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Behind the stained-glass window I could see the grey shape of a tree, moving restlessly in the wind. Nine in the morning is early for a funeral: the autumn sun, I thought, must still be low above the ruffled North Sea. As the service wore on the light would come from higher above and that vivid shadow would vanish, leaving the bland, holy figures to cast their glints undisturbed on coffin and congregation.


For the moment, though, the branches tossed lively and untameable, surging with formless vitality behind the stuck, timeless saints. I fixed my eyes on them, forcing myself to accept the merciless ongoing life which mocks the ashy rites of death.


The vicar completed his dignified words of welcome – I saw his eye fall on me, alone in mid-pew, and caught a flicker of recognition and concern. I bowed my head to hide a helpless grimace. I hate pity. With a scrape and a rustle we rose to sing the first hymn, obedient, subdued voices requesting to be forgiven our foolish ways. And still beyond the glassy saints the shadow tree thrashed and danced, irrepressible. Let sense be dumb, let flesh retire; Speak through the earthquake, wind and fire—



No. Flesh does not retire, sense is never dumb. Life is merciless. The service flowed by; time stopped, as it often does for me these days, and when I blinked into awareness once more the sun was brighter, the colours fiercer. The tree was indeed diminished by the higher sun, but its few remaining branches flailed with wild life. O still small voice of calm, sang the congregation, but the tree in the window held me captive and calm eluded me. It was, as it happens, my second funeral in a week; a schoolfriend’s father in distant Malmesbury on Tuesday, and now this Friday interment of a neighbour. Sid Featherben was well on into his eighties and had lived for years in a home. He had lost his awareness of most things ten years back, but in his day he was a renowned winner of flower and produce shows and a faithful churchwarden. I was here for the sake of his daughter, a school-gate acquaintance of years ago. Tom had raised an eyebrow when I said I would go to the funeral.


‘Why? You hadn’t seen Sid for years, Jill wouldn’t expect you—’


‘That’s not the point. She’ll be pleased to have a full church. People are. Remember—’


My husband flinched, and shook his head with a kind of weary anger. ‘Well, go if you must.’


But he understood, however unwillingly. Tom does not react as I do. His griefs are different in quality: sometimes we are an ocean apart in feeling, and have to make effortful lunges to reach across the dark waters and acknowledge one another’s sorrow. But he knows as well as I do the great social irony of mourning: we have discussed it, even ruefully laughed about it. The paradox is this: the first year of your own bereavement is the time of all times when people would gladly let you off going to other funerals. Yet it is also precisely the time when you realize how much it means to the main mourners if the pews are full and the singing lusty. Thus, at the moment in life when you are least emotionally fit to confront coffins, bearers, black coats, graves, crematoria, ‘Rock of Ages’ and vicars going on about ashes, you find yourself at more funerals than you ever normally would.


Mostly it is fine. Uplifting, even. Sometimes, in the most unexpected cases, it is not fine at all and I have to hide my weeping from the properly and appropriately stricken mourners of a particular funeral. But still I go. I am in the Bereaved Club, a non-exclusive and ever-growing community.


At least this one was close to home, and fell on a windy, bright autumn morning with the brave sun rising from a milky sea. And I had liked chatting to old man Featherben when we first moved here years ago with our baby Samuel. He was one of the few proper locals in our commuterized village, and used to advise me about the garden with a bracing note of scorn in his voice. That was in the days when I had time and heart to garden, with my little boy beside me messing and prodding with his trowel in the heavy Norfolk clay. Sid was forever urging us to grow broad beans. We never dared tell him that we all hate broad beans in our family.


We all hate broad beans? I suppose, if I use the present tense, I should say – we both. For there are just the two of us now. No Samuel. He’s gone. Not much of a family now, me and Tom: just a pair of middle-aged housemates, really.


Deep breath, watch the last branch dancing beyond the sainted glass. Say it again: my son is dead. I apologize for so harrowing you this early in my tale, and hope that my situation does not make you flee my company as if I were contagious. It has, indeed, done this with a few of my friends, and I do understand it. But take heart: the loss of a child is not in fact contagious, but merely random and comfortingly rare. And I promise that if you – like me – can squarely confront the fact that my only son died at just 21 years old and that I am still here, sentient and articulate, it will be the last full-dress misery that I will have to impose on you during the strange, true, and not entirely edifying story I am about to tell.


