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         ‘Tearne brings her skills as a painter to her writing’


         Sunday Telegraph


         

             


         


         ‘Roma Tearne is one of those writers who manage to interweave the political and personal to tremendous effect’
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         ‘Tearne captures the desperation, fear and hope of love during wartime’
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         ‘Prose so lush it appeals to every sense … Roma Tearne is an exquisite writer and captivating storyteller’ Aminatta Forna, author of The Memory of Love
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            1.


         


         Finally, after twenty-seven years, the ice is melting. But, in this devastated city with its once-commercial wharves and gleaming Shards, its empty cathedrals and ivory minarets, no one notices. Life amongst the ruins goes on in the same hopeless way and the pulse of existence seems lost. The half-buried homes, the outlines of trains standing motionless on frozen railway tracks, the useless street lamps and the iced-up car parks all remain abandoned. I am used to this; to the silence of ice, its cruel beauty, its gothic, petrified grandeur, and so, for a few weeks, I, too, notice nothing. And then, unexpectedly, a faint shimmer of water forms across the horizon and I realise: the blue ice is melting.


         Every day when I stand on high ground and look towards the Tower, to where the river used to be, I see it melt a little more. This blue ice lies deep beneath the frozen world. When the earth starts to warm up, the blue ice shifts and the white ice on top cracks, bends and splinters with a ferocious pyrotechnic energy. Watching, I can’t help but be astonished. The cracks are thin and appear as delicate geometric folds drawn on transparent paper. Underneath it is possible to see glints of greyish water moving with deceptive calm. But this situation is becoming increasingly lethal, for the water is actually fast-moving and deep. At first there doesn’t seem anything dangerous but then one of the guards walking across the river gets trapped between two of the ice plates and when his companion tries to save him another chunk of ice breaks off and they both vanish under it. There is a brief thrashing of arms in the undertow and then the crunching and grinding of the huge sheets of ice. The river is alive and seems to be digesting the men. I watch all of it standing by the bridge. Even if I wanted to I am too far away to help them. Soon after, other men who used to skate across the river, frightened away no doubt by what has happened, disappear. News travels surprisingly fast in this static, empty city.


         So, yes, the river is slowly returning to its former state. Daily I see its curve widen like shot silk across the horizon. There are no trees in this part of the city. Only cranes and unfinished skyscrapers rise alongside empty office blocks. The world, mute for so many years, is now filled with sounds of fracturing ice, brittle and unpredictable. It is impossible to tell where the next fault line will appear.


         On one of my morning walks I go as far as the Tower itself. This ancient prison both fascinates and horrifies me.


         ‘Where are your prisoners now?’ I shout.


         My voice is whipped away by the wind. There isn’t anyone to hear me. There are no ravens any more either, but a blackened, ragged cloth still hangs at half-mast. I move closer, hesitating, staring at the broken bridge, once such a symbol of greatness in this place. Then I notice that even in the moat the ice has broken. Water! Grey, dirty; but still, water.


         Walking across this white desert isn’t easy any more. The sky has lightened but the wind remains bitter. In spite of it though, today, I walk for three hours. I am a swathed figure dark against the whiteness of the city. Occasionally my long, still-black hair escapes and flies with the wind. I am the raven in this birdless world. Ahead of me I notice other figures huddling together. One holds up a large black cross. From this I gather a funeral is taking place beside the river. Soon someone will dig a hole, or if not dig then find a gap between two ice cracks and the body will be pushed in. Death and water go well together, I suppose. There is nothing remarkable in such an event. I skirt around the gathering and turn away from the river.


         I decide to visit the wrought-iron ruin, once a huge exhibition hall, now crystal-white and encrusted with icicles that sparkle like chandeliers in the uncertain light. Afterwards I walk for so long and in such an erratic manner that eventually I come to a series of old railway arches. I have been here before on a different occasion. Usually there are huge stalactites hanging down from its arches but today they appear shorter and the ground is wet and slippery. A single icicle breaks off with a brittle snap, narrowly missing me. As I walk past I notice a small white sign on a wall.


