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        ‘I think the rage to understand comes from the fact that you do not ask the right question. You will never find the right answer if you do not ask the proper question. It’s like trying to open a door with the wrong key.’

        
          Louise Bourgeois
        

      

      
        ‘What happens in the heart simply happens.’

        
          Ted Hughes, Birthday Letters
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      There was no one left to call him Nidge. This had been his first clear thought when Patrick’s neighbour rang to tell him their mother was dead. Seeing Louise step off the train the morning of the funeral, Nigel realised it was also possible for her to call him Nidge, although she didn’t tend to call him anything. The ability to use his childhood name was a small power Louise didn’t know she could exercise, and the fact that she didn’t added to his irritation at the sight of his sister’s pilled coat and misjudged cleavage. Immediately worse than any of this, though, was the child that unexpectedly followed her out of the carriage door, helping to bump a wheeled bag down on to the platform. Swaddled in a puffa coat that enhanced her matronly bulk – a miniature version of her mother’s – she was much changed since Nigel had last seen her, when she must have been around seven.

      ‘I had to bring her,’ said Louise. ‘She’s been poorly and I couldn’t get anyone to look after her. I can’t rely on our Jamie, can I, Hol?’

      Nigel allowed the cough he’d been suppressing in his throat all morning full rein; the pollen count must be off the scale. Holly. Sophie would have remembered straight away; she took care of birthdays and Christmas. Not for the first time since he’d arrived in Cornwall, Nigel regretted his ready agreement that his wife would stay home with the boys while he navigated Mum’s funeral solo. Holly. He nodded a hello and instructed himself to stop coughing; it was an itch always there to scratch, and once the membranes were inflamed, restraining himself became a torment. His niece sniffed back her own lacklustre greeting, fortunately too apathetic to share her germs. She was unappealingly pale and pink-eyed: presumably the result of her illness. Nigel supposed it would be fine for her to attend the ceremony. He couldn’t imagine they’d exactly be oversubscribed at the crematorium. Still, it was aggravatingly like Louise to spring a surprise on him.

      ‘It’s a good job you let us know when everything’s happening,’ said Louise, as he led them out of the ticket hall to the parked funeral car. ‘Have you seen him?’

      ‘I’ve spoken to him on the phone. About the arrangements for today.’

      This had been Nigel’s plan, to pick Louise up from the station first so that they would face their stepfather together. Patrick had, of course, been too distraught following their mother’s death to make any of the phone calls himself, even the first one. This had been left to a neighbour, Jenny, the kind of competent middle-aged woman presumed on as a brick. Patrick was all too ready to presume, but Nigel’s legal training was an obvious qualification for him taking over all that was to follow, if being a son hadn’t been sufficient in itself. It qualified him over Louise, anyway, unquestioningly. He had made the necessary calls following Jenny’s initial contact, and all the subsequent arrangements. This landed on top of a busy time at work, but he made lists and forged through them, as always, despite an electric cable of sciatica that shot down his leg whenever he sat down. In the days following his mother’s death, Nigel had made quite a few calls with acupuncture needles sticking out of him like the miniaturised afflictions of a medieval saint. Despite the osteopath’s admonitions, it hadn’t stopped them working, if it was in fact the needles that had erased the pain rather than the large doses of anti-inflammatories Nigel had been taking in secret defiance of the alternative remedies Sophie had arrayed on his bedside table. In any case, today only the hay fever was laying him low.

      ‘So, we’re picking Patrick up, the service is at eleven thirty, nothing fancy – then it’s sandwiches and so on at a hotel back near theirs.’

      ‘Lovely.’

      Watching Louise fuss her daughter into her seatbelt, fumbling the prong blindly at the catch with an exclamation at each failure until Holly herself took the strap and housed it with one click, Nigel remembered acutely why he had no time for his sister. In the roughly three-year intervals at which they saw each other, nothing changed. Or rather, her circumstances changed – usually worsened – but Louise didn’t. Soon she would start talking up a plan born of a low-level but persistent crisis: training, relocating, paying off a loan, finishing with her boyfriend, finding a different house, laying down the law with her kids, losing the weight. None of it ever happened.

      ‘How long do you think they knew she was ill?’ Louise asked, once their car had pulled away from the station. Of course, there were other things to talk about today: Mum. Deliciously, Nigel rolled his tongue up against his palate, which itched furiously.

      ‘No idea.’

      With Patrick out of bounds with grief, there had been no one to talk to except Jenny the neighbour. Nigel had scarcely felt he could assail her with questions about their mother’s final months and days. The bare bones of it was undiagnosed stomach cancer – diagnosed so late that Mum had had scarcely a week before she died at home, hospital being pointless at the stage it had been discovered. Perhaps during the reception (the hotel had been recommended by the funeral home), Jenny might be able to tell them more. After a drink, which Nigel was already greatly looking forward to. With the amount of Sudafed he’d taken, it would hit him like a train.

      ‘So, this is Cornwall!’ Louise’s tone was brightly officious, attempting to engage Holly, who was staring glumly through the view from the window. ‘Fab, isn’t it?’

      Neither Louise nor her daughter had ever been to the house they were travelling to. Having Louise here, large and human behind him in the formal black car, Nigel felt to his marrow the strangeness of this accepted fact.

      ‘They didn’t even admit her to hospital, you know – it must have been very far gone,’ he said.

      ‘Did she know, though?’ Louise shifted forward, filling the space. ‘She must have, surely. You’d think Patrick would have let us know – let you know. So we could say goodbye.’