Tom and I lost Sam in the stupidest of accidents. It was the eve of his twenty-first birthday, and he was on a high stepladder in the village hall putting up balloons for his birthday party. Turning to laugh at something rude his cousin Harry said about the balloons, Sam missed his footing, fell and caught his head on the projecting bracket of the fire extinguisher. The damn thing had been installed days earlier as part of a health-and-safety overhaul to keep the hall open. I had helped to raise funds for it.


Everyone did the right things, but my boy never regained consciousness. On the morning of his birthday, at around the hour of his birth and his first cry, he died. Tom and I were by his side in the intensive care unit; there was no sign that he knew we were there, but it seems to me there is no way that such a surge of love and reassurance, admiration and warmth could not have reached him. The bland, technical little room was during those minutes almost holy with love. Sometimes I wish I was back there in that moment, terrible as it was, because of the shared and utterly united feeling that ran between the three of us, two alive and one departing. Family love is one of the most powerful elemental forces on earth, and at that moment, our last moment as a unit of three, we rode a great, curling triumphant wave of it, all together. Death may have thought that he had won, but I think otherwise.


Tom and I stayed for a while with our boy’s cooling body, and I am glad. Not every parent in the world gets that chance, not in this wicked age when young men are daily thrown into the Tigris or blown to fragments into the desert filth. I remember looking down at Sam and thinking, numbly, how extraordinary a thing is a dead body. Whatever and whoever it represents, it is primarily just a fact. A big, solid fact, there in front of you. No pretence, no prettification, no ritual, no love can change it or delay its destiny. It is the most prosaically irreversible fact of all. Samuel had joined the vast majority of all human beings ever born: the illimitable, unknowable legion of the dead. I felt awe of him: my child had gone before, into some place of which I knew nothing.


It was a numb response, unrelated to the wild days and nights of shock and nightmare which followed, but it had its uses. His funeral was just as it should be, packed with friends of his generation who sang out for him. They came up to us with rough, awkward condolences in that same village hall, walking past that same fire extinguisher – drinking, indeed, the 21st-birthday beer. We were sensible, we were calm, we said things like: ‘We were all lucky to have him.’ We celebrated his life and lined the hall with pictures of him laughing and running and diving and playing tennis and graduating. We hugged and smiled and thanked our friends for coming so far at such short notice.


Especially we thanked the young, and did it with an extra pang, because that, too, felt like a farewell. We would not see much of them now. We would be the oldies in the end house; the bereaved wrinklies over fifty, poor old things huddling in the corner of life with only their tragedy and their curling photos and their greying friends for company. No noise, no mess, no life, no hope.


You may think me heartless to have considered our own social privation on a day when my son’s coffin lay before us, but grief is full of small, odd pockets of unpoliceable feeling. There is irony, detachment, even flippancy. And the privation felt real. Sam was a social creature, and so am I, and it was not by choice that we had only the one child. So ever since he was small his friends had filled the house, sometimes rather too obtrusively. In early years they romped and messed and demanded tea and broke things. In the teenage years they monopolized the video and slept in heaps like puppies on his bedroom floor. Later, in university vacations, our empty nest was refilled three times a year as old friends called by to catch up with him and he brought new ones home from Cambridge, generally preceded by a plaintive explanation – ‘Denny’s dad works in Dubai . . . Abeeku’s from Ghana, he only goes home in the long vac . . . they don’t mind sharing a room, in Ghana Beekie shares with his five brothers – and is it OK if Jackie dosses for a couple of weeks? She’s had a bit of a row with her crap dad . . .’


I liked his kindness and sociability, but almost equally I just liked being surrounded by young life. Not all my friends feel this way, I know; Sarah, my closest supporter during that time, couldn’t get it at all. She likes a tidy mid-life house, a bridge four, grown-up dinners and theatre trips and intelligent conversation. She finds the young adults messy and exhausting, with their giggles and big shoes left everywhere and their texting and weird social networks and addiction to wi-fi. Sarah would prefer small, biddable grandchildren, though heaven knows her equally academic daughter is thirty-two now and shows no sign of breeding.