         The Cut, I read.


         And then in red letters, S.E.


         

             


         


         On the way back I fall over because the thawing ground has become glassy and dangerous. I fall into a ditch. When I stand up I am soaking wet. Water! Again. Lately I have seen marks appearing all over the once-smooth ground. When I first noticed this I was puzzled but after a while I realised these marks are the tread from tyres of old, obsolete grit lorries. Preserved like fossils. There are no moving cars, of course, just rusting body parts embedded in the ice, emerging daily into view in a fragmentary way.


         Yes, the thaw has finally come.


         I am almost home when I see something so horrific that I feel a jolt like electricity passing through my body. Trembling, I am compelled to move closer; to look. And what I see is a man, fully clothed, slumped in his car. Preserved in ice, complete with tie and suit, his face embalmed by refrigeration. Perfect features, perfect skin, perfect hair. Dead. Above him, a sign showing faintly through the dissolving veil of ice.


         Car Wash, I read.


         I hurry back, hardly noticing the flat roofs of the buildings that are appearing, hardly caring that once, long ago, this was a street full of shops, cafés, homes. In the descending pinkstreaked twilight I pass a man trying to roast rats over damp wood. I wonder how long it will be before he finds the body in the car.


         I reach my house. It is the very same house where I was born and spent most of my childhood. Where Aslam, my brother, too, was born. There isn’t much that resembles our old home. I burned most of the furniture before discovering other methods of keeping warm. In the kitchen I stand for a moment staring out of the window. The high banks of frozen whiteness in the back garden have been creaking and expanding for weeks as though they were a large wooden ship. The thaw is speeding up; I am aware of a change from this morning, even. The top of the old shed has become visible and suddenly, out of some long-forgotten place, comes the memory of those things that I thought were buried for ever.


         A lawn mower for a lawn that no longer exists.


         An old prayer mat for all those unanswered prayers.


         Computer parts belonging to my brother, Aslam.


         A tool kit my father used for boarding up a window.


         The pram in which our mother pushed each of us.


         A cool box.


         At the thought of the cool box I begin to laugh but my laugh changes almost instantly. What comes out of my mouth now cannot be called laughter. Staring at the darkening garden with its buried, abandoned things, I remember the love song you once sang to me when I asked too many questions.


         Why tell them all the old things … buried under the snow


         I continue to stare blankly out of the window, hearing your voice, tenderness never far from the surface. And then I hear the thud of ice falling somewhere out of sight. I jump. And I realise there are other sounds rising and falling above these cracks and explosions. Sounds so small yet unmistakable. Small drops of water are beginning to fall from the eaves.


         There is no doubt about this thaw, I think again.


         Something on the shelf of my heart shifts as, through the high banks of frozen whiteness looming out of the night, I see the beloved faces coming towards me like revellers after a drunken party. Yes, you are here, demanding to be acknowledged. So that, going out into what passes for the back garden, I notice the Milky Way has flung its stars far and wide like jewels across the sky. And as the rain begins its insistent tattoo across the windowpane I see I can no longer ignore the past.


      


   









   

      

         


            2.


         


         When it began it was still winter in the white city. After the park disappeared and the lake froze the whole place seemed to lose its way. Everywhere you looked you saw leafless trees, their white arms petrified and still in the blurred air. The winter sun was cold and very low. Small starving birds came without sound to the feeding ground in our ghost-garden, which in time began turning into a graveyard. Ice had begun to form and unfurl its white foliage in gutters and hedges. Winter had begun in October and it was now July. As yet there was no sign of summer. Occasionally the snow would turn to sleet but then return again. The weather forecasters promised a warming but no one believed the weathermen any longer. Each day the blizzards got worse and each day the grey clouds were oppressively static and low. The temperature continued to drop sharply. One degree below freezing, five degrees, then minus ten. I had decided to pay Calypso and Hektor an overdue visit.