      That was the way Louise liked to do things. A bedside goodbye, as in the soaps she watched. Tearful reconciliations. Not that reconciliation was necessary, as far as he knew.

      ‘Mum, I feel sick.’

      Surely the girl’s voice, with its strong Yorkshire accent, was too small and childish for her age? Louise leaned across her daughter to work the window switch. It didn’t respond. She bent forward to the driver.

      ‘Do you mind if we have a bit of fresh air?’

      The window retracted, blasting icy wind at the back of Nigel’s neck and increasing his irritation. Louise insisted the window stay open for the entire route – along a winding B road – to counteract Holly’s possible nausea. By the time they pulled into the potholed drive, Nigel could see in the rear-view mirror that Louise’s thin hair had been whipped into a demented mop. She looked older than the last time he’d seen her, despite highlights and too much make-up. Worn, with cross-hatching beneath her eyes. His own eyes were streaming.

      ‘You’ll have to put the window up, for Patrick,’ he told them both, getting out.

      Phase Two: Patrick. If Louise demanded patience, Patrick demanded a whole armoury of seldom called-upon resources. It would be like playing squash with a county champion after a ten-year lay-off.

      Walking up to the door, Nigel recognised a nest of broken, empty plant pots that had seemed temporary on his last visit, lichened into permanence. Although not as alienated as Louise from the Patrick/Mum axis, it was in fact at least ten years since Nigel had been to the house. It had scarcely been a show home then, but now the façade spoke of long-term neglect, its windowsills scabbed with grey, flaking paint and the grizzled creeper hanging over the front porch in an unpruned, brittle mat. Despite this, Nigel still enjoyed an atavistic buzz at the fairy-tale existence of such a large family asset. Patrick wouldn’t be able to live here on his own, not without being able to drive. And even so unfashionably close to Newquay, it couldn’t be worth less than half a million.

      ‘You said half past.’

      Patrick had opened the door before Nigel could knock. Unchanged in the dark hallway, when he stepped outside, daylight revealed him to be shockingly old and shabby. He was wearing that disgraceful raincoat he’d always had, the colour of something on a butcher’s tray. Unbuttoned, it revealed a bobbled fleece mapped with food stains, worn over a shirt and tie. Both fleece and tie, at least, were black. And like the house, the quality of Patrick’s architecture defied neglect. The nose still arched, the lip, if a little thinner, still curled. As they walked to the car, the wind blew Patrick’s coat open and revealed a Norwich Union logo on the breast of the fleece. Presumably he had got it free.

      ‘I’ve been waiting.’

      ‘We had to pick up Louise.’

      Patrick balked as though confronting a tripwire. Even he must have known that Louise was certain to come to Mum’s funeral; she was her daughter. You couldn’t even call her estranged, exactly. And there was certainly nothing Patrick could do about it now. Nigel strode round to the passenger door and held it open, like an employee. An explosive sneeze compromised his chauffeur’s stance as Patrick made his shambling approach. He pulled up again.

      ‘Who’s this?’

      The girl, Holly, was now sitting in the front seat, her hands pressed prayerfully between her thighs. Nigel saw Patrick’s momentary confusion at a collapse of time where this child could be Louise, before Louise herself, fully and massively contemporary, clambered out of the back to explain.

      ‘Holly. Patrick, it’s me, Louise – this is Holly. My daughter. I’m so sorry.’

      After a moment of paralysis, Louise lurched in to embrace Patrick. She curtailed her gesture into a brief clutch at his neck as he failed to respond, still unwilling to share anything of their mother with her, even her loss. He got in the car. Louise’s eyes magnified with tears.

      ‘She felt sick on the way; she hasn’t been well. The driver said she’d be better off in the front.’

      Phase Three: the funeral. It was fifteen miles to the crematorium. With Holly in the front, the three of them were forced to sit together in the back. It was, as far as Nigel remembered, an unprecedented configuration. Despite the roominess of the estate car, he and Patrick both leaned against their respective windows. It was Louise who broke the silence, a few minutes on to the motorway.

      ‘Have you had any breakfast, Patrick?’

      Although Patrick was clearly stunned by the audacity of any question at all, its sheer simplicity compelled an answer.

      ‘Um, no.’

      ‘It’s going to be a long day,’ she said over his head, to Nigel. ‘Maybe we should get something on the way – we’ve got time.’

      ‘I don’t want anything,’ Patrick said.

      ‘You’ll be dropping,’ Louise persisted. ‘Even a cup of tea – have you had a cup of tea?’

      Patrick shrugged an apathetic negative.

      ‘We could stop at a garage,’ said Louise. ‘They’ll have a machine.’

      Nigel decided to knock this one on the head. Their slot at the crematorium started in less than half an hour. He had persuaded the bookings clerk to rearrange another family in order to get the uniquely convenient late-morning time, which would permit him to get home to Surrey that night. If they missed it, it would be like trying to find runway space at Heathrow.

      ‘I don’t think we’ve got time —’

      ‘I need to get some fags,’ said Patrick, exploring his coat pockets. So that was that. The driver pulled into a station pennanted with some unfamiliar local logo and Louise took Patrick’s order for twenty Silk Cut Light.

      ‘Can’t smoke in the car, sir.’ The driver instinctively addressed Nigel. He was, after all, the only one in a suit. Nigel checked his watch, resisting the temptation to rub his gritty eyes. At the funeral, he supposed, everyone would take their redness as a sign of grief.

      ‘How long will it take us now?’

      ‘’Bout twenty minutes, give or take.’

