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      PART ONE

      

       

       

      It’s over. It’s finished. I told myself to obey you and never to write to you again. Witness my weakness, then, that after
         this long silence I dare to address you once more.
      

      
      My dear master.

      
      Just writing those familiar words makes me feel we have never been parted. The language that links us is an invisible, living
         cord. Not the banal phrases of everyday, that others use, but a secret poetry which joins us one to another, mind to mind
         and heart to heart. That knot of belonging has never been untied. If I were not connected to you by that cord then I should
         die. From your lips I learned our hidden language and at your side I practised it. Picking up my pen to write to you I re-engage
         with cherished words that have remained fresh and evergreen, that are for ever and indissolubly associated with you. At the
         risk of displeasing you I cannot deny myself this indulgence. Forgive me.
      

      
      You used to correct my devoirs for me in red ink, do you remember? You pointed out my faults with severity, but I cherished every red mark your sharp nib
         scratched on my paper; you did not draw blood; I translated your fierceness, understood your critical words as caresses on
         my skin. I treasured every savage and satirical rebuke you scrawled in my margins. My poor compositions, draft after draft laboured over
         with such toil. What made them worthy at all in any way was the pains you took to make me improve.
      

      
      You don’t want to read this composition. I know that. I should not be writing to you at all.
      

      
      I’ll start again.

      
      My dear sir. I trust you are in excellent health, and Madame Heger too. And the children, of course. Please pass on to them
         my best regards. I hope that the school continues to flourish, and that your own studying and researches go well.
      

      
      You wretched hypocrite, Charlotte. That is not at all what you want to say. You meek, genteel pretender, babbling clichés
         and polite nothings.
      

      
      I apologise. To you, for bothering you, and to myself for writing falsely.

      
      Children speak the truth, don’t they? Until they are taught manners and conventional morality and learn to lie. Emily never
         lied. She always spoke the truth. She was fearless. She looked me in the face and said exactly what she thought.
      

      
      If my daughter had lived I’d have brought her up to be as truthful as Emily. But she died. For a long time afterwards I lost
         all connection with the world of the living: I pursued my daughter towards the land of the dead. I sojourned there for some
         substantial time, wandering in the darkness, seeking her. Finally I decided to return. Back to the ashy world.
      

      
      If my girl had lived I’d have had to consider sending her to school. I’d have taught her myself, here at home in Haworth, for as long as possible, but sooner or later, once she was growing
         up, I’d have had to contemplate sending her away.
      

      
      If I had a living, breathing daughter, and not just this memory of a dead child, should I send her abroad to boarding-school?
         To Brussels, for example? To a pensionnat such as yours? What do you think, my dear master? Would you welcome her? Would you welcome me if I brought her to you?
      

      
      A change of climate might do me good. Our wet weather makes me depressed. It has rained ceaselessly for over a month. It is
         the wettest spring I can ever remember, but then I say that every year. The front garden is a pond. The gravestones in the
         churchyard are sinking. Water carves a muddy track along the road from the moors above, swirls off to the sides and floods
         the ditches. It swerves past the parsonage wall, swishes over the thresholds of the cottages in the street below.
      

      
      But why should I write to you about the weather in England, which, as I remember you were fond of asserting, must be the worst
         in Europe? Why should I bother you by writing to you at all? Oh, my dear master, it is because I cannot prevent myself. Try
         as I might to forbid my hand to do otherwise, it will insist on picking up my pen. Try as I will to refuse to allow my thoughts
         to dwell on you, my heart to fill with tender memories of you, I am betrayed by these traitorous enemies within my gates,
         these servants who will not do reason’s bidding. Short of tying myself to a chair or locking myself inside a cupboard – well,
         my hands must move; they must touch, if they may not touch your cheek, then at least this pen that circles around but cannot openly spell
         out my forbidden, inexpressible wishes.
      

      
      For that reason, of course, I shall never send you this letter. As far as you are concerned I shall remain dumb and dead,
         buried in my moorland village, lost to good works and church on Sundays and the care of my husband and father.
      

