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      Madame Life’s a piece in bloom

      
     Death goes dogging everywhere

      
      She’s the tenant of the room

      
      He’s the ruffian on the stair.

      W. E. HENLEY
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      ONE

      
     THE LAST TIME YOU AND I had dinner alone together was in that brothel in Baden-Baden.’
      

      
      It is six days before Silas Mudd’s hundredth birthday. Coral, his daughter-in-law, dining alone with him in his London club
         answers him loudly and patiently: ‘No, Daddy, we went to the brothel but we didn’t dine there.’
      

      
      Daddy, she thinks. At her age. What a fool she is, always rushing into things. Twenty years ago, about to marry Will, she had said
         to his father, ‘What shall I call you?’ and he had said, unexpectedly and uncharacteristically diffident, ‘What about Daddy?
         The children always called me Father. That was their mother, of course. She thought Father sounded better class.’
      

      
      Although she had thought it absurd, Coral had been touched by this request and Silas’s sudden, shy air and, anyway, she had
         wanted to please him: Will’s ancient father, the lonely old widower, about to turn eighty. Had she known it would be for so
         long, she would have never agreed to it. But no one in her family had ever reached such an age, giving up the ghost, passing on, leaving earth or, in the case of the more forthright, just dying, in their early seventies if not in their sixties. How could she have guessed that within a few months ‘Daddy’ would be rejuvenated,
         peacocking around in new suits, expensive ties, first courting then marrying his second wife, Bella?
      

      
      She says, ‘We had dinner in the hotel, Daddy. It was absolutely as dull as you said it would be.’

      
      Will had been absent that evening, too. He and Coral had gone to Baden-Baden, partly to see Silas who was spending a month
         in a comfortable, if undistinguished, hotel that had offered him a special weekly rate, and partly so that Will could see
         one of his authors, a German who wrote in English because his Jewish parents had sent him to England to be educated before
         World War Two. Will thought this man’s new novel might well be his last, a prospect that did not displease the international
         company that had recently taken over Will’s small publishing house, keeping Will on as a consultant; although the novelist
         was still highly respected, his sales had declined as his age had increased. He also required, when it came to editing his
         manuscripts, rather more delicacy than some of the younger editors in the firm could willingly contemplate or thought worth
         the trouble.
      

      
      Will had spent the afternoon with this difficult author and was to dine with him and his wife. Silas, gallantly keen to amuse
         his daughter-in-law, had suggested an expedition into the town. There was this restaurant he had noticed, shaded lights, discreetly
         romantic; he was sure she would like it. As she had entered, Silas on his two sticks following slowly, the bosomy Madame,
         rosy-fleshed, tightly corseted, rose out of the velvety gloom and murmured – Coral had thought for her ear alone, ‘Would you like to leave your father and come back for him later?’
      

      
      She had not thought Silas could have heard this: he was some way behind her, grappling with his sticks and the heavy curtain
         that shrouded the internal door, some sort of rubbery material, insulation from the continental cold, and he had been, even
         then, very deaf. Coral had told him the restaurant was closed, it was the end of the season, and he had limped after her back
         to the car and said nothing except what a pity: he was bored with the food in the hotel and had hoped for a little gastronomic
         excitement.
      

      
      Of course, he had understood perfectly, she realises now. Kept it to himself all this time, just waiting for the chance to
         get her alone and come out with it.
      

      
      She says, ‘We had some kind of lake fish in thin grey sauce. And a greyish cream cakey thing afterwards. In appearance, much
         like the first course. Except for the bones.’
      

      
      He nods. He remembers his meals. Measures his days by them. Well, she had remembered that one, hadn’t she? And how long ago
         was it? After Dinkie was born. Fourteen years, fifteen? The first winter Silas had been alone again.
      

      
      Silas says, ‘You stayed in that hotel with me several days. I expect we ate there on another occasion. But that night, I’m
         sure of it, you and I dined in the brothel.’
      