      They really didn’t have time to wait for Patrick to smoke a cigarette. Louise took an age getting the bloody things as well, as they all waited in a silence broken only by a few harrowed sighs from Patrick. Finally she reappeared, her lengthy absence explained by the lidded disposable cup of tea she carried, along with a grab bag of crisps and a plastic bottle of Coke that she dangled over to Holly in the front.

      ‘I thought she was ill,’ Nigel objected.

      ‘She hasn’t had any breakfast.’

      The girl waved away her mother’s offerings.

      ‘Can’t eat in here, if you don’t mind,’ said the driver, gently.

      ‘Oh well.’ Louise stuffed the refreshments into her bag and asked Patrick what combination of the milk pots and sugar sachets pincered between her fingers he wanted in his tea.

      Five minutes back along the road, Patrick crumpled the cellophane from the Silk Cut packet into the footwell of the car and took out a cigarette. Nigel made a move as he saw the driver clock this in the mirror.

      ‘Patrick, you can’t smoke in here.’

      Arrested in trawling a disposable lighter up from a far corner of his raincoat’s lining – the pocket must have been lost to a hole – Patrick halted and jabbed at the window button.

      ‘It’s all right —’

      ‘No smoking if you don’t mind, sir.’

      ‘I can’t open the bloody window!’

      ‘He has to work it from the front —’ Louise told him.

      ‘You can’t smoke in here —’

      ‘What?’

      Nigel pointed ahead to the neat sticker on the dashboard with its universal symbol. ‘You can’t smoke in here, Patrick. It’s a no-smoking car.’

      Patrick’s convulsion of contempt was vast, familiar and still frightening. Louise just managed to save the tea.

      ‘Christ alive – can you not open the window?’

      ‘Sorry sir, it’s company policy.’

      ‘My wife’s cold in the ground, man.’ Patrick sparked up, inhaled. ‘Company policy. How about human fucking decency?’

      The window rolled down to its limit.

      ‘I’m a smoker myself, as it happens,’ the driver said, nervously tracking the direction of the smoke. He was an older man, small, with yellowed whites to his eyes.

      ‘Muuum.’

      Louise shifted.

      ‘I’m sorry Patrick, cigarette smoke makes Holly feel sick.’

      Patrick continued to smoke.

      ‘She’s been feeling sick.’

      ‘I think I’m gonna be sick.’

      ‘Oh you’re not, are you, love?’

      ‘I feel really sick.’

      The girl’s voice had risen an octave again, back into childishness. She did look very pale. The wind was whipping away most of Patrick’s smoke.

      ‘Patrick, please!’

      ‘Tell her to try putting her head between her legs.’

      Louise changed position. For a wild second Nigel thought she was going to attempt to grab the cigarette from Patrick and throw it away, but she was only stretching forward to get a better look at Holly.

      ‘Are you going to be sick?’

      The girl nodded violently.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Louise to the driver, ‘we’ll have to stop.’

      ‘We’re going to be late!’ Nigel objected.

      ‘It can’t be helped, can it?’ Louise rolled a look past Patrick to Nigel. Surprised, he caught it, just as an annihilating sneeze tore out of him. Why hadn’t he listened to Sophie about getting her mum to babysit and let her come with him?

      The driver pulled on to the hard shoulder. Louise massaged Holly’s back as she bent over the rusted barrier at the verge, hair hanging in strings. Patrick finished his cigarette.

      ‘Suppose they can hardly start without us,’ Nigel reassured himself. Careless of the consequences, he raked his palate frantically against his tongue. Holly produced a couple of dry retches.

      ‘Oh Christ.’

      The spent butt pitched out of the window, Patrick swigged the last of his petrol-station tea. As his jaw stretched, Nigel saw that he’d missed a patch where he’d shaved, close to his ear. The stubble was silvery, both unspeakably louche and terribly vulnerable. Outside, Holly was holding her stomach, Louise still bent to her. Nothing happened.

      Why did it always have to be like this? Why would it be any different? Mum was dead. It was the only thing that had changed. Sophie should have come with him, definitely, but it was better that she hadn’t. Tenderly, Nigel placed a cool forefinger on each closed, raging eyelid. This worked, sometimes.

      ‘Women,’ said Patrick.

       

      
        March 10 1978

        Cobham Gardens

        Early hours.

        Darling Dear Girl,

        I’m sitting here drinking whisky and unable to write a word and thinking how very much I love you and want you and can’t live without you.

        I want to fuck you three times in a row.

        This will never do, will it?

        Patrick xx

      

       

      Her mother had had a way with clothes. Even in the chaos of the wardrobe and its overflow into the bedroom, Louise could see this hadn’t deserted her. So far, she had come across no garments that she recognised, yet they were all familiar in expressing the singularity of her mother’s style. Part of it, she could see now, was money; old clothes that didn’t date or wear out. A good coat – that was something she could remember Mum harping on about. You need a good coat. It must have helped that she had stayed the same size for years, by the look of it, although she would have been emaciated by the end. Stomach cancer: how could it have been otherwise? Surely she must have known, long before that solitary collapse in the Tesco car park and the hurtling deterioration of her final week? Other, more secret parts of your body might harbour a tumour unknown to you, but surely not your stomach.

      Louise hadn’t asked for a look at Mum in the casket before they burned it. There was no point in seeing how much she had changed, except to upset herself. All the funeral rituals demanded you recognise death as real when it was the last thing you wanted, each impersonal stage stripping away what you held on to, finally trundling her away up a conveyor belt like a supermarket item to be scanned and bagged. And without them saying goodbye. 