      
      These duties ought to be enough to satisfy me, I know. But much as I love my husband and my father they are not the only companions
         I crave. I miss my friends. I miss talking openly to them in letters. Arthur is afraid, if I write honestly to friends, that
         I shall betray myself and him. People are gossips, he says: why reveal your intimate secrets to the world? He trusts neither
         me nor my friends. I am forbidden to write to any friend who will not promise to destroy my letters once she’s read them.
      

      
      If I could write another novel I might be happier. But something inside me has dried up. I’ve lost that passion which was
         formerly the core of my being. I have turned aside to become the pattern of a good wife. I spend my days visiting parishioners
         in need, copying out Arthur’s sermons, darning flannel nightclothes, peeling potatoes, reading to Papa, helping Martha turn
         out the parlour. Don’t misunderstand me: I know these are honourable tasks, to be gladly embraced for the sake of the family
         I love and seek to serve.
      

      
      Emily did not despise housework. She wrote at the same time. She kneaded bread while reading a book or composed in her head
         while doing the ironing. She cut out her own space for writing wherever she was; so powerful was her will that she pushed others to the distance she required. She carved
         a house of air and lived tranquilly inside it, and the rest of us were shut out beyond her invisible walls, watching her lips
         move as she peeled apples for the boiled pudding for dinner and made up poems in her head. I’m not like Emily. But it is not
         the fault of brooms and mops and colanders that I write no more. No, it’s as though I cannot allow myself to believe now that
         writing should form the main activity of my life. I’ve lost the habit and the need and the desire.
      

      
      Do you know why? Because you are not close to me any more, to inspire me and argue with me and spur me on.

      
      I should like to go back to school, and learn how to write again. I should like to sit in your classroom, Monsieur, and learn
         from you. Had she lived, my daughter would need to go to school. How much more does her mother need some education!
      

      
      My husband Arthur, who is a good man, I assure you, Monsieur, believes that a married woman can easily find time to write.
         That he never interrupts me or calls me away from my desk with some request. And since I’m sitting there writing nothing at
         all I let him summon me to come out for a walk or whatever else he suggests. Living with Arthur I can never be at peace for
         long because he works at home. He writes sermons in the study but he doesn’t stay in there. Why should he? Now that we’re
         married he’s no longer the shy curate who lingers in the passage. The whole of the parsonage is his domain. He scatters his
         papers all over the dining-room; he prowls through the parlour searching for his pipe; he rummages in the bedroom for a clean collar. There’s
         no corner which is safe from him. But it’s not his fault I have gone dry.
      

      
      He says of novel-writing that my words just flow on to the page. A leak, a spillage, like blood? He does not like to spell
         out his meanings. This is a house in which unspoken and unwritten words fly about trapped like moths at night attracted by
         lit lamps, rattling and bumping in the small rooms, my cramped heart, blundering at mirrors, trying to find a way out again.
         Words in this house pile up in corners, lie in heaps under the stairs, fall out of closets when you open them. Angry words
         are forbidden in a Christian house and so they have to be got rid of like dust and dirt. That’s my job now: to throw words
         away; to control them and hold them down, like children weeping or like lunatics; to cover them with clean surfaces like the
         holland covers for chairs, the starched tablecloths for Sunday tea. But I am bursting with words, Monsieur; I have not changed
         from the girl I was when first you knew me; you encouraged me to speak, Monsieur, as you encouraged me to write; you listened
         to what I said and you read what I wrote and you responded to both.
      

      
      How could I not love you? How could I possibly stop loving you?

      
      I fell in love with you and longed to bear your child. A wicked wish. I was punished for it. I was driven away.

      
      Of course I can’t write another novel. Writing leads me to daydream, to think of you. To imagine entering the room in which you are sitting reading. I approach you, taking your hand
         as you take mine. You address me kindly and you kiss me on both cheeks.
      

      
      Then we begin to talk.

      
      I planned to name my daughter Constantine, after you. Of course I did.

      
      I shall tear this up. I shan’t send it. But I have relieved my heart of its burden of words, and so I bid you good night,
         dear master.
      

