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For Andreas











Darkling I listen; and, for many a time


I have been half in love with easeful Death,


Call’d him soft names in many a mused rhyme,


To take into the air my quiet breath;


Now more than ever seems it rich to die,


To cease upon the midnight with no pain,


While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad


In such an ecstasy!


Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—


To thy high requiem become a sod.


John Keats


*


Lucky sod.


James Darke













PART ONE



Darke, Still










Chapter 1



In the year 0, by a remarkable coincidence, our Lord Jesus Christ was born. If that’s not sufficient to shuffle your coils, his mother proclaimed herself a virgin.


People still acknowledge the anniversary of these miracles, though in recent times this has gone from a modest tipping of the cap to the commercial jamboree: Christmas. This year, as ever, the festivities will be at my – previously our – house, and daughter Lucy and her family will come, and then stay. I undertake this stoically, as an obligation of the season: I’m better at charity than either faith or hope, because, weirdly, charity is recommended over these other virtues.




1) Faith! Believe in God, he’s a safe pair of hands: very good!


2) Hope! Even if you are Job or Abraham, and God is chortling and tormenting you, don’t despair: excellent!


3) Charity! There’s a lot of needy people out there, despite (1) and (2) above: sow your shekels: the best!





They were great psychologists, those old Jews; they reaped plenty in this world and presumably the next. Give a little, get a lot. I have thus resolved to make regular offerings to the good souls on every street corner, box-rattling for Macmillan Nurses or Cancer Research.


In my own home, though, I am blessedly safe from the canvassers, beggars and importuners spreading bubonically from house to house at Yuletide. It is nigh impossible to get my attention, while I am swathed in my domestic gloom. After Suzy’s searing, peaceful death, I returned from her funeral, and retired from the world as thoroughly as an urban hermit may manage: cut off my email, cancelled my phone, closed my curtains, revised my door so as to admit neither post nor invasive knocking. And so I stayed for some time, ordering deliveries of oysters and claret, estranged from self and family. How long? I hardly recall. Time disappears in a black hole. Months, many months. And when I eventually crept out, seeking reconnection with Lucy, I had cause to regret it, and did. And didn’t.


My doorbell is a single, muffled chime. When I am upstairs, I hardly hear it; and when I do, I don’t answer unless I am expecting someone, allow the bell to sound a couple of times, and then the ringer moves on. Nobody home.


But whoever it was kept pressing the bell, which rang and rang again, quietly but irritatingly. And when that ceased, there was a knocking, loud then louder, sustained, insistent. I stomped down the stairs in a strop and opened the door to two middle-aged men in shiny navy suits, with short hair and the erect bearing of zealots. Not sleek and smug enough to be Mormons, nor sufficiently desperate for Christian Scientists or Jehovah’s Witnesses. Soiled and baggy of eye, certainly, yet they carried themselves with an authority that didn’t seem to emanate from the divine.


The one slightly to the front, as if to assert seniority, had what is often (mis)described as a bullet head, more like a head for butting, was stocky and red-faced, veinous traces round his cheeks and the bridge of his nose. The other was younger and less shop-soiled, with hooded eyes and a sharp pointy nose, forbidding as a falcon with a migraine.


‘Do forgive me if this is unclear,’ I said firmly. ‘The reason I don’t answer my door is because I don’t wish to be bothered …’


‘Rather an unusual door, sir?’ Their front man interrupted me, inappropriately and rudely, looking at the door itself.


‘Surely you haven’t come to do a survey of the local doors?’ I was irritated and bemused, yet flattered that he should admire my modest contribution to the improvement of my neighbourhood.


‘I’ve never seen one without a knocker or a letterbox.’


‘Indeed. Neither have I.’


‘And the finish of the black is remarkably deep and resonant. It seems more like a fortification than an entrance.’ The accent was Edinburgh, educated and precise. He was still scanning the finish of my door, as if seeking imperfections, and returned to meet my eyes, apparently with the same goal in mind.


‘Now, see here …’ I began, but he held up his hand in a gesture that was not designed to placate, neither did it have a Bible in it. It had some sort of ID card, which he thrust forward.


‘I am sorry to interrupt you, sir, but we would value a few words.’


‘Go away!’ I said, without looking at the proffered identification. ‘I don’t care who you are, I’m not joining, or buying.’


If anything, they moved slightly forward, and I sensed a foot placing itself in the path of my door.


‘Just a few questions, sir. You are Dr James Darke, are you not?’


‘I am. I don’t know where you got my name, but I am not interested in anything you have to offer. Good day.’


As I had anticipated, the foot was there, and the door would not close.


‘If you don’t go away immediately,’ I said, ‘I will call the police!’


The fatigued plasticised identity card was again thrust into my face. DS something or other Scottish? I didn’t catch the first name. Angus no doubt. The second card was produced. DC something ending in -ic. First name? Slobodan, that would be likely. A Yugoslav – what are they now? I can’t keep track of Balkan comings and goings. I have no idea what these initials signify. DC? Dangerous Croat?


These agreeable linguistic speculations were soon cut short.


‘We are the police, sir. May we come in?’


‘I’m sorry, but you cannot. Please go away. I don’t want to contribute to your Benevolent Fund, or to help with a neighbourhood watch. Now if you would excuse me …’


McBullethead looked into a small black notebook that he had taken from his jacket pocket.


‘You are the husband, sir, of the late Suzanne Moulton, and the father—’


‘Yes, yes, I am. What’s it got to do with you?’


He was relentlessly, threateningly, polite.


‘If you’d be kind enough to invite us in, sir, and give us a few minutes, I can explain.’


‘Explain what?’


A tiny flicker of his nostrils indicated that his patience was wearing thin.


‘Just a few inquiries, it shouldn’t take long. But if you prefer, sir, we could make an appointment to talk at the local station, which is on Buckingham Palace Road.’


I had no idea what to make of this. Could it have something to do with Bronya, who came from one of Suzy’s cleaning agencies? Perhaps she was an illegal alien? Most Bulgarians are. Or might it be to do with the reams of paperwork that accompany a death? I hadn’t done any of that, left it to Lucy, who is notoriously slack about such matters. Probate, certificates, tax returns, whatever. Hardly police matters, surely, shouldn’t they be out water-boarding terrorists?


‘Tell me when I might visit your humble abode.’


‘Well, sir, it’s Christmas in a few days, things will be slowing down over the holidays. But you should hear from us within a few weeks.’


‘That will be fine,’ I said, beginning to close the door, now free of foot.


‘Thank you, sir, and do have a happy Christmas.’


I have no intention of going to their station, but the mere closing of the door, though it kept them out of sight, hardly banished them from my mind, obsessed as it has been and ever shall be with guilt, world without end, amen.


It gave me an uneasy couple of days, but by the time Lucy and the family arrived I’d almost managed to forget it, or, more properly, almost managed to convince myself to forget it. It lingered in my mind like an incipient migraine. But once the loved ones piled into the house, it was almost impossible to think of anything other than logistics: who slept where and when, what to eat, what to drink. Above all, what to do.