Myself, I always enjoyed the young: I fed off their jokes and enthusiasms and savoured both their puppyish energy and their deep-sleeping langour. I liked their television programmes, too, and sometimes while Tom fled to his study I would sit in my chair, perhaps with a bit of sewing on my lap, as Sam and a couple of his mates lay around my feet on cushions watching The Simpsons. Or, if there were mostly boys there, it would be some incomprehensible sci-fi movie full of cod philosophy and stupidly jolting camerawork, and the sewing would progress rather faster. But still I stayed: I liked the sprawl of them, the long-limbed asymmetry, the invincible life.


My presence never seemed to inhibit Sam, either, at which my friends marvelled. ‘Annie can’t bear me round her friends, says I’m embarrassing . . .’ ‘Jake never brings them home except at one in the morning to clang around the kitchen heating up frozen pizzas. And when I say hello they just grunt.’ No, I was lucky; I had young company and was grateful for it. Apart from anything else, it made me more tolerant of the semi-numerate young workers I deal with in my comfortable, bland, part-time job, supervising the accounts of three small firms on the industrial estate. Sometimes, indeed, I even considered going back to my old trade as a magazine journalist in order to mix with brighter youth. I am, after all, one of the dwindling band of trained sub-editors who can spell and remember the Beatles. But I am tired now, and fifty, and cripplingly sad; and anyway the magazines I once enjoyed have become shrill and harsh and obsessed with celebrity nobodies. I would only depress the staff by hating all that. Best to stay in my dull jobs on the industrial estate, stay quiet. Out of everyone’s way.


Sam had no particular girlfriend, at least none was ever announced to us as important. I simply enjoyed the ebb and flow of his amoebic, ever-changing circle and asked no questions. So there they all were at the funeral, kind and sorrowful and shocked and shining with life, singing the hymns and signing the book. And afterwards we went home, Tom and I, and looked at one another in the tidy empty house and wept.


All this was back in the spring, seven months before the Featherben funeral, and we have walked through the minefield of loss with, I think, decent and dignified care. I waited a due time before going through his things, made decisions on respecting his privacy where letters and notes were concerned, sweeping them into a couple of shoe-boxes and taping them up. I cancelled his email and spent a foul half-hour online to a recorded message and banging rock music as I dealt with the morons on the ‘Vodafone bereavement team’. I squared my shoulders to dispose of some clothes, for there is a limit to the number of tattered T-shirts and terrible surf-shorts that even a mother can cherish. A few went into sealed plastic boxes, being too iconic to part with. I had his laptop’s hard disk wiped clear before giving it to a local teenager to take to university, and offered his sports kit to his cousin Harry.


I found that there are milestones in the never-ending journey of mourning. There is the first day that you can bear to watch television or read a newspaper without feeling a sense of betrayal at the frivolous, uncaring tone of the world. There is the scattering of the ashes; and there is the terrible moment when you first travel any distance from home and are surprised to realize, stupid with grief, that his absence is not only permanent but geographically universal. He is not here either; he is dead everywhere! I stood at a service station on the A14 in helpless tears one day, as if until that moment I had been kidding myself that he was only dead at home, in the village, in the house. Dead here, too . . . dead everywhere on the planet, everywhere in the universe. For the first time in twenty-one years I had no idea, no idea at all, where my child was.


Well, that was one milestone. Then there is the moment of going back to work, and the gradual degrees of renewed exposure to outsiders’ scrutiny. What will people think, if you smile and laugh about some normal matter? Will they think you have no heart? Contrariwise, there is the strange and tiring duty of making other people feel comfortable with your loss and your new status as a tragic person. You have to mention your lost child in the first few minutes of any conversation, with a smile and a cheerful memory (‘Sam always loved those Matrix films, I could never see the point’), so that people do not spend the next ten years tiptoeing round the subject, afraid to mention their own young, treating you like an invalid or an imbecile.


Small explosions in the minefield rock you: I hated the date of his death – also, of course, of his birth – as it came round every month, and could not bear a calendar saying 16th. I would tear off two pages at once. To the bereaved there is something toxic about dates: at every milestone some small, mad, magical part of me was thinking ‘OK, I have learnt the lessons of grief, I have been patient and kind and sensible, I have had to grow new strengths in order to bear it. I have done all that, I have passed the fairytale test and ordeal. Now can I have him back, please?’


