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      You see, one thing is, I can live with doubt and uncertainty and not knowing. I think it’s more interesting to live not knowing
         than to have answers which might be wrong.
      

      
      I have approximate answers and possible beliefs and different degrees of certainty about different things but I’m not absolutely
         sure of anything and there are many things I don’t know anything about, such as whether it means anything to ask why we’re
         here . . .
      

      
      Richard Feynman (1918–1988), Joint Nobel Prize for

	  Physics 1965
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      THE LAST THING TOM JONES HAD expected was to run into Portia on holiday. An embarrassing encounter in London was all he had ever envisaged – and dreaded.
         They both live (that is, he assumes Portia still does) in the same square mile of the city, a proximity once blissfully convenient
         that after they ceased to be lovers had deeply alarmed him. For a long time he had feared they might run across each other
         by chance, bracing himself whenever he and Amy went to a theatre, an art gallery, a neighbourhood party.
      

      
      His fears (he told himself fairly truthfully) were for Amy. Although she knew he had had an affair and had forgiven him, put
         it behind her, she had never met Portia, had no idea what she looked like, had not once asked her name. The thought of the
         two women in the same room together, his innocent Amy unknowing, appalled him. (The thought of enlightening her, as he would
         honourably have to do should this disagreeable situation arise, had appalled him even more.) But as the years passed (four by now) he had worried progressively less; lately, he realises now, hardly at all.
         Foolishly . . .
      

      
      Never let your guard slip, that’s the lesson, he thinks gloomily, watching the small, neatly plump figure (still surprisingly
         and immediately familiar) trundling her wheeled suitcase out of the airport into the agreeably hot Aegean sunshine, advancing
         towards a smartly polished green minibus. Deciphering the name of the hotel, painted in flowing gold script on the side, Tom’s
         last, faint hope dies.
      

      
      Christ, he thinks, feeling sweat breaking out at his hairline, around his shirt collar. What the hell is she doing here?
         What the hell can he do? Amy has booked (a package deal, paid in advance) this reportedly comfortable hotel entirely for his benefit. She hates
         lying around pools, or on beaches, is bored by rich food as she is bored by rich people, likes to keep on the move when she
         travels. But he has just had a small but humiliating operation that made bicycling around Brittany, their earlier, energetic
         plan for this summer fortnight, out of the question. Amy pretended (again for his sake) that she was not disappointed. An
         idly luxurious holiday would make a nice change, she had said. She had even gone shopping for what she considered suitable
         clothes with quite convincing enjoyment. This, too, was to please him.
      

      
      She is wearing one of her purchases now, a full-skirted black dress rampant with purple roses that accentuates her height
         and dark, bony looks, making her appear unnaturally exotic and foreign, a handsome gypsy rather than a respectable lawyer.
         Better if she had stuck to her white blouses, her neat suits and trousers, Tom thinks, watching her point out their bags to a porter. He hobbles (walking is still sometimes shockingly painful) towards her. ‘Why don’t
         we get a taxi?’
      

      
      She looks at him, frowning. ‘Do you really want to? It’s a long way and we’ve already paid for the bus.’

      
      Now was the moment. Darling, I’m sorry, this is so ridiculous. He says, ‘Oh, well, then. Never mind,’ feeling the usual irritation – presumably, if you’d been born rich like Amy, taking
         care of the pennies was an indulgence, a luxury.
      

      
      She says swiftly, ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Of course, if you’re tired.’

      
      ‘I’m fine.’ He widens his eyes – a good campaign trick, producing the open and honest expression that goes down well with
         the kind of voters who long to believe that not all politicians are venal. ‘I was thinking of you. I’m such a bloody useless
         sod at the moment, you’ve had to do everything, I thought you might be more comfortable.’
      

      
      This is overdoing it, even for Amy. She raises her dark eyebrows with an amused (though fond) incredulity.

      
      ‘I do sometimes think of you,’ he says haughtily.

      
      ‘I know, darling.’ A contrite, though still amused, smile. ‘Look – we will take a taxi.’

      
      ‘No. You’re quite right. Waste of money.’