Lucy and Sam have apparently encouraged one or two of their friends to drop by during this period, which will wassail my soul. I do not object to their mouldy, fungal metropolitan acquaintances, I can make myself scarce. But I am already in a state about the wooing and hooing visitor whose presence will define the entire holiday period, which will be dominated by poor dear Suzy, here in spirit as the Ghost of Christmas Past.


Dickens: twice guilty. First, for this particular iniquitous spirit. And second, for all the rest of the Christmas spirits, this overblown charade that passes for religious celebration. Christmas was a muted affair until his Christmas books were published to universal acclaim. Joy be’d unconfine’d, hearts and purses opened, geese and trees were fattened and slaughtered in their millions, halls and persons were bedecked, all sang and celebrated and prayed and rejoiced. Overdid it, it’s what Victorians did best. Gorged, disgorged, laughed, wept. Pretended to be happy, and then returned to their miserable, crimped lives.


I don’t need the pretence, I’m used to misery and crimp, they suit me just fine.


* * *


Since my grandson Rudy’s birth, seven or eight years previous, we have celebrated Christmas in London. Lucy is no cook, and her Sam no host, while Suzy revelled in it all, never missed a trimming. Two years ago, she’d left it to the last minute and begged me to accompany her shopping in the West End, promising a good lunch at the end of the ordeal. In the kiddie section of John Lewis there was a foul-smelling clamorous scrum of mums and children, you had to barge your way to the counter, like entering the Tube at rush hour. Not that I do.


I’d made the mistake of dressing in an elegant graphite-grey finely ribbed corduroy suit, with a white cotton shirt and muted Armani tie in light violet. Within the first few minutes a weeping chocolatey toddler had wiped its hand on my trousers. I looked down and gave it a petite whack, quickly turning the other way innocently to peruse the ceiling while humming the ‘Ode to Joy’. Its poor, harassed mother was pulling the child, who might have been three, or five, whatever, by the arm, while it – who might have been a boy or a girl, who cares? – howled and remonstrated inconsolably.’


I left before I started to cry too, and promised to meet Suzy at the Wolseley. By the time she arrived, exhausted and be-packaged, I’d made a manly start on a bottle of Meursault. She looked shaken by the experience, good thing I’d saved a bit for her.


I have ordered this year’s provisions on time and online, being both unwilling and unable to withstand the noisome crush of my fellows in food halls and stalls. I first suggested a goose, but got a ‘Yuck’, so have researched turkeys. If we have to consume one of the noxious feathered beasts, please God it shall not taste like blotting paper soaked with gravy. Sam buys his frozen, from Tesco’s, and pronounces them top class. Lucy will eat a bit. I have no idea what Rudy eats other than pizza and ice-cream.


I soon located an organic, free-range small turkey producer. It is semantically unclear if the turkeys are small or the producer is, but I suspect they mean the farm itself, though ‘farm’ is the wrong word – their turkey-raising facility sounds more like a boutique hotel. Prospective buyers are put on a waiting list for a bird, and if you are offered one, you get full disclosure. After a few days I was offered Chanticleer IV, who will weigh in at around 11 pounds. His parents were Miranda and Chanticleer III. I was sent pictures of them all, with their dates of birth, and a price tag that makes my chequebook’s eyes water.


I agree to buy Chanticleer IV, though I inform his owners that I am already so attached to him that I am considering putting him up in the guest bedroom, and inviting him to Christmas dinner. They reply suggesting that I eat him. They will do the necessary disembowelling, and when he arrives he will be fit for the oven, and I for the poorhouse.


What to drink? I once allowed Sam to bring the wine, as I had nothing bad enough to offer. He proudly produced two bottles of New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc stinking of grapefruit, so acidic that I could feel the enamel being stripped from my teeth as I drank. At the table he lifted his glass to his nose, sniffed deeply, as if at a toddler’s nappy, gargled a bit as he took a first sip, a look of intense concentration upon his features.


‘Smooth,’ he intoned sagaciously. ‘Very smooth.’ It is his sole term of approbation when drinking wine: Pinot Gris is smooth, so is claret, so is port. Port? He knows just enough to propose a toast, but not when or how. Last year he sprang up, glass in hand, before I could stifle him. ‘Good health,’ he said, raising his glass. Suzy was having her chemotherapy and was neither allowed nor able to drink. She didn’t eat much either, though she’d cooked all of it.


I wish they’d come for Easter instead. I prefer pop-up Jesus to his new-born incarnation, with all that mewling and puking in the cradle, itinerant sheep herders, and beardy wise men. We could celebrate it with my excellent lapin au vin.


The only respite from the unremitting, claustrophobic nightmare lies in Rudy’s horse-riding lessons, my Christmas gift to him since he was four. We take a proper black taxi to the stables in Bathurst Mews, near Hyde Park, a cobbled but excavated and newly basemented terrace of some sixty bijoux residences, purpose-built for horses, now inhabited by small businessmen (large ones wouldn’t fit), lawyers, bankers and trust-fund beneficiaries. The stables take up three of these petite homes, which I make out to be a value of £250,000 per stabled horse. As befits residents of such swanky premises, the horses are well behaved, impeccably docile, and suffer the pawings and pokings of small children philosophically. The only miscreant is a grey who is wont to nibble the blooms growing in pots outside a number of the houses, to the consternation of the owners. A sign hangs over the stable office, in full admonitory view:




DO NOT LET ENIGMA EAT THE FLOWERS!





I have adopted this sentiment as my philosophy of life. Enigma is a perfect name for a horse, a being at once so dignified and so subservient. Rudy loves him, and the clapped-out nag has a presence that moves me. No fawning, as a dog might.


From the first ride it has been Enigma or nothing, not because Rudy is aware of the vast philosophical implications of the name but because he thinks it ‘so cool’ that a horse eats flowers. I point out that since they eat hay, carrots and oats there is no reason not to munch the odd daff. He sees the point of this, but still thinks it’s ‘silly’, which is his favourite critical term. Enigma is silly. So am I.


For the week(s) before Christmases past, Lucy and Suzy would be on the phone daily, making ‘arrangements’ so extensive that they might have been travel agents constructing itineraries for Ulaanbaatar. They would spend hour after hour yakking away, covering the entire range of viands and victuals, as if scripted by that rancid sweetmeat Dickens himself. This year, in dear Suzy’s absence, it has fallen on poor me to field these enquiries.


An unexpected and thoroughly disagreeable conundrum occurred only last week. When you’re only four at table, you’re hardly in need of placement, are you? Of course, I almost forgot. Five, not five actually sitting at the table, still five. Baby Amelie is coming for her first Christmas. Start them young like Baby Jesus. She’s only a couple of months old. Sam could tell you how many days too. Amelie Parkin. The name hardly trips off the tongue, unless you add -lot at the end.


I was admonished to keep away at the time of the birth, but grudgingly allowed to visit three weeks later, when I took refuge in the junior suite in my Oxford hotel, though Lucy said there was ‘plenty of room’ for me in their Abingdon semi. She was relieved when I declined, still sore and exhausted by the birth of the new arrival, and by the demands of breastfeeding. I had no desire to watch my daughter lug her dugs out to pacify the greedy newcomer. Lucy will not remove herself to a private space for these intimacies. It’s natural! So are murder and incest.


I spent two days failing to find any attractions in the new arrival, made no attempt to hold, to cuddle, to make goo-goo: ‘to bond’, as Sam calls it. Peered into the crib, bent over stiffly, looked the sprog in the eye, ready to lift up quickly to avoid imminent projectiles. Mostly it slept, guzzled, and slept again. Now and again it made a noise, or a smell, often together. Lucy had some doubts whether Amelie was ready for her first trip to Gampy’s, worried about pollution in ‘the Smoke’, as I cannot get her to stop calling it, as if she were from bloody Sheffield.


I’ve made a space for the baby’s crib in Suzy’s old bedroom, where her parents will be sleeping – not that they get much of that – and Rudy can hunker down on the divan in my study. Everything is in order. I have a list. I cross things off. Simple, right?


Wrong. I should have foreseen it. I had given Suzy’s clothes, shoes and paraphernalia to charity shops, changed two of the pictures on the walls, put a muted Kashmiri carpet on the floorboards. But Suzy lurked, the room was inhabited by her, the emanations of her long presence penetrated the air, which seemed to breathe her breath, and to shorten mine. I sat with her for the long months of her final illness, listened to her cries for release, mopped and cleaned, and vomited with her. And then both of us had had enough, and one night I gave her a soothing drink to carry her away.


Since the debacle when the pregnant Lucy came to look despondently through her mother’s closets, she hadn’t entered the room, and was anxious at the prospect. I offered to vacate my own bedroom, but she wouldn’t hear of it.


‘I have to come to terms with this some day, Dad,’ she said, a little less than firmly, ‘your room is yours. Mum is gone, so I should be happy to be in her room, and feel a little bit closer to her. But my mind fills with images, and I get frightened.’ I listened sympathetically, but couldn’t suppress the thought fills with images! She didn’t know the half of it, was hardly there during that slow descent into helplessness and death, for Suzy kept her at a distance to the very end. Lest her mind fill with images. As mine did, and will continue to do, ineradicably.


Her mother’s deathbed. The transformation of the room itself was complete, but the prospect of sleeping in it was, Lucy confided tearfully, as daunting as spending a night in a cemetery. Without consulting her, I toddled off to the local furniture shop and purchased a new double bed with a brass bedstead, made for a few rupees by impoverished Indians, who will no doubt be grateful for my patronage. At least Suzy hadn’t died in this one. Nobody had, as far as I know, though Indians die so quickly and copiously that they hardly know where to do it. One of them might have snuck into this very bed, to have a quick perish. Or a shag. They do a lot of both.


And then Rudy rang to announce that he wants an extra chair at the Christmas dinner table for Granny, with a plate and cutlery and glasses and everything!


‘Can we, Gampy, please?’ he pleaded, sensing some lack of enthusiasm on my part. ‘Then she’ll be with us!’


‘No, darling, we can’t do that. She is not with us any more, except in our hearts, she always will be there. But if we have an empty seat at table it will only make us even sadder.’


‘But Gampy, she wants to come too! She could sit next to me!’


‘I’m sorry, darling, but the answer is no.’ My voice – I could hear it – had sharpened. I was about to continue and to apologise, to explain further, when Lucy took the phone.


‘Honestly, Dad …’ she began.


‘Yes,’ I said, more sharply than before. ‘Yes. Honestly. Very.’


There was a silence, which I interpreted liberally as leave to hang up.


There remained the contentious issue of the Christmas tree. As ever, we must have one. I have grudgingly agreed to this exception to my general rule: nature must be kept in its place, and me in mine. I abhor potted plants, which should go back where they came from. And trees, I have observed, have been created to stay outside, that’s why they have roots.


Once a year I gave way and allowed one into the house at Yuletide. It was, at my insistence, tasteful. The predominant decorating colour was white, with sparkling tiny bulbs (I reluctantly allowed yellow or gold), shimmering metallic objets and mock snowflakes. Suzy spent hours during the week before Christmas, putting them up, then rearranging and reordering them to her satisfaction. Little Lucy loved helping with the task, and was biddable enough with regard to the predominant aesthetic.


Rudy is not. He has been exposed to too many heavily be-tinselled dying conifers, covered with alternating twinkling lights in green and red and yellow and orange, overburdened until the branches droop with hideous hanging Father Christmases, reindeer, baby Jesuses, angels, wise men and magi, shiny bulbs and candy canes – all the effluvia that a modern Christmas generates, and to his mind requires. In his Abingdon home there will be a tree that he is allowed to decorate on his own, and his predominant desire is that no green shows through, as if the decorations were the tree itself.


He and I have discussed this. My view is simple: you in your way, and me in mine. That is eminently reasonable – it’s my bloody house, isn’t it? – but does not appeal to him. Why shouldn’t Gampy have the benefits of his expertise? For the last few years Suzy acceded to Rudy’s aesthetic interventions with good grace. I remained largely silent, merely scowling and muttering under my breath; I once described his efforts to him as ‘rather vulgar’, which pleased him – he thought it meant colourful – and now he is campaigning to be allowed, once again this year, to vulgarise the tree. He has numerous plastic Tesco bags full of ornaments, and enough strings of lights to illuminate the Blackwall Tunnel. He will bring them, he says cheerfully, and he and I can have fun together.


He is not a well-brought-up child. Though he is bright, engaged and inquisitive, and knows a startling amount about a variety of subjects that his iPad has taught him, he has been indulged by his relentlessly modern parents. He lacks the one quality necessary to a well-regulated childhood: the ability to take NO for an answer. He states his case, he argues, he sulks, he argues some more, he gets his way. Though he has moments, many moments, in which you might mistake him for a sentient being, informed, articulate and thoughtful, he regresses too easily, and it would not surprise me, at such times, if he started to suck his thumb. Lucy pacifies him, and claims it makes for an easier life. Not for me, it doesn’t.


Aside from his constant use of the term ‘silly’, which I find especially irritating when applied to myself, his other recurrent working category concerns fairness. ‘It’s not fair’ means that he not only should get his way, but that it is in accord with the dictates of past experience, reasonableness and natural justice. And it is absolutely and comprehensively ‘not fair’ that our Christmas tree is not going to be decked with his usual flotsam and jetsam.


‘Granny loved it. Granny wants it to be like this every year!’


‘But darling,’ I near as damnit snarled, ‘Granny is gone now, and I like it the way I like it. You know, before you were born, Granny and I …’


‘I don’t care. It’s not fair!’


When I reluctantly came to consider the matter, it was sadly apparent that Rudy was right. It wasn’t fair. I gave in. On Christmas Eve Lucy and Rudy could commandeer the tree, set up shop in the drawing room with their Tesco bags, and get to work.