         I had been in a state of confusion. A year earlier I had met a man who, even in my limited experience, seemed a little crazy. He both mesmerised and infuriated me. Yes, Raphael, I am talking about you! You were the person I was in danger of getting too involved with. Because I was training to be an artist, I’d started to draw you – but now I was fed up, on the verge of chucking it all in, moving to another country, and beginning again. Such was my uncertainty I thought I might confide in Calypso. But of course, because of what followed, that confession never happened.


         On the day I speak of, Calypso had been walking back from the outdoor market, carrying two plastic bags bulging with vegetables. She felt lucky, for vegetables were getting harder to come by. With the scarcity of bees – no government had stopped the use of pesticides in spite of all the protests – some plants had died out. But on that day Calypso had bought what she could. Her bags were about to split. She was thinking of something else and not taking much notice of her surroundings. She was also singing to herself, as was her habit. So she’d reached her front door before she saw what was going on.


         ‘Hey!’ she said in her honey-deep voice. ‘What d’you think you are doing?’


         The pavement was crowded with people: police, a motorbike on its side and a helmet on the ground. Her first thought was that someone had had an accident outside our house. Then she saw the front door. It was swinging on its hinges and you could see right through into the hallway: the stairs with the coats piled on the banisters, some trainers kicked over, odd socks drying on the radiator and a drum of oil that should have been in the cupboard but was still beside the stairs. You could see all the way into the kitchen too. The light inside was diffused, pearly, whitish. That was when she screamed.


         Someone pushed her roughly out of the way and one of her plastic bags ripped. A cabbage rolled onto the ground. Like a head. Her umbrella had turned itself inside out in the wind so she abandoned it and bent to pick up the cabbage instead. The snow blew into her face.


         ‘Don’t move, madam! Madam, don’t move!’


         Calypso took a step backwards.


         ‘Madam! I told you not to move!’


         She found herself staring directly into the eyes of a policeman, dilated, threatening. Crazy eyes. The policeman pushed hard up against her. He was breathing heavily, not actually looking at her; she was just a thing getting in his way. And that was when she saw Aslam. They were dragging him out of the house without his shoes. He was shivering violently and his feet were bare. Bare feet on a snow-covered London pavement? What? she thought.


         The air was crystalline and the wind bitter. Aslam was wearing the green parrot-print shirt that Calypso had ironed earlier that morning. It was torn in two places and was no longer tucked into his trousers but hung over his waist, as though he’d been in a struggle of some sort. Calypso had bought him the shirt only last week.


         They’d got Aslam with his hands up on the roof of the police car and they were searching him. He looked exactly like an actor in the television series Calypso liked to watch, or so she told me much later. She stared at him for a moment longer, stunned. Then she started shouting and waving her arms about. The snow was falling on her face and hair and she ignored it. Aslam was looking straight ahead and something seemed to be happening to Calypso’s voice, weakening it. The policeman’s armpit obscured her view. He was right up against her now, almost totally covering her eyes so she had to stand on tiptoe to see what was going on. He was a very big man; I mean, bulky, huge. Calypso could feel the heat from his body and hear the anger in his breathing. His uniform rubbed on her face and some metal object, a badge or a button, was digging into her cheek. She would remember this detail later when talking to me. At the time all she did was crane her neck in order to see a bit better. Aslam’s hands were now behind his back. They’d handcuffed him and were shoving him into the car. It all happened very fast but at the very last minute, just before they got his head inside the car, he turned and saw Calypso.


         And he smiled his beautiful smile.


         He was trying to look as though he didn’t care but she knew he was scared. She knew that look. Aslam started shouting but the police radios were crackling and Calypso couldn’t hear what he was saying. Then there was a screech of tyres and the car drove off with wisps of snow skittering away from the wheels and in the livid cast of the light she realised she was screaming.