      
      I remain your ever faithful pupil

      
      Charlotte

   
      
      PART TWO

      

       

       

      Perhaps it was a log, that dark shape, half submerged, propelled by the current from the direction of Blackfriars. Nobody
         except Adam took much notice. He spotted it because he was leaning over the western side of Southwark Bridge watching the
         play of sunlight on the choppy water below; mackerel patterns of silvery-black. Now a new motif entered the picture, disturbing
         the ripple dance.
      

      
      Bulky and anonymous as a lost kitbag, the chunk of wood swayed along, floating gradually downstream, bobbing up and back in
         the wake of a passing launch. Finally it bumped against the raft supporting the group of engineers in white overalls and hard
         hats studying the profile of the Millennium Bridge. Above them, suspended on wires from the structure’s underside, dangled
         little bales of hay, neatly trussed. Tourists on the far bank of the river, outside the Globe, chattered and pointed. Were
         these grassy cubes in fact sculptures, related to some arte povera installation at the nearby Tate? Were they a sophisticated means of testing and judging wobble and sway? Adam opted for recognising
         them as simple signs, to water traffic, of work in progress. He peered over the parapet, the sun in his eyes, as the log,
         or kitbag, came to rest in a swirl of straw and twigs. Something odd there. But squinting at it from this distance he could not say what.
      

      
      Just west of Southwark Bridge, on the northern shore of the Thames at Queenhythe, the earliest Roman dock in the City is still
         clearly marked: a small oblong inlet, surrounded on three sides by modern flats and office blocks, with a walkway, fringing
         them, built out over the water on wooden stilts. At high tide the brimming river surges in and laps at these piles of stone
         and brick, rocking to and fro between their containing arms, slapping up against green slime. At low tide, when the flood
         retreats, a little beach appears, strewn with bits and pieces of debris tossed from pleasure-boats and carried along by the
         current until they catch and loiter here, a thick line of tarry dirt like a rim of scum on the side of an emptying bath. Plastic
         bottles, sodden cigarette packets, split footballs, lumps of driftwood: they wash up; halt; stopped in shingly mud. Further
         out towards midstream the moored Corporation rubbish-barge bears a sign requesting crews and passengers not to drop litter;
         but they do. Let the river carry it all away: beer-cans, cardboard boxes, crisps packets, sandwich crusts; over the side with
         it, and away it swims; out of sight and forgotten.
      

      
      Who was that woman walking to and fro down there, across the mud and stones? The sun dazzled on her red hair.

      
      Vinny had driven to Waterloo with the effigy propped up next to her on the front seat of the van. Fellow drivers, stuck in neighbouring lanes at red lights or creeping past around packed roundabouts, took no notice of her odd passenger. When
         they hooted at her or gestured obscenely or deliberately nudged too close it was not because she had chosen to take a life-sized
         doll for an airing but because she was not aggressive enough in leaping through gaps or getting away from green lights and
         so was holding them up.
      

      
      The effigy was constructed on the model of those guys she and Catherine had made every year, in childhood, for Bonfire Night.
         Nowadays children did not go to much trouble to make a Guy Fawkes. Collecting money was all that mattered. Penny for the old
         guy, Miss! Penny for the old guy! A pillowcase stuffed with a cushion, a balloon attached, was considered sufficient. But
         Vinny’s guys had had faces and hats, arms and legs, and clutched handfuls of rockets. In my young day, she heard herself remarking
         fogyishly to the penny-collectors: we made proper guys. They would look at her patiently. Crusty old bat to be tolerated.
         Then she would give them fifty pence. She too loved fireworks.
      