      
      Coral hears – fancies she hears – a stifled giggle from somewhere behind her. Well, of course, Silas, being deaf, is given
         to shouting, and has to be shouted back to. He has an old hearing-aid that had belonged to Will’s mother, hardly state-of-the-art
         any longer, but he refuses to update it; he isn’t mean but he has better things to do with his money than waste it on pricey
         hearing devices. There have been other occasions in the club when Coral has felt their table was providing the floor show. A wary glance at neighbouring tables
         confirms that everyone in the dining room is sitting bolt upright, silent and listening. Like a lot of meerkats, she thinks,
         remembering a nature film on television. Long bodies, little heads, alert, quivering. Some kind of ground squirrel, or lemur.
         Somewhere in Africa? Or South America?
      

      
      Silas has his back to the room. All the same he must know other guests would be able to hear them. Deaf, eyesight going, but
         mind and memory still well oiled, smoothly running. Is he enjoying this ridiculous public exchange? Having fun thinking he
         might be embarrassing her? Or, childishly – his second childhood – paying her out for not leaving him in the brothel and coming back later? No, no, Silas would never do that. He is a steadfastly chivalrous old gent;
         still struggling to open doors, pull out chairs, all the old-fashioned courtesies.
      

      
      She says, ‘I didn’t know you had realised what the place was. I suppose I was sparing your blushes. But really, Daddy, we
         didn’t eat there. That wasn’t quite the kind of service on offer.’
      

      
      Coral speaks in her fullest voice, her famous reach-the-back-of-the-gods voice, not the sort of thing they teach at drama
         schools any longer. And Silas, in spite of the baffle of deafness, hears it clearly enough to understand what might have passed
         through her mind. Indeed, the faintest of colour tints his pale, waxy skin for perhaps thirty seconds.
      

      
      He says, ‘Club’s pretty empty tonight, isn’t it? Well, of course, Saturday. People away for the weekend.’

      
      Coral forgives him. Perhaps he has been so busy pondering the delivery of his little jest about brothels in Baden-Baden, rehearsing it gleefully during his after-lunch nap, that he has really forgotten there would be other members
         dining this evening. Sitting with his back to them, out of his sight, they had slipped from his mind. Forgivable, natural indeed, in a man aged ninety-nine years, eleven months and three weeks. But he would hate to think she might have thought
         that. She says, leaning forward, touching the plump blue veins on the back of his hand, ‘Quite a few. As you well knew, you
         bad man.’
      

      
      She shakes her head, laughing at him and with him, and he straightens his shoulders and lifts his chin, milky eyes sparkling.
         Preening himself. Coral, the actress, appreciates the effort he makes, putting on a good show for her. Not that she hasn’t
         made an effort for him: she has dressed to please him this evening in her navy Jean Muir, several years old now but cut with the kind of elegant
         discretion she is sure he still admires. His wife, his first wife, mother of Will, Hannah and Alice, had been obsessional about her appearance, spending huge amounts in what, so Will
         had told Coral, she always referred to as ‘little’ dress shops (as if the use of the diminutive mitigated her extravagance)
         on well-cut suits and dresses in black, navy or grey that she cared for as if they were her delicate children, removing them
         immediately she returned from an outing, from a lunch or a shopping expedition, in case they should crease or get dirty, and
         hanging them to ‘rest’ in her closet.
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      It had been the one thing about Silas’s second wife that had astonished Will and his sisters (not Coral, of course, who had never known Mother) and, though none of them would admit it, slightly dismayed them. Bella wore bright, shiny clothes,
         always tightly belted and usually a size too small. ‘The sort of things Mother would have called common,’ Will had said to
         Coral, shrugging his shoulders and laughing a little to show that he didn’t agree with this judgement even though he might
         comprehend it.
      