I went upstairs to my study to smoke, to drink, and to consult my Penguin copy of A Christmas Carol. I do not regret the sale of my first edition of it, or any of my other Dickens rarities, transformed by Sotheby’s into a trust fund for Rudy. I will be gone by the time he comes into the proceeds, thank God, for I would disapprove of almost any way in which he might spend the windfall. Travelling to Australia? Buying a sports car? Getting entangled with a grasping girl? Supporting dubious political causes?


What to spend it on? Bricks and mortar. A small, elegant flat in a good part of London. That and nothing else. Perhaps I ought to buy one such now, give it to an agent to rent out, and leave it to Rudy when he comes of age? Why should he make his own decisions when I can make them for him?


I half fill a whisky glass with Glenmorangie – no water, no ice – and open my book. I cannot bear to reread the whole soppy thing, I am in search only of the Ghost of Christmas Past. Foolish me. I’m sufficiently haunted by my own. By day and most poignantly by night, my dear Suzy occurs and recurs in incarnations both young and old, in health and in sickness, till death did us part. My attachment to my wife, and hers to me, is unrelenting, a constant reminder that it is no attachment at all, save that provided by the persistence of memory. And of love.


Yes, as Sam observed to me only last week, I have re-entered the world, gained weight, and seem to be scratching myself less. He puts this down to the passage of time, and to ‘recovery’ from the trauma of (he does not say so, but excessive) grief. I must allow time to pass. Get out more.


Sam and I have never, quite, fit, or perhaps he would say ‘bonded’. When Lucy first brought him home, in her final year at university (Sheffield, alas), he was deeply uneasy, and had stuffed his stocky frame into an ill-fitting suit, with his unnecessary tie at half-mast. Suzy carried the ball – the metaphor appeals, her beau was a rugby player – during the uneasy getting-to-know-you rituals, and though I am usually adept, not exactly at putting people at their ease, but at the social niceties of meeting strangers – a necessary skill for a schoolmaster – I couldn’t find any common ground with this social worker in the making. Both of us tried, for a short time, and then left it to the ladies to get on with things.


When they left, blessedly and at long last, Suzy and I had a long drink and a short chat. I knew better than to express disappointment at Lucy’s choice – she had form in choosing the wrong sort of chap – and let Suzy do it for me.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘best leave them to it. She’ll outgrow him.’


‘I hope so. I couldn’t find any common ground with him at all.’


Suzy snorted. ‘Too much, not too little!’


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


She offered that superior Dorset county laugh that she’d inherited from her parents.


‘It comes down to class. Most things do, and …’


‘I know, I know, not much in common there.’


‘Dear James, you are funny. Look at it closely – you’re both Northern boys from modest backgrounds, only you’ve gone all posh, and he’s so close to his roots that they stick out above ground.’


This was rather hurtful. I had made a sustained effort, once away at school and in Oxford, to knock my rough edges into shape, whereas Sam seemed only to have sharpened his.


‘I have no idea what you’re talking about …’ I began.


‘I know,’ she said, ‘shall we go out for lunch?’


Everyone has an opinion on what will be good for me. A recent suggestion from Dorothea Thornton, a long-time literary acquaintance of Suzy’s, formerly a regularly reviewed novelist, now in the process of being justly forgotten, is that I join her monthly poetry group. Of course I declined. Such meetings are for ladies with not enough to do, who read in the most desultory manner the fashionable works of the day, and then fail to discuss them while drinking and gossiping. Suzy was frequently asked to join such gatherings – until now I never have been – but always sent her regrets, sometimes acerbically. After she gave up writing fiction – though the phrase suggests something chosen, it would be more accurate to say fiction gave up writing her – she read novels omnivorously, and rarely discussed them with anyone. Certainly not with me, I had enough such discussions with my students, I was heartily sick of them. The discussions, I mean. Or do I mean the students? Or the books we discussed?


All of the above. It is impossible to be a schoolmaster over a long period of years without being pulverised by the experience, and spending one’s declining years, like a veteran home from the Somme. The prospect of doing some mandatory reading, to prepare for a seminar-like discussion over drinks with a huddle of strangers, is more than unattractive. I hate groups, and I have come to dislike poetry, which bores me.


This response, which I made firmly, did not deter Dorothea. She wrote again, reiterating the invitation, saying that both human company (what other sort is there?) and literature would do me ‘the world of good’. The curious thing, the utterly humiliating and unexpected thing about this unwonted and impertinent intrusion, is that I am actually considering joining her and her biblio-fellows, if only for an exploratory session.


Each of the members hosts the group in turn, provides drinks and nibbles, and chooses a poem, which they distribute via email a couple of days before. The others are asked to read the poem in advance, but enjoined not to ‘research them’, for in their first sessions one of the members showed up with notes so comprehensive as to throttle conversation. He almost ended up throttled himself.


At least reading a short poem only takes a short time. I would find it intolerable to read a novel at someone else’s suggestion. Anyway, I don’t read them any more. They do go on and on. Yack yack bloody yack. But I can make my way through a poem, as long as it is short (the rule is that it has to fit on a single page: A4 is allowed, six-point type is forbidden). There may be some obverse pleasure in this; I’m tired of my usual detestations, exhausted not by hating things, which I find animating, but by the fact and strain of being. Of being, without. Of being without my Suzy, whose words still echo in the canals of my ears and the arteries of my heart, with whose presence I am filled, and by whose absence I am haunted. Especially now, especially at Christmas, the family gathered like a herd lacking its leader, aimless, disjunct, organically lost …


Might the old Christmas slobberer have anything useful to say about being haunted and eviscerated by love? To be visited, nightly, by a ghost?




It wore a tunic of the purest white, and round its waist was bound a lustrous belt, the sheen of which was beautiful. It held a branch of fresh green holly in its hand; and, in singular contradiction of that wintry emblem, had its dress trimmed with summer flowers. But the strangest thing about it was, that from the crown of its head there sprung a bright clear jet of light, by which all this was visible …





I suppressed a BAH, and squashed a HUMBUG. Such a visitation is not unusual, I have similar experiences most nights, visited by a spirit both spectral and spectacularly, but unreliably, corporeal. By my Suzy, calling and recalling. I never get used to it, dread each instance as fervently as I fear there will never be another.




For as its belt sparkled and glittered now in one part and now in another, and what was light one instant, at another time was dark, so the figure itself fluctuated in its distinctness: being now a thing with one arm, now with one leg, now with twenty legs, now a pair of legs without a head, now a head without a body: of which dissolving parts, no outline would be visible in the dense gloom wherein they melted away. And in the very wonder of this, it would be itself again; distinct and clear as ever.





Distinct. And clear as ever.










Chapter 2



On Christmas Eve we met round the fire in the drawing room to settle the presents under the ‘tree’, while Rudy rummaged round the various parcels, shaking them to assess their contents. Lucy, Sam and I had a nightcap, finished it quickly and were released to go to bed. Rudy would be up early.


‘We’ll let you lie in, Dad,’ Lucy said. ‘There’s no need …’


‘Of course there is,’ I said. ‘Just wake me when you’re up, and I’ll come down and make coffee and toast.’ She and Sam cannot get used to my flat white; it’s too ‘posh’ for them. They brought a jar of their favourite instant brand. She has tutored me in how to make it. Apparently you need a teaspoon.


Though keen to get upstairs and on my own, I was more anxious once I found myself in my bedroom. I turned on the bedside light, tuned in the wireless, and was greeted with a noisome bit of seasonal cheer: Rudolf the brown-nosed reindeer. I turned him off. I’d refilled my glass and brought my drink upstairs, and settled down in the armchair, still shaken by rereading the Ghost of Christmas Past.


It’s the most awful twaddle. What’s that word they use? Schmaltzy. Pure chicken fat. Or turkey fat? Woo-woo goes the ghost, takes Scrooge by the hand and they fly through the air back to times of former happiness. I can just about manage that, conjure multitudes of pleasures with Suzy, moments in sun and rain, young and old, dressed and undressed. I can do that. No, what so distressed me was that harrowing image – he can be good, Dickens – of the ghost shimmering, assembling and reassembling its body:




Now a thing with one arm, now with one leg, now with twenty legs, now a pair of legs without a head, now a head without a body …





That’s what I experience in my night-times, my dear dead wife’s body complete and incomplete, her arms, her nose-eyes-ears-cheeks, her once-beautiful breasts as numerous as if in a painting by Dalí, memories of making love, coitus interrupted by images of her final decayed incarnation. Alive and dead, person and ghost, the boundaries and body parts shifting until I sit up in bed, dazed and shaking.


The dying images are the abiding ones: to reanimate our youthfulness I need to strain and can produce only bits; old photographs are inadequate prompts, they’re as dead as she is and I soon shall be. The images of Suzy in her final months have an insistence and tenacity that inhabit and define my life. Yes, even after all these months. Grief is not an illness. I’m not recovering. I won’t. Nor do I wish to, I think I don’t. How can you live with a ghost, when you are rightly frightened of them? How do you recover your former innocence about the human condition? The condition of being a human? How to return to your innocent regard for the human body, when it became a source of dismay, and disgust?


I get up to look out of the window, as if to trace the flight of the Ghost and his poor captive Scrooge. But the night sky is as blank and loveless as ever, just enough twinkling to remind you that there is no light. Below and to my right I can just make out next door’s garden, formerly the home of my nemesis Spikedog. Ah! The memory of happiness past. I would stand at the window and lob bits of meat spiked with chilli-bombs, which, once the recipe was perfected, caused him distress sufficient to regard me, on our occasional future meetings, with cowed respect. I so enjoyed that.


Spikedog and his equally repellent owner have moved out and on, and the new owners have some sort of blonde spaniel, I think it is, with droopy ears. I don’t like it either. Not as much as I like Enigma when Rudy, Natasha and I go for our slow-motion ambles in Hyde Park. I admire horses in principle, and from a distance. Get too attached and the next thing you know you’ll be dressing and talking like a damn fool, and harrying foxes.


Dean Swift understood this: horses were merely a means to transport him (if I may be allowed the metaphor) to his favoured topics, the corruption of human society and of the human body. My sixth-formers were bored by Gulliver’s numerous satirical references to social and political themes of Swift’s day; the major thing that caught their attention – naturally enough, or perhaps I mean unnaturally – was what some critic described as Swift’s ‘excremental vision’. They liked that, and connected it to Yeats’s ‘Crazy Jane and the Bishop’: ‘for love has pitched his mansion in the place of excrement’.


Not for Swift it hadn’t. He was in love with a woman he called Stella, ‘the most beautiful, graceful and agreeable young woman in London’. But when she appears in one of his poems, lightly disguised as Celia, there is no gainsaying the fact that his loved one was that most disablingly dreadful thing, a person. With human needs and functions. Thus Swift’s peeping Tom intrudes into Celia’s dressing room, only to recoil at the ultimate undermining truth:




Thus finishing his grand survey,


Disgusted Strephon stole away


Repeating in his amorous fits,


Oh! Celia, Celia, Celia shits!


But Vengeance, goddess never sleeping


Soon punished Strephon for his peeping; His foul imagination links


Each Dame he sees with all her stinks …





Once a poet fully realises this – they’re highly sensitive, poets, and have enhanced sensual powers – it overwhelms him, and there is no escaping what T. S. Eliot once called the stench. Like Swift he assigned it only to women.


Poor nosy Dean Swift and fastidious Mr Eliot to be so sniffy. Mr D. H. Lawrence, a fearless explorer of the human underworld, replied vigorously in Celia’s defence. He preferred such organic matters just as they are, and where they are. Thus the scene in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, in which the (Earthy! Natural!) gamekeeper Mellors is rummaging about in the naked Lady C’s nethers, and discovers a lot to write home about: Here tha shits and here tha pisses: an’ I lay my hand on ’em both, an’ I like thee for it.


All this yucky human stuff is why angels were invented. There are no lavatories in heaven, no human plumbing, no need to find a place of relief. Angels have as little body as is necessary to make them credible and imaginable, they’re hardly distinguishable from humanoid swans. Nothing gross about your angels, nothing human: neither piss nor shit, no sputum, saliva, vomit, sperm, vaginal oils and essences and discharges, bloody encrustation, pimples and weeping sores, scabs, pus, mucus, foreskin grunge, semen dribbles, snot ropes, anal remnants. They’re angels: sanitised, nature-free zones. Heavenly!


Such thoughts murder sleep. I tiptoed quietly to my study to check my (very occasional) emails. There was yet another inviting me to the monthly poetry group, urging it upon me as if a tonic. It was signed Dorothea xx. I do not know what this signifies. I would never stoop to such marks. Kisses, is that it? She sends kisses? Would I be right to detect a hint of wooing in this ardent invitation, this care for my welfare, this double xx intrusion?


The very thought of holding her elderly body in my arms, all that kissing and undressing and smelling and revealing what needs hiding and masking, those flabby breasts and saggy buttocks, my withdrawn, attenuated bits and varicosities, the images flash and make me reel.


Just because I feel better doesn’t mean I am better. I am worse. I am losing my objective correlative. If the first stage of grief eviscerates, during the latter stages – it never ends – the pain of immediate loss is replaced by the droning ache of being. Rage recedes, I no longer scream at God, just admonish him wearily as one would a child who has failed his crucial tests.


I cannot bear the passage of the hours, I am a tempus fugitive. I retreat to my bedroom, slink under the sheets, turn out the light, and fail to sleep. It is past midnight.


And so, as that neurasthenic dwarf Tiny Tim said, ‘A Happy Christmas to us all; God bless us, every one!’


At six my alarm rang, and I woke ungroggy, not having had enough sleep from which to recover. Combed my hair, did my ablutions, pulled on my silk dressing gown and my leather slippers. There was a sound of crying down the hallway. Rudy, over-tired, over-excited, protesting at having to brush his teeth. It’s Christmas, it’s not fair. Lucy will give in. I hope she and Sam have the decency to brush theirs, all I need is their morning breath souring the air. It’s sour enough already. I hurry out of my room, down the stairs to the kitchen. Put the kettle on, the seeded brown sourdough slices in the toaster, lay the table, put out the unsalted butter from Normandy, gooseberry jam and Seville orange marmalade, and a jug of gold-top milk.


Sam and Lucy appear a few minutes later, rubbing their eyes, hair all over the place, dressed in terry-towelling robes that have never seen better days. They are barefooted, unwashed, exhausted. I would feel sorry for them, but it’s their own bloody fault, all this gratuitous baby-producing. Suzy and I knew when to desist.


Rudy has gone straight to the drawing room, to check whether Father Christmas has drunk his glass of sherry and eaten his short-breads. He has. That’s why he’s fat as a house, Rudy says. He likes keeping to the old scripts.


Soon he is rummaging amidst the presents, calling out.


‘Mummy! Dad! Gampy! Come quick! It’s Christmas!’


Soon he is tearing through the parcels at a furious pace, never pausing to express interest, much less gratitude. Though my present to him – his Enigma rides – has been both thoughtful and expensive, Lucy nevertheless insisted that there be something under the tree from me as well. I suggested some well-wrapped horse manure. Apparently that wasn’t funny.


I acceded, it makes for an easier life, and Rudy loved his new Sheffield United kit, the ugliest assemblage of unnatural fabric and atrocious design to be found anywhere south of Sheffield. He throws off his jammies, puts on the shorts and shirt, and runs upstairs to admire himself in the mirror.


When he gets back he informs us that Amelie is crying, and Lucy rises wearily to go upstairs, returning a few moments later with a red-faced, screaming, wet and smelly bundle in her arms, which she hands over to Sam.


‘Will you change her, darling? Then I’ll feed her, poor thing, she’s starving.’


He looks reluctant, but rises obediently, and takes the baby back upstairs. I cannot assume that the feeding will take place there, or whether Lucy might choose the comfort of the drawing room, en famille. I repair to the kitchen post-haste, to get the turkey stuffed and ready, make myself another coffee, and kill time until I confirm that wherever the feeding is going to take place, I won’t be there.


Hours later, we are five at the table, having made space for Amelie’s crib, because she is fretful and Lucy wants to be able to sit down without having to go upstairs every five minutes. This seems an entirely disagreeable compromise, but of course I shut up.


We were each assigned jobs. I uncorked the wine, a few hours ahead of the meal, and left it to breathe to make sure it was smooth. Lucy put her fish out, and cooked the vegetables; Sam laid the table, though he hardly knows how to deploy the cutlery in its proper places, and Rudy insisted that he be allowed to bring the food from the kitchen to the table. He did this with the studied care of a butler, and no less solemnity, walking at measured pace, holding each dish in front of him with both hands, like a trainee waiter at Simpson’s on the Strand. Lucy has overfilled the bowl with cranberry sauce, but Rudy insists he won’t spill a drop, and doesn’t. He does equally well with the gravy, sprouts and potatoes, and protests mightily when he is not allowed to carry the turkey, surrounded by sausage, on its large platter.


It is agreed that I have cooked the bird perfectly, though only Sam is keen on eating it. Rudy has a slice of white meat, still yearning for pizza, and I fill my plate with the unappealing organic pap, just to show willing. Lucy is happy with her poached salmon. We help ourselves to vegetables, don humiliating paper hats, fill our glasses, and before Sam can even think of it, I rise to make the toast.


‘To our absent loved one. To Suzy.’


Sam and Lucy raise their glasses and clink them, Rudy solemnly lifts his glass of juice to his lips. We eat as quickly as possible, and manage to keep our mouths sufficiently full not to have to talk too much. There is too much to say, and it is unsayable. Though Rudy’s notion that we should set a place for Suzy has been thwarted, she is there nonetheless: the Ghost of Christmas Present. Lucy’s eyes are watered, Rudy unusually solemn, and whatever gets into my mouth finds difficulty making its way to my stomach.


I am father and grandfather and host, it’s my responsibility to keep things going before we descend into silence and tears. To demonstrate my seasonal benevolence, I manage what little table talk there is. Rudy witters on about Sheffield United, who apparently have four fixtures over the holiday period. He tells us about each. Lucy slumps wearily, having been up twice in the night with Amelie, about which she does not wish to talk. I turn to Sam.


‘Tell me what you’re up to?’ I ask, to his considerable surprise. What might I mean? As in, are you up to bleeding a radiator, or changing a tyre? His forehead crinkles.


‘You know, work, what are you working on?’


Now he looks more than puzzled, he looks bemused. I’ve never asked him that before. I can see on his features the imminent announcement that he needs a wee.


‘Well, you know …’


‘I don’t,’ I said, ‘that’s why I’m asking.’


‘Well, James, since you ask, it’s been a very exciting period. As you know, I do some clinical work, running groups and seeing occasional clients.’


Very occasional, I’d bet. What’s a ‘running group’ – some kind of exercise class?


I nodded and twitched an eyebrow.


‘You know, since we lost Suzy …’


There, he has said it, almost. The truth is on the table. Rudy looks uncomfortable, but I find myself grateful, though irritated. Died. That’s what she did, no seat at the table for Suzy, we are getting on with life as best we can. In her absence. They are, anyway.


‘… I have got more and more interested in the grieving process? In the last few months I’ve put together a group of the newly bereaved, who’ve lost a parent or a partner. I try to avoid couples who have lost a child, that’s a different gestalt entirely …’


‘Of course,’ I nodded. ‘Quite a different gestalt.’


Even Sam, relentlessly self-engrossed as he was, could hear a hint of mockery in my voice, but he soldiered on.


‘The group comes alive once they have processed the initial feelings …’


I raised an interrogative finger.


‘Processed? You mean, like cheeses in the supermarket?’


Sam looked not so much insulted – that would have been agreeable, and appropriate – as bemused.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said, casting a sidelong glance at Lucy, who wasn’t bemused at all, she’s used to me. ‘What’s Jesus got to do with it?’ His brow corrugated as he pondered. And what’s He doing at Tesco’s?


Lucy glared at me. She hates it when I try to be funny at the expense of others, especially of Sam. I look suitably chastened. I don’t say but that’s what others are for. Anyway, if he had any gumption he’d tell me to go to hell. That’s what gump is for.


Never mind ‘gestalt’, whatever that signifies, I particularly detest the term lost meaning dead. Something that is lost can be found, a sock or set of car keys. The dead are not lost, they are no more. Nor have they passed, or passed on. We know what’s implied: not gone, they’ve just moved house, to there, not here but on the other side, with God. Now they’re angels, basking in the celestial nothing.


That wouldn’t suit Suzy for a minute, much less for ever. She’d find it more congenial in that other place, more action there, more interesting people. After all, what would an angel find to talk about? She’d be as listless and irritable up there as I am down here, bereft and alone. The thought offers the odd consolation that we are nevertheless together. Suzy and Darke, still.