      
      Covertly, he looks beyond her. Portia is watching her suitcase being loaded into the luggage compartment of the minibus. When
         it is stowed to her satisfaction (she has always been fussy about her possessions, insisting her coat is hung where she can
         see it in restaurants, keeping her purse on her lap), she turns and stares in his direction. Has she seen him? She is wearing large, very dark glasses. Oh, God. At least she isn’t clacking towards him on those silly heels, gold
         bangles tinkling, uttering shrill squeaks of welcome. Has he changed so much? Aged? Perhaps he has put on a little weight, turned a mite grey at the temples. He stands erect, tucks in his belly, stretches
         his jaw line. Ah, now she is looking at him. Head on one side like an inquisitive bird. Pretty hair – still the same auburny red, flaming orange where
         the sun strikes it. Dyed, probably. That she dyed her hair had not struck him before.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you get in the bus?’ Amy says. ‘I need to go to the loo.’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you go on the plane?’ He hears himself ask this boorish question and shudders. ‘Oh, God. Sorry. I only meant,
         you won’t be long, will you? I’ll wait. Run along, there’s a good girl.’
      

      
      She runs, full skirt catching between her legs, impeding her normal long, loping stride. There is no hurry. Why does she take
         him so literally?
      

      
      Portia is getting into the minibus. Of course, he remembers, she is short-sighted. At this distance, he will be just a blurred figure. Unless her sunglasses are made to
         prescription. Or she has already spotted him on the plane.
      

      
      He ought to warn Amy. It will ruin her holiday. (His is ruined already, but never mind that!) Surely Portia can be relied
         on? She had always been sensibly discreet, understood he loved Amy, had no intention of leaving her. Though one can never
         be certain. Portia has a malicious streak. Several times she had rung him at home, putting on a peculiar, guttural accent,
         pretending she thought she was speaking to a laundry to complain about sheets and towels, articles of clothing that had been
         returned soiled or damaged. Perhaps he should get in the minibus while Amy is safe in the lavatory and warn Portia not to
         make trouble. But even if he could bring himself to do that (and a dreadful paralysis of will seizes him at the mere thought) it would be a grotesque kind of betrayal, a conspiracy against
         Amy. That is how Amy would see it, certainly. If she finds out, she might leave him. She had nearly left him in the beginning,
         when he had told her. (Found himself telling her without having meant to, blurting it out on her birthday, for Christ’s sake.)
      

      
      Maybe honesty is the safest policy now. Or maybe not.

      
      He begins sweating again. Amy might pretend to believe he had been taken by surprise but at the back of her mind she might
         wonder if he were still cheating her. Worse – that he had arranged this absurd assignation. However much he might deny it,
         protest the affair was over, that Portia had, long since, consoled herself elsewhere, why should Amy trust him? The worm of
         doubt must always be there in her mind. No, that is unfair. It is he who feels he is no longer trustworthy, that in lying
         to Amy he has compromised himself irretrievably. He can never again think of himself as an honest man. (There is a certain
         enjoyment in this self-abasement that he acknowledges occasionally, even though most of the time he prefers to see it as a
         decent humility.)
      

      
      The sunlight shimmers liquidly between the open doors of the airport and the minibus. Other people are getting in. Perhaps,
         with luck, there won’t be room for them after all. The hotel is a couple of hours away, he thinks Amy has told him. Alone,
         in a taxi, he would have time to explain to her, gently and ruefully, making a wry joke of it. How would he take it if the boot were on the other foot? If it had been an ex-lover of Amy’s who had turned up so unfortunately? Amy has
         no lovers, ex or current, as far as he knows. But, for the sake of supposition, would she tell him? Probably not, he decides. Women are more brazen than men, better liars, more practical. Amy wouldn’t see this situation as presenting the kind of moral difficulties he feels he is faced with. In fact she might
         get quite a kick out of it, a romantic excitement, sexually stimulating. If she were to become more eager in bed, would he
         guess she was deceiving him?
      

      
      He ponders darkly as he watches her coming towards him. She has brushed her thick brown hair; it bounces on her broad shoulders,
         on her benign forehead. She says, ‘Come on, poor old love,’ and tucks her hand under his elbow in what seems an unnecessarily
         proprietary gesture. On the other hand, it is a good thing that Portia should observe them behaving so obviously as a couple, stop her getting any silly ideas. He says, ‘Let me take that bag, darling,’ and freeing his arm, slings the canvas holdall
         on his shoulder, between them.
      

      
      The only vehicles immediately outside the airport building are the minibus and a vast, grey, army tank with two sleepy young
         soldiers on guard beside it. There is a long line of yellow taxis a couple of hundred yards away, but an even longer line
         of prospective passengers shuffling along in the heavy heat. Amy says – fatuously, it seems to him – ‘See what I’ve saved
         you from!’
      