But worst of all, and horribly private, was my dread of the nine-month mark. It was still two months off, on that day of old Sid Featherben’s windy funeral. I woke on that morning, though, from a vivid dream of pregnancy and realized that what I was dreading was no less than pregnancy’s negative: nine months for Sam to grow inside me, nine months for my motherhood to wither away again. The baby bones and teeth in whose interest I drank all that calcium-rich milk (I hate neat milk) were burned and ground to ash. The body I nurtured so carefully for two decades, fretting about vaccination and balanced diet and dentists’ appointments, was no longer feeling any benefit from any of it, and never would.


I do not think Tom had these exact same feelings: I am not a father. His loss and mine are both different and the same, so we each had our own inner path to tread, and understood early on in the switchback of misery and acceptance that we should never drag one another down. So most of the sharing we did was of good things: sudden memories of our good, kind, gentle, happy-hearted boy, and of the eerily frequent messages we seemed to receive from him. Together we appreciated his crocuses which bloomed unexpectedly on days when we were saddest, the sunsets blazing over particular scenes he loved, the forgotten birthday cards in childish writing which suddenly appeared at the back of dresser drawers. We talked a little about the other child we lost – a miscarriage long ago when Samuel was three – and regretted together, soberly and without hysteria, the fact that we had never managed to conceive another. We both made a great performance of being thrilled about other people’s grandchildren, and the great-nephew who was born to my niece and given Samuel as a middle name. Dear Carla wanted to call him Samuel right out, but Tom vetoed this, with more distress than he had ever openly showed. ‘I won’t have him replaced,’ he kept saying, shaken out of his usual composure.


Anyway, we soldiered on. Diminished, lonely, but able after a while to read, go to the cinema, eat with friends and listen with real interest to the doings of their thriving families. I had feared that I would hate other people’s healthy, lucky sons, but that never happened: none of them, after all, was a patch on Samuel. I didn’t want their Donny or Dave or Matt or Paddy, not at any price; so I could sponsor the living boys’ marathons or advise them on their first tax returns without any emotion beyond a faint, friendly interest. I suppose it was, in my mind at least, the sort of detached benevolence you might meet with from a very old nun making small-talk in the convent parlour. I became that starched old figure of humility: ageing, childless, benign, sad, sensible.


And that was how it was in the first months, which brought me to the hard pew at old Sid’s funeral on that windy autumn morning. I did not know, as I sat there striving sensibly for acceptance, that the day was not only an ending but a beginning.
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Igot home to find Tom in a bad temper. He was doing his accounts, which generally has that effect, and often causes it in me, too. I am professionally adept at accounting because I retrained in my late twenties when I grew sick of working on women’s magazines and wanted to move to the coast and start a baby. I have offered, several times, to look after this aspect of his professional life but some demon of pride prevents my husband from accepting help. For the first twenty years of his career, in any case, he had no accounts at all to do, being a salaried university lecturer – later a full professor. He had nothing more complicated than a monthly payslip to put in the drawer, and a self-assessment tax return to swear at once a year. Only when Sam was thirteen did everything change. Tom was persuaded to go into school and talk to the children about his area of research, at the time an unfashionable byway of biochemical botany concerned with the nutritional values of certain food crops. He did such a lively presentation that the head of science, whose hobby was local radio, asked him to talk about his experiments on a weekend programme.


The rest, to nobody’s surprise more than Tom’s, followed at breakneck speed. Suddenly in the nineties, after years of neglect, food science and farming became fashionable topics. Nutrition, organics, GM crops and ‘superfoods’ were suddenly hot news. Casting around for experts, a TV executive driving to his country cottage heard Tom being fascinating about parsnips, made a note on his cuff (nearly, he later told us, going into a ditch while doing so), and was on the phone to the department on Monday. Faulkner on Food was a six-part series which established the modest professor as the nation’s nutrition guru; he is a handsome man, my husband, with the air of a slightly chaotic hawk, hair curling over his collar with badgery pepper-and-salt abandon. The camera loved him; he loved it right back, correctly regarding it as a slightly underpowered student with a shortish attention span.