      
      This apart, Silas’s children had welcomed Bella even if, as far as his daughters were concerned, the main reason was their
         own convenience. Silas was a strong old man, but even strong old men grow dependent eventually, and when she married Silas,
         Bella was a healthy widow in her early sixties who had already buried two elderly husbands and could surely be relied upon
         to take care of a third until the ferryman called for him. Hannah and Alice, both only slightly younger than Bella, were particularly
         (if secretly and silently) conscious of the burden she had lifted from them. Will was too young to be expected to face up
         to the adult responsibility of an ageing parent. Or so his two older sisters, used to indulging their baby brother, considered.
         And yet, when the call came (from Athens, mid-February) it was Will who had answered it, abandoning Coral, about to give birth
         to their third child and already in hospital, to fly to his father’s deathbed. The Greek doctors, Bella had said when she
         telephoned, thought Silas might hang on another forty-eight hours but no longer. It was a quite horrid flu, she said, breaking off to cough herself, achingly. ‘I blame myself,’ she wailed. ‘I went walking round the headland
         in the rain and I caught what I thought was this cold, and I gave it to him.’
      

      
      On the drive to Heathrow, on the flight, Will had forced himself to put aside his concerns for Coral and the new baby and conscientiously examined his feelings for his father. Silas
         was eighty-six now, and though he would be sorry to see the old man go, so Will told himself, it was a good age, a fair innings,
         an outpouring of grief was hardly in order. ‘No, no, not in order at all’, he muttered, playing this over, this kind of gruff, so-called manly expression, and found himself on the edge of
         unsuitable laughter. He rang the bell for the stewardess, asked for a brandy, and when it came, gulped it down in an attempt
         to restore some kind of seemliness to his thoughts at this solemn moment. Did he love, had he ever loved, Father?
      

      
      He dodged that one. He would miss him, of course. Why, Silas had been around all his life. That self-evident observation made Will snigger disgracefully; he blew his nose loudly and ordered another brandy. What
         he meant, he told himself sternly, was that while a man of his age had a father of Silas’s age still alive, it kept the contemplation
         of his own death at bay.
      

      
      Silas had always been an old man to Will, middle-aged and grey-haired when Will was born, Mother’s late, menopausal baby from
         whose birth she had never recovered. Or so Will had been given to understand. Aged six or so, he had asked Silas, innocently,
         why (when she wasn’t shopping or lunching or playing bridge) his mother was always lying down while other mothers were running
         about, playing ball games and swimming, and Silas had answered, ‘You did that, boy, Mother gave life to you and very near
         lost her own, make sure you never forget it.’
      

      
      Will had never repeated that remark to anyone, not even to Coral. As a little boy, he had been too ashamed: if people knew what he had done, they would hate him. How many knew, anyway? Fear made him shy with his parents’ friends, who considered
         him sullen. Later, more or less grown, he thought no one would believe him, and if they did, might think he was asking for
         pity. Occasionally he had thought he might tell Coral as a sour sort of joke; if she laughed, he could put it behind him.
         But Coral was fond of Silas, and Coral’s affection (Will was often uncomfortably aware of this) could be conditional. And
         he had needed her to be fond of Silas. His sisters lived so far away, one in the States, on a lake in Maine, the other only in Yorkshire
         but so immovable by habit as well as inclination that she might as well have lived in Australia. Not that Silas had been demanding.
         Within two months of Mother’s death, he had sold the London house and taken entirely happily to living in clubs and hotels,
         never staying in one place longer than a few weeks, moving on as soon as the weather deteriorated or he was bored with the
         food. He liked to see Will when he was in London but when abroad a thrice-weekly telephone call, an occasional letter or fax,
         had been all he had appeared to expect. And once Bella had joined him in his agreeably nomadic existence he had been happy
         to leave all communication with his children to her. When they were coming to England it was Bella who made arrangements to
         see them, who sent postcards from various comfortable billets around the world, who chose Christmas and birthday presents.
         She had kept a house of her own in Nauplion, in the Peloponnese, a legacy from her second (Greek) husband, and this was the
         only ‘home’ Silas ever consented to stay in since he had got rid of his own. Bella had once said to Will, ‘He isn’t a domesticated
         man, is he? Do you think it might be why he has lived so long? Never had to wrestle with the boiler or change a lightbulb. I know he’s
         interested in tools, but I’ve never seen him use one!’
      