      
      The art competition was designed to garner publicity for the forthcoming weekend community festival on the South Bank. On
         the theme of heroes, it was open to London residents, of any age, working in any medium. Entries were to be delivered on Friday,
         ready for judging on Saturday morning, when the festival would be launched with a breakfast picnic and brass-band concert.
         Vinny was a poet, rather than a maker of soft sculptures. She decided to take part on a whim, just for fun. Working at the
         hospice, you grabbed any available chance to be childish and silly off-duty. She constructed the figure at night, when she arrived home in need of
         winding down. She finished it on the last evening of her temporary residency among the dying patients. She formed the torso
         and limbs from cotton bags stuffed with old tights. Tied the arms and legs in the middle, like joined sausages in a twisted
         skin, to make them seem jointed. The head was another bag, adorned with a wig of curled brown locks, and a papier-mâché mask,
         mouth agape, tied on for face. She dressed the figure in a frilled chemise and long lace-edged drawers from a stall in Portobello,
         two layers of ruffled petticoats, a long blue and brown check skirt and matching blouse, stockings, black lace mittens, a
         small bonnet, a pair of boots.
      

      
      Once she had parked the van, she lifted the figure out, and strolled with it, her arm around its waist, towards the South
         Bank. She and Freddy had walked like that often, before Freddy had slid away three months ago and not come back. The wound
         closed over. Vinny stitched it up with strong black threads: strings of words for loss; glasses of wine; outings with friends.
         She wasn’t heartbroken. No point pretending. Freddy had given her a good time, and then he’d gone away to give a good time
         to someone else.
      

      
      A gang of teenage boys idled towards her, some with skateboards under their arms. Lumbered past. Spotting Vinny’s companion,
         they turned back, clattered over for a closer look. Baggy trousers, big parkas with the hoods turned up. Trying to look fierce.
         Wanting her to feel threatened. To Vinny they looked like rebel angels. She smiled at them and said hello. Wrong move. She’d humiliated them by not showing fear. They surrounded
         her, mocking and jeering. They snatched the figure from her and ran away. She followed, calling at them to stop. They were
         tossing the figure from hand to hand, whooping and shouting because it was so light, so easy to throw. They were tearing off
         the blouse and skirt, the petticoats, the bonnet, rolling them up to make a football bundle, kicking it to and fro. She watched
         them chuck the figure into the water. They threw the clothes in, then the boots. The current swirled the effigy out into the
         middle of the river. Off it bobbed downstream, towards Blackfriars Bridge.
      

      
      Vinny yelled curses. The boys laughed, dancing about just out of reach. Then she stopped shouting. Why be so upset? The whole
         thing had just been a game, after all. What had happened had happened. Call it a performance piece. Call it a day.
      

      
      But she couldn’t relinquish the game. It was not over yet. She decided to follow the effigy’s progress. She sped north over
         Waterloo Bridge and began walking east on the broad pavement path under the plane trees. She passed the benches she loved,
         their armrests curled over black cast-iron crouching camels and sphinxes, the barges and boats turned into restaurants, Cleopatra’s
         Needle, the war memorials and plaques to dead fighters and philanthropists. The half-sunken figure bobbed along just in front,
         on her right, and she went after it. Under Blackfriars Bridge and on to the walkway planted with ornamental vines and shrubs. Then, at the Millennium Bridge, the figure got stuck against a raft of men who seemed
         to be engineers. They wore bulky white overalls and clutched clipboards. The sun reflected off their white helmets.
      

      
      Vinny perched on the balustrade fronting the riverside aspect of the Vintners’ Building and smoked a cigarette, holding herself
         balanced with one hand. She swung her legs, gently beating the heels of her boots against the iron struts underneath her.
         Waiting to see what would happen next. To Adam, idly glancing down, she looked like any happy-go-lucky and idle tourist, dithering
         in the spring sunshine while she decided where to go. The Globe, or Tate Modern at Bankside, or along to the shopping at Butlers
         Wharf.
      

      
      She glanced up, but, by the time recognition hit, he had turned away. But it was Adam. No possible mistake. She stared at
         him. High above her, he moved slowly forward on to the bridge, a tall shape in a big overcoat, broad shoulders hunched against
         the wind. Vinny jumped from her perch, crushed her cigarette underfoot, put the stub into her jacket pocket. She walked a
         little further along the riverside path, into the dock enclosure. Here she climbed up on to the restraining wall, swung her
         legs over, and clambered down the iron ladder strapped to the far side. The rods forming the rungs, striking up through her
         soles, hurt the arches of her feet. She winced, avoided the lowest three steps, jumped down on to the beach, the black rampart
         of mess.
      

      
      Beyond the tideline was the tumbling river. Adam, a dark silhouette, launched out over the water, had paused in the middle of the bridge to look at the view, to gaze down at the swirling
         tide.
      

      
      Vinny’s boots scuffed the squidgy sand. She picked her way back and forth among the mounds of anonymous waste as delicately
         as a wading bird. Stink of rot, whiffs of salty freshness, engine oil. The smell of the Thames as it ebbed strongly away.
         The north and eastern horizons prickled with tower blocks and church spires, glittering in the clear golden light. Above her
         the enormous spring sky leaped up and out, a dome of blue enclosing the smaller white dome of St Paul’s.
      

      
      The wind ruffled the surface of the river, scoured her cheeks, and a sudden cloud obscured the sun, darkening the water. Her
         neck felt cold. She fished in the pocket of her padded pink silk jacket and pulled out a red woollen scarf. She folded it
         in half lengthwise, wound it around herself, flipped the ends through the loop, pulled it tight. The sun dashed back out again,
         and she blinked.
      

      
      She glanced over at the Millennium Bridge. The effigy lurched in the water there. She peered across at it.

      
      Adam caught the gesture, the blur of pink as Vinny turned, the streak of red whipping out below him on the strip of beach.
         Robert had taught him, while he was still a child, to look at paintings as patterns, to let a figurative landscape dissolve
         towards abstraction, gestures of colour, that slithering-squeaking train clanking into Cannon Street behind him the excuse
         for a long, exuberant run of silver, the dancing water below the piers of the bridge an exercise in violet shadows. Robert would have been intrigued by this woman beachcombing among the rubbish far below. He would have appreciated
         her good clash of red and pink, the abandoned oar lying just behind her, the cairn of greasy-looking stones she kicked at
         with one booted foot. Her tufted hair was dyed henna-red. Twisted into cornrows, it stuck up brightly, the tiny plaits and
         knots sparkling above her velvet collar. Urban fox on the prowl.
      

      
      He turned to look at the frieze of seagulls lining the parapet to his left. How big they were close up, and how sharp their
         beaks. Scavengers hungry for food. All of a sudden they flapped and rose, screaming, winged off over his head to hunt upstream.
      

      
      He leaned over the parapet. The woman was trying to attract his attention. She looked just like Vinny. It was Vinny. She was
         waving at him. She was pointing at the shining arc of the Millennium Bridge, then at the raft beneath. The white-overalled
         engineers had clustered together, scrutinising the waves chuckling around them. The log floated close by. Half sunken. Matted
         with seaweed at one end. Hair. Human hair. One man took out a mobile phone, punched in a number. He shouted something. His
         words were carried away like gulls on the back of the wind.
      

      
      The hand smoothed her forehead. The little rubber hose directed a flow of warm water over her temples. At the first touch
         of wetness Catherine closed her eyes.
      

      
      – Not too hot, is it?

      
      – No, it’s just right.
      

      
      Next came a cold handful of shampoo smelling of strawberries, tart and clean. Soapiness rubbed on. Nothing to do but abandon
         herself. Like being a child again, sitting in the bath opposite Vinny, having their tangled curls washed by their mother.
         Concentrated; eyes shut and knees up; not wanting it to end. To please her daughters Mum gave them a big soapy spike each
         on top. Jenny’s fingertips, brisk and gentle as Mum’s, began to knead her scalp, massage away the tiredness and tension of
         the working week.
      

      
      Catherine’s hair felt light, frothed up into a mousse of fruit. Feet planted on the floor, body swathed in smooth nylon gown,
         cool water hosing her scalp, swishing over her forehead and rinsing her ears, china edge of the wash-basin hard against the
         back of her neck, she was in someone else’s hands. Forced to be passive for once; to let go of all responsibility. Basking.
         Arching her neck so that the sweet-smelling shampoo didn’t get into her eyes, she laced her hands together over her stomach
         under her black tent, soothed by the burble of the radio and the women’s chatter humming all around. Sometimes a squawk or
         a burst of laughter. They were screeching at each other’s jokes. The jokes were about being single mothers and having no time
         for sex. About men who fucked and ran. About a girl they all knew who was fucking too many men at once. At first Catherine
         strained to listen. Then she gave up. A box of perfumes, this shop, stuffy and warm; you could just drift off and fall asleep.
      

      
      Sharper pleasures that tickled you awake arrived once you’d been swaddled in towels on top of your enveloping black gown, hair rubbed half dry; you’d been placed in the black leather
         chair solemnly looking at your reflection in the big mirror, feet tucked up on the metal rung. You closed your eyes once more.
         The comb glided through your damp rat-tails, flicking them to sleekness over and over again, and the cold metal of the scissors
         stroked the back of your neck. Shivering all over your skin, warmth building inside, all up and down your spine, fizzing,
         runny and sweet. Jenny just carried on clipping and trimming, intent on the ends of your hair she’d raised, gripped between
         her first two fingers, peered at as she approached them with her shining blades. Eyes narrowed and lips pursed.
      

      
      Catherine smiled the same smile as all the other comforted clients in the salon and Jenny was pleased and handed her the mirror
         so she could check the sides. She’d had her long locks coloured back to the original red-gold, so that all the grey was gone.
         Adam always teased her about how much her hairdressing cost, what with the highlights and the special conditioner and the
         manicure she had while waiting for the tints to take. He said he liked her grey hair so why hide it? He teased her about her
         face lotions too. What was wrong with a few laughter-lines? Catherine took no notice and went on spending her money on small,
         pricy pots of anti-wrinkle cream packed with miracle ingredients. Each pale unguent promised transformation. She tried them
         out, one after another. She was not ready to accept middle-age. She noted the freshness of young girls’ skin with a pang.
         Whereas Vinny hooted at spending so much money on cosmetics and just slapped on Nivea Creme. She said it was like pasting plaster into cracks.
         But she’d always had oilier skin, and was now quite plump, which meant fewer wrinkles as she aged. She looked somewhat younger
         than fifty-two. But Catherine, at fifty-three, had better legs and hair, a better figure. These days you didn’t have to give
         up, decline into blue rinses, middle-age spread. Catherine exercised. She dieted. She drank very little alcohol. She tried
         to get plenty of sleep.
      

      
      – Your boys all right, are they? Jenny asked.

      
      – They’ve gone travelling together, Catherine said: one’s in his gap year and the other’s taking a year out. They went off
         and got jobs and now they’ve gone to India.
      

      
      – Oh, very nice, Jenny said: bet you miss them, though, don’t you?

      
      – It breaks my heart, Catherine said: but of course I don’t let them know.

      
      – I’m lucky, Jenny said: I’ve got my mum living just round the corner.

      
      Reluctantly Catherine left cosseting behind and stepped out of the salon into the narrow street. She fastened the snappers
         on her lean white puffa coat. The neck and wrists were fringed with white fur. The coat was Italian. Very expensive. She had
         written an extra novella to pay for it. Porn, really, but aimed at women and so called erotica. All she had to do was keep
         on thinking up new ways of combining fucking with being hurt. Crown of Spikes had paid for her haircut. Madame Punishment had bought her shoes. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes and she put up her hands to catch it back. She jiggled from foot to foot to keep warm.
      

      
      The little tunnel of shops cut east–west. The dome of St Paul’s glimmered, fat and white, at one end. The hubbub of traffic
         rose up from the invisible main thoroughfares, the rumble of Cheapside to the north beyond St Mary-le-Bow, and, to the south,
         the surge of buses and cars at Mansion House just behind the tall buildings towering over her. There was a grind and clatter
         of roadworks. From a coffee-shop at the corner billowed the warm scent of baking bread.
      

      
      Catherine hovered on the narrow pavement. She touched the mobile in her pocket. Where was Adam? Should she ring him? She was
         blocking the way. Passers-by scowled, stepped round her impatiently. Motorbikes were parked all along the kerb, and a couple
         of white vans, half on and half off. She was hemmed in by vehicles.
      

      
      Here he came, loping towards her from the direction of Bow Lane, turning to glance at someone behind him. She was in a hurry,
         whoever it was. Turning her face away. A redhead in a pink jacket. She darted back the way they’d come, swerved aside into
         an alley. Seen from behind she looked uncannily like Catherine’s sister Vinny. But Vinny was in France visiting her farmer
         friends Jeanne and Lucien, taking a break after finishing her job at the hospice. At this very minute she’d most likely be
         clumping around their vegetable garden in her wellingtons, deciding what to pick for lunch. Or, knowing Vinny, opening a bottle
         of wine and pouring herself an aperitif.
      

      
      Adam stepped forward, blocking Catherine’s view. He kissed her cheek.
      

      
      – Sorry I’m late. You look lovely. Right, let’s go.

      
      He seized her arm, drew her forward, began to steer her across the street. She shook off his hand.

      
      – Don’t push me.

      
      He marched ahead. Catherine increased her pace. This was just like being a child again, stumbling along on short legs: wait
         for me!
      

      
      They reached the end of the street and turned south, towards the river. Catherine, trying to keep up with Adam, bumped awkwardly
         at his side. It was difficult to walk abreast on the crowded pavement. She dodged on and off the kerb, around parked cars,
         bollards.
      

      
      – Let’s have a drink in that pub in Borough Market, Adam said: the Wheatsheaf. Then I’ll go to the gallery afterwards.

      
      – You mean you haven’t been to the gallery yet? Catherine asked: what have you been doing all morning, for heaven’s sake?

      
      Adam increased his speed. She put her hand on his sleeve to slow him down. He turned his face towards her. He shouted above
         the din of the traffic.
      

      
      – Watching a corpse being fished up out of the river, if you must know.

      
      The story took up a paragraph in the paper the following morning, tucked away at the bottom of a column on the inside page, a space reserved each Saturday for whimsical items of arts news. A foolish joke, the journalist opined, probably
         linked to the community arts festival on the South Bank that had opened that morning. A crude and meaningless rag: a ringleted
         effigy of the poet Shelley, costumed in trademark frilled shirt and pantaloons, launched from the shoreside at Waterloo.
      

      
      Catherine folded the paper open and passed it to Adam as they sat in the yellow-walled kitchen eating breakfast. He read it,
         half smiling and half shrugging.
      

      
      – What’s so funny? Catherine asked.

      
      – It stopped me getting to work on time, that’s for sure, Adam said.

      
      He swilled down his coffee.

      
      – I promised Charlie to come in this morning, finish putting up the plasterboard. Then I’ll be ready to start building the
         storage cabinets on Monday.
      

      
      – You haven’t forgotten the party tonight, have you? Catherine asked.

      
      – I wish you’d never thought of it, Adam said: I’m not in the mood for a housewarming.

      
      – Too late now, Catherine said.

      
      He pushed aside the scrambled eggs she had made for him, pulled out a packet of cigarettes, and lit one.

      
      – I know, I know, he said: I’m supposed to be stopping smoking. You don’t have to tell me.

      
      – So why are you smoking, then? Catherine asked: is something the matter?

      
      – No, he said: I’ll see you later.
      

      
      He got up, kissed her cheek, and went out. She heard the front door slam. She looked at the congealed yellowy bulk of scrambled
         eggs on his plate, the crispbread crumbs on her own. She seized his dish, swapped it for hers, shovelled up his cold, grainy
         curds while finishing reading the paper. The arts festival promised world music from live bands, dancing, African and Caribbean
         food, an art competition, outdoor sculptures and theatre, an exhibition of banners, craft stalls. I’ll go tomorrow, Catherine
         thought.
      