      
      There are several vacant seats in the minibus. Tom and Amy sit immediately behind the driver. Portia is at the back of the
         bus, on a bench seat with two other people, smiling and talking and waving her lit cigarette in its ebony holder. Bloody smoking, Tom thinks, sitting down after one furtive, unreturned glance, eyes front, neck rigid. Amy had never smoked and he had given
         up when the children were small. He must have come home with the smell in his hair, on his breath. When the balloon went up
         finally, when he had stupidly sent it up, wanting to make love to her after a celebratory dinner and suddenly ashamed of this falsehood lying between them,
         Amy had said, ‘So that’s why you stank of tobacco!’
      

      
      Why the hell hadn’t she said something before, he thinks sourly, sitting in the hotel minibus with Portia smoking and chattering
         behind him. It would have come to an end a lot sooner if Amy had been more suspicious. ‘She can’t have loved you all that
         much or she would have known,’ Portia had cried angrily, and he had been fool enough to repeat this to Amy, either resentfully
         half-believing it or seizing upon it as a fatally feeble defence, laying himself open to the obvious answer, ‘I suppose I
         trusted you.’
      

      
      Amy offers him her hand now, trustingly, and he holds it on his knee. She laces her fingers in his and he squeezes them gently.
         She sighs and snuggles against him. Nestles. Amy is big and angular but it seems she has a touching image of herself as little
         and feminine. That is, it seems touching sometimes. Tom fears that Portia, gazing at them as she must surely be doing by now,
         she isn’t that blind, will find Amy comical.
      

      
      Amy says, ‘Relax, darling, you feel terribly tense,’ in her loudest, most cheerful voice, and Tom grits his teeth. The driver had started the bus when Amy spoke. Could Portia
         have heard her above the noisy grind of the engine? He looks at his wife and sees she is smiling, her upper lip caught between
         her large, white teeth. He is seized with a horrible sudden fear that Amy’s remark was deliberate, that she knows Portia is
         there, and is teasing him.
      

      
      Utter rot, he thinks, only a madman would think that of Amy. A paranoid lunatic.

      *

      
      
      ‘Ha! What are you up to? I’ve got my eye on you, Jones, don’t think I haven’t!’

      
      The tone of the voice is familiar. It rings in Tom’s ears so clearly that he almost turns round to see if old Clack-Teeth
         is in the bus with them. Loathsome man, made two years of his schooldays a misery, but safely dead now of cancer. Tom answers
         him silently. ‘Nothing, Sir. What did you think, Sir?’
      

      
      ‘I asked the question, devious fellow. Come on now, out with it, don’t keep me waiting.’

      
      Tom breathes deeply and slowly, steadying himself against this sepulchral attack, this voice from the tomb. Devious fellow! Sarky bugger. Always springing up out of the ground like a genie when you least expected it, sneering dark nostrils, thin,
         crooked mouth, eyes bright as torches. It only needed one figure like that to ruin a childhood, blacken the bright day, destroy
         innocence.
      

      
      ‘Get back in your box, you old fool.’

      
      Amy says, ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘Nothing.’

      
      She looks at him doubtfully. Has she seen his lips moving? Had his lips moved?
      

      
      ‘Talking to yourself,’ Amy says, shaking her head playfully. ‘First sign of madness.’

      
      Amy also hears voices. (Not really a sign of madness, in her view, just a common human condition.) One speaks inside her head
         now. ‘Silly cow, can’t you speak naturally?’ But Amy cannot always speak to Tom naturally. She is sometimes afraid of him,
         her fear manifesting itself in this unnatural, bright voice that grates on her inner ear. Why can’t she shut up? But she knows
         when something is wrong, scents danger in his brooding look, and her treacherous tongue wags with a life of its own, turning her into the fool
         she is sure at these times he thinks her. Trying to ingratiate herself with him makes her despise herself. It is like cracking
         a joke with the dentist to put off the moment when the needle goes into the gum.
      

      
      She thinks of a better analogy.

      
      Amy is a solicitor. Once, in a magistrates’ court, she had watched while the police applied for a Care and Protection Order
         for an eight-year-old girl whose mother had, on several occasions, threatened to kill her. The mother said to the Bench, ‘She’s
         always been difficult, not like the others. Even in the womb. She never moved in my womb.’
      

