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PART ONE

‘The mute swan is reported to mate for life. However, changing of mates does occur infrequently.”

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology




Chapter 1

I knew the moment Lindy opened the door that there’d been a change. Her eyes were several tones paler, the usual warm optimism drained right out of them.

‘What is it?’ I demanded. ‘Oh God, she hasn’t . . .?’

‘No, not that.’ Her hand was on my elbow, reassuring and ushering in one. ‘But something’s not right, Olivia. She seems to be feeling a lot more pain than usual. I’ve just called for the nurse.’

I barely glanced beyond the herringbone parquet of the hallway before turning left into the ground-floor room where my mother had been cared for these last months. I hardly thought now of the atmosphere that had reigned in the house when Alec was alive, when you’d come through the door and be tugged at once in this direction or that, drawn by a gale of laughter or some sudden whoosh of calamity. Now, in this home-cum-hospital, all voices, all gestures were designed to deter such excitability. Sometimes it felt as if the mood was controlled by a switch.

‘How was the drive?’ Lindy asked me. These days, she paid almost as much attention to my welfare as she did Maggie’s.

‘Fine, it’s always better coming west—’ I started, but was quickly distracted by signs of motion from the patient’s bed. ‘She’s awake?’

‘Olivia . . . here . . .’

Now I saw the change in her - or, rather, heard it - for Mum’s voice was not so much a whisper as a shatter, as if the original had been dropped on the floor and broken into a hundred pieces. As a small child I’d felt protected by that voice, by its depth and swell and all-powerful presence; as an older one I’d listened only for its insincerities.

Lindy withdrew, pulling the door shut behind her, and I slipped into the bedside armchair. ‘How are you feeling, Mum? You’re not in too much pain?’

Her right arm, the one not attached to the IV drip, was tucked under the bedclothes but I quickly found the shape of her hand through the linen and gave it the gentlest of squeezes.

‘I’m . . . alright . . .’ She didn’t see well now and as she spoke her eyes strained through heavy lids, the skin puffed and discoloured. Despite the deterioration, I seemed to have caught her in one of her urgent, lucid moments, which meant there would be no small talk required of me this evening, none of the commentary of routine events at home that always seemed to offer more comfort to me than it did her.

‘I wanted to say . . . there are things I feel uncomfortable about . . .’

‘OK.’ In spite of the circumstances, I couldn’t help smiling at that. ‘Uncomfortable’ was Mum’s word for guilty. She also favoured ‘misguided’, which had the added benefit of passing the buck to someone else (or, better still, to some other, higher power).

‘You and him . . . I shouldn’t . . .’

But each word was rasped so painfully that I couldn’t bear to let her continue.

‘Who? You mean Dean?’ At the thought of my brother my chest tightened and I wished that he was here beside me. For this was surely it, the scene we’d never really believed would come: the big apology. Maggie Lane was finally ready to tell her children she was sorry.

But the voice that spoke next was mine, ‘It’s all right, Mum, you don’t need to say it,’ and we both looked a little surprised at that. It was the kind of platitude that belonged in a movie, and God knew I hadn’t rehearsed it. After all, wasn’t this the plea for forgiveness I’d craved my whole adult life?

The truth was, she didn’t need to say it. Yes, she’d been a difficult parent; yes, she’d let us down, especially Dean, who’d begun as her favourite and had further to fall, but what did her crimes amount to, really? If I broke it down - and I didn’t mean in a court of law, but in my heart - then there was actually just one thing I knew I couldn’t forgive her for, one true betrayal.

And it was a betrayal that I couldn’t even be certain had happened in the first place.

Her hand moved under mine - it had all the strength of a trapped butterfly - and her mouth struggled open once more. ‘No, it’s important I tell you both . . .’

Again my voice easily smothered her broken efforts. ‘Mum, don’t worry, honestly, it doesn’t matter. And I’m sure Dean feels the same.’ That was an outright lie and I could see his incredulous face in my mind’s eye, his hissed protest in my ear: Why are you letting her off the hook? After all this time! Why, Olivia?


But I wasn’t letting her off the hook, not exactly, for there was still that one unanswered question. Suddenly it burned hot in my throat. If I didn’t expel it I would be suffocated by it. ‘There’s something I need to know,’ I said, in a low, urgent voice. ‘It’s about something that happened a long time ago.’

There was a pause in her breathing and a faint widening of those waterlogged eyes - she had no control of her tear ducts now. Under my hand the butterfly lay quite still. In the silence I became conscious of the sound of water splashing from the taps in the kitchen next door; Lindy filling the kettle. She’d soon be back to offer me coffee.

I leaned closer to Mum’s face. ‘Did you keep us apart? That’s all I want to know.’

She didn’t reply, but I read the guilt in her eyes.

‘Just say it, please. Yes or no?’

The tension between us could almost be smelled, until she at last made an attempt at movement - unmistakably a shake of the head. No. But she was not answering my question, I realised, she was simply feigning confusion.

‘I know you remember!’ I cried, the sound abrupt and violent in the calm of the room. ‘Did it happen like you said it did? Why can’t you just tell me, one way or the other? Don’t you think I deserve that?’

My cry had attracted Lindy and I turned to find her standing just inside the doorway, doing all she could to mask her alarm. Everything about her manner and appearance was gentle, from the slope of her nose to the curl in her auburn hair; I’d come long ago to rely on her as the pacifying antidote to Maggie, just as I’d previously relied on Alec and, in the beginning, Dad. But for once her presence did nothing to soothe me.

‘We were just talking,’ I said, breathlessly. ‘She was answering my question, weren’t you, Mum?’

But she had turned her face away, straining on the pillow to escape me, her throat making a noise like the whimper of an injured animal.

‘Maybe she’s a bit tired for conversation,’ Lindy said, kindly choosing not to point out that a seventy-year-old patient in the middle of a pain management crisis might not be best suited to drama of this sort. And if I weren’t so worked up still, I’d have been mortified to have created such a scene at anyone’s bedside.

‘Why don’t you just sit with her for a while, while she sleeps? She’d like that.’

Indeed, when I turned back, Mum did seem to be slipping into sleep. I couldn’t allow myself to suspect that that was feigned, as well. Now, with no chance to apologise, I felt like the worst kind of bully. And it wasn’t as if I didn’t know the rule - don’t say  something you might regret in case you don’t get the chance to take it back - one I had followed assiduously until now.

‘I ought to go,’ I said, rising. ‘You said you’ve got the nurse coming, I don’t want to be in the way.’

Lindy was dismayed. ‘Not yet, surely? You’ve only just got here. Stay and have a cup of tea, at least?’