His producers liked him, too, for his real knowledge, and were kept on their toes by his polite but just discernible contempt for the shallowness of their medium. Somehow, the alchemy worked. When his area of deepest expertise ran out, he moved on to allied subjects: Faulkner’s Farms ran for three years, followed by the (wholly regrettable but irresistibly lucrative) Faulkner’s Families in which he visited homes and discussed the nutritional patterns of people stupid enough to think that an airing on TV and a bit of free tofu were proper rewards for the loss of family privacy and the mockery of their neighbours. Sam used to invent new titles for him – Faulkner’s Fatties, Faulkner’s Fromages, or his favourite Faulkner’s Forks – ‘in which our expert explains the importance of tine-separation in the transportation of foodstuffs to the mouth’.



Faulkner’s Families was too much for Tom, though. He could not bear the manipulation, the artful editing, which made him look like a bully and his subjects even dimmer and more incapable than they were. He felt during the months of filming as if he had – despite the high fees – been cunningly robbed of something, and became bad-tempered and unsociable. When it ended he moved back gratefully into the academic life which, technically, he had never really left. I thought he might return to the more serious kind of TV work he began with, but since Sam’s death he had done only two guest interviews, and it was noticeable in both that his old spark had not returned. We do not need the extra money because we moved to this pleasant house early in his television career, leaving the Cambridge flat where Sam was born, and we have more or less paid for it. When it seemed that the brief flare of media fame was over, neither of us much regretted it. However, in the same month that Sam died, Tom received notice of a tax inspection, something we have since learnt is common enough in the lives of media stars, however marginal.


Everything had, of course, been duly declared; we are tediously careful Middle Englanders. But the questions from the Revenue continued, stretching back first over four years, then over six, then seven. The months of our darkest mourning brought almost weekly demands for fresh evidence, bank statements and invoices. Sometimes I thought that the aggravation was helpful, distracting my husband at least from our joint misery. Mostly it felt like an additional curse and burden, a torment of Job, a fistful of salt in the wound.


Today, clearly, was one of the latter days. Tom threw down his pen on to his tidy little desk as I went into the room, trying not to flinch (I flinched for months when I smelt the lavenderish, woodsmoke scent of that room; we sat there with the undertaker – I cannot shake the memory off even though it has contained so many happier moments). He had clearly been waiting to let off steam.


‘Bloody vultures! I’ve been through 2001 three times, and I can’t see their problem. How dare they say this – look! – this . . .’


I put a hand on his shoulder and leaned over to glance at the letter. ‘It is clear that there are culpable bankings,’ he read. ‘Culpable! Unresolved sums! They are not unresolved. They were probably payments left over from the second series the year before – there were repeats – it’s in my book – I declared it all—!’


I looked sadly at his account book. It is honest, but messy.


‘Sweetheart, they always get you in the end, specially if it’s messy. You must have lost a couple of invoices – or is one of the deposits they mean perhaps the insurance payout from the time Sam dinged the car . . . ?’


‘How dare they! I shall go to the European Court . . .’


‘No, look, let me . . .’


He banged down the folder, closing it against me, his whole rage at the cruel universe focused on HM Revenue & Customs. But when he looked back up at me his eyes were bleak. I put my arms round his shoulders, and stood like that for a while until my back began to ache.


‘It’ll come good. At worst a few thousand. Don’t worry. It isn’t worth it.’


‘It’s not just that,’ he said at last, shaking off my hug. ‘This damned hippie woman got up my nose, too.’


‘What hippie woman?’ I moved away, easing my back, staring at the dead flowers on the windowsill and wondering vaguely whether there was a carton of soup left over for lunch. Tom is always happier after hot food, but I still found cooking a trial.


‘Came to the door. Said she wanted to speak to Sam.’


Concern for lunch vanished. I stared at him. ‘What?’


‘I said she couldn’t. I started to explain, and she cut me off.’


‘What?’ I seemed to have no other word at my disposal.


‘Well, she got up my nose,’ he said angrily, and folded his lips as if to close the subject.


‘Did you tell her he’s – that he died?’


‘I was starting to, but it’s hard to be quick – well, you know how it is. So she just cut across me when I hesitated, and just bloody rudely said I had no right, that there was no point my protecting him, that all men were stinking cowards.’


