on after a moment, “Manford is a steady soul. Completely tireless, in fact. Not like myself. I’m getting on now, Mrs. Blatchford. I can hardly keep up with him anymore.” She laughed a little.


  “Oh, Vida. Now, how old are you?” Mrs. Blatchford looked her up and down. “What is it? Thirty-five? Thirty-six?”


  “Oh, no! Forty-one, Mrs. Blatchford! I’m forty-one now!” Vida said. And then she brightened, deliberately. “But isn’t it fortunate,” she said, “our having this conversation this morning?” She waited a moment, allowing her gaze to travel over the place, its sweet smell of bread rising, the sugared buns, the iced cakes. “For I’ve been looking for a place of employment for Manford, Mrs. Blatchford. Something useful for him to do during the day. We all need to feel useful in the world.”


  “We do,” Mrs. Blatchford said, standing still, staring at Manford.


  “He could be most useful to you,” Vida said.


  “Could he,” Mrs. Blatchford said slowly.


  And it was done.


  HE STARTED THE next Monday. And once they saw that he could take care of himself all right, spend a penny on his own, come out buttoned up properly, not bother anyone, they took him in as if they’d been waiting for an opportunity like this all along. Vida could have told them this, if they’d asked, how he would make them feel happy.


  But once he’d begun at Niven’s, in that first week, when the days without him seemed so long and empty, she had time on her hands, time in great quantity.


  During one of those empty mornings, she’d set about going through her mother’s things. She’d been putting it off for a long time. It made her feel sad to look at the boxes; she missed her mother, whose last months had been painful and unhappy. Nursing her own mother, along with looking after Manford, had been a strain on her. While it was going on, she stopped by Dr. Faber’s one day to have him look at a funny toenail of Manford’s for her. But Dr. Faber had instead looked her over with studious concern, noting the tired shadows on her face. He’d wanted to give her something to help her relax, sleep better at night. But she’d worried about not being wholly alertone might be needed at any moment, she’d pointed out to himand so had declined.


  She had, though, decided she could wait to go through her mother’s things until she felt recovered. So three days into Manford’s first week at Niven’s, after doing as much housecleaning as she could contrive for herself, she carried the boxes with her mother’s belongings from a spare room into the sitting room off the kitchen, where she and Manford spent most of their time. And among the papers and mementos, she found her uncle Laurence’s letters to the family from over the years.


  Vida had been nineteen when Laurence left, just after the end of the war. Over time, he’d become in her mind a figure so improved in stature that she could scarcely feel her relation to him. She’d seen him only three or four times since his move to Corfu, most recently at her mother’s funeral, but he had always written regularly, and he was good about remembering important occasions such as her birthday. Vida’s parents, who’d run the small grocery in Hursley now managed by the Spooners, thought he’d felt guilty, abandoning them. He’d always been different, though, Vida remembered, wanting nothing more than to wander around the downs, painting pictures. One day he’d abruptly sold them his share in the grocery, and a week later he had left for Corfu, surprising them all. He was a bit mysterious about his life on Corfu, but he’d never asked for money, and his letters were always happy.


  He’d written almost weekly in the first years he was gone, describing Corfu and his days there, how he spent them painting landscapes or arrangements on tables; he always employed the Greek words for what he saw: the bottles of kokkino, the spiny mauve heads of anginares and tempting shapes of kolokithia, the salads of dandelion leaves. Sometimes he sent a painting by parcel post, a dense little landscape carved out with a palette knife on a block of wood with canvas stretched across it. Once he’d sent a lovely figure of a young man, nude, bent over the rocks by the sea. Vida’s mother had hung the paintings on the wall behind the counter at the grocery and would point them out to customers.


  “Laurence is coming along splendidly over there in Greece,” she’d say. “He’s sent us another canvas. Isn’t it grand?”


  To Vida, who imagined Laurence’s life in brilliant, cinematic detail, the presence of this relation in her life felt sometimes like its most important, most precious aspect.


  VIDA IS IN the habit of saying to Manford every little thing that comes into her head, though he can’t say a word in return. But she runs on, asking a question and answering it herself, amusing them both. She knows that people have a laugh at her, seeing her walking along with Manford, chattering away to him. The other day she saw deaf old Patrick Farley, sitting on the wall by the blacksmith’s, point her out to Fergus. Patrick always spoke much louder than was necessary. “There they are,” she heard him shout, ducking his head and spitting a caramel-colored wad into the street. “Two Daffy Ducks.”


  But Vida likes to talk, loves the whole idea of conversationpeople pushing what she sees as a little boat of goodwill back and forth across a pond; she watches people in tearooms, at church, studying the way their mouths work, their expressions as they talk. So she talks to Manford, talks to the violent-tempered green budgerigar in his cage in the kitchen, talks to herself.


  One evening, Vida read aloud to Manford a bit of one of Laurence’s earliest aerogrammes, the paper fine as tissue between her fingers. Laurence’s script was massive and gorgeous, the ascendant strokes like mountain peaks.


  “This week I have been painting the olive orchards,” she read to Manford, settling herself in her chair. “The trees are monumental, fifty feet tall some of them, and as old as five hundred years. The Greeks rig up white netting beneath them to catch the fruit when it falls and spare them the tedious job of picking. It looks like a shroud drifting among the trees, or a mist. It is very beautiful, and very green, here. Much like the countryside round Hampshire, in an odd way.”


  “Oh, think of it, Manford,” Vida said, sinking back against the pillows of her chair, looking out the window into the darkening gardens at Southend House. Manford lay on the rug before her, pushing his toy lorries back and forth over the carpet, his head resting on his arm, his heels showing through the holes in his socks. “Old Uncle Laurence,” Vida went on, “sitting at the base of Mount Pantokrator, watching the schools of dolphins, painting the olive orchards. Wouldn’t you like to see that for yourself?”


  She reached over and touched Manford’s hair, smoothing it away from his forehead. He took her hand, pressed it to his cheek, and then turned it over in his own and with his finger traced its lines and creases. He brought her hand up close to his face and sniffed.


  “What do you think, Manford?” she said, smiling down at him. “Shall we see the world one day after all?”


  She looked up and saw herself reflected in the window glass. Her face, from the small distance across the room, seemed tiny and insignificantlike the head on an old coin, she thought, someone long gone and unrecoverable, rubbed away beneath the thumb. She stared at herself a moment longer, the tiny, white, frightened triangle of her own face glowing in the window across the room.


  When Manford clambered to his feet and crossed the room to turn on the television, the image of her reflected face was swallowed instantly in a square of brilliant blue, a blue, she thought, as bright and miragelike as the waters of the Ionian Sea.
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