         

             


         


         The policeman’s arm relaxed and he appeared to forget about Calypso but the crowd seemed to grow bigger. She turned, caught sight of her cabbage again, lying in the gutter covered now in a shroud of snow, and without thinking picked it up. Then she ran towards the house, taking no notice of anyone. There were two officers blocking the doorway. She wanted to get inside as quickly as possible, to get away from the people staring at her. All the nosy neighbours were out gawping. Anything for a bit of drama. There was Mrs Brown and Mrs Putford, the two major gossips in the road. There was the woman called Clare who never spoke and whose children were scared of Calypso. Aslam, who couldn’t care less about any of them, used to say they looked like washing powder. Meaning they were pure white. Aslam used to say that in life appearance was all and you were never going to get over physical and cultural differences completely. Aslam, who at that moment was speeding away in a police car to God knows where.


         By now even the Indian family was out on the pavement. Normally they pretty much kept themselves to themselves but who in their right mind was going to miss such a marvellous carry-on as this? Calypso wasn’t taking any notice of anyone.


         Let me in, she thought. What are you doing in my house? Why have you taken him away? What’s going on?


         The questions were only in her head. She didn’t actually say a word. She was too busy trying to push past those policemen.


         They let her in finally and then they closed the now broken door as far as they could. The electric lighting gave the place a saffron-yellow tinge. The snow had turned into sleet for the moment and was coming in fast. The bit of carpet nearest to the door was soaked in it. Outside, a policewoman was clearing the road and for a split second Calypso thought, oh yes, there’s probably been a bomb scare but what has it got to do with Aslam? She was wet and shaking.


         Slowly she began to take in what was happening. The house was in an absolute mess. The police had gone through to the lounge and the kitchen and on the way had behaved like wild buffaloes. Even the pictures on the walls had been smashed. Why? Calypso had no idea. Not then, not until much later. At the time she was only aware of rage: theirs, and hers. Later on she would understand that it wasn’t rage but fear that had made them behave in this way. Fear, all of us would soon learn, is what controls everything that happens. Calypso hadn’t had time to work any of this out yet, of course. All she was capable of was staring around in amazement. Eventually one of the officers told her why they had come into her house. They told her about the tip-off and how they had been watching the place for days, and they even went so far as to say they were sorry about the mess. Calypso just looked dazed, and in the end the policeman who’d been doing the talking tried asking questions in a less threatening way. Calypso was mute. In reality the policeman was only asking if she had someone who could be with her until her husband got back, but Calypso couldn’t answer.


         ‘Where have you taken him?’ she asked eventually, meaning Aslam.


         Because of course that was the only thing she wanted to know.


         ‘He’ll be at the police station, madam,’ the policeman said. Then his radio crackled and he turned away to speak into it. Suddenly there were more people crowding into the house through the broken door and one of them, Calypso saw, was a policewoman and the other one was me, Hera.


         The situation caught me head on. I, too, was soaking wet, in a hurry, and with troubles of my own. This was meant to be a quick visit so an earthquake wasn’t what I had been anticipating. The policeman stared at me in surprise. This was a reaction I was used to. Calypso used to say it was because of how I looked.


         ‘People don’t expect to see a beautiful girl comg into this kind of house,’ she would say, proudly. ‘We Muslims are meant to be ugly under our burkas.’


         Well, I didn’t wear a burka and Calypso was entitled to her view. I’m her daughter so of course she thought I was beautiful. In any case, whatever the truth of the matter, I was used to being stared at.


         So there I was coming in through that broken front door and the policewoman pounced on me and started questioning me. Who was I, what was my relationship to Aslam, where did I live, did I worship at the mosque, that sort of thing. Meanwhile, a police officer was taking the waste-paper baskets outside and, from the corner of my eye, I saw another policeman come down the stairs with a load of documents in his hands. It turned out there were passports, old diaries, instruction books for the heating system, naturalisation papers, our school and university certificates. You name it, they wanted it. Both men went straight out of the house without looking at us. It was just too much for Calypso: she started to collapse and Iris, walking in at that moment, caught her as she fell, and we moved her towards the settee. Iris was Calypso’s friend … well, sort of. Calypso didn’t really do friends!