      At least now there was all the sorting out to bring her closer. Louise had volunteered at the reception. Jenny, the neighbour, was expecting her to, she could see. One look at Nigel would tell you that he never got his hands dirty. His hands were something she was shocked to recognise each time she saw him. They were still like a teenage boy’s: bizarrely knuckleless and smooth. They made him look unprepared for life, despite his suit. Anyway, sorting out was a daughter’s job.

      ‘Oh, bless you,’ Jenny had said, too relieved for even a token objection. ‘Patrick’s been saying just to put it all in bin bags, but really…’

      There was everything to be done. At least the bed next door where her mother had died had been stripped, thankfully. It must have been Jenny, or the nurse. The bed in this room, the one Patrick slept in, needed changing. The pungent, old-man smell of the sheets permeated the room, although without, Louise was relieved to notice, anything urinal. It didn’t help that there was something wrong with the radiator, which belted out unstoppable heat. The low-ceilinged bedroom was sweltering, even with the window sashes pushed as far up as they would go. Louise sweated as she worked; it was surprising how heavy clothes could be on their hangers. She was starving, but that was good. Work a bit off her. Burger and chips: the chewy fat of the burger and its salty blood mixing with the salty chips, sweet blob of ketchup. Maybe they could go to the pub for lunch. There was nothing in the house.

      Louise hauled out a little run of formal clothes in yellowed dry-cleaning shrouds. Her mother must have stopped going to do’s long ago – Louise knew Patrick had never been keen. Only once, after Mum had run off with Patrick (as Auntie B liked to call it, as though they were still running, cartoon-like), she had sent a photo of the two of them at some London party, a reception or ceremony, montaged with the famous. Patrick might have been getting an award, Louise couldn’t remember. What she remembered was how glamorous the two of them had looked in the picture, Patrick and Mum, like old-fashioned film stars among the real film stars, both laughing. Patrick must have won something, or been expecting to, to be laughing for the cameras like that. Her mother had probably been wearing one of these dead dresses shoved beyond the coats. Louise remembered sparkles, flaring against the flash.

      Hefting the heavy clothes on to the bed, the explosion of dust made her sneeze. Jenny’s hints at the funeral about the state the house was in had been, like the woman herself, conservative. Other peoples’ houses were always filthy – Louise was prepared for that – but as well as the enamel in the bathrooms (as yellowed and disastrous as Patrick’s teeth), the ravaged paintwork (smeared with track lines of fingerprints, as if tracing the unsteady routes of a gigantic toddler), the dulled carpets (darker at the edges, where years of scamped hoovering had deposited tidal rings of dirt), there was the mess.

      ‘Oh my days, Mum. It’s like one of them programmes,’ Holly had said when they arrived that morning.

      With Patrick’s study as the unseen epicentre, books, papers and bottles strewed the house like the aftermath of a disaster. It didn’t look as though they’d thrown anything away in thirty years, not if you could read it. Next to the study, in the formal dining room, books and magazines were heaped so densely that they threatened the fragile-looking antique furniture with collapse. Moving out along the corridor, more printed matter was rammed horizontally into any space left in the packed bookshelves and bookcases, with more volumes stacked optimistically next to and in front of the housed editions, narrowing most thoroughfares to a precarious single file. Freestanding piles of books and papers teetered on stairs and landings, while others, typically near chairs in many rooms, had been adopted as permanent surfaces on which cairns of crumbed plates and unopened junk mail were balanced. Even the extra bedrooms, with the exception of the one where Louise’s mother had died, were colonised by reams of hoarded print.

      The bottles followed a more haphazard pattern, with the exception of the dark kitchen. Here, empties of varying sizes and colours had been serried in rows around the bin and along the wall as far as the dresser, in a display of historic consumption as formally impressive as an art installation or a tomb offering from an ancient civilisation. Only the bedroom came close to containing as many, although Louise had yet to see the study, Patrick’s most private domain. He always kept the door closed.

      So this was where Mum had lived, and how. Well, Mum had been ill, as it turned out. For how long, though?

      Turning to the mounded clothes on the bed, Louise could hear the sound of the TV from downstairs: Holly and Patrick were watching Homes Under the Hammer together. There was a tiny room off the corridor from the kitchen, like a nest, with a sagging sofa and tired cushions and years of scattered Sunday supplements, all arranged around a huge, spanking new flatscreen. It felt like the most inhabited room in the house, and was certainly the most inviting. There was a dust-dimmed gallery of framed photos on the shelves that surrounded the TV, mostly of Patrick or Patrick and Mum together, none of them recent. Helping Holly to find the remote, Louise had scanned the shelves and quickly killed the small hope of discovering any pictures of herself. In one, the oldest photo and the only one without Patrick, her mum was a young woman, holding Nigel as a blurred baby on her miniskirted knee, before Louise existed. It must have been the only photo she’d taken with her when she left.

      It was getting to be late for lunch, and Louise needed a break. They also needed to decide what they were doing: she and Holly had brought their bags from the B & B so that they could get straight to the train, but if they went at three there would be stacks left undone. Louise really couldn’t afford to stump up for another night away, and she wasn’t entirely secure about the status of her return on the train. But supposing they stayed here in the house – could she really trust Jamie to get himself up in the morning? Not that it was the end of the world if he overslept; he was only doing work experience.

      Patrick would never agree to it, probably.

      ‘Where’s Patrick?’

      Down in the den, Holly was alone in front of the flatscreen, cradling her phone. She shrugged.

      ‘How are you feeling, chick?’