      
      Remembering this light-hearted speculation on the flight to Athens, Will wondered if it was true. He supposed that in her
         exhausted way, Mother had run the family house while he was growing up, though what he actually remembered was a succession
         of kindly middle-aged ladies cooking, cleaning, and presumably changing the lightbulbs and wrestling with the boiler. He realised
         now that he had never seen his father in a kitchen. It occurred to him that it might have been staying in Bella’s Greek house
         that had finished him at last. It was a cold house, he remembered. Bella had been generous, lending it for holidays, and Will
         and Coral had been there one chilly Easter.
      

      
      Would Bella settle there now? It seemed unlikely that she would want to continue living like a gypsy on her own. But she was
         an Englishwoman; her two children lived in England, there was a boy, a doctor, younger than Will, and a girl younger still.
         Davey and Clare. Had she, in fact, somewhere to live in London, say, or out in the country, that she had never mentioned?
         Or sold, perhaps, when she married Silas?
      

      
      Will was contrite suddenly. It seemed shameful to know so little about Bella. Especially when he liked her so much – well more than liked, loved her. She was a solid, rosy, happy woman, warm and loving. She had put her arms round Will and hugged him the first time she
         met him and he had quickly come to feel that she was the laughing young mother he had never had. He remembered saying to her,
         ‘He’s a lot older than you,’ not jealous, exactly, but wanting to warn her. She had said, ‘Oh, I’m used to old men. My dad died when I was two. You could say I’d been looking for him ever
         since and you might not be wrong.’ And she had given one of her big, cheerful laughs. ‘I can only say I’ve been very satisfied
         with the fathers I’ve found up to now.’
      

      
      Will had wanted to ask her, ‘What about bed?’ It seemed a natural question: Bella seemed to him so openly and unfussily sexy
         and Silas – well, it was hard to think of Silas in bed with, making love to, anyone. And not just because of his age. But
         he didn’t ask her.
      

      
      Now, on his third brandy, scooping up the accompanying peanuts and cramming them into his mouth, he thought of Silas blaming
         a six-year-old for his mother’s failing health, blaming him, perhaps, for what might have been the end of his own sexual life
         with his wife. Silas in his lusty fifties, disappointed with poor, worn-out Mother. If he had subsequently made other arrangements,
         he had always been discreet. And after Mother’s death there had been no revelations, no sly introductions over a casual lunch
         meeting. Ah, Will! I don’t think you’ve met Sophie/Antoinette/Margaret, have you? No evidence that he had any further urges in that direction. When he began to book himself on the occasional luxury cruise
         around the Mediterranean, Alice had telephoned from Maine to her sister in Yorkshire, her brother in London, in some agitation.
         Did they think the old man was on the prowl, was how she put it, a phrase that sounded mildly disgusting to Will’s puritan ear. He was shocked that both Alice and Hannah
         appeared to take such an eager, lip-smacking pleasure in their elderly father’s private adventures. Sitting in the kitchen
         of his tall terrace house in North London (Islington bordering on Hackney) he had envisaged his older sisters, cackling and rolling their eyes
         like the pair of smelly harpies he remembered from his early childhood, sniggering, nudging each other, at some innocent display
         of ignorance on his part (usually of a sexual nature), ugly sisters to his Cinderella. Objectively, when he was older and
         they had left home, he was able to recognise the useful part they had played in his upbringing, reading to him, playing Ludo
         and Monopoly on wet days, running beside him in the park while he was learning to ride his bicycle, taking on the role their
         mother was too tired (or unwilling) to play, but it had merely made him feel guilty because in spite of this recognition he
         still failed to love them. His overriding memories of them were physical and disagreeable: Alice, trapping his hot, screaming
         face in her armpit, her ‘torture place’ as a punishment, Hannah tickling him in the bath for the fun of seeing his little
         penis stand firm and calling Alice to laugh at him with her. ‘Look at his nasty little secret! D’you think he knows what to
         do with it? Shall we show him?’
      

      
      Huge, shiny faces, wet mouths, bright eyes, gleaming above him, shrouded in steam. And hateful humiliation compounded by uncontrollable
         tears and by great arms swooping down to console him, lift him out of the bath and cuddle him, shrouded in towels, against
         wet, smelly bulges of flesh. ‘Poor little poppet, poor diddums, never mind, horrid Alice and Hannah.’
      