         Everyone was talking at once. Calypso’s eyes were closed. She looked pale. I could see she was sweating in spite of the cold and, as there wasn’t anything else I could do, I went into the kitchen to boil a kettle of water to make some sweet tea. To tell you the truth, I was feeling pretty scared myself and couldn’t help wondering if really we should have been calling an ambulance. Still Iris seemed to know what she was doing so I just carried on making the tea.


         By the time I had found some fresh mint in the fridge and steeped it in boiling water, Calypso was conscious again and it was thundering. The snow had begun to settle and the sky was so dark that the neighbours had been driven away. Only the reporters sheltering on the other side of the road were still watching our house like a group of bedraggled vultures. Suddenly I heard Calypso’s voice. She was shouting, I mean really shouting, demanding a lawyer, demanding to know what had happened to Aslam. Okay, I thought, relieved; she’s back to normal.


         ‘No problem,’ the policeman was saying. ‘You get yourself a lawyer.’


         But they were clearly not going to answer questions about Aslam. National Security was what they kept repeating. Calypso was beginning to go berserk. I shook my head.


         What the hell should we do next? The police left soon after but the snow started up again, thickening as it fell. As they closed the door a blast of wind hit our faces sharply and I shivered. It had become suddenly much colder. For days everyone had been hoping against hope that the weather was easing up but clearly it was only getting worse. Shock does strange things and my skull felt like someone had cracked it open and the things inside were coming out in any old order. Meanwhile Calypso was beginning to sound like an old-fashioned piece of tape taken from a cassette recorder, the sort we used to undo with our little finger when we were children. High-pitched sounds were coming out of her mouth. I was talking to her but these sounds were her only reply. I tried to get her to drink the tea. Iris tried too but then she had to leave to pick up one of her kids so it was just me with Calypso now. Thankfully Uncle Lyle, our closest friend, appeared. He took in the wreckage, the broken sofa, Calypso huddled and shivering in a corner, and, Lyle being Lyle, immediately grasped the situation. He was very good like that. I don’t know who’d told him but he’d come as fast as he could, he said. He sat down and I brought him a cup of mint tea, too. Then he turned to Calypso and started talking in a low voice. He spoke calmly and fast. I remember some of the things he said and not others.


         Don’t worry.


         We have contacted Hektor.


         He’s on his way home.


         We have contacted a lawyer who specialises in this sort of thing, too.


         He is on the way to the police station to meet Aslam.


         You must change your clothes because you are soaking wet.


         Then we will go to the police station, too.


         This mix-up will be sorted out, I promise.


         Don’t worry. They have mistaken Aslam for someone else, that’s all.


         It’s this new security legislation that’s the problem.


         Now be strong and get ready.


         I was listening very carefully. The tone of Lyle’s voice bothered me. Once or twice he glanced in my direction in a warning sort of way and shook his head slightly. When he had finished speaking Calypso stood up. Then, with one swift movement, she threw her tea at the wall and turned and went upstairs without a word. I followed her.


         Upstairs was in an even bigger mess. The yellowish light made the ransacked room look strangely beautiful. I stared at it intensely, as if looking at a familiar painting that, in my absence, had changed beyond recognition. They’d pulled the beds apart, the mattresses were thrown against the wall and the sheets were trailing on the floor along with the pillows. It was the same in Aslam’s room, in all the bedrooms in fact. The cupboard on the landing had a hole in the door; there were books on the floor, papers everywhere. In the bathroom the light, perhaps because of the frosted-glass window, looked different again, softer, purer, contrasting with the violence done to it. The toilet seat had been partly ripped off, the toilet brush thrown into the bath, and the medicine cabinet knocked from the wall so it swung wide open. All the things inside – the pills for Hektor’s blood pressure, the plasters and the boxes of painkillers, the old bottles of cough medicine, the vitamin pills – had gone. Why would the police want them? Was someone ill at the police station? Calypso slammed the cupboard door hard and it crashed to the floor.


         ‘Leave it!’ I said sharply.


         I took her arm and steered her into the bedroom.


         ‘Here, wear this,’ I said. ‘Take your shoes off. And your socks; come on. Look at you, you’re soaking wet. We should have got you out of these things earlier.’


         Calypso was silent, her lips clamped together.


         ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Lyle is taking care of everything. Everything will be okay.’


         I could see her struggling with some thought.


         ‘Where’s Hektor?’ she asked, eventually.


         Hektor is both my father and Calypso’s husband. They, we have – how shall I put it? – a detached sort of relationship.


         ‘He’s on his way,’ I said, although I couldn’t be sure. ‘He’ll be here any minute now.’


         She licked her upper lip and swallowed. I wondered if she was going up into the stratosphere. Hektor’s temper is legendary but Calypso’s is another matter. This mess was going to send them both straight into a war all of their own. Prayer and anger are a bad mix. Calypso finished getting dressed.


         ‘You don’t think …’ she said, looking at me.


         ‘No!’ I said a little too quickly, a little too firmly. ‘No, I don’t. And neither should you. It’s some sort of stupid mixup. They will apologise, you’ll see.’


         ‘An apology won’t be enough. Those people outside, that woman … the Indian family and the shopkeeper across the road and …’


         ‘Those people next door don’t matter,’ I said contemptuously. ‘Who the hell are they? Nobodies.’


         ‘It is okay for you,’ Calypso said. ‘You don’t live here any more.’


         ‘Stop it, for fuck’s sake!’


         She let the swear word go without flinching. After today, I guessed, there wouldn’t be anything to make her flinch. I could see she was thinking something along these lines herself.


         ‘Are you ready now?’ I asked.


         She glared at me. At least, I thought uneasily, she is trying to control her temper.


         ‘I don’t want you to be upset,’ I said.


         She was looking at me as if I had insulted her. And then we heard the front door open again and we both froze. But it was only Lyle coming back in with Hektor. They were talking in a low voice. Were they praying? I guessed so.


      


   









   

      

         


            3.


         


         The day the first powdery sprinkling of snow began to fall – six months after I met you – had been the day I realised I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, Raphael. You, of course, had been interested only in the snow.


         ‘Why?’ I asked, laughing. ‘I hate snow!’


         In a way I understood that, for someone who had lived for most of his life on the driest part of the earth, snow might be exciting. You aren’t the sort of person to get emotional about anything but you’d been watching the overcast sky for days and none had fallen. There were no stars, either, and you’d started complaining about this too. You’ve guessed right: I knew you were prone to bad moods. You stayed in bed, sleeping and refusing to see me. And when I rang you, even if you felt like answering the phone, you refused to say my name. Charming, huh?


         Your cat and I were in the same category.


         ‘This animal,’ you grumbled, ‘is demanding, like you.’


         The cat would wake you each morning no matter how dull the light. For this reason, I knew you sometimes came close to hating the cat, as I’m sure you did me. Although for this very reason too, strangely, I knew you loved us both.


         Not that you would have used the word love! God forbid. That’s too strong a word for your vocabulary. The mere suggestion of such a sentiment would have appalled you. Yet one evening, when you were a little drunk, you told me that the cat and I reminded you of someone you had once known.


         ‘Who?’ I asked eagerly.


         You clammed up instantly and, disturbed, I sulked for a day.


         On the morning after that first fall of snow, I went over to yours as usual. And, surprise, you were in a good mood.


         ‘The Cretino jumped on me and woke me up,’ you said, affectionately pointing at the cat. ‘As usual.’


         The Cretino, recognising your tone of voice, if not its latest name, purred encouragingly.


         ‘Would you like a coffee?’ you asked. You were fully dressed. ‘Don’t you think the garden looks magnificent? Come, let me show you!’


         Naturally that first snow had transformed everything. I wasn’t that interested but, having propelled me towards the window, you stared at it, mesmerised. With only a vague awareness of my presence, you stood gazing out for so long that the window steamed up with your breath and blurred the view.


         The cat started yowling impatiently. You ignored it. I sipped my coffee. The garden had taken on a look of both lustre and desolation. A huge bird sailed past the window, its wings beating frantically as if it was having trouble staying airborne. The smaller black birds foraging for food scattered with frightened squawks but the peregrine, if it was a peregrine, vanished drunkenly out of sight. You remained lost in thought.