Suzy is dead. Suzy was my angel once, now her body lies in the ground. I sometimes imagine her, entombed and decaying, then struggle to banish the images. Sometimes I can’t. Rudy puts flowers on her grave. When I visit it I go behind the yew tree and cry. I think that’s what it’s there for, good thing nobody cut it down for vulgarising.


I’m sure Sam thinks he could help me, him and his group: Sammy and the Grievers. They could put on blackface, and sing uplifting spirituals like a gospel choir, and wave their hands in the air. Oh, Lawdy Lawdy, praise da Lawd! They’d feel better after that gestalt.


Encouraged, Sam carried on. Apparently – he lapses into jargon at the drop of a cliché – he works ‘phenomenologically’. He quickly explains that this means soliciting what his Grievers actually feel and working from there. Yahoo! What else would he do, work from what they don’t actually feel? He adds the further, and apparently crucial, fact that he regards himself as a member of his group, as well as its leader!


Lucy tried to elucidate.


‘That’s actually uncommon, Dad, and pretty revolutionary. Sam doesn’t just sit back and listen and interpret and ask questions – the group responds to him just like they do to each other.’


Sam nodded modestly and popped a sprout.


‘The key is to understand the demographics …’


I must have looked more puzzled, and produced one of those looks that Lucy calls ‘lemony’.


‘You know, the make-up of the group. I quantify it, and put it on a spreadsheet: age, marital status, nature of loss, gender, social class, ethnicity, religious orientation, you know, all of that? It helps remind me how different they all are, in spite of sharing grief.’


I restrained a strong impulse to twirl my hands in the air, singing ‘Nobody Know da Troubles I Seen’.


Best ask a question, more amusing that way.


‘I see,’ I said sagaciously. If I had a beard, I would have tugged it. ‘Tell me how you quantify religious orientation, that seems a bit problematic. Or do you just mean Catholic, C of E, Jew, Hindu, or None of the Above?’


He smirked at my ignorance.


‘Nothing as simple as that. What I am interested in is the strength and nature of their spiritual beliefs: whether they believe in God and the afterlife, rewards and punishments, you know? We’ve got all sorts. And I include myself in the Excel chart too, because I am also a member of the group. It’s very enabling, it allows us to work things through on an equal basis.’


‘I see. And you can … quantify this? However would that work?’


‘On a scale of one to ten,’ said Sam.


We fill our bowls with trifle on an equal basis, process and work it through, push our chairs back, groan and do stomach pats. Sam and Lucy are going for a walk in the park, to give Rudy some exercise, Amelie some fresh air, and themselves some respite from me. I closed the door as they left, waving goodbye like a dignified queen, and went upstairs to bed, to recover, to recover myself and my dear wife. I bury my head in the pillow and inhale her.


The enticing smell of her scent, with which I regularly season my pillows, brings her closer, for an illusory moment transports her to my side. Since discovering the dousing ritual, I spend more and happier times in bed, inhaling my lost one. I smell my fingers, the penetrating sweetness made acrid by the day’s residue, inhale with the satisfaction of an undergraduate after a hot date. As I was, as we were, during those early years in Oxford, Suzy teaching bedtime etiquette, me learning, not exactly fast, but steadily. The mornings after, alone in my college bed, I rolled my finger under my nostrils, coated my upper lip, snuffling like a sated piglet.


Lying down in the now quiet house, I close my eyes, drift into the haze, reach out to hold her hand, which is dry and emaciated in mine, until slowly it fills out, warms and rounds, and clasps mine back. She has accepted my role in her death, is grateful. My eyes fill as we turn, into each other’s arms. Soothed, I am soon asleep, but not for long. It’s not that easy to escape.


I soon stumbled downstairs to join the noisy returning throng, plumped myself into my chair, and closed my eyes. At five o’clock precisely – I checked my watch – the doorbell rang.


‘Why don’t you answer it, Dad?’ said Lucy with an uninterpretable look on her face. She glanced over at Sam, who was similarly unwilling to get up. Yet it must be some friends or other of theirs – I don’t have anyone to expect. Unless, of course, it is those policemen. But they said I could come to them next time, we will exchange visits, as new acquaintances do.


I rose slowly, the effect of too much rich food, two glasses of claret, my nap, and Her Majesty droning on the telly, shook myself and made my way to the door, opening it slowly and anxiously.


On the doorstep was Bronya. My former cleaner! And … somebody else. A man.


Before I could move away, she had clasped me in a hug.


‘Happy Christmas!’ she said. I had little choice but to agree, and to return the wish, if not the hug. She looked at me intently.


‘Is good. You gain weight!’


This required no response, and got none save a faint nod.


‘And this,’ she said, as they stepped into the hallway, ‘is Thomas.’ She pronounced it in the Eastern European way: Toe-mass. He had his arm round her waist, as if to indicate from the onset of our embarrassing meeting – what can Lucy have been thinking? – that Bronya was his, now. Not that she was ever mine, of course not, though there was an embarrassing scene in the kitchen, last time I saw her, when we were close to being closer. Thank God we weren’t. I assumed I would never see her again, which I then regretted, a little.


I shook Toe-mass’s hand, and wished him a happy Christmas.


‘Won’t you come in? Do let me take your coats.’ He didn’t have one, though it was cold. He was wearing a white T-shirt under a flimsy, crumpled black linen suit, with outlandish dark red suede shoes. Nor had he bothered to shave, nor even to comb his hair.


By now Lucy had joined us, a happy smirk on her face, gave both of her visitors the double kiss, and showed them into the drawing room, where Sam rose to greet them warmly and Rudy looked up for a moment from his Xbox, to say, ‘Hi, Bronya,’ though he did not seem to recognise Toe-Mass. Bronya went over to him and tousled his hair, but his eyes and fingers never left the screen.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘who’d like a drink? Can I offer a glass of champagne, or perhaps you’d prefer tea?’


‘But first,’ said Bronya firmly, ‘is presents.’ She took several wrapped parcels from her bag, looked at them carefully, and read the hanging tags. ‘Rudy! Is for you.’


He stopped his playing reluctantly, and wandered over, hand outstretched. It was a thin offering, too small to be a book. He unwrapped it greedily.


‘Oh, cool. It’s the best!’ He rushed to give Bronya a hug, and she redirected him to Toe-mass, who got one too.


‘Is from both of us. Toe-mass knows games.’


Lucy and Sam were given a single gift, which they unwrapped, to find a new cookery book.


‘Is recipes. stuffed cabbage, you like that.’


Lucy looked doubtful.


‘Isn’t it very hard to make?’


‘No worries, I help you.’


Bronya looked my way, but I was shirking in the corner, mortified not to be able to respond in kind, until Lucy gave a little cough, and a wink, as she rummaged under the tree.


I was given a book too, the latest biography of Charles Dickens. Of course Bronya didn’t know that he and I had fallen out. She’d be pleased to hear it, never having warmed to the old hypocrite.


‘How perfect, I will start it immediately. It had marvellous reviews. In The Times, I think …’


‘Yes,’ said Toe-mass, ‘and the Telegraph. The Dickens demographic.’