      She shrugged again. It wasn’t like her not to be hungry. Ordinarily she’d be shouting the house down about needing her lunch by now. Poor little thing. She still looked pale.

      Louise went to the study door and knocked. When there was no answer, she opened it to find Patrick at his desk, smoking, a whisky bottle to hand.

      ‘Sorry to disturb you.’

      No lights blinked in the housing of the ancient nicotine-beige computer that sat to his right. Its screen was equally lifeless. There was no other sign that he was writing, not so much as a piece of paper in front of him. Just the ashtray, the bottle and the glass.

      ‘I don’t want anything,’ he said.

      ‘Oh.’ It hadn’t occurred to her that he might want anything. She took up the cue. ‘I could make you a coffee. Or I was wondering about going out to get a bit of lunch.’

      He didn’t respond to this.

      ‘Patrick…’

      His hair stuck up at the back, in need of a cut as well as a wash. There was still a lot of it. Louise remembered her mother pushing it back off his face, where it always fell. Adoring him.

      ‘You don’t look anything like her,’ he said. ‘You never have.’

      ‘No.’ Louise waited a second or two. ‘I’m making headway, but there’s quite a bit to do…’

      ‘Burn the fucking lot, as far as I’m concerned. Put me on the pyre and have done.’

      What was she supposed to say to that?

      ‘Well. Even if it’s the charity shop, they’ll be grateful for it. It’ll take me a little while yet, though.’

      He drank. The whisky bottle was from Sainsbury’s: ‘Basics’ said the label.

      ‘Would it be all right for Holly and me to stay the night? I could make up one of the beds – I mean, we’d share. That way everything would be sorted for you – I can talk to Jenny, is it, make sure… I mean, if you want someone to come in and… maybe just once a week, sort things out. Maybe you’ve got someone… I’ll ask Jenny, shall I?’

      ‘Nigel said he’d take care of the legal stuff.’

      ‘I meant in the house.’

      Patrick didn’t move, except to take the glass a small distance from his lips.

      ‘So we’ll stay then, just for tonight. I’ll bring something back for your lunch. You might fancy it later.’

      The look Patrick wheeled to give her as she closed the door was violent and unfathomable. But it was as Louise remembered, from his visits with Mum: the turning away, back to the glass and the bottle, did most of the damage.

      She’d left her bag up in the bedroom. When Louise opened the door back into the unnatural heat, an impossible movement by the bed caught the edge of her eyeline, escaping with a weightless sigh. Even as she told herself not to be so stupid, her feet met an uncanny resistance. Starting back, she lost her balance.

      Righting herself heavily against the side of the bed frame, Louise saw what it was that had moved against her; the draught from the opening door had agitated a wisp of dry-cleaning plastic that had come untethered from the neck of its hanger when she had heaped it with the others. It lay on the musty carpet, where it had drifted against her panicking feet. Stretching down, she squirmed to trap it, but it flounced limply away. She caught it on the second attempt. Her pulse returning to normal, Louise stood and hooked the plastic back over the hanger. Stupid.

      It was as she shimmied the sheath down over the unprotected dress that she saw what the clothes had been trying to tell her all morning. Briskly, excited, she walked next door into the spare bedroom and opened the wardrobe there. Sure enough. A row of clothes, feminine, everyday, more recently worn than the spangled outfits abandoned in the room where Patrick slept. All the mess had stopped her thinking clearly; it would do the same to anyone. But the message was obvious, if you had eyes to see. Mum was telling her, loud and clear. Patrick said that they only knew about the cancer a week before she passed. Not enough time to get her and Nigel down to say goodbye. But Mum had been sleeping in the other room for months.

      It was hard to be surprised he’d lie to them.

       

      
        Cobham Gdns

        April. 9? 10? ’78 Sometime in the middle of the night

        My darling —

        I love you, I love you, I love you. You make me a better man than I ever thought possible, even the thought of you when I’m here in this desperate room marking desperate bloody essays about ‘English countryside’ for the Jap students. I can just about bear to work but it’s impossible to read the newspapers without wanting to step in front of traffic. You’re very sensible never to read them but then you seem wise about so many things. Beautiful and wise and irresistible. For all those reasons, your name can’t be Sally.

        Have your excuse ready for Wednesday. I’ve wangled the money for the ticket.

        P xx

      

       

      Two days after the funeral, Nigel was taken aback to ring Patrick and get Louise on the phone. At first he thought he’d dialled her number by mistake.

      ‘We’re back home tonight,’ she told him. ‘There’s been that much to do.’

      This was annoying, after all he’d been doing himself.

      ‘You should have told me,’ he said. ‘I could have arranged to get someone in.’

      ‘It’s family,’ she maintained. ‘I’ve sorted a few things out you might like, or Sophie, you know, to have.’

      Nigel couldn’t imagine Sophie wanting anything from that grotto of a house. Unless – had there been jewellery? He remembered rings, catching light.

      ‘How’s Patrick?’ he asked, more or less knowing the answer to that. He needed to speak to him, however fruitlessly. Assimilating the contents of the will, of which Nigel was co-executor along with Patrick’s solicitor, it had become apparent that ownership of Bloody Empire had been transferred to their mother, for long-defunct tax reasons. Although clear provision had been made for the rights to the play to be transferred back to Patrick in the event of his wife’s death, Nigel needed his consent. At the very least, it would make Patrick liable once again for any tax accruing. Then there was the matter of the house. That looked like it would be, as houses always were, rather more complicated.