         ‘Very occasionally,’ you said, ‘we used to see birds of prey in the desert. They had the same markings as this one.’


         I wasn’t interested in birds.


         ‘My wife didn’t care for them,’ you said, startling me.


         I looked up. As you didn’t often mention your dead wife, when you did – perhaps because the subject was always shrouded in mystery – I became interested. Of course I was jealous. I looked sharply at you.


         ‘She felt they brought bad luck.’


         You sighed.


         ‘Your wife?’ I asked deliberately, hoping you’d say her name.


         No such luck, Raphael. You were too bloody-minded. You weren’t about to divulge anything.


         ‘My memory isn’t what it used to be, you know,’ you mumbled instead.


         Oh, that’s the game we’re playing today, is it? I thought, uneasily.


         ‘It’s many years since I left that place,’ you added. ‘I’ve tried to wash the dirt off but …’


         The cat scratched politely at the door and I let it out. The hot-water pipes were making a noise.


         A bit later on, looking a little shamefaced, you admitted you’d been out in your observatory.


         ‘But the place is freezing,’ I said.


         You shrugged. You’d turned on the heating, hadn’t you, and switched on the various motors? So what was the problem?


         ‘But it will take days to warm up with that heater of yours. Raphael, you’ll get ill again! I told you not to go out.’


         ‘I wore my gloves,’ you muttered, furiously. ‘And my coat and two scarves. What more d’you want?’


         I stared at you in dismay.


         ‘I told you to stay indoors.’


         ‘Told me? I do as I please, miss.’


         Let me remind you of the sequence of events. You, Raphael, had had a bad dose of flu, so bad in fact that I’d become alarmed. Calypso had once been very ill with pneumonia. It had been touch and go as to whether she went to hospital. We’d all been worried. So I knew about chests.


         ‘Once you weaken your lungs,’ I told you, ‘death follows.’


         ‘Good!’ you said. ‘What do I care?’


         Ignoring you, and remembering what had happened to Calypso, I’d insisted on taking you to the emergency clinic.


         ‘Just to be on the safe side.’


         Raphael, you hadn’t behaved too well at the time.


         ‘I’ve never been on the safe side,’ you’d bellowed.


         Can you believe it? Everyone in the waiting room had stared at us. You could be a nightmare when you wanted to.


         ‘My goodness,’ the doctor, also a woman, had remarked, ‘you’ve got a helluva voice for such a sick person!’


         The doctor and you had glared at each other and I’d tried not to laugh. Silly old fool! The doctor, assuming you were my difficult father, had taken my side, praising my patience. This naturally drove you crazy. The doctor told you off. Then she gave you some antibiotics (which you later threw away after taking only two) and told you to wrap up warmly. You grunted, avoiding my eye, but as a compromise took your scarf from your pocket and wound it around your neck with a sour look. Honestly, why did I bother? I was nineteen. You, Raphael, were old enough to be my father!


         On the bus going back we hadn’t spoken. You had sat hunched morosely in your seat, and I looked out of the window. I think you sensed I was upset but this made you even more stubborn, so that you sat with a defiant expression on your face even though you couldn’t stop coughing. Raphael, you didn’t care that you were being a shit. And when I paid you a visit the next day we’d had a row.


         ‘Why don’t you put the central heating on?’ I’d asked. ‘This stove of yours is pretty disgusting.’


         You ignored me.


         ‘I’ve got a spare fan heater, if you’d prefer?’ I’d said.


         You didn’t bother to answer.


         ‘It’s stupid to keep using a smelly stove. You’re living in the twenty-first century for heaven’s sake. In the middle of London.’


         Your only answer was to suck your cheeks in and turn your back on me.


         You looked as stubborn as your cat.


         ‘You’ll burn your house down one of these days.’


         You looked as if you wanted to hit me.


         ‘Leave me alone. Are you some sort of spy? Or a member of the secret police?’


         ‘Stop being such a nasty bugger,’ I shouted.