      
      The child was in court. This was some years ago, before the Children Act put an end to these poignant appearances. The little
         girl had wept and clung to her mother. She had asked to go into the witness box. ‘So you’ll all know it’s true what I say.’
         The tiny creature had stood there on tiptoe, clutching the ledge, swearing she loved her mother, that her mother had never
         hurt her and she wanted to stay with her.
      

      
      Amy had understood this child absolutely. The only safety for a victim lies in appeasement. Not that she can honestly apply
         this lesson directly to her own life. But she does apply it.
      

      
      She says, ‘It’s a wretched drive until Corinth. Hideous suburbs. And then all the industrial blight. Factories and oil refineries.
         That’s the cause of the dreadful pollution.’
      

      
      Tom doesn’t answer. Has he really not heard her? Or is he pretending? Her father used to play the same trick, sitting at the
         table at mealtimes in a contemptuous silence into which words fell as if into a furnace, shrivelling in torment as soon as spoken. ‘Not his fault,’ her mother used to say to her daughter. ‘He has suffered so much. More than we
         can ever know.’
      

      
      Amy’s father had spent the Second World War in a Japanese prison camp. ‘Not my fault,’ Amy had thought – and still thinks. Why should a man take it out on his child for something that happened before
         she was born?
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Tom speaks at last. He is clearly not interested in industrial blight. Nor, though he has started to wheeze, in the
         pollution of Athens. But at least he has answered her. And, even if his smile is distant, as if he were thinking about something
         else, it is still a smile.
      

      
      Poor pet, Amy thinks, he must be miserably uncomfortable. If only he had let her put the rubber ring in their hand baggage!
         But men are so self-conscious about that sort of thing. She must be quietly sympathetic, try not to keep up a stream of relentless,
         bright chatter. And she is sympathetic. It is just that when he puts on that brooding, bored look she grows nervous, relating
         it partly to certain guilty velleities she hopes he is unaware of, partly to her own clumsiness. She knows she is awkward.
         When she was adolescent, her large limbs, her prominent teeth, her loud laugh, had made her despair. She was aware that when
         her father looked at her, which was seldom, he sighed. Now it is only with Tom that she feels these physical characteristics
         to be shameful, disabling. With other people (more often with women than men) she is unselfconscious, competent, kindly,
         a good listener, even a good talker, on rare occasions quite witty.
      

      
      Well, cheery, anyway, she corrects herself. Cling on to that, she thinks, turning and smiling at the two old ladies in the
         double seat just behind her. Since they are all apparently going to the same hotel (stuck in the same boring place, is how Amy thinks of it) she might as well try to be
         friendly.
      

      
      The couple she smiles at respond. It would be hard not to respond to Amy’s sweet smile, her long, eager face. They are both
         withered beauties with lined, pretty faces and soft hair that is coloured and waved with such elusive art that even Amy, who
         normally notices only expressions, the life of the eyes and the mouth, receives the notion that these are two very rich old
         parties indeed. Equally subliminally, without conscious effort, she understands that the clothes they are wearing, though
         as seemingly simple as those that she wears in the normal way, at home, in the office, in court, are mysteriously different.
         Of course, they are both tall, slender, long-necked and straight-backed; remarkably alike, she thinks suddenly. Sisters. Twin
         sisters, perhaps. One bolder than the other as if she always takes the initiative.
      

      
      The bold one says, ‘Hot enough for you? I thought I was going to melt back there at the airport. Like stepping off the plane
         into an oven.’
      

      
      There is something about her vowel sounds that doesn’t fit with the elegantly discreet clothes, the expensive hair. Amy, who
         has a legal practice in the East End of London, thinks that she recognises the local tongue; the strong, lively cockney that
         is only thinly disguised by elocution lessons or even by years of careful mimicry.
      

      
      Amy is neither a snob nor a philologist. She is more concerned with what people say than with how they say it. But she is
         interested, when the other old lady speaks, to hear how different quite similar voices can be. ‘It will be cool by the sea,’ this old lady says. ‘Edie darling, I did tell you it would be hot this time of year, why do you never believe
         me?’ She has a clear, beautifully modulated, distinctly upper-class voice; the giggle, young, clear and girlish, that follows
         is unexpected. But it reminds Amy of something. Something – or someone.
      

      
      She stretches her hand over the back of her seat. ‘Amy Jones,’ she says. ‘And my husband, Tom.’

      
      Tom turns, nods, and smiles with adequate grace, then glances beyond them (a bit slyly it seems to Amy) at the other passengