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      I

      
      The view from the window of his hotel room was just as he had hoped it would be. Twenty feet below Bobby’s window was the
         decking of a sun terrace. Faded white umbrellas sheltered sets of wooden chairs and round tables. He opened the window and
         leaned out to obtain a better view. He could glimpse the tops of the heads of a few people who were enjoying the afternoon
         sunshine, or else sitting in the shade reading newspapers. Beyond the decking, wide stone steps led down into a sort of garden:
         a garden in the Mediterranean manner, of course, with few flowers and a number of bushes and shrubs dotted around an area
         of scruffy brown grass. A gravel path meandered through this undistinguished space and then disappeared between two tall cypresses.
         He knew somehow that this path descended to the rocky seashore and then followed its line around the promontory to the headland.
         There were no other buildings in sight, just an uninterrupted view of the blue sea.
      

      
      And what a blue! It reflected an untroubled sky in which the sun was now sinking. There was no wind – at least, there were
         no white caps on the water, just a glassy calm stretching away into the infinite distance. He breathed in, experiencing a
         sensation of pure pleasure at having arrived here after a tedious journey. There must have been some faint breeze, for he
         sensed it against his cheeks and, at the same time, became aware of the inimitable fragrance of thyme, and rosemary and myrtle,
         that he associated with this part of the world.
      

      
      A faint click made him turn around and he saw that his suitcases had been brought upstairs: discreetly, for he had not been
         aware of the porter either entering or leaving his room. Well, the man couldn’t expect to get a tip if he didn’t let people
         know he was there. Bobby decided that he might as well unpack first, before indulging in any exploration of the hotel. Unpacking
         was an activity he always enjoyed. He supposed it was some sort of nesting instinct. He hung up his suits in the large oak
         wardrobe: a beige linen suit to wear on expeditions into the village; a dark-blue suit to wear in the hotel restaurant in
         case it should be one of those places where people dressed up in the evenings; and a lightweight tweed suit for walking on the rocky hillsides above the hotel. He had
         read – or someone had told him – that the views were delightful. There was an old monastery, clinging to the side of the mountains,
         that he believed would repay a visit. Next he set out the leather boxes containing his cuff links and collar stiffeners, and
         his set of ivory-backed hair brushes. In the bathroom he laid out his razor, shaving brushes, and various lotions. He had
         not packed his pill boxes. He had finished with pills. At one point during his illness he had been taking ten different things
         in the morning and the same again at night. What a bore it had been!
      

      
      But that was all in the past. The illness that had nearly killed him, the operation that had saved him, and the long and dreary
         recuperation that followed – all the details had faded from his memory leaving behind only a sensation of unpleasantness gone
         by, and the hope of better times to come. Now he was as good as new: or rather, he was new, quite new. It was as if he was
         beginning his life all over again. He was looking forward to a few weeks of absolute rest and quiet, interspersed with some
         light brainwork: some ideas he was turning over in his mind for a memoir. But it would not be the usual self-congratulatory
         political biography. He wanted to attempt something more interesting than that.
      

      
      He folded away his shirts and ties and other garments and placed them in a tallboy that stood next to the wardrobe. Once his
         unpacking was complete, he stood in the middle of the room and surveyed his new home. It would do. It would definitely do.
         There was no television or radio to distract him. The bed was large and looked comfortable (he would soon find out if that
         were true). There was no minibar or any of the other contraptions common to so many hotel rooms: no Internet connection, no
         electric trouser press. Even the phone was an ordinary phone – an old black handset that must have been installed decades
         ago – and not one of those contraptions with dozens of buttons and lights that he found so hard to cope with. All in all,
         the room was … civilized. The furniture matched, the faded remnants of gilt and paint suggesting a rather more ornate past,
         and the room itself was large and light, with Turkish rugs spread over a threadbare carpet. A comfortable armchair, with a
         reading lamp beside it, sat in one corner and there was a sofa at the end of the bed that looked a convenient place on which
         to throw his clothes when he undressed at night. A rather grand writing table with a lyre-backed chair stood against one wall:
         he could easily imagine himself writing not one, but several chapters of his memoir at such a desk. And the bathroom was perfect: a large
         area of white marble floor surrounding a full-length, cast-iron bath in the centre of the room. The floor might be cold underfoot,
         but he loved a big bathroom more than anything, and now he had one. The washbasin had brass fittings and marble surrounds.
         Even the towels were enormous.
      

      
      He was very glad he had finally made the effort to come here. It had been a project of many years standing. He had long promised
         himself that, one day, he would cancel all his other engagements, make the journey to the hotel, and simply exist. He had never managed to do so. There had always been a reason why either he couldn’t fit it into his schedule, or else Margaret
         could not come. Margaret! She should be here with him. It felt wrong that she was not. But if he were honest, just at that
         moment, he did not really miss her.
      

      
      How had he first heard about this place? Who had told him about it? He could almost hear the words: ‘It’s heavenly. Quite
         unspoiled; marvellous cooking; decent wine list. And the views! The views are to die for.’ But maybe it wasn’t friends who
         had told him. He might have read about the hotel in the travel section of one of the Sunday newspapers – except that it didn’t
         seem like the kind of place that had been discovered by the newspapers at all. There were absolutely no concessions to modern
         life. And it was altogether too quiet for a place that had been ‘discovered’.
      

      
      There was simply nobody about. On the way here, the roads had been empty, the village had looked half-asleep and the only
         shop that was open when the taxi drove past was the pastry shop. That had looked inviting. He would make a point of investigating
         it on his walk tomorrow. The entrance to the hotel was understated, as if it were simply the drive of someone’s house. The
         car park had been empty, and in the lobby there had been a single person behind the counter, waiting to check him in. The
         receptionist had been polite, but not effusive, and the formalities of registration had been minimal. He had made the booking
         some time ago and half wondered if it had ever been confirmed, but the receptionist replied simply, ‘Oh yes, we have been
         expecting you, Mr Wansbeck’. And that was all. He had been shown to his room and handed a large key with a brass fob. Then
         he was left to himself.
      

      
      And now what should he do? He had unpacked. The afternoon, or what remained of it, should be used. He thought he should take
         some exercise before dinner as the fresh air might give him an appetite. At the moment he had none. In truth, he felt rather listless, as if the effort
         of travelling in trains and taxis had drained him of energy, when all he had done was sit in one seat after another for the
         last few hours. It felt more like he had journeyed for days rather than hours. Instead of leaving the room, Bobby pulled the
         chair to the window and looked out at the view.
      

      
      The brightness of the afternoon was fading into a gentle evening. Strips of cirrus cloud had appeared on the horizon, streaked
         with gold and red as the sun sank towards the distant horizon. The air was very clear. An inshore wind had started to blow,
         bending the tops of the cypresses. As day turned to dusk, the sea changed from blue to steel grey, and small waves began to
         crest and break, streaking the surface with foam. The rock promontory no longer looked inviting but cold and unfriendly. Bobby
         leaned forward to peer down at the sun terrace below. It was empty. The people he thought he had seen earlier, sunning themselves
         and reading, had all gone inside. They would be getting ready for dinner, he supposed, having their evening bath and deciding
         what to wear to the restaurant.
      

      
      Bobby sat back in his chair and remained motionless for a long while. Far out to sea the dusk gathered, then rolled inland
         like a dark tide. A single red light like an eye blinked on the horizon – a navigation marker or a light on a fishing boat,
         Bobby could not tell. It was time for him, too, to think about having a bath and changing for dinner but, just at that moment,
         the effort seemed too great for him.
      

      
      ‘I’ll give myself five minutes,’ he said aloud. This feeling of inertia was not unknown to him. Ever since his illness, he
         had been surprised to find that his normal levels of energy would suddenly disappear, as if a tap had been turned off. He
         knew he would be fine in the morning. The stay would allow him to recharge his batteries and when he returned home his convalescence
         would at last be over and he would return to his duties with his once-customary vigour. Although, at that moment, he could
         not think what those duties would be. He had resigned the party whip and stood down as a member of parliament before the last
         general election. After thirty years of serving his constituency and – he liked to think – his country, he had ceased to exist,
         at least in a professional sense. And all because of an accounting error, which had been picked up by the Daily Telegraph.

      
      Quite a few years ago, Margaret’s father had paid off the mortgage on the flat in Chelsea in which they lived when they weren’t
         down in Bobby’s constituency. In the first instance, he had provided Margaret and Bobby with the deposit to purchase the flat
         as a wedding present. Then, a few years later, after some inspired investment on the stock market, he had paid off the balance
         owed to the building society.
      

      
      However, Bobby had continued to claim the mortgage interest from the House of Commons Fees Office. He also claimed for the
         monthly sums of money he paid his wife for secretarial and management services, through a company she had formed for the purpose.
         In truth, she did very little; Bobby managed most of his own paperwork but Bobby’s father-in-law had suggested it would look
         ‘more at arm’s-length’ if the payments appeared to go through a company rather than straight into Margaret’s pocket. And Bobby
         had done no more – or less – than dozens of other colleagues.
      

      
      Then the Daily Telegraph had included his name on a list of other MPs caught up in what became known as the ‘expenses scandal’, and that was it: his
         career was over. He had devoted his life to representing his constituents but that meant nothing to the journalists who wrote
         about him, or those of his constituents – and there were many – who read the paper. He had served his country – his country, not just his party – with diligence and commitment, but his career had been brought to an end, just to sell a few more copies
         of a newspaper. At least, that was how it appeared to him. The worst part, or almost the worst, was that the Telegraph was the very newspaper that, until that day, had been folded up and placed on the table beside his coffee cup every single
         morning of his life. He felt as if an old friend had stabbed him in the back.
      

      
      In Bobby’s case, it had all started in the simplest way. He had been having lunch with his father-in-law, who was then an
         MP himself, and had complained to him about how hard it was to make ends meet. Derwent White, his father-in-law, had advised
         him to use the system to pay himself back a little more in expenses. ‘Everyone does it,’ his father-in-law had told him.
      

      
      But everyone didn’t do it, or at least they hadn’t been caught doing it.

      
      When the affair – the newspapers called it a ‘scandal’ – blew up, Bobby’s first thought was to travel to his constituency
         and gather support. He believed he was a popular MP and was liked by his constituents. He thought they would rally behind
         him and see him through this difficult period. He had not expected the sourness with which he was greeted. His agent wouldn’t
         look him in the eye and one man at a drinks party said, not to his face but well within his hearing, ‘I hope these bent politicians
         rot in hell.’
      

      
      Then Bobby fell ill. He fell ill and the rest of the scandal, and the general election that followed, passed him by. He wouldn’t
         have been re-adopted by his constituency anyway, but his illness meant that his constituency never actually had to deselect
         him. It was a convenient excuse and, after thirty year’s service, they simply forgot about him. Now he was out of hospital
         and unemployed although, in a way, it didn’t matter as much to him as it might have done to other people he could think of.
         He had achieved a measure of financial independence. He had always been prudent with his money and he felt sure – as sure
         as one could ever be – that he need feel no anxiety about that aspect of his life. Employed or unemployed, he would never
         have to worry about where the next meal was coming from. And his needs these days were not great, in any case.
      

      
      Now, he really must make the effort to get up from this chair by the window, and walk through to the bathroom. He pictured
         himself running a hot bath. He could imagine lying in it, soaking away the stiffness from the journey, relaxing at last and
         banishing this odd sense of detachment that had overtaken him. Then he would dress and go downstairs and order a whisky and
         water. He would sit with his drink and people watch. He and Margaret used to play that game together:
      

      
      ‘Oh, that one’s a banker, I’m sure of it.’

      
      ‘Do you think so? I think he looks as if he’s just out of prison.’

      
      ‘What is his wife wearing?’
      

      
      ‘Do you think she could possibly be his wife? She’s years younger than him.’

      
      And so on. There was no Margaret to help him with the guessing game tonight, but it would be interesting to observe his fellow
         guests. He had no thought of entering into conversation with any of them, not just yet. This place was far enough from home
         that nobody would recognize him. There would be no awkwardness of that sort: nobody would cut him or, worse, offer him sympathy.
      

      
      It was just the usual snares of chance acquaintanceship that he had to worry about. The trouble with friendships in a small
         hotel like this was that they were easy to strike up, but difficult to deal with if they became irksome. He had found, from
         long experience of staying in hotels or on board cruise ships, that it was best to keep one’s distance. He didn’t mean to
         be standoffish. He just wanted peace and quiet: he would exchange smiles and ‘good mornings’ with anyone and everyone, but
         he didn’t want to end up sharing a table with complete strangers. He had his own routine and he was going to allow himself
         the luxury of being quite selfish on this holiday, and sticking to it.
      

      
      He wondered what the dining room would be like. He had failed to inspect it before he came upstairs. He had a clear picture
         of it in his mind, however, no doubt as a result of reading the brochure before he made the booking. He pictured a large,
         airy room, with chandeliers overhead and lots of candles on linen-covered tables. The light would be sparkling off the myriad
         glasses on the tables: wine glasses with large bowls, champagne flutes, water glasses, crystal decanters dotted here and there.
         And it would be glinting, too, off the silver tableware, which he had imagined would all be engraved with the crest of the
         family that had once lived here, before the house became a hotel. It was certainly the sort of place, now that he thought
         about it, in which guests would wear either suits or evening clothes to dinner, and that meant he would have to change. What
         a lot of effort just to eat a few mouthfuls, however delicious the food might be, especially when he didn’t feel hungry: not
         at all.
      

      
      He lay between the clean sheets of his bed, sheets as smooth and flat and cool as marble. He did not even draw the curtains
         and, from where he lay, he could see a drift of stars across the black sky, like spring flowers emerging from the frozen ground
         of an unearthly garden. He lay between the clean sheets, not moving, scarcely breathing, and waited for sleep to take him.
         But it was not so much sleep as a million memories, fragmented and brilliant, that presented themselves to his watchful mind.
      

      
   
      
      II

      
      From his earliest childhood, Bobby had been haunted by a sense of guilt. Other children with such a psychological burden would
         have dreamed of becoming a super-hero, and then grown out of it: not Bobby. Instead, it made him feel he should devote his
         life to public service.
      

      
      He and his mother had lived in a cottage on the outskirts of a small village in Bedfordshire. He had dim memories of a larger
         house, but when he asked his mother about where that house was and when they had lived in it, she only answered, ‘This is
         where we live now, so you had better get used to it.’ The house he had once lived in stood like a shadow behind the cottage
         that was his home for all of his childhood and youth. Behind the cramped little sitting room where they sat, or where Bobby
         sat and his mother worked her way through piles of documents that never seemed to grow any smaller, was the shadow of a drawing
         room with a grand piano in one corner and long windows overlooking green lawns. Bobby remembered a nursery too, and the person
         who came to wake him up every day was not his mother but someone who called herself ‘Nanny’. But, over the years, this shadow
         of another house grew fainter, becoming just a dim, unanswered question in his mind.
      

      
      His mother worked as secretary to a local school, assisting the board of governors for what must have been a small salary,
         because life was a struggle. There was nobody else who could help them: both sets of Bobby’s grandparents had been killed
         in bombing raids during the war. The struggle was all the more noticeable because his mother, whatever she might say, had
         the standards and expectations of someone who had been used to a more luxurious style of living. She would often begin to
         make some unfavourable comparison, then almost bite off her tongue when she saw how avidly Bobby was listening for clues about
         his earliest life. She never enlightened him.
      

      
      Of course Bobby wondered a great deal about who his father was, or had been, and where he was now. He couldn’t remember the
         precise moment in his life when he began to worry about this. As a young child he had accepted the fact. There had been a time when he owned a father, and then
         there was a time when he no longer had one. He did have a dim memory of the man, but because his mother never spoke about
         his father, there was nothing on which to nourish this memory and it faded. Whenever he asked his mother about his father,
         she was dismissive.
      

      
      ‘He left us to take our chances a long time ago. I shouldn’t worry your head about him, my little man. He’s forgotten all
         about us, that I can tell you.’
      

      
      But Bobby noticed that when his mother spoke like that, it didn’t quite ring true. He didn’t believe his mother had forgotten
         all about his father. She sounded like someone who had been wounded, but doesn’t like to talk about it. There was a secret
         behind these words, and a sense of bitterness that she could not quite conceal.
      

      
      It wasn’t until Bobby was in his teens that he began to notice that his mother’s bitterness about the past was at the root
         of the way he felt about himself. She had never been satisfied with him. He was not an especially bright child: his grades
         were mostly Cs and Bs, never As, and his mother was unimpressed. Praise was rare.
      

      
      ‘It simply isn’t good enough, Robert,’ she would tell him when he showed her the results from whichever exam he had just sat.
         ‘You’re not trying.’
      

      
      His mother was a frail-looking woman, with hair that had always seemed grey to Bobby, although there must have been a time
         when it was a different colour. Her apparent fragility did not prevent her from voicing her unrelenting determination for
         Bobby to succeed, however. And he did try; he was trying very hard to succeed. It was simply that he was one of those children
         who are not especially gifted, either intellectually or physically: a very average boy, in fact. His mother attended all the
         parent–teacher open days, and even came to watch him on the rare occasions when he played rugby for his school – although
         there were few such occasions to trouble her. The teachers were afraid of her, and after her visits Bobby always felt that
         his teachers were picking on him, giving him a hard time because of the hard time his mother had given them.
      

      
      The question arose as to what Bobby should do with his life. He thought he might become a teacher himself. He might have done
         well in this profession. By his late teens he had grown into a sturdy, even stout, person of medium height with fair hair and white eyebrows. He had a round, pink face and round, blue eyes. He looked like someone you could trust, someone dependable.
         He would look people in the eye when he talked to them and avoided complicated conversations. Consciously or not, he was developing
         a persona. When people met him he wanted them to think: ‘He might not have been at the front of the queue when they handed out brains,
         but he seems a straightforward young man.’ And that is what people did begin to think about Bobby, then and later. He recognized
         his ability to project himself as friendly, uncomplicated, trustworthy.
      

      
      His mother decided he should read Law at university. Bobby still wanted to go to teaching college. He knew he would be good
         at teaching. He understood exactly how the boys at the back of the classroom felt, struggling to keep up, because he had been
         one of those boys himself. But his mother told him, ‘Your father was a solicitor. Not a very good one. I would like you to
         be a barrister.’
      

      
      That was one of the few times his mother mentioned his father. Bobby believed that his father and mother had separated from
         each other a very long time ago, but he wasn’t quite sure how or why they had ‘separated’, except in the sense that they were
         apart and not together. Not once had Bobby heard from his father: not a birthday card, not a postal order, not a letter, nor
         a telephone call. The man might as well not have existed. Perhaps he didn’t any more. Bobby was the only absolute evidence
         that there must once have been a father, for he certainly didn’t resemble his mother.
      

      
      There wasn’t a single picture of Bobby’s father in the house, not even a wedding photo. When Bobby once found the courage
         to ask why this was so, his mother told him that when his father had separated himself from her, she had thrown out all of
         his things. She had purged him as thoroughly as Stalin might one of his rivals. Bobby’s father was a non-person. His existence
         was inferred, rather than a matter of physical proof, just as the existence of a dark star is inferred only by the gravitational
         disturbance it causes.
      

      
      The year Bobby was due to go up to university, his mother died. It was not expected, but her health had been poor for so long
         that it was not a huge surprise either. She had been complaining for a while of headaches and blurred vision, but she was
         one of those obstinate people who will not go to the doctor’s surgery as long as they can still walk or speak. It might not have made any difference if she had gone. She died of a burst blood vessel in her
         brain. The doctor described her death as being due to ‘natural causes’. It was a congenital weakness, he said, and the blood
         vessel might have burst at any time over the last twenty years.
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