      Was Bloody Empire still put on anywhere? Nigel had been seventeen when he’d seen it, on the West End press night. He remembered best being allowed a gin and tonic in the bar at the interval. And the topless scene, naturally. He’d been permitted to come up from school specially, in the middle of the week in the middle of the term, and had greatly enjoyed the glamour on his return; underplaying it, but careful to mention the tits and exaggerating their, in truth, disappointing size and trajectory. They had been very political breasts, bracketed by underarm hair. That time was long gone, thank God. Nigel had been surprised to spot the actress in a Poirot a few years ago, much aged as a sadistic headmistress who became the murder victim, the breasts he had once ogled heavily covered in blood-stained tweed.

      Patrick didn’t come to the phone when Nigel rang. Louise said he was sleeping, in his study. (A study, now that was something to have.) They arranged for Nigel to ring back later in the day, before she and Holly left for their train. When Nigel called again, towards four, the phone rang on for so long he thought it was a lost cause. No answer machine kicked in, although he knew there was one because it had been the main conduit of communication between him and his mother when she was alive. Just as he was about to hang up, Louise answered, out of breath from the stairs. She then toiled to get Patrick.

      ‘Do what you must,’ was his response to Nigel’s crisp summation of the rights situation. His voice sounded so thick with age and drink that Nigel faltered at the prospect of asking anything to do with the house. He wasn’t even confident Patrick had understood what had just been so concisely put to him about his play.

      ‘If you don’t take measures to retrieve the rights,’ he repeated, to be on the safe side, ‘they’ll pass to Louise and me.’

      ‘She’s still here,’ said Patrick, distractedly. ‘Turned the place out from top to bottom. I want her gone.’

      ‘They’re getting the train,’ Nigel reassured him.

      But after the conversation had finished, Louise rang him back on her mobile.

      ‘I’m in the garden,’ she told him. ‘I don’t want him to hear. Nidge, I don’t think I should go.’

      Nidge. It grabbed him. She didn’t even know she was doing it.

      Someone had turned up. A young woman. She claimed to be a freelance journalist who had apparently some time ago arranged, via email, to interview Patrick. She seemed to be expecting to stay in the house, according to Louise.

      ‘You know what journalists are like,’ she said, groundlessly. As if she had ever had anything to do with journalists.

      ‘Well, doesn’t she know about Mum?’ Nigel asked.

      Apparently the girl hadn’t, until she had arrived. And she had travelled down from Newcastle, or Sunderland, or possibly the Lake District – somewhere far north.

      ‘What kind of freelance journalist?’ he asked.

      ‘I don’t know. Or did she say she was studying journalism? Something like that. I couldn’t really make it out, to be honest.’

      This was impossible. Louise was hopeless on real-life details. That was the problem with never having to function in the real world, and God knows, Patrick was no better. But she had been right to warn him. Mum had always been the gatekeeper: now that responsibility had passed to him. The timing could have been better. Nigel had a big client presentation in the morning and the PowerPoint material wasn’t yet finished for him to check over, while Sophie’s annoyance over his absences from the house was cashing out in escalating acts of martyrdom he’d be stupid to ignore. That morning she’d even washed his gym kit for him and presented it to him at the door when he’d left at sparrow’s fart: he knew the danger signs. She needed some attention. No wonder his IBS was playing up.

      ‘Can you get her to ring me?’

      Apparently the girl had wandered off, Louise didn’t know where. She said she’d do her best. Nigel agreed that in that case it would be a good idea for Louise to stay if she could, until he could travel down after his presentation the next day. With Mum gone, who knew what some opportunist hack might be hoping to dig up? Patrick hadn’t been newsworthy since 1982, but you never knew. A journalist could probably manipulate him into saying a story’s worth of anything, if they were really that desperate for material. And at least being down there would allow him to have a proper conversation with Patrick about the future.

      When Nigel got home that evening, Sophie had not only made coq au vin, but insisted the boys wait so that they could all eat it together. They were peevish and argumentative with hunger and tiredness. Nigel felt the same way, but he made a great effort to be charming and interested, and to praise the food, which he knew his digestion would suffer for later. As Sophie told an extended anecdote about her tribulations in returning some catalogue purchases, Nigel used the time to think through tomorrow and its compartments, starting with the presentation and moving on to whatever he would face in Cornwall. Perhaps it had worked out for the best that he’d be down there before Louise went for good: for all he knew she might have stripped the house bare. Had there been rings? Sophie would remember. According to the will, he and Louise were to split everything evenly, but it would hardly be surprising if Louise took the opportunity to line her pockets while she could.

      As he nodded at Sophie’s detailed account of her interactions with various unhelpful courier agencies, Nigel checked this thought. Actually, it would be nothing short of astonishing to find Louise in breach of her stolid honesty: Nigel might have liked her so much more if she had ever in her life summoned enough gumption to steal, or even lie. Still, he’d confer with Sophie about the rings. As for the matter of Mum’s title to the house, there was obviously no point in filling Louise in with the larger picture until it was entirely clear. Larger pictures overwhelmed her; they always had. She was vexed enough by a life lived in details.

      ‘So they said of course we’ll send a credit note and I said, you know what? You can send me a voucher for twenty-five per cent off and free delivery and maybe I won’t post a moan on your website – ’course, I’ve already put it up.’

      ‘Well done that woman.’ Nigel patted Sophie’s hand and accepted seconds on the coq au vin. Already, his guts were twisting.