‘Thank you, but I won’t.’

She watched me leave without further protest. And though she couldn’t possibly have known what had caused this unscheduled bedside flare-up, her eyes let it be known that I had her sympathies.

 



Often as I drove home alone from my mother’s I would see her face in the windscreen in front of me, crushed and cold, like a reproach, though a reproach for what I was never quite sure. For having left her house so soon (I was in the habit of keeping visits short where I could so as not to disrupt my family’s schedule too much)? Or for not having forgiven her her faults, when this was so obviously the proper thing to do, the right time to do it? Well, tonight I’d at least got halfway there. You don’t need to say it. Before I’d gone and ruined it with all that sourness.

But this evening it was a different Maggie Lane who appeared in front of me as I drove: it was the full-powered original, the ringmaster with the bright, all-seeing eyes. There were voices, too, beginning with my own, decades younger and painfully shrill: ‘I need to know, did you make it up? Did he really do it?’ And then my father’s, puzzled and anxious: ‘What’s she saying? What does she mean?’ Last came Maggie’s reply, full of false tenderness: ‘I think she must be hallucinating or something, poor love. We’d better talk to the doctor in the morning.’

I blinked the face away, my thoughts returning to the scene that had just passed. There were no two ways about it: I was in the wrong. A dying woman had been trying to make amends and I’d interrupted her, allowing old feelings of rivalry to rise at exactly the point where she couldn’t be expected to fight her  corner. Fight? She could scarcely speak! Well, I’d be the one to make amends tomorrow. I’d come back and I’d listen to whatever it was she wanted to tell me, however long it took. I’d let her be the judge of what needed to be said. As for my own question, the one that still had the power to keep my life in a suspended sentence, well, she hadn’t answered it the first time and I had to accept that she wasn’t going to answer it now.

On the passenger seat beside me, my phone was ringing. I pulled over at the next service station and checked the display: MISSED CALL: LINDY. Still with the engine running, I dialled.

‘Olivia, I’m so sorry, but is there any chance you could come back tonight? She’s woken up and is asking for you.’

‘I’m almost in London,’ I said, sighing.

‘It’s just that she’s quite distressed.’

Lindy never did this; she had to consider it exceptional. The problem was that my body was heavy as lead and I wasn’t sure I could find the strength to finish the journey in either direction. Home was closer. ‘I need to see the boys,’ I said, at last. ‘Why don’t I come back in the morning? And Lindy, I’m really sorry if I upset her earlier. I didn’t mean to, I just . . .’

‘Of course you didn’t,’ she said, hushing my distress. ‘There’s no knowing how she’s going to react at any given time, we all know that.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Tomorrow then,’ Lindy said. ‘Can I tell her you’ll be here in the morning?’

‘Yes. I’ll set off as soon as the boys have left for school.’

I told myself afterwards that there was no way I could have known that was the night Maggie would succumb to her last - and fatal - haemorrhage. It happened in her sleep, an eventuality Lindy described as ‘merciful’.

I told myself there was nothing to feel guilty about, that that was not what she would have wanted.

The problem was, with Mum, you never knew.




Chapter 2

The story begins when I am eleven - or at least that is when it changes. That is when Mum leaves us for the first time.

She goes out one Saturday night with a group of girlfriends, ‘raging’ - her own word and one I find a little frightening, as though the women will spend the evening bellowing at each other in anger. Whatever it is they do spend the evening doing, all have returned to their families by the end of it, all except Mum. She has not come back. On Sunday morning, Dad tells us there must be some innocent explanation: a missed lift home, an eleventh-hour saviour and a sofa for the night. He sets about making the Sunday roast as if expecting her back in time to help with the gravy. But by late afternoon the beef is uneaten and there is still no sign of her. Now he tells us he is calling the police.

The officer who comes to the house is bemused: there has been no row, no ‘incident’. Nor are there any local murderers on the loose to justify the setting of sniffer dogs on Mum’s trail, or the launch of a police helicopter like the one Dean and I have seen before from our bedroom windows. We are fascinated by the way the searchlight sweeps the neighbourhood’s streets and playing fields like a giant’s torch. As we watch we hold our breath, remembering the day’s crimes, rigid with the fear that we might be the ones its beam hunts.

The two of us listen at the banisters as the officer asks our father questions; he sounds mechanical, as if he’s reading from a list.

‘Dad hasn’t offered him a cup of tea,’ I whisper. It’s the kind of nicety Mum normally takes care of and I feel a prickle of shame on his behalf.

‘Cops prob’ly only drink whisky,’ Dean whispers back. ‘I bet he’s got his own hip flask.’

A sober voice carries towards us: ‘Would you say this is out of character for your wife, Mr Lane? Is she normally a steady kind of person?’

As Dad hesitates, Dean and I exchange glances. ‘Not exactly,’ comes the answer, finally, and we have to strain to catch the words that follow. ‘She can be a bit . . . excitable, I suppose you could say, but she’s never done anything like this before. That’s why I phoned.’ His voice cracks on the last word and although I sense Dean turning again to me, this time I just can’t bring myself to look back at him.

‘OK, well, let’s hold our horses for the time being. It hasn’t been forty-eight hours yet.’

By Monday morning - thirty-six hours - Mum has still not returned, which means that Dad has to iron our uniforms (they still look creased) and drive us to school (we are late). I’m young enough to get so absorbed in the day that I can forget a background crisis like a missing parent, remembering it again only when it’s Dad and not Mum who picks me up at home time, but Dean, sitting in the passenger seat in front of me, looks as if he has not spent his school hours so easily.

‘Is Mum back?’ he asks straight away.

Dad keeps his eyes on the road. ‘Yes, she is.’

It’s obvious even from here in the backseat that Dean wasn’t expecting him to say that, because when he speaks again his voice matches the opposite answer, all pained and brooding, as if he wasn’t able to switch in time. ‘Where was she then?’

‘She was taken ill,’ Dad says. ‘She couldn’t get to a phone to let us know.’

‘What? She’s been in hospital?’

‘No, not hospital.’

‘Where then?’

A pause, then, ‘Just drop it, Dean. The important thing is she’s back.’

This doesn’t sound right, but I forget that the moment we reach the house, flying straight to the kitchen like homing pigeons. There is Mum, shuffling pans on the cooker, calling out an everyday greeting and generally behaving as though nothing has happened. Dean hugs her, which is unusual now he’s thirteen, and I do the same. Her answers to our questions are as short as Dad’s, but gradually we discover that she became ill after her night out and spent the rest of the weekend at a friend’s house (though not one of the friends she was out with; Dad can’t pretend he didn’t phone each one of them in turn on Sunday morning and draw blank after blank). Dean calls their version of events ‘the party line’. He points out that neither the friend nor the illness is ever actually identified.