‘What?’


‘Then’ – he was gathering steam, his voice taking on a reedy quality which I suspected was an echo of this interloper’s own – ‘she said that she had a right to speak to him and she knew this was his home address. Oh God, she went on, self-righteous bitch!’


‘But you did tell her?’


‘Why should I tell her anything? I lost it. I told her to sod off.’ He looked at me, a little sheepish now. ‘I won’t be hectored on my own doorstep.’


‘She might have been a friend, someone he was fond of . . .’


‘She was forty if she was a day. And dog-rough. And rude. Not a friend.’


‘What on earth can she have wanted?’


I turned the problem over in my mind, half-fascinated, half-repelled. For all my careful social structures of calm and matter-of-fact discourse about Sam, I was disturbed by the idea of a rough-spoken stranger taking an abusive line in connection with him, speaking his name with an insult attached.


Tears sprang to my eyes and I turned away from Tom, because of the rule that we don’t drag one another down. If his anger was keeping him buoyant for the moment, good. When I had mastered my shock, and he was once more staring furiously at the Revenue letter, I tried one more question.


‘What was her name?’


‘She did say, actually. As she left. Said to tell him she’d called and wouldn’t give up. Her name was as annoying as any of it. Djoolya.’


‘Julia?’


‘She spelt it out. D-j-oo-lya. Bloody affected, I thought.’


‘Foreign? African, perhaps?’


‘She was white as a maggot. Faded blonde. Scrawny.’


‘What was the surname?’


‘I’ve forgotten. To hell with her, rude cow.’


Tom clearly had little real curiosity about the visitor, writing her off as a passing lunatic. Perhaps this was because he was always less involved with Sam’s friends than me; perhaps because he has been on television. Television people must get more experience of pestering lunatics than normal people do. But as I heated the soup and sawed off lumps of bread, I could not stop wondering about a Julia-Djoolya woman, dog-rough and fortyish, who felt so furiously that she had a right to see my vanished son, and yet who did not know he was dead. Not a friend, then. Not a friend of friends. A creditor, perhaps? A former tutor? Why?


I could not eat. While Tom drank his soup and talked about the tax inspector, I gazed absently past him at a tree thrashing in the wind beyond the leaded kitchen windowpane, and wondered. I hoped she would be back soon. I hoped I would be in, to see her for myself. Tom might chase her from the door but for me any tenuous link with my lost boy, even from a woman who called him names, could seem only a blessing. The greatest fear is that the dead will become mere legends, stained-glass figures of unreality. Even an insult, I realized, might feel like a flicker of life.




3



The woman did not come back in the following days, but the idea of her grew restlessly strong within me. I made basic mistakes at work and snapped at Tom more than usual. He was teaching again, and came home on his three lecturing weekdays grumpy and washed-out.


‘Bloody students! It’s all about their social life now, they don’t come to university to learn, it’s the last thing on their mind—’ He would wander round the house complaining aloud, so that his voice rose and fell into indistinctness as he moved from room to room. ‘Christ knows they ought to be spending most of the first year catching up, A-levels fit them for the square root of minus nothing as far as basic biology is concerned, and as for their maths—’


I tuned it out, as experienced wives must do. But one of these half-heard diatribes filtered into my mind and germinated as an idea. ‘All about their social life’, he had said. Sam’s social life, surely, would hold some clue as to who this Djoolya woman was? I was pretty sure she was not local; I knew his home friends well, and most of them were connected to us by the net of local families and school. His university life was sixty miles from us, though, and, apart from the friends he brought home, there must have been wider circles – overlapping Venn diagrams – links to friends and acquaintances we never knew about. And, I told myself, if in some way he owed money or a favour to this hippie woman, it was our duty to repay it. For his honour.


This argument was one to cling to, obscuring the rather plainer fact that I just wanted another connection to his memory, another point of reference to make him real to me again. The daily terror is that his image will fade. So, even if I discovered something discreditable – some flawed behaviour or broken promise – it would be better than nothing. I knew it could not be very terrible: I knew Sam to be good. And if this ridiculously-named person could fill a narrative gap it would give me another morsel of my lost son to cherish.


So the idea began to grow. I would find her, and find out. I carried the resolve with me for several days without acting or making a plan. Tom continued to be moody and quiet and tiresomely obsessed with tax, and when I raised the subject at breakfast he refused even to join in my speculation. After a few more days it was Saturday, so I took the matter round to my friend Sarah’s calm and tidy kitchen and related the whole incident to her. She sat there, fiddling with her reading glasses, frowning slightly, and then said:


‘I think you’ll find the answer might lie in the spelling.’


‘Why?’


‘Well, didn’t Tom say she was some kind of hippie?’


‘He says everyone’s a hippie, unless they’re either in a City suit, or cords and cardigans with egg down them and books stuffed in the pockets.’


Sarah is very clever. She was a senior editor on a top political weekly until last year, when she fell out with the owners and walked out (‘Ah, the freedom of being fifty!’ she said. ‘Mortgage paid and no false pride!’). Now, when not gardening or reading, she is working on a history of centrist politics. She frowned, bit the earpiece of her glasses, looked up at me again and thumped the table with a flat hand for emphasis.


‘Do you remember that girl Sam brought home, Jackie? Little blonde one I thought was a girlfriend, but you said absolutely not, sleeping on the camp bed?’


‘That was over a year ago – she stayed with us over Easter.’ I frowned, trying to remember more: a flimsy pale creature, this Jackie, oddly silent for a Sam-friend, her personality drowned by a much noisier group camping out in the loft that week. She did not seem to be connected with any of them particularly, and looked at Sam, I thought, with an odd intensity. I had wondered whether she was in love with him, but since he demonstrated nothing but his usual puppyish friendliness towards her it seemed unlikely that he would have invited a lovelorn stalker to be so near him all weekend. He was sensitive that way, and kind.


And anyway, there was something in Jackie’s manner which did not chime with being lovelorn. She did not flirt, merely seemed to look at him with heavy concentration, as if she were a portrait painter or a psychiatrist. I seemed to remember that when he was not in the room she was usually to be found stitching away with coloured wools at a big mud-coloured poncho garment. Funny little thing. Half-forgotten, now.


‘Why would she be a connection?’ I asked Sarah now. ‘Because she was a bit of a hippie, too?’ I thought of the poncho.


‘Partly. But the spelling is the real clue. When we came over for Easter Sunday lunch, I tried to get her talking. I tried her on veganism, since she was eating the bean flan, but she didn’t seem too enthusiastic about that; the only thing she got lit up about was feminism. Really snarky paranoid stuff-men feminism. Well, you know me. I can talk the talk, so I led her down that path, just to be polite. And then she said it.’


‘She said . . . ?’


‘She said that she had changed her name. Not the sound of it, because she said that would be an abuse of her right to identity – she just changed the spelling. Like when the Greenham protesters called themselves wim-min, not wo-men. She did it as a protest against the patriarchal male-supremacist contempt’ – Sarah grinned, quoting in a sing-song tone – ‘“which insultingly makes Jacqueline into a mere diminutive of Jack”. So I went on talking the talk, just to see how bonkers she would turn out to be.’


‘So how was she going to spell it?’


The grin widened. ‘D-j-a-k-k-i!’


I stared. ‘You mean – this D-joolya nonsense – that they’d know each other?’


‘Seems hard to believe there’d be two dingbats – sorry, Der-jingbats – with the same idea, both knowing Sam. Find Der-jackie and I bet you’ll find Der-julia. Der-just like that! Der-jing!’


I was struck with admiration for Sarah’s effortless brilliance, and only during the next few minutes’ conversation did both of us realize that we didn’t know where Jackie was, either. Except – and again, this nugget of information came from Sarah’s remarkable penetration of the girl’s surly defences – that she was not at Cambridge, but the London School of Economics, and had met Sam and his friends at an anti-war rally in his gap year. She had then kept up the acquaintance. I was crestfallen by the ‘not at Cambridge’ line, which seemed to put the lid on any hope of finding her through his contemporaries.


‘But you should ask,’ said Sarah firmly. ‘Get to the bottom of this. I bet you anything that these D-women hang together.’