      The next day was predictably draining. On the train, Nigel made calls and formulated emails to compensate for his absence, both actual and prospective. Still, a refreshment-trolley-cappuccino’s length of staring out at the meaningless countryside was enough to drive him back to his laptop and its demands. Relaxation never helped; for one thing, it made him oversensitive to the alerts of his treacherous digestive system. The cappuccino had been a mistake, if you were to believe the nutritionist Sophie had arranged for him to see: no caffeine, no wheat, no dairy, no alcohol. Sod that. All the consultation had done was make him feel anxious about ignoring the prim, clear-skinned young woman’s impossible advice, which probably made the symptoms worse. She had told Nigel the problem was that human evolution was much slower than the changes human beings had wrought on themselves with post-industrial nutrition.

      Nigel didn’t share his own theory: that his digestive system was the victim of a more personal failure to evolve. His belly had started to ache the moment he was removed from the carelessly processed diet of his childhood and forced to consume the grains and pulses and alien vegetables of his unusually progressive boarding school. By the time he had finished A-levels, the general middle-class diet had caught up with the headmaster’s pioneering, yogurt-manufacturing wife and he was condemned to a lifetime of discomfort. Only in his student years had he found respite, confirming that existing on a diet of white-bread golden syrup sandwiches, Pot Noodles and bags of crisps eased the cramps and torrential shittings that otherwise tormented him. Sophie wasn’t having it; she said it was all in his mind and forced him to eat courgettes as an example to the boys.

      At the station Nigel took a cab, resenting the expense. When he arrived the house looked deserted, with no lights on, but it turned out that this was because everyone was in the kitchen at the back, eating. Everyone being Patrick, Louise, Holly (he had forgotten about her again) and the journalist, who introduced herself as Mia.

      ‘Hi!’ the girl exclaimed, as though welcoming him. As though his arrival had made her day. Having prepared to be defensive, Nigel was stirred to be winning. She was very attractive. She had glossy black hair and tight jeans and boots and looked a touch, a pleasing touch, oriental.

      ‘I’m so sorry about your mother.’

      Nigel made the noise and pulled the face suitable to acknowledging bereavement. He stopped Louise from fetching him a plate, explaining he’d had a sandwich on the train (actually, a palliative bag of salt and vinegar crisps). Patrick, who he’d been expecting to look besieged, was convivial. Perhaps it was the right time of day, with the wine on the table. And the tight jeans.

      ‘This charming young lady is here to pick what passes for my brains these days,’ Patrick announced. As Louise rolled Nigel a look about this, she noticed Holly’s plate, still full of glutinously overcooked pasta.

      ‘Holly, you’ve got to eat something.’

      ‘I told you – I’m not hungry. Can I get down now?’

      She scarcely looked to be wasting away. Louise sighed and told her there were yogurts. The girl, ignoring this, got up without looking back and slouched out of the room, already texting. Her departure allowed Nigel to sit next to Mia.

      ‘Yes,’ said Nigel. ‘Which paper are you from?’

      Mia laughed. ‘If only. I’m a student. I’m writing my thesis on – on Patrick.’

      A little bow of the head to Patrick acknowledged the recent privilege of using his first name. Patrick dipped his head back, receiving the tribute. Nigel remembered that he could be charming.

      ‘It’s not an interview, then.’

      Bloody Louise.

      ‘I thought you said —’ Louise objected.

      ‘Well, it’s a little bit two birds with one stone. Is that really awful? I was thinking – horse’s mouth, for the thesis – sorry, that sounds terrible —’ the girl flashed an even-toothed smile of contrition at Patrick, ‘but then maybe something for the student paper, if that’s okay. I feel awful about the timing and everything.’

      But not so awful that she hadn’t got her feet under the table.

      ‘Life of a sort goes on,’ Patrick reassured her.

      Nigel moved himself to be suspicious. ‘Which university?’ he asked.

      ‘Newcastle.’

      ‘You’re doing a BA…’

      ‘MA.’

      ‘In —’

      ‘Media and communications.’

      Patrick snorted into his wine glass. This was all very awkward. Nigel thought the girl looked like she almost certainly was a student, although she seemed very groomed and self-confident. Young people were now, though, weren’t they? She could be any age from twenty to thirty. She could be a journalist, and lying through her teeth.

      ‘I’m really so sorry about your mother; she was so nice to me when I emailed. I was really looking forward to meeting her. I should’ve double-checked or rung – it was just – I didn’t think. Stupid of me.’

      ‘It was all very sudden,’ said Louise, emphatically.

      If only she hadn’t come from so far away.

      ‘Listen,’ said Nigel, ‘this isn’t ideal, obviously. Why don’t we reimburse you for your fare or petrol, or whatever, and you can arrange with Patrick to come down in a month or two?’

      Patrick reared at this. ‘Why the hell should she? The poor girl’s here now.’

      ‘Well —’

      ‘’Course, totally, I’m really sorry about all this —’

      ‘It’s not your fault, God —’

      ‘Don’t listen to this lot —’

      ‘About inconveniencing you —’

      ‘You aren’t.’ Patrick was definitive. ‘I’m not inconvenienced. It’s a delight to have you here. What did you arrange with Sara?’

      Mia’s eyes flicked around the three of them, assessing hierarchies.

      ‘That I’d come and talk to you. She offered for me to stay… she said it wouldn’t be a good idea to talk for more than a couple of hours at a time, because of your work. I mean, it started when I emailed – I just wanted to email you the questions, but she said you don’t do email?’

      ‘I prefer the old ways.’

      ‘Yeah. So… it wouldn’t be like, days.’

      He could check the computer, thought Nigel. The emails would give him some sense of the girl’s credibility, along with ringing the university. For now, he may as well keep Patrick sweet.