      
      As Will called up this scene in the plane, disgust filled him, rising sour in his mouth. He shouldn’t have had that last brandy.
         To compensate, he would refuse wine with the meal about to be served from the trolley that was making its way through from First Class to Club where he was seated. Although since food was the best antidote to alcohol, the best
         way to sober up, it would be easier to choke down the no doubt inedible fodder on offer with a glass of red wine. And he would
         need to be sober to face what awaited him once he landed at Athens; sober, not just to deal with his father’s corpse but,
         more importantly, to console the sorrowing widow.
      

      
      He thought about comforting Bella and a warm flush flowed agreeably through him. Bella would have to decide what should be
         done with her husband’s body but he would be there to help her – must stay with her, at least until Davey or Clare, her doctor
         son or her barrister daughter, arrived to take over. Fortunately this wasn’t Coral’s first baby and she had been quite calm,
         almost unmoved indeed, when he had kissed her goodbye in the hospital. Where Coral was concerned, calmness could be deceptive,
         cloaking anger, but on the whole in important things, at vital moments, she was entirely rational: certainly not the sort
         of woman to resent her husband flying to his father’s deathbed.
      

      
      Would Silas still be alive when he got there? And if alive, conscious? What would he say to his father? Or Silas to him? Presumably
         Bella would be there, so he had no need to worry about rehearsing suitable speeches. Bella was a skilful manager of difficult
         moments. And, as well as grief, there might be a modified joy on this sad occasion. Coral had always given birth quickly and
         easily. She might already have rung the hospital to say the child had been born. A new life to replace the old. Silas might
         even die happy.
      

      
      The meal on his tray, tucking his napkin into his neck, nodding his acceptance at the bottle of claret poised above his glass, Will groaned with embarrassment. The idea of Silas
         entertaining such a notion was ludicrously indulgent. If he knew Will had played with it, even for a drunken instant, he would
         be contemptuous . . .
      

      
      Though Bella would not be contemptuous, Will realised suddenly. It was just the kind of sweet, natural sentiment she would
         find comforting, the sense of life moving on. He saw himself putting his arms round her as they stood by Silas’s body and
         murmuring into her ear that if the child were a boy they might call him Silas.
      

      
      Perhaps Coral would allow it as a second name, though she would need some persuading. Mildly dyslexic, she had been forced
         to read Silas Marner at school and had hated the name ever since. It was lucky, Will thought, that she had let herself be conned into calling
         her father-in-law ‘Daddy’. A joke on Silas’s part that she had, surprisingly, taken seriously. Silas had always had a tendency
         to be sadistic towards women, Will considered. He could remember him raising an eyebrow at Alice who had appeared at some
         meal or other in a very new, very short mini skirt, and saying to Mother, ‘Is that a wise garment, d’you think, for a young
         woman with legs like French furniture?’ He had laughed as if he thought he had made a good joke and Will remembered, with
         shame now, that he had laughed too, to annoy Alice, although he had been unclear what his father had meant.
      

      
      As the plane began its descent, looking out of the window and seeing the Acropolis far below, such a ridiculously small landmark to be so preposterously laden with history, Will wondered if Silas had been kinder to Bella. She had the advantage of him in some ways, being younger. And Alice and Hannah had been right: he had been ‘on the prowl’.
         He had picked up Bella on a cruise, sailing from Venice to Istanbul; rescued her, was how he had put it to Will, seeing her
         dancing in the arms of a man he was convinced was a gigolo. ‘Dreadful creature, tight as a pea in a pod in a blazer and white
         trousers. And wearing a rug!’
      

      
      Silas, whose own hair, though thinning now, still quite adequately covered his scalp, was contemptuous of unluckier men, either
         because they were bald or because they tried to conceal it. And when Bella explained that her partner was what was known as
         a ‘Gentleman Host’ of which there were several on this expensive ship (recruited to dance with the ‘independently travelling
         ladies’) Silas had been equally dismissive of their occupation. ‘No job for a man who has any respect for himself.’ ‘But it
         is a good idea,’ Bella had protested. ‘All we poor widows who like dancing! Some of us haven’t danced since our husbands died!’
      