      
      Her teaching notes, books and laptop occupied one end of the kitchen table. She scrabbled for pen and paper and wrote a shopping
         list. Taramasalata, olives, salami, crisps, peanuts, hummus, breadsticks, cheese. She cleared away the breakfast things, put
         dirty laundry into the washing-machine, swept the kitchen floor, hoovered and tidied the sitting-room. Then she went upstairs
         to sort through Robert’s shoes and clothes. These were still in one of the cupboards in what had been his bedroom, which she
         now shared with Adam. The room in which they had slept at first had become Adam’s study. Robert’s house was small. No space
         for the boys when they returned from India. If they wanted to stay the night they’d have to sleep on the sitting-room floor.
         Catherine had redecorated the house from top to bottom after Robert’s death. Now it gleamed – salmon and yellow and white
         and pale green.
      

      
      She and Adam had brought Robert’s suitcase back from the hospice. Adam had unpacked it and stored the contents away as though his father were coming home. A gesture of deference that Catherine understood. It was like keeping someone’s
         name and telephone number in your address-book for a while longer. Too brutal to cross them out straight away. A betrayal
         of love. Cancelled. Gone. But three months had passed. A decent interval. Adam was not going to want his father’s underwear,
         pyjamas, shaving-tackle. Nor his shirts. She threw all these things into a black plastic bin-liner. She added in the two good
         suits from the cupboard. She found herself sniffing as she worked. Stuffing a pile of vests into the sack, she whispered:
         sorry. The empty cupboard growled back at her. She slammed shut the gaping door.
      

      
      She found, on leaving the house with her bulky bag, that someone had stolen some branches of lilac out of the front garden,
         just tearing them off and leaving the bush all ragged. She had been meaning to pick the lilac herself; they needed some flowers
         for the party that evening; and now there were hardly any blossoms left. So that sent her off, after her trip to the charity
         shop, to the florist’s on Holloway Road.
      

      
      She hesitated between the dark blue, almost indigo petals of anemones, flaring open around their fat, stubby hearts of black
         fur, and the paler blue clusters of hyacinths, their waxy curls. The packed bunches of flowers thrust up from silvery buckets
         set on metal stands jostled together on the wet concrete floor. The hyacinths’ stems were so juicy and thick that the florist
         had tied them together in threes to stop them toppling.
      

      
      Prodigal to buy cut hyacinths, rather than plant them at home yourself in pots, but she had done no planting of bulbs last autumn. The world had shrunk like a collapsed balloon, air
         hissing out; it had shrivelled down to one small house, tired out; then to one upstairs room; finally to one bed in the local
         hospice. Flat, because Adam’s father was so wasted and thin at the end that he hardly disturbed the blankets. Army-neat. His
         marigold pyjamas were too gay. He endured mostly in silence. Catherine thought the morphine dose too low but he wouldn’t say.
         Remained as gallant as ever. When she and the nurse turned him, or lifted him higher up in bed from where he’d slipped down,
         light as a withered leaf, he would whisper: thanks, darlings. Such a big man become so little. Such a loud man become so soft.
      

      
      The gang of artists attended the cremation at Golders Green. Old, faithful friends who had known Robert for forty years or
         more. Creased, battered faces. Paunches. Thinning hair. They all wore black; their habitual colour. Robert’s was an atheist’s
         funeral, with rock music and poetry. Nobody cried; as though atheists had managed to do away with grief as well as God. Catherine,
         who had retained some of the beliefs of her Catholic childhood, said secret prayers under her breath. The mourners held small
         white candles during the service, and afterwards left them, standing upright, still burning, on the stone floor of the little
         yard outside. White wands massed in a corner, stuck into puddles of wax to keep them steady. The candles did the weeping for
         the stiff, dry-eyed mourners. Solid grease softened into tears, pooled down, wet and translucent, then opaque. Mid-February.
         Snow whirled from the grey sky, drifted against the cellophane-wrapped bouquets laid out in rows on the crematorium’s redbrick
         patio. Forced narcissi and daffodils sparkled amid snow crystals. Now it was May, and today it was not raining, and the florist’s
         shop brimmed with feathery greenery, spilled over with sweet-smelling blooms, and she had an excuse to buy some. Thanks to
         the lilac thief.
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