      ‘Holly has to get back to school,’ Louise said suddenly. No one could see the point of this. ‘If you’re wanting me.’ No one wanted her. ‘Maybe you should book yourself into the B&B up the road,’ she said to Mia. ‘I mean, tonight’s okay, but after that. With the house. Patrick’s not… there’s no one to cook or anything.’

      ‘Oh, I could do that,’ said Mia. ‘I love to cook. Don’t get much chance at uni!’

      She really was hot to trot, wasn’t she?

      Louise’s face set. ‘I suppose it wouldn’t matter to keep Holly off until the end of the week. She’s still a bit off colour. Then I can see to you all.’

      ‘You heard the girl,’ said Patrick. ‘She’ll see to me.’

      The innuendo eddied, unintended.

      ‘I feel awful,’ Mia repeated, her poise unassailed. ‘Look, you’re right, Mr Conway —’

      ‘Nigel, please. It’s not Conway, I’m his stepson – it’s Dean, actually. But Nigel.’

      ‘Oh God, sorry, duh, Mia. Listen, I’ll go back in the morning, don’t worry about the fare —’

      ‘Stay!’

      Patrick slammed the tabletop so hard that the plates jumped. They all stilled. Nigel felt he should be taking command of the situation, but he could never thump anything like that. In the ensuing silence, his stomach bubbled appeasingly. It was a small mercy, he realised, that his hay fever hadn’t made a reappearance.

      ‘We’ll stay until Friday, then,’ said Louise. ‘It’s not a problem.’ She smiled, forcing her mouth. ‘Does anyone fancy a yogurt?’

      There were no takers.

       

      
        May 19 1978

        Cobham Gdns

        Dearest –

        You’re still on my lips, salt and sour and sweet all at once. I hope you missed your train and he knows what you’ve been doing and the whole world knows. I live for the taste of your cunt.

        Leave him – and the children – and live with me. It’s the only way, you know it is.

        I love you.

        P x

        PS. If he tells you that, he’s a liar.

      

       

      The vacuum cleaner was broken. With all Mum’s clothes and bits sorted, Louise had decided to make a start on the house. It was nearly overwhelming, the amount there was to do if she was going to make a proper job of it. She assembled her materials: bucket, bleach, polish, dusters, rolls of paper towels. But the broken vacuum cleaner was a problem. There was no point discussing it with Patrick, or suggesting he fork out for a new one, although he’d have to eventually. She decided to call on the neighbour, Jenny, to see if she minded lending hers for the day. Holly could have done with the fresh air as well, but she refused to come with her. She still looked peaky, so maybe she was better off in the warm, thumbs busy on her phone.

      ‘I’m just popping out.’

      Patrick was in his study, answering Mia’s questions. Louise had made them both a coffee. There should have been biscuits, but she had eaten them all herself watching TV the night before with Holly. By the look of her, Mia didn’t go in much for biscuits. She even took the mug of coffee gingerly, as though its proffered handle was a mild, surprising insult she was graciously prepared to overlook.

      ‘Honest toil,’ said Patrick. Louise wasn’t sure if this was getting at her or talking about him and the girl, who sat with her laptop angled on her crossed legs, tapping in notes. She closed the door on them, quickly.

      It was a strange time, she thought, walking up the black unpavemented road to the other house. The countryside, that was strange in itself. Louise couldn’t remember being in the country ever, really, apart from the odd school trip, although there was plenty of countryside around Leeds. Different from this: less something, or more something else – green? Up and down? There was the sea, as well, making it even stranger. She wondered if her mother, a Leeds girl all her life, had loved it. She must have, to have lived here nearly thirty years. Although she had loved Patrick enough to have been happy in a cardboard box. Those had been her exact words, Louise remembered: her frozen to the stairs, her mum and dad rowing in the lounge, Dad shouting, ‘Where are you going to live?’ and Mum shouting back – ‘What does it matter where we’re living – I’d be happy in a cardboard box!’ Luckily, it had never come to that.

      The neighbour’s house was chasteningly smart, with a gravelled drive and twin bay trees, pruned into lollipops, on either side of the matt, sage-painted front door. Jenny answered the bell, harried and pleasant and less forbidding than her paintwork.

      ‘Oh, Sara’s daughter – of course, come in!’

      Sara. With the long ‘a’, like ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’. Louise never called Mum that, to herself. Sara was Patrick’s invention; he had hated Sally and changed it. Since Louise had been here, she’d had to get used to attaching the other name to her mother, and to hearing herself say it, just to be understood. Auntie B had always stuck to calling Mum ‘Sally’, to make a point.

      Louise, apologising for the intrusion, explained about the hoover. Jenny insisted she come in. Louise felt a right lump in that lovely house. Even by her standards, it was well looked after, and the furniture was gorgeous. Exactly the sort of thing she might have had herself if she’d been able to afford it, although she would have gone for a bit more colour than the chilly whites and beiges and greys that toned in so well with Jenny’s thick ash hair and layered jumpers. Even the dog, an amiably overweight golden retriever, matched. Except for the house’s size, it all couldn’t have been more different from Patrick’s and her mother’s place.

      ‘How is Patrick?’

      Jenny led Louise into a pristine kitchen-diner with a granite-topped island in the middle. Radio 4 muttered to itself in the background.

      ‘Not too bad. Well, taking it quite hard, really.’

      Louise could hear her accent landing flatly on the granite in a way she never did at home. ‘I’m not sure how he’s going to manage, to be honest.’
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