      
      Will could hear Bella saying this – ‘we poor widows’ – speaking laughingly, not deprecatingly, apparently quite undismayed to be part of such doleful company. She was the most
         natural woman in the world, Will thought approvingly as the plane bumped on the tarmac and the Greeks among the passengers
         applauded the safe landing. Unselfconscious. Sweet. Open. Good.
      

      
      It was probably why she had been able to be happy with Silas. Her sweet, open nature made her immune to his casual cruelties.
         But she must have been limited by him all the same. Silas didn’t dance for one thing. And perhaps his daughters had been right
         about his shipboard intentions. There had been no more cruises after they married, no more chance for a Gentleman Host to put his arm around Bella’s plump
         waist and twirl her round the floor.
      

      
      How far had it gone? Had she ever taken one of them back to her cabin? The qualifications for the job were fairly specific.
         As well as being good dancers they had to be middle-aged and single; preferably widowed or divorced. The rules governing their
         social behaviour were strict. They were not supposed to dance twice with the same lady consecutively, or to sit down with
         her after the dance unless invited. But Bella was not the sort of woman to pay much attention to rules.
      

      
      Would she be waiting for him at the airport? She knew the time of his plane. Oh, probably not. His mind might be racing, his
         pulse rate have risen, but that was the effect of brandy and an almost sleepless night on the heady emotional combination
         of a birth and a death on a normally placid getting-to-be-middle-aged man, not the prospect of an assignation. He should be
         ashamed. Lusting after his father’s widow when his own wife was in the labour ward. Lugging his overnight bag from the steps
         of the plane to the airport bus, Will said, ‘Ha!’ explosively, and then coughed, as if to clear some obstacle from his throat.
      

      
      He hoped Silas had provided for Bella. There must be enough money but Silas rarely discussed his financial affairs. Unlike
         Mother. She had left her little fortune equally divided between her three children. Little fortune was what she had called the money her parents had left her: her father, an Edinburgh lawyer, her mother the only child of
         a prosperous Edinburgh draper. Neither had been pleased when she married Silas, in their view a cloddish young nobody from England, but they knew their family duty. No daughter of theirs should have to slave in the kitchen or
         iron her husband’s shirts. How much they had left Mother originally to make her domestic life easy was a mystery to her son
         and her daughters who each received twenty-eight thousand pounds when she died; a useful amount but not quite the sum they
         had been led to expect from the awed, whispered pride with which Mother had so frequently mentioned it. Silas had made no
         comment on his children’s inheritance except once to Will. ‘That’ll set you up a bit. Buy yourself a decent suit.’ Will had
         replied, rather haughtily, that he thought it would be more sensible to put the money towards a down payment on a house. He
         had his eye on one in north Islington. (And on Coral as well, but at that time she had been too uncertain a prospect to mention
         to anyone. Particularly not to his father.)
      

      
      Will supposed Silas would leave a fair bit. The way he’d been living, though not extravagant (he never travelled other than
         economy class on a plane, what would be the point when whatever you paid you arrived at the same time?) was pleasantly comfortable.
         He stayed in decent hotels, ate and drank well, hired cars (for Bella to drive) whenever he wanted to. He had once said to
         Will, one of the few times he had talked to him about money, that it cost less to live as he did than to run a house or an
         apartment. With a house, apart from the relentless bills, rates, fuel, food, furniture, there was the capital lying idle. He had lowered his voice respectfully. ‘You’ve tied up a sum, say, four hundred thousand. At ten per cent, evened out for
         the argument, that’s forty thousand pounds going to waste every year. Can’t use it, can’t touch it.’ A house was a tax-free investment, Will had pointed out, whereas the income from the same value in shares would be taxable, but Silas had
         smiled. Since Mother had died and he had sold up all he owned in this country, spent a full year abroad, and then never more
         than ninety days a year in the United Kingdom, he had not paid tax anywhere.
      