I took another look at him, puzzled. The tone was near-asdamnit urbane, not exactly clubland, more like a TASS foreign correspondent who’d taken Philby’s English seminar.


Lucy and Sam stood shoulder to shoulder to dispense our guests’ presents, that were, she announced, from all of us. For Bronya she’d found first editions of Suzy’s two novels, and for Toe-mass a modern edition of Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor. Both recipients announced themselves delighted.


Bronya was now looking round the room methodically, at each wall, across the ceiling, at the carpets and furniture, inventorising – had anything changed? – but also, I surmised, checking out the quality of the cleaning. Who’d taken her place? Was she looking after me properly? She walked to the wall, between the windows that overlook the street, and perused my Palmer etching. Examined the frame. Was it dusty?


There was something irritating, touching and mildly delusional about this. Bronya was a rotten cleaner: not only did she leave cobwebs round the corners of the architraves, she merely dabbed at the picture frames, and left them askew to provide evidence that she’d been there. Her replacement, bless her – I do not know her name – is much more efficient in both time and quality of work, and has as little desire to talk to me as I to her, a most satisfactory relationship. By the end of my brief period with Bronya, I was looking after her as much as she was me, and I resented this near equality.


I had three takers for champagne, none for tea, and Bronya for coffee. I suspect she was nostalgic for the Gaggia and our times round the kitchen table, and sure enough she followed me in, unbidden. Toe-mass had settled next to Rudy, and was watching him play his little game, making occasional observations acute enough to catch Rudy’s attention. He hit the pause button and looked up wonderingly.


‘It’s so cool, I got it for my birthday. It’s called Sonic Forces …’


‘I know,’ said Toe-mass, ‘I love it, but I’m not as good as you. Show me your avatar.’


In the kitchen, Bronya looked around, pulled out a chair and sat herself down familiarly.


‘Is looking good …’ she began, and then, after a pause and a shy smile, corrected herself. ‘It is looking good.’ She said this haltingly, with less assurance than her normal broken English, less flow. It made her seem a stranger, to me and to herself.


She blushed at my renewed attention.


‘Toe-mass is helping improve my English. He speaks …’ She paused. ‘Very well. He has been here longer than me.’


This halting delivery had something pedantic and studied about it, no doubt she was trying to impress upon me how far she had come. She was smartly dressed in an elegant black shift, with a wide red scarf tied round her waist and some sort of black-and-red fat Chinese beady necklace. But then again, I had only ever seen her in her cleaning clothes, and after all it was Christmas. Her haircut was more London, less Sofia. She looked slimmer, happier, and had something of the glow that goes, as I recall it, with being in love.


‘It’s good to see you, but rather a surprise. I didn’t know you and Lucy were friends?’


She nodded. ‘Yes. Never mind. You tell me about you … about yourself. Lucy says you are doing better … Is right?’


No. Was wrong.


‘Much better. Would you like hot milk with your coffee?’


She smiled.


‘Flat white, yes. I see you are better, but am worried about Lucy …’


I heated the milk and began to hand-froth it, as the Gaggia warmed up.


‘She’s all right, just a bit overwrought. You know, tired …’


She nodded, uncertainly.


‘Tell me about Toe-mass.’


She stood up and walked to the window, lest I see the expression on her face, and I presume the accompanying blushes. She looked out over the garden, up at the sky, composed herself.


‘Is old friend from school. We meet again in London, at party at our embassy. He working there now.’


When they first came into the house, I reflexively formed an idea of him as some sort of itinerant tradesman. He had the healthy indoor glow of a plumber or electrician; the waterworks and lights would go out all over London without our Eastern European imported labour. Much as we blather about the benefits of work, we English don’t actually do much of it. Though I weary of waitresses whose English is inadequate to direct you to the right cutlet or lavatory, the country would grind to a halt without them. As for the NHS? Ban the brown nurses and doctors and all the patients would expire.


‘He is sometimes interpreter,’ said Bronya, ‘translates many documents into best English, but profession is journalist. He very well known at home, and he write “Letter from London” for the newspaper in Sofia.’


The Bulgarian Alistair Cooke! God knows what he must make of us.


‘And how long have you been … seeing him?’ I was chagrined to find that this mattered to me, that it would have been insulting, or inappropriate, for her to have embarked upon her little liaison while still in my employ. And presumably under my thrall?


I began totting up the months, getting the calendar right, as if she were pregnant and I had to discover whether the baby might be mine. It was now December, she’d left in, was it May? Well, not left. I’d fired her. I’d felt myself getting close – no, a bit closer – to her, and I nipped her in the bud. After which there was only the brief meeting when she entered the house with her copied key, scared me half to death, and tried to talk some sense into me about Lucy, with whom she had formed an alliance. As we had tea in the kitchen while I calmed down, I experienced more in the way of feeling than made me comfortable. Nothing happened, of course, I’m not that daft, though she may well have been. It hardly bears thinking about, but now and again I do. And, it seems, Lucy and she have bonded over my sad and parlous state.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘maybe start of summer? It was surprise to see him again.’


I should have been happy for her; she had struggled, never complained, made something for and of herself. I’d had a role in this, through my admittedly callous treatment of her, as if she were a pigeon I had freed from the coop and released into the air. But they’re supposed to head back home, aren’t they? They’re pigeons, not bloody cuckoos. I don’t know which I resented more, that she had chosen Lucy, or Toe-mass, over me.


I left the kitchen, carrying a tray with our coffees and champagne for the others, to find Sam and Toe-mass sighing, laughing and comparing notes on how bad their national football teams were. England had crashed out of the World Cup. Bulgaria weren’t even in it. They looked guilty as we entered, desisted, sat still and upright, like bad boys. Rudy was slumped in his chair, thumbs busy and eyes fixed. Lucy had gone off for somatic interaction with Amelie.


Wrong time, wrong place and people, wrong demographic. Bad gestalt. Conversation started, spluttered and died. We drank our drinks, refilled them, praised the contents, drank them.


‘This is a very beautiful house …’ began Toe-mass.


‘Thank you.’


‘I wonder – maybe 1720?’


‘Perhaps a touch later, the terrace went up in bits and bobs, as they so often did when the money ran out, or the builders did …’


He nodded, looking round the room.


‘I started a piece a few years ago about Georgian terraces in England, but it was superficial, too much information. London, Bath, Cheltenham … I threw it away.’


‘Maybe you should have narrowed your topic? There’s some fine terraces in Docklands, from developments contemporary with this one. Deptford, Rotherhithe, places along there, where nobody goes unless they live there. They’d make for an interesting article.’


He didn’t seem very interested.


‘I’m sick of the beautiful and the picturesque. The problem with England is that it’s too comfortable, the political issues are trivial, and there are no social ones worth taking to the streets for …’


‘Thank God for that,’ I said. ‘You probably don’t know about the miner’s strike, but …’


‘I’ve read about it,’ said Toe-mass. ‘I admired Arthur Scargill very much.’


‘How marvellous,’ I said.


Bronya was looking from one of us to the other, first worried, then puzzled, and finally that little bit relieved. We were getting on, in our unyielding fashion.
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