Sarah has been my lifebelt, these past months. We were casual friends in Sam’s early schooldays, when she was a governor of the village school though her own daughter had left years earlier. We kept in touch lightly enough in Sam’s teenage years, but only after the disaster did she become an all-important source of support: unembarrassed, unsentimental, astringently kind, matter-of-fact. I had never known her own history until then, either: her mother and brother both suicides, her father drinking himself into debt and early death during her teens, leaving her to live with an ailing great-aunt rather than be fostered.


Sarah won her place at the London School of Economics by sheer power of character and brains, and married her professor – a rumpled figure some twenty years her senior, who wrote speeches for Prime Minister Callaghan. They had one daughter, now in France, and lost another child to stillbirth. Somewhere in this life of tragedy and effort Sarah learnt how to offer what I needed – not comfort, exactly, not reassurance and certainly not fluffy or religious denial. What she gave was a kind of saving stiffness. When I was with her, it seemed obvious that nothing could be changed, that facts were facts, and that since I had no option but to stay alive and carry on, I might as well do so gracefully. She let me talk about Sam endlessly in the early days, but would not follow me down any of the wrong tracks – the path of guilt, the path of might-have-beens. She merely listened, waiting at the fork in the road, and when I moved back to a better path she showed gentle approval. Tom likes her, too. Once, when we had been grieving separately for a few bad days, I came back calmer from her house and found him also better, and reading Nietzsche.


‘You make me ashamed,’ I said, ‘the way you sort yourself out by reading and thinking, and I just chat to friends.’


‘Sarah,’ he replied gently, ‘is as good as a book any day.’ It was one of the only times we ever discussed our different tactics for handling the situation, and the most apt definition of Sarah’s support. Some of my friends apply nothing but feeling and empathy, and I love and need them too, though it is tiresome when they cry. But Sarah thinks. All the time. She can’t help it.


On this occasion, though, I did not take Sarah’s deductions home to Tom, nor tell him of my desire to track down his hippie interloper. Instead I sat quiet, looking into the fire all evening while he read, and tried to remember who else had been with us that Easter when the Jackie girl came. By bedtime I had visualized them all, and with a leap of my heart remembered that one of them was the Ghanaian boy, Abeeku. Who had told me at the funeral that he was shortlisted for a job at an Africa Aid Policy think-tank, and was pretty confident.


So I Googled the think-tank that night, rang it up next day when Tom was out, found Abeeku still there, and asked about Jackie.


‘Wah! I know,’ said the distant voice, against a background of chatter and the occasional puzzling crash, as of chairs being dragged around on an uncarpeted floor. ‘Jackie with a D. She was at the LSE, wasn’t she? Actually, she worked here for a bit as an intern. Clever kid . . . I remembered her arguing about AIDS funding, at your Easter thing. There’s someone here, Camilla, who might know where she went – hang on. Milla?’ There was a crash, as if one of the chairs had tipped over, and some giggling.


‘Yah,’ said a cut-glass voice moments later. ‘Camilla here, sorry, Beekie dropped the phone.’ The sound of blithe young clumsiness sent a pang straight to my heart.


There was more scraping and a door slamming in the distance. I hung on, staring unseeingly at the calendar, the pictures in the hallway, the dried flowers on our calm wooden windowsill. I had a sudden sense of a journey beginning, a dangerous but necessary pilgrimage among strangers and monsters. My hand was shaking. But the brisk, unmonstrous Camilla-voice returned almost immediately.


‘You wanted Jackie? She wasn’t actually here long, it was a secondment thing. Learning charity politics on the ground, sort of thing.’


‘But you know her?’


‘A bit. She was working for Dan, with her scary girlfriend – sorry, that’s not a person called Dan, it’s Defeat Aids Now, which is a radical sort of charity.’


‘Ah. And she might still be there?’


‘I’m trying to think. We do a bit with DAN, but they’re very anger-based, very leftie— What?’ She turned away from the mouthpiece and a muttered conversation took place with some unnamed colleague. ‘No, I remember now, she left DAN.’


I felt my trail going cold, and realized how much I minded.


‘She went off with Julia Penderby – or was it the other way round? I mean, the girlfriend and Jules—’


Her voice muffled as she turned to the invisible informant. ‘Was that Jackie girl some sort of item with the Dan woman? Julia?’
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