I am much too young to imagine that another man might have been involved.

It happens a second time. This time Dad knows not to bother the police and by now Dean thinks he has an inkling what the mystery illness might be.

‘D’you think maybe Mum’s an alkie? Like Irene Robbins’s dad? She could be out on a bender.’

I have no idea what a bender is, but I hope with all my heart that Mum is not like Irene Robbins’s dad. Once I was in Irene’s kitchen having tea when he came swaying through the door, chuckling like a demented clown. He smelled so revolting I put my fork down so I could hold my nose. I would never forget how Irene had looked at her mother, panic pouring from her eyes, as if to say, Make him disappear, please! Then I remember how last  time Mum returned magically to the cooker, neither chuckling nor smelling, and I relax again. ‘She’ll come back,’ I say, confidently.

And she does. Again she returns to us after only a day or two, but this time Dean doesn’t hug her. I do, and afterwards he takes me to one side and asks if I thought her breath smelled of rum.

‘No,’ I say, considering. ‘More like mint.’

He nods. ‘Tic tacs. A classic cover up. It was definitely a bender.’

There are other times after that, frequent enough for me to lose count but infrequent enough for each to bring real fear into the house. It’s like someone has walked from room to room spraying the stuff from a bottle; just as it fades, you get a fresh hit. A pattern develops, a running order: first the announcement that she is going out with friends; then Dad’s offer to collect her himself at a pre-arranged time and place; next her refusal; last, her disappearance. Soon Dean and I need only a half-glance to read one another’s lips: Here we go again.


And then, when I am fourteen, she really goes away. She goes away for a whole year almost to the day and my fifteenth birthday is the first family occasion she misses. This time Dad is in the loop, or at least he’s been formally dismissed from it. He explains to us that she has met someone new, a man from Croydon named Nigel, and that he and she are now separated and we will stay with him. It is, he says, a bit like what is happening or has already happened with many of our friends’ parents.

‘Does that mean you’re getting a divorce?’ I ask, hating myself for beginning to cry. As far as I’m concerned it doesn’t happen  that often. None of my closest friends comes from a broken home. Even Irene’s mother hangs on in there with the giggling alkie.

‘I don’t know yet.’ Dad touches me awkwardly on the shoulder. We’ve always been close, Dad and me, and Dean and Mum too, that’s just the way our family has naturally broken into  pairs. I wonder how it will work in a three. He says Mum has promised to be in touch ‘just as soon as she’s settled. She may not have a phone yet.’

‘Settled where?’ Dean asks. ‘Why won’t she have a phone?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ Dad repeats.

‘Why didn’t she tell us?’ I demand. ‘Why didn’t she even say goodbye?’

But he has no answer to that, either. It seems to me that he is protecting her, though of course what he is really doing is protecting us.

Mum writes several times over the next few months. She never gives us an address to reply to and Dad says this is because she is moving around so much. We inspect the postmarks for clues: Croydon, Harrow, Manchester and then, after one particularly long silence, Los Angeles. This causes a stir, despite ourselves.

‘Maybe she’s got a part in a soap opera?’ Dean says. ‘She’d be good in Dallas.’

‘She’s a shorthand secretary, not an actress,’ says Dad. But he doesn’t look especially convinced.




Chapter 3

The speaker’s voice was steady and proud, easily audible at the outer reaches of the congregation. ‘What I will remember most about Maggie is the life she brought to every occasion.’

Dean, by my side, muttered, ‘Yeah, when she actually bothered to turn up.’

‘Shh!’ I told him. ‘People will hear you!’

‘I hope they—’

‘Just listen, Dean. Dad’s doing a great job.’

‘Hmm.’

If you were looking at it on paper, you’d think our father a strange choice to deliver a eulogy at Mum’s funeral - they’d been divorced for over twenty years, after all. In the final analysis of family and friends it was agreed that she had never cared enough about his feelings, either in the marriage or out, but had simply been fortunate that he had cared so much about hers.

But Dad was nothing if not a good sport. In fact, he had come forward to offer his services today rather than waiting to be cajoled into taking part. Apparently, he had no difficulty in gathering enough evidence of his first wife’s good character to fill a five-minute speech. He stood before the congregation looking exactly what he was: the sombre and respectful survivor of a potentially fatal force of nature. A force of nature now contained  in a wooden box just feet from him, beautifully crowned with lilies and gerbera. The coffin shone in the glow of the candelabrum like sun on glass; did they polish the wood especially to catch the light like that, I wondered? To create some kind of effect of holy radiance?

‘Maggie always brought people out of their shells,’ he told us. ‘She had a kind of spark that set situations alight.’

My brother’s mouth moved closer to my ear. ‘And left third degree burns . . .’

‘Dean!’

Lindy and I had agreed that he would be the loose cannon today and, sure enough, when he’d arrived at the church he was practically giving off the smell of gunpowder. As we took our seats I’d noticed him look up and eye that grand brass candelabrum, as if plotting to leap up in the middle of a hymn and swing from it like Tarzan.

To my relief I saw that his wife Beth had become aware of his subversive commentary and was quick to issue whatever silent sign it was she used to keep him in order. He shut up at once. On my other side, unaware, Russell squeezed my hand. He was following the eulogy with particular attention, as if genuinely making a stab at seeing Maggie through new eyes, re-casting her after all this time as the guileless life and soul Dad portrayed. He was a good husband, Russell, not the kind to have stepped back and left my difficult family relationships entirely to me. Over the years he’d come to understand as well as I did that any hope I felt would more often than not be chased by disappointment, and that the only way to diminish the disappointment was to qualify the hope. Which had left him with what? A wife who never quite trusted in good news.

I blinked back to the present as the words ‘good news’ in my thoughts chimed exactly with those spoken by my father. He was sharing a Maggie anecdote, one of the less controversial ones, obviously. ‘So I said to her, “OK, give me the bad news first.”  And she said, “The bad news is the bedroom ceiling’s fallen in.” “What’s the good news?” I asked her, and she said, “The good news is you can see enough of the sky through the hole to know that that hasn’t fallen in, at least!”’

There was an appreciative titter, most audibly from my eldest son Jamie, whose sense of humour was unpredictable. I leaned forward a little to bring into view the line of Chapman males on my left - Russell, Jamie, Noah - men, really, for both boys had shot up this year, their mid-brown hair losing its pubescent flop and taking on the coarser springiness of their father’s. Each had the same appraising dark eyes under low slanted brows, the same slight pull of a pout about soft, unreadable mouths. From a distance, or perhaps from close by too, you wouldn’t have put my children with me. I was separated from them not only by my colouring (fair hair, blue eyes) but also by the emotional clues. I was sensitive and easy to injure, whereas they could be teased non-stop for a week without taking the slightest offence (Russell once said they could contest the award for World’s Thickest Skin without any need whatsoever to open it up to outsiders). Sometimes it felt as if they were a team to which, through nothing but blind luck, I had found myself attached. Sometimes it felt as if they loved me like a star athlete loves his first coach, the one he knows he’s outgrown but keeps in touch with for sentimental reasons. There was a kind of unspoken tragedy about it.

But I was being melodramatic again. First that outburst at Mum’s bedside, now this maudlin reverie. Recently, it was as if my imagination had split its skin and seeped into other areas of my brain. And no wonder, I told myself, look at the situation now: the church, the grief, the dazzling coffin, the sheer perverseness of hearing Dad talking like this - as if he meant it. (And he did!) It was enough to send anyone mad.

Behind us feet shuffled as he finished up his address: ‘And so, to misquote The Pilgrim’s Progress, “All the trumpets sound for her on the other side.”’

There was no way Dean was going to let that pass. ‘Yeah,’ he said under his breath, ‘warning everybody.’

 



At Maggie’s house the ground-floor hospital room had been cleared out and closed up. It was to be redecorated before the estate agents’ valuation as a small second sitting room, a place to sit and muse. All doors and windows throughout the rest of the house had been thrown open to the late June weekend, bringing just enough sunlight to lift the gloom that naturally settled over any space where someone had recently died. The combination of fresh air and flowers took care of any lingering medicinal odours.

Lindy had suggested I bring some family photographs to pass among the guests and get conversations going, and so I had set large framed ones on bookshelves and sideboards, as well as leaving loose piles of prints on the tables where food and drink had been laid out. Seeing them again had been a surprisingly pleasurable experience for me, and so it was proving for other people too: little ripples of guests radiated from each picture, issuing ‘ooh’s and ‘aah’s and cries for someone to check the backs for dates and locations. There was baby Maggie in antique monochrome, done up in the various bonnets and sashes of the age; here, teen Maggie in a wasp-waisted cocktail dress, posed on a chaise longue like some sort of Buckingham Palace deb - even though the picture had surely been taken in her home town of Wolverhampton; next, Maggie reintroduced to the world in colour and as a mother (it was as if the two developments were scientifically linked), with Dean preserved as a narrow-eyed toddler and me an uncomprehending babe in arms.

The one that was proving the favourite was a portrait from my own wedding album - again, Lindy’s idea - the one of Russell and me with our parents. Mum had eschewed the usual mother-of-the-bride chic for something bolder, outlandish even, depending on how you rated aquamarine fluted swirls, but that  wasn’t what I liked about the picture, or why I had chosen it. It was the way she had her arm around me, right around my waist so you could see her pale fingertips at the other side, as if guiding me and claiming me all at once. That was what I liked about it. They’d done well that day, Mum and Dad; if you hadn’t known they were both married to people standing out of shot, you’d have thought they were still quite happily together.

But one person was less than delighted with today’s exhibition and as he approached, his head bowed slightly as if preparing to butt someone (me!), I felt an instant pang of disloyalty. ‘Dean! Which one have you got there? Let’s have a look.’

In the photograph he, I and two other infants circled a birthday cake like baby sharks - my birthday cake, judging by how close my hair hung to the flame. I wondered what my wish had been. For a kitten or a pony, perhaps; it would have been years before I’d begun wishing, above all else, for a normal mother.

‘Rewriting history already?’ he asked in a dangerous tone. If ever a man’s appearance matched his character it was my brother’s. His eyes and nose were sharp, his hair a black and silver carpet of pine needles. Everything about him was prickly, as if he’d been designed to repel aphids.

‘What?’ I laughed, hoping to brazen this out. ‘You can’t say this birthday party didn’t happen. Was it my fifth? I can’t make out the—’

‘You know what I’m saying,’ he interrupted. ‘All these pictures. I mean, I can understand that Dad had to do it in the church, he could hardly have started slagging her off. But you, here - this perfect Disney version you and Lindy have cooked up. Maggie Lane as Snow White: yeah, right!’

I stared at him in dismay. ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Dean, this is a funeral, not a murder trial. It’s not appropriate to draw attention to the dead person’s faults, is it? Half the people here haven’t seen Mum for years. They want to remember her at her best, not listen to us dredging up old family grievances.’

‘Well, I’m glad someone had the opportunity to see her at her best!’ But he paused in brief concession. ‘Just so long as we haven’t forgotten what she was really like. All that unforgivable . . . crap she put us through.’

Unforgivable: it was a word he used routinely to describe our mother’s behaviour towards us, but one that I had slipped from my vocabulary during the last few months, resulting in that spontaneous capitulation at her bedside. You don’t need to say it, Mum. How I wished now that I had let her say it, if only to discover what it was that she remembered of it all. The difficulty for Dean and me was that her crimes had been mostly in her absences, not her actions, which made them harder to classify, let alone grade. One of the more damning of our adult years had been her missing of Dean’s wedding, a drama still debated now and clearly on his mind in the church when he’d made that quip about her not bothering to turn up. Perhaps passing around a picture of my own happy day wasn’t such a good idea, after all.

‘Anyway, forget that. You’re right, it’s just for show. It had to be done.’ He tossed the photograph to the nearest flat surface besides the floor (he still had some sense of decorum) and said what he really wanted to talk to me about was Mum’s will. He planned to put in a call to her solicitor the next morning, maybe even this afternoon if he got home in time. ‘Not that we can count on anything. I wouldn’t put it past her to have cut us out just to spite us.’ He cast about for inspiration, spied a water-colour of some coral reef on the wall to his left, and added, ‘Leave the whole lot to Save the Octopuses or something equally ludicrous.’ He directed a meaningful look over my shoulder - turning, I followed his line of vision to where Lindy stood offering a platter of sandwiches to a group of Mum’s neighbours - and added, ‘Or to her, more like. I know they were close, but when it comes down to it she was just a paid employee, wasn’t she? It’s not like she’s flesh and blood.’

‘Lindy deserves a reward,’ I said, with as much fire as I could  muster. ‘You know she does. She’s looked after Mum for years, long before she got ill.’ Having come to Maggie originally through a cleaning agency, Lindy had spent almost ten years of devoted service as housekeeper, secretary, companion, and, finally, nurse. She was as good as flesh and blood, as far as I was concerned. ‘And she’s handled all of this for us,’ I pointed out.

In fact, the funeral itself, followed by food and drinks for fifty people, was only a part of the task undertaken by Lindy since our mother’s death a week ago. The day after we’d got the news I’d looked up some legal websites and made a list of all the authorities that needed to be contacted after someone had died. It was three pages long - completely overwhelming. But when I’d phoned Lindy about it she’d assured me she already had it under control, that I shouldn’t worry about a thing.

I sighed. If Dean couldn’t see what I could - that Lindy had fulfilled our family duties far better than we had - then he was more of a lost cause than I’d thought. When I spoke again I hoped it was with finality. ‘We don’t need Mum’s money, Dean. And, anyway, we don’t even know for sure that she had any.’

He scoffed at this. ‘Of course she did. She owned this place outright for starters. Plus Alec left her a fair bit, and I don’t see how she could have spent it all since. She hardly left the house since finding out she was ill herself.’

It was true that Mum had reacted to her diagnosis in an unexpected way, withdrawing into herself and embracing each new symptom with an obedient grace. There had been none of the denial and anger and rush to seize what remained of life that I’d read about in the books Lindy had lent me.

I frowned at Dean. ‘Even so, neither of us is badly off as we are.’

He flashed me a parting look of disbelief before turning away. ‘Speak for yourself, sis.’

 



Recently, during the final stages of Mum’s illness, I’d felt like I was losing energy, losing life, at the same rate she was. Every day  a drop emptier. I put it down to a strange mirroring effect, like fathers-to-be who feel mysteriously nauseous in the mornings or develop backache if they don’t get a seat on the train. Of course just as likely a culprit was the hours of driving I’d been doing, back and forth between her house near Cheltenham and ours in South London, three or four times a week in recent months. I suppose rest was what I was searching for when, the reception in full swing across the hallway, I was found by Lindy sitting in the window seat in Mum’s old room. Without the hospital bed and nursing equipment, the space looked curiously smaller.

‘You need a holiday after this,’ she said, joining me. ‘It’s been a long slog.’

I smiled gratefully at her. ‘Oh, but I haven’t done anything, you’ve done it all. You’ve been amazing, Lindy. I don’t know how we can thank you.’

‘You don’t need to thank me, Maggie was my friend. She asked me to take care of things and I did. But seriously, Olivia, have you planned a break?’

I shook my head. ‘Not until August. The boys’ school holidays.’

‘Maybe you could try to fit something in before then? Just a weekend? A change of scene really helps.’

‘Yes.’

There was a picture on the wall adjacent to the spot where the bed had been, a still life of a bowl of yellow roses on a polished tabletop. How many times had I looked at that picture, my eyes drawn to it as if to a flickering screen, and thought how incredible it was that the shine of wood could be recreated with buttery paint? Directly opposite the visitor’s armchair, it had been the natural place to look as the painkillers pulled Mum under and gave her - and us - respite from her wakeful self. But I’d never seen it from this angle; from here it looked all wrong.

I turned back to Lindy. ‘I suppose I thought that when it was over I would feel, you know, relief or something, like you’re supposed to. But I don’t. I just feel exactly the same.’ The same  inability to relax, the same grinding pressure, the same sense of sinking, always sinking.

‘Give it time,’ Lindy said. ‘A delayed reaction is normal. It’s only been a few days.’


That’s not what I meant, I thought. I can’t remember when I  didn’t feel this way.


She looked delicately at me. ‘Have you thought about seeing your GP? They have people you can talk to, help you work out what it is you’re feeling.’

‘Yes,’ I said, my voice just bright enough to stop the suggestion in its tracks. ‘You’re right. That’s what I should do.’

Noticing through the window the approach of a late arrival, she rose. ‘I should go back through. Can I bring you something in here? A drink or some food?’

‘No.’ I pulled myself to my feet, forced a smile. ‘No, I’m not the patient. Let’s go back together.’

But as we walked back into the main room there was a strange, weightless moment when I didn’t recognise any of the people in it - including the boys, who were standing near the refreshments with Dean and Beth’s daughters, and my husband, and even the woman in the photographs. Then Russell stepped forward to take me from Lindy. It was a seamless, practised manoeuvre, almost as if he were taking a physical baton from her.

‘I wondered where you’d got to. You look tired, let’s get you another drink pronto. What’s the strongest thing on offer? Whisky.’

He had started to lead me to the drinks table when I burst out, unexpectedly fiercely, ‘I did love her, you know!’

Russell stopped moving, his features caught in an expression of alarm. ‘Of course you did. No one’s ever doubted that.’

‘She wasn’t all bad, whatever people think. And she loved us just as much as any other parent loves their kids. She just didn’t understand that she had to . . .’ I broke off in frustration, unable  to define what it was that a mother needed to sacrifice of herself in order to be upgraded from the merely loving to the properly good. I felt blood flood my cheeks. ‘Sorry, Russ, I didn’t mean to cause a scene.’

‘It’s OK, I know.’ Without another word he stationed me by the drinks and closed my fingers around a glass of whisky. It was tears he dreaded, I knew, and in a funny way wished for. He had it on good authority (Beth’s - she was training to be a counsellor) that until you cried you weren’t properly grieving. There was an established process and few deviated from its path. Were he to consult Lindy, he’d probably agree that this was all part of a delayed reaction, nothing a change of scene couldn’t solve. ‘Hang on in there,’ he said, gently chinking my glass with his. ‘Not long now.’

And he was right. This wasn’t a wedding; already people were starting to say their goodbyes and leave.




Chapter 4

On the surface nothing much changes without a mother. You still have all your fingers and toes. True, Dad has had to shorten his working hours a bit, rope in a few friends and neighbours to help make sure Dean and I are where we need to be at about the time we’re expected to be there, but otherwise, on the surface, it’s the same. There is still a meal on the table in the evening, homework still gets done, chores are still fought over. Dad even, accidentally, introduces a reduced-family motto: ‘We’re fine on our own.’ He doesn’t notice how often he says it until, as sorry for him as we are for ourselves, we start repeating after him, ‘We’re fine on our own.’

But it is not fine. It is awful. Not only for the permanent gnawing sensation in my stomach that doesn’t let up even when I sleep, but also for the way other people are behaving towards us. As the months wear on I don’t know which is worse: the ones who pity or the ones who mock. My school teachers, friends’ mothers, half the adults on the street, they can’t look at us now without that same mixture of sorrow and indignation. They say they want to know if there’s anything they can do but what they really want to know is how she could have done it. How? How  could she have left these kids?