      
      Of course, if his father hadn’t made proper arrangements for Bella, he would have to talk it over with Hannah and Alice, make certain that a proper family
         rearrangement, or whatever they called it, was sorted out. Even if Bella had money of her own, she deserved a reasonable reward
         for the five and a half years she had taken care of Silas, care that would have fallen on his children had she not been there.
         If Hannah and Alice didn’t agree he would have to stand up for Bella, fight her corner against his sisters, those greedy harpies!
         Fired up with indignation in prospect, Will stamped his feet waiting in line to shuffle through Immigration, strode through
         the baggage hall, leather carryon thumping his hip bone, through Customs, out through the automatic glass doors, shaky-legged,
         heart thumping, diving into the chaos of the welcoming, jostling, flower-clutching Athenian crowd, eagerly searching for Bella.
      

      
      And instead, saw his octogenarian father; a broken, skinny, bent-shouldered old crow, head thrust forward, leaning on his
         two sticks, waiting . . .
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      Silas, in his hundredth year, in the dining room of his London club, is talking to his daughter-in-law about his son Will,
         not about Bella: ‘No stamina, I’m afraid. His age, he ought to have thrown off a bit of flu. Not his heart, I hope?’
      

      
      
      It had been heart that had finished Bella. ‘I had no idea!’ Silas had said to Will. ‘Such a well-fleshed, healthy woman, who’d
         have thought it? And she knew, of course. That she might go any time. So her boy, Davey, told me afterwards. But she hadn’t
         told me. Didn’t want to worry me, Davey said. But it leaves a sour taste, you know, a sour taste . . .’
      

      
      Now Silas’s forehead reddens – with outrage, Coral assumes – as he remembers his dead wife’s deception. But he lowers his
         voice to the same hushed tone he employs to speak about money. ‘Or cancer? Something serious!’
      

      
      ‘Pneumonia is serious,’ Coral says coldly. Then relents. He is an old man, after all. She smiles. ‘He’ll be all right, though.
         He wouldn’t want you to worry.’
      

      
      She wonders if he hears the echo: all these people keeping things from him. But he only shakes his head and sighs. ‘I’m afraid
         Will won’t make old bones,’ he says.
      

   




      
      
      TWO

      
     
      TOO PLEASED WITH HERSELF, THAT girl, Silas thinks, steadily masticating a thick slice of Aberdeen Angus beef, the club’s best offering from the trolley
         on Saturdays, glancing slyly at his daughter-in-law who had ordered partridge instead, even though he had told her it was
         bound to be frozen. As if she had her name up in lights all over town instead of bit parts, blink-and-she’s-gone. Sitting
         there, head on one side, hacking at a little bird, all bones and leather, wouldn’t admit she’d made a mistake, smiling away,
         ought to wear something round her neck, half a mind to tell her it’s getting scraggy . . .
      

      
      Silas doesn’t dislike Coral. Truth is, much of the time, he doesn’t see her. Or, rather, he sees through her to his adored sister, Molly. Coral fades to spectral transparency; through her, behind her, Molly blooms, takes on rosy life.
         Molly Mudd, actress.
      

      
      Molly would be a hundred and seven years old now. Very old bones if she’d lived. Born in the early nineties, died a few months
         after the end of the war, the Great War, World War One, singing her heart out in Collins’s music hall up in Islington, not all that far from Will’s present shoddy
         little house, jobbing builder’s Georgian, why on earth did the stupid boy buy it? Slum property. Worth a lot now, going on
         for three-quarters of a million, so they say, bet they wouldn’t get it, though. Molly had rented a room for a while looking
         over the canal, the Grand Union, had to keep the window closed night and day, winter and summer, stench from the water, flies
         from the rubbish floating down from the lock, filthy language from the bargees. And the rats. More rats in the street than
         people, Molly said, she was glad to get out of it when she teamed up with that man – what’shisname? – and the child. They
         had a great act going, the three of them, did well enough to rent a nice little house in Walthamstow, but then the child died
         of the Spanish flu and the man lost heart and Molly was on her own again, no money, no one to help her, only her gift, that
         wonderful voice. She sang in the music halls, sentimental ballads, scraping a living. A waste – she could have been a great
         comic actress. They had thought so at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art where she had studied for three terms, on a scholarship.
         Aunt, Geneva Martha Mudd, their father’s older sister, the teacher in Swaffham, had paid her living expenses – not lavishly,
         just enough to stop her starving – and her niece’s progress report was sent to her at the end of the year.
      