         ‘If you don’t like it then go away.’


         ‘I will if that’s what you want, old man, but I don’t think it is.’


         ‘You’ll be a case by the time you’re forty, you know. I’m already feeling sorry for your future husband, God protect him!’


         ‘Right,’ I said, grabbing my coat and my sketchbook. ‘That’s it! I’m bloody going. Stay in your stupid house feeling sorry for yourself. Just because your wife has died doesn’t mean you have to take it out on me. Millions of people have wives that die. But you …’ I’d paused for breath, ‘you just feel sorry for yourself. See if I care!’


         There, I’d said it. The words couldn’t be taken back. I swallowed.


         You fell silent. I glanced fearfully at you, biting my lip. You looked a bit crushed. We stood glaring at each other, not knowing what to do next.


         ‘Have some sage tea,’ you said finally.


         It had been our first row.


         Two weeks passed and then I brought some food: a braised quail with something called tamar hindi. You had no idea what this was or even where I’d got the quail. I had also brought bread, some onions and cardamom rice fried in a little oil and sprinkled with paprika. Seeing your look of surprise, I must have blushed. You knew I didn’t have much money, didn’t you, Raphael?


         ‘Ah,’ you said triumphantly. ‘You’ve pinched this from your mother’s house, haven’t you?’


         Well, it was true.


         ‘So you’re a thief too!’ you said but you wolfed the food down all right. And then you smiled at me and said a bit gruffly that you were sorry. For arguing so much, I suppose. This was a big step forward.


         Afterwards I washed up the mess in the sink, wiped the oilskin tablecloth, and made a pot of tea. I wasn’t planning on drawing you that day. The truth was you looked a bit weak and I was secretly still a little worried about you.


         ‘You need to eat nourishing food,’ I said. ‘Dried fish and chilli every day isn’t much good when you’ve been ill. You need something warming.’


         I’d had my back to you and so didn’t see the warning look on your face. The next moment you forgot all about your apology and started behaving badly again. Honestly, you were such a nightmare!


         ‘You can’t blame me,’ you shouted. ‘It’s my way of life. Why shouldn’t I live it?’


         ‘Have you been taking your antibiotics?’ I asked.


         ‘I’ve finished them,’ you bellowed.


         You were lying, of course.


         ‘So what’s this, then?’ I asked, showing you the packet in the bin.


         ‘Mind your own business.’


         But when I gave you a glass of water you swallowed a tablet, albeit reluctantly.


         ‘And keep away from your shed for a bit?’ I said.


         ‘I told you not to call it a shed …’


         ‘Why haven’t you put the heating on like I told you?’


         ‘Don’t push me,’ you muttered, scowling. ‘I may be old but I’ve still a little fight left.’


         It was like dealing with a small child. I sighed, pointedly. Why I was so drawn to you, Raphael, was a mystery.


         My painting of you was progressing nicely; the drawings I was making were good, and my tutor was full of praise. But, although good portraiture was all about understanding character, I knew very little about yours. Most of what you told me was rather fragmentary. I sensed that you’d had some sort of trauma over your wife’s death but, when I asked you if she’d died in an accident or through illness, you’d glared at me, looking so furious that I’d shivered and shut up. But then you suddenly volunteered the information that once your life had been filled with noise!


         ‘Noise?’ I asked, astonished by such an odd remark.


         You nodded. Yes.


         ‘What sorts of noise?’


         Motorbikes.


         Car horns.


         Voices.


         The wind rustling in the trees.


         The telephone ringing.


         And voices everywhere. Even, after some years, unbelievably, the sound of singing.


         The words brought a slow wetness around your eyes, I noticed, and I was consumed by tenderness.


         And after the snow came I sensed you were a little happier. You’d become a bit more talkative, too.


         ‘If the clouds clear there will be stars,’ you’d said.


         And then, your good mood restored, you went on to tell me about the stars. Your voice had had an unbearable lightness to it that made me feel excluded. Suddenly I felt sad. Was it a premonition of what was to come?
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