As for the bullies, they’ve never had it so easy. Being abandoned by your mother is as bright a beacon as weighing thirty  stone or coming to school in foul-smelling rags. There’s one girl I’m especially wary of: blonde, bony Samantha Culler. If Samantha were in the wild she would never go hungry; those quick hazel eyes are always the first to spot a change of pace, a dip in confidence. We’re not in the same registration class, but we’re in the same year, which means our paths cross beyond the standard danger zones of break and lunch hour. For one, we’ve both been selected for the fifth-year netball team and we both want to be captain. The teacher picks me (I get picked much more this term - maybe it’s to balance out the being picked on) and when she announces it to the squad everyone crowds around me to say congratulations.

‘You’ll get the yellow sports tie now,’ my best friend Melanie tells me. ‘All the captains do. They’ll do a special presentation in assembly.’

But Samantha just jeers, ‘Who wants a crappy tie? I’d rather have a mum who doesn’t hate me so much she’s emigrated.’

The games teacher overhears her and gives her a detention on the spot. I’m almost as pained by this as Samantha herself. Don’t teachers realise it just makes it worse? Now this cow has the perfect opportunity to tell the meanest kids in the school that Olivia Lane has been rejected by her own mother - which she most assuredly does. More comments, more looks, more pity.

Dean is getting similar reactions in the sixth form, but he is smarter than I am and has turned the whole thing into a comedy routine. He and his friends openly refer to Mum as The Deserter. ‘It would be better if The Deserter had just died,’ he tells me. ‘OK, everyone’d feel sorry for us for a while, but at least they’d go away eventually and forget about it.’

‘That’s a horrible thing to say!’ I protest.

‘It’s a horrible thing to do. Who else’s mum just ups and leaves? Only ours. The Deserter. If this was a war she’d be shot for cowardice.’ He considers. ‘They’d have to find her first though.’

It is true that we’ve heard of a few fathers disappearing (and then reappearing on birthdays with oversized presents), but we’ve never heard of a mother doing it. When mothers leave, they’re supposed to take their children with them. They’re not supposed to miss the birthdays.

‘You realise she’s not coming back this time?’ Dean says, dropping the act and looking at me properly. That’s when I know he hurts as much as I do: I recognise what’s behind his eyes from the reflection in my bedroom mirror. Despair, basically.

‘I think she will,’ I say, softly. And I do. I still think this is all some terrible misunderstanding. Sometimes, on nights I can’t sleep, I imagine her lying murdered in a ditch, undiscovered and unmissed, and I feel guilty for ever having thought she had gone because she didn’t love us.

I have other theories, too, and decide to test one on Dean. ‘Maybe she’s got amnesia? You know, no memory whatsoever of her family back home. And she’s not in any of the official systems in America, so they can’t work out who she is. People are asking her all these questions, but she’s gone completely blank. Her mind is just . . . empty.’

He just grimaces, the hard guy again. ‘Yeah, she’s empty all right. She’s morally bankrupt.’ Morally bankrupt, that’s a description he uses a lot for The Deserter. It’s hard to remember that a few years ago they were still so close I called him Mummy’s Boy.

Dad gets wind of the badmouthing and summons us for a chat. ‘It doesn’t do any good to blame her,’ he says. ‘I know it’s hard to understand, I don’t expect you to, but Mum sees you as practically grown up. You’re fifteen now, Olivia, and Dean’s in the sixth form. When we were your age we’d already got full-time jobs.’

‘Yeah, but you were still living at home with your parents,’ I point out. ‘Both of them.’

He sighs. ‘Come on, love. For the time being, we don’t have any choice. And we’re fine on our own.’

It doesn’t matter what good things he makes happen, what treats and presents our grandparents arrange for us, nothing removes the underlying knowledge that we may be fine but we are not good enough. Every night when I go to bed, I whisper a secret prayer to God. It’s ten years since Dean and his friends told me He doesn’t really exist but now I have a strong need to overrule the older kids and resurrect Him. I pray that when I wake up in the morning Mum will be back. Best of all would be if I woke up and Mum was back and I discovered this had all been a bad dream. The last few months just hadn’t existed.

I wouldn’t even mind having to do the school work twice.

 



When she finally comes back in July of the following year we hardly recognise her. What I’ve been praying for so devoutly is no longer actually there. She used to have shiny conker-brown hair curled neatly into her shoulders, but now it is cropped as short as a boy’s and bleached white-blonde. She used to wear a lot of sensible jumpers, but now she wears bright cotton blazers with big exaggerated shoulders. She has a startlingly deep tan, too, and some flashy turquoise rocks around her neck that reflect blue in her (strangely whiter) front teeth. She also has a new husband, though not, as it turns out, Nigel, the man for whom she originally left Dad. This one is called Warren, an American who she has known for less than six months. And nor is he, technically, her husband, even though she calls him that, because she and my father are not yet divorced.

‘I can’t wait for you to meet him, you’re going to love him!’ she exclaims to Dean and me, trying to clutch us to her with an excitement we’re clearly supposed to share. She acts like she’s been away for a short holiday, not a year, or, the way she speaks about this Warren character, just down to the high street to collect a long-awaited pet. I picture him being delivered to our door in a hutch.

‘Don’t grab me like that,’ Dean protests, and I have to agree I don’t like it either. She didn’t do it before, she didn’t need to.

‘Oh, come on,’ she says to him, ‘don’t you love me any more?’ And we stare at her, off balance, because that’s what we want to ask her.

It’s weird, being in the same room as her, finding her in front of my eyes wherever I go. I marvel that I’m not more overcome with emotion - not overcome at all. I would have expected to be crying and squealing and praising the Lord to have had those nightly prayers answered.

‘It’s too late,’ says Dean, glumly, and he’s right. She is too late. It’s as if she has stayed away just a day beyond the point at which we might still have been won back. Or maybe it isn’t the length of her absence that’s been the problem but our ages during it. Maybe she’s missed the formative year; maybe there was a single moment when we just grew up.

It doesn’t matter, because she is still bubbling over with plans for us all. ‘As soon as Warren gets in we’ll start looking for a house, as close to here as possible so you guys can come over whenever you like. How does that sound? If Dad doesn’t mind, of course.’ Like that would concern her. ‘And it’s almost the school holidays, what perfect timing! Oh, I’m so happy to be back!”

That’s when I first notice her new way of speaking. Mid-Atlantic, Dean says it’s called. ‘Gets in’, for instance, so casual, like she’s used to flying in and out of different time zones at the drop of a hat (as a family we have flown only once and she was the most nervous of all of us). As for the ‘you guys’, does she  really think she can make us believe we are one happy, equal band of brothers?

Dean is the first to respond. ‘I don’t think so,’ he says, and refuses to look her in the eye. ‘We live here, remember?’