      
      Quite our best vulgar comedian!

      
      That was what brought her down. This girl, Coral, his daughter-in-law sitting opposite him, daintily nibbling the last of
         the flesh off the partridge’s skeleton, has no idea, none at all, how lucky she is, how easy her life . . .
      

      
      
      Silas says, his voice rough with jealousy, ‘Did I ever tell you about the report Molly got from the Royal Academy of Dramatic
         Art at the end of her first year? They said she was a brilliant vulgar comedian. Of course, Aunt wouldn’t stand for that.
         She didn’t see it was praise. She had expected Molly to be a great actress like Sarah Siddons. Stopped her allowance at once.
         Poor Molly. She had to go on the halls, took up with that man and his child . . .’
      

      
      Silas frowns. He is being unfair to Aunt. Molly hadn’t blamed Aunt, after all. No one decently could. Aunt had taken them
         on, her brother’s three motherless children, Molly and Silas and Baby May, when he lost his good job in London and went to
         America (ran away, to Aunt’s mind) and she was determined to make the best job she could of them, see they were educated and
         respectably launched on the world.
      

      
      Coral says, ‘I think Pippa may find her feet on the stage. She’s joined the university theatre club, auditioned for several
         parts, no luck so far, but if she’s got your sister’s genes as well as mine she may be in with a chance!’
      

      
      She is smiling kindly. Once Coral has started talking about her children, Silas reckons he is safe. He doesn’t have to strain
         to listen in case an answer is required. His grandchildren do not concern him and all he need sustain is an interested expression.
         Behind it, he can let his own thoughts ramble comfortably.
      

      [image: image]

      
      He is thinking of Molly. Of Aunt. Of Aunt’s brother, his father. Henry Mudd had told his children that he was going to America
         to make the family fortune, and for several years he did send money home, American dollars folded into dense letters in minute writing, rapturously describing this beautiful new country, the wonderful opportunities open
         and waiting for everyone who had the slightest spark of energy and imagination. His present well-paid work on the railways
         was only a beginning. Then he met a distant cousin (of whom Aunt had never heard and made it clear she didn’t believe in)
         who encouraged him to invest his wages in a saloon in one of the Gold Rush shanty towns that were springing up all over California,
         and after that the letters grew less frequent and the dollars ceased. He had left his children when Molly was twelve, Silas
         four, and May only a baby; he came home penniless thirteen years later, an old, broken man, a stranger to his two surviving
         children, fit for nothing but stoking the boiler at the Methodist chapel. He was paid a pittance, which he handed over to
         Aunt, but the job didn’t last and he was dependent on his sister as his children had been.
      

      
      And Silas, who should have been able to take care of Molly, his sister, his darling, had signed up as a trainee mechanic in
         the Royal Flying Corps a year before he had needed to, an insignificant cog in a stupid war. That is, it seems stupid to Silas
         from where he stands now: all those dead young men, the cream of a generation skimmed off, wasted, and to what end?
      

      
      Nowadays, when he visits his past, Silas asks questions of himself more often than he answers them. Why was it that Molly,
         the flower of the flock, that beautiful girl with smooth white shoulders and a face like a rose, should have been the one
         falling lifeless on the stage of the music hall while her adoring brother, awkward in his stiff, creaky uniform, sat in the
         audience, unable to help her?
      

      
      
      Heart, they said. Molly had a weak heart, just like Bella. Aunt had paid for the funeral, for four black horses with plumes
         and brass handles to the coffin, and the flowers that filled Swaffham churchyard were tribute from a town that respected Aunt
         and had loved Molly. Girls who had played with her, travelled daily on the Norwich train to school with her, boys who had
         danced with her in the Assembly Rooms, chandeliers tinkling, floor swaying under their thumping feet, sobbed in the church;
         men and women who had watched her grow up stood straight-backed and stern-faced until the Vicar’s voice faltered as he spoke
         of our golden girl. The rest of his eulogy was drowned in the trumpeting of blown noses.
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