‘Yeah,’ I add, sullenly. ‘We’ve already got a house. We don’t need another one.’

Mum just smiles bravely and turns her big-eyed, thickly mascaraed gaze on Dad. She seems to be appealing to him for help in winning us over. Talk about nerve! But Dad just retreats wearily to the sidelines. He no longer needs to protect us. By now we know our own minds and they are full to the brim with resentment.

Of course we don’t know yet that she still has her trump card to play.




Chapter 5

‘So, are you feeling OK, Mum? Hold up all right today?’ It was Russell who spoke, not Jamie or Noah, though he did so with a deliberation that was clearly meant to demonstrate to the two of them the concern they might be showing for their poor mother but glaringly were not. (‘I never thought we’d have to teach them to care,’ I’d said to Russell, years ago. ‘Isn’t that supposed to be innate?’ And he’d shrugged, considering. ‘Maybe not for boys.’)

I thought, on this occasion, he was being a bit ambitious. After all, this was a first for the boys, who had been too young to be affected by Alec’s death and had not known him particularly well, anyway. No, the funeral had done its job in drawing a line under the experience for them - if not for me - and I knew we should be pleased that it had.

Jamie briefly puckered his brow in my direction before returning to the computer printout he was reading. This had just been pressed on him by Noah, who sat opposite him at the kitchen table. Head to head, that was the typical arrangement for the boys, rarely, these days, side by side. The advantage Jamie had in intellect was easily balanced by Noah’s confidence, his savvy. They were complementaries on the colour wheel.

Both had finished eating and had pushed their plates aside to devour the printed word. They always brought schoolwork to  the dinner table, or something to read; opportunities for learning didn’t stop with the requirement to refuel. It was just one of the million ways in which they differed from the national average.

‘You’ve hardly said a word since yesterday,’ Russell continued. He had also wolfed down dinner, eating far too quickly for his taste buds to have had anything but the most glancing contact with the various food elements. Sometimes I felt like testing them, asking what it was they had just been served. It might have been warmed-up papier mâché for all they cared. Not that I wasn’t used to male feeding habits by now, of course - Jamie was fourteen and Noah approaching thirteen - but that didn’t stop me from yearning sometimes for a fellow female who might savour her meals or, since we were on the subject, murmur a word or two of appreciation once in a while.

‘I think you’re in shock, you know,’ Russell looked thoughtfully at me. ‘You seem a bit numb.’

‘It can’t be shock if what’s caused it didn’t happen suddenly,’ Jamie said, finally prompted to contribute. His antennae for technical inaccuracies were permanently abuzz. ‘Grandma was ill for ages.’

Russell frowned at him. Normally very patient with Jamie’s need for preciseness, this evening he wasn’t in the mood for it, I could tell. ‘I don’t see why it can’t still be a shock,’ he said. ‘The death of a parent is one of life’s major traumas, however much warning you get. Hopefully you won’t come to realise that for a very long time, eh, mate?’

At this Jamie and Noah exchanged a secret look. I liked to pretend that it was a recent thing, this certainty of theirs that they knew better than us, but we all understood that it was not.

‘Any word on the will?’ Russell asked me. That made me think of Dean and our sour little exchange at the funeral.

‘I think wills are totally macabre,’ Jamie remarked.

‘What does macabre mean?’ Noah asked.

His brother shrugged. ‘It means fucked up.’

The phrase jolted me for reasons beyond the obvious. ‘Boys!’

‘It wasn’t me!’ Noah protested, but only half-heartedly, because he knew they could get away with anything at the moment. My perspective had shifted, had done ever since I’d increased the frequency of my pilgrimages to Mum’s house, leaving the two of them - the three of them - out of focus. And Noah was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

‘Macabre means gruesome,’ Jamie corrected himself, matter-of-factly. ‘It’s from the French and refers to the dance of death.’

‘That sounds about right,’ Russell said, smoothly, though he knew as well as Jamie did that he could never have produced so dictionary-perfect a definition. He reached for their plates and stacked them on top of his own. ‘Now hop it, boys, if you’ve finished. Mum and I need a minute on our own.’

I had never ceased to admire his natural command of our children, a knack I still lacked even after fourteen years of practise. There’d been times when I’d worried my lack of instinct might be genetic, that I might take after Maggie, but I’d learned to suppress the fear and concentrate instead on simple gratitude that at least one of us was able to get them to vaguely do what we wanted them to do.

As they retreated to the PC at the far end of the room, Russell got up and began transferring the dishes to the sink. This was new; I wasn’t used to being treated as helpless, even if I felt it. I looked about the kitchen, unable to stop myself noting the jobs that needed to be done. It was a long, narrow space taking up most of the basement floor of our terraced house and with its stripped floorboards and battered wooden units had the feel of an old boat. Not exactly shipshape, though, for the mess was back, I saw, despite Russell’s efforts. The low tide maintained over the last week had been replaced once more with the churned-up breakers of newspapers and magazines, circulars and bills, dumped bits of uniform, the school newsletters that never stopped coming. In a way, it was a relief.

My eye drifted to the calendar that hung from a nail by the corkboard. I looked at this at least twenty times a day, sometimes for a specific reason, other times in the way a dog might check its empty bowl - for comfort, out of habit. Lately, I’d spent so much time staring at it I might as well have scheduled slots for the activity in the same way I did the boys’ dental appointments and after-school clubs.

The calendar was of a kind designed especially for busy families, with a column for each individual as well as one for the whole family to share (this, presumably, was where one noted the clan picnics that never took place, the family theatre trips that didn’t get booked). Each person was supposed to fill in their own column but in reality I did it for all of us, cornering the other three in turn every Sunday evening and writing down their commitments for the week ahead. The manufacturer had anticipated this, it seemed, for the rules, type and array of witty little illustrations were all in pink.

Tomorrow’s entries were fairly typical:
Russell: meeting in Swindon, home late.

Jamie: 8.30 school. After-school debating club, will have art project - collect from Newton building, 5.15. Remember PE kit for tomorrow.

Noah: 8.30 school. Tennis match at AHS, back for dinner. Important!! Also needs tennis kit Fri.





My own column was empty; I kept a separate, portable list of duties, too long to cram into the space provided. In any case, few items related to me, even though I was the one undertaking them. It was all about the boys in this house: their schedules, their needs - and those of their school, the famous, much-sought-after Herring’s School.

It had taken a while to notice what was unusual about Jamie. He was our first child and there was no one to compare him  with, not openly. At mother and toddler gatherings it was understood by all who attended that the smallest boast, the faintest put down, would put one at risk of expulsion, a policy I endorsed to the full. Who wanted to get jealous about small children? They did that perfectly well on their own. Family offered a better opportunity for observation, for Dean and Beth had had their daughter Isobel only nine months after we’d had Jamie, but the problem was that Dean got so competitive about the two cousins. I quickly learned to play down any sparks of talent Jamie might show - if my brother hadn’t already done so (‘Well, he is that bit older, Olivia!’).

Then his nursery school teachers began making remarks: ‘He concentrates so well for a boy.’; ‘He’s very serious.’; ‘He gets so frustrated. We think he wants to do things a lot more complicated than his hands will let him.’; ‘He told us he was trying to make a high chair for his brother - out of toothpicks and Play-Doh, imagine that! Normally they just do a hedgehog!’

Soon, a crop of questions followed: ‘Have you taught him to read at home?’; ‘Does he spend a lot of time with older children? ’; ‘Have you noticed how extensive his vocabulary is?’

The school assessments spelled it out more formally. He was only just four but he might have been six or seven. He was advanced.

When the offers of places were made, the headmistress of our favourite school phoned to ask when we expected to hear from Herring’s. She wanted us to know that there would be no problem with our taking a few extra days beyond her own deadline to make our decision. I realised that she assumed we meant to accept  her offer only if this Herring’s turned us down. I was too embarrassed to say I’d never heard of the place but as soon as I’d put the phone down I looked it up in the phonebook and drove the few traffic-clogged miles west to pick up a prospectus. The pictures showed small children with unusually determined faces and the introductory text spoke of a special provision for the gifted.

Gifted. Well, I’d seen the movies and read the newspaper features: gifted was a bad thing, it meant your child couldn’t relate to ordinary people or, worse, that they couldn’t relate to him. I’d seen child geniuses occasionally on TV, being gently mocked on chat shows or gaped at as they completed some devilish puzzle, and I’d thought, What was the use of a university degree at thirteen? Who wants to be different at that age? Logically, though, a school like Herring’s might be the only place where Jamie wouldn’t  be different and so I rang to arrange to take him for a visit.

‘I don’t understand it,’ I said to the headmaster, Mr Kendall, when the tour had been completed and he’d offered us a place on the spot. ‘Neither Russell nor I are particularly talented at anything. ’

He nodded. ‘It’s a common misconception that gifted children must come from gifted parents. But with two geniuses for parents the child would actually be less likely to be one himself. In that situation he would simply revert to the mean.’

‘I see,’ I said, already a little lost. I had a sense that the mean might have made for an easier life, especially when I considered Noah. Since his arrival eighteen months after Jamie, he’d consistently been pronounced ‘normal’. How would he feel when he went to a different school, one for the ungifted?

But I needn’t have worried. Though he didn’t have Jamie’s natural abilities, Noah had excellent coat-tails from which to hang or, as Kendall put it, the best one-to-one tutor you could ask for from the first day of his life (and he didn’t mean me). In some ways he was in a better position than a gifted child who lacked direction. Besides, not everyone at Herring’s was super-bright, some were just bright and, when the time came, Noah was accepted alongside his brother without argument.

 



Later, as we applied ourselves to a bottle of wine, Russell said, gently prompting, ‘So, Maggie’s will. When do you think we’ll hear?’

I took a gulp. ‘Any time now, I think. Dean was talking about it yesterday. Lindy’s in charge, she’s Mum’s personal representative, that’s what they call it. In fact, I’m sure she said she was meeting the solicitor today in Cheltenham. Or maybe it was tomorrow.’

He nodded. ‘She’ll let us know later in the week, then.’ Though he spoke casually enough, when you’d been married to someone for this long the casualness merely alerted you to the more profound emotions below the surface. Despair in this case, or exhaustion. Like many men new to middle age, Russell was tired of his job, could hardly bring himself to call it a ‘career’ any longer. In his early forties and already counting down to retirement; his condition had become self-fulfilling. An outsider would think it wasteful, absurd, but when it came to careers, I was in no position to judge, not having one myself. I was the one who was wasteful.

‘Dean seems to think we’ll just split the proceeds of the house down the middle,’ I said. ‘Plus whatever else there is.’ I felt no thrill at the prospect, in fact I felt detached from it, but I knew Russell would be reassured by the information.

Yes, a legacy would be a convenient rescue package, especially if it was enough to facilitate an escape route for him, perhaps even a return to old passions - so old I had trouble remembering what they were and wondered if he did, too. Woodwork was one, that was right. It had been Russell who’d been attracted to our hull of a kitchen. Once he’d dreamed of being a cabinet maker, coaxing boards of walnut and oak into gentle curves, smoothing the joins together to a quality of finish you never found in shop-bought stuff.

And Dean, as well; perhaps the money might do something towards easing his heartaches. I hoped so. How unrecognisable he now was from the boy I’d huddled together with at the banisters, desperately transmitting our support for our father while willing Mum to walk back through the door and end the torment.  He’d been about the same age then as Jamie and Noah were now and in many ways he’d been more appealing. There’d been more vulnerability to him, more humility.

But remembering now the way a grimace had contorted his features yesterday, making him look almost demonic as he brandished that photograph, I became aware once more of the terrific heaviness in me. It was as if I was twice my age and my bones could no longer bear their own weight. Rising to fetch an aspirin from the drawer, I thought of that phrase Jamie had used earlier: the dance of death. Yes, I had no doubt that was what we all squared up to now.




Chapter 6

Mum’s letter came the next day. The first shock was in receiving it at all, in seeing her handwriting on the envelope - upright and rather hesitant, not at all what you would have imagined of someone so headstrong - and knowing that the blood in her fingers had still flowed when she’d held pen to paper; wondering if this might have been the last thing she’d written, whether these counted as her final words.

The second shock was that it should come now, with only the second rattle of the letterbox since we’d buried her. But that, at least, was easily resolved: surely she’d only put into words what I had not allowed her to say at our last meeting? This was her apology for those ‘uncomfortable’ times she had put us through. I imagined her pressing the envelope on Lindy with that frail free hand, finding final energy where it had been all but sucked dry.

The third shock was the contents, for it wasn’t a letter at all, and nor was it even in Mum’s handwriting - she’d only addressed the envelope - but in a stranger’s scribble:

Richie Briscoe  
2 Angel’s Lane  
Millington, Dorset






That was it: a half-sheet of lined paper with a name and address on in. No covering note, no explanation. So much for a last attempt at penitence! Unless . . . The nerve ends in my fingers flared slightly, causing the paper to flutter, and I closed my eyes. Unless she’d understood only too well that final anguished question of mine, the one that had burst from me after decades of being held in abeyance, the one she had turned her head from as if from the devil himself . . . Unless this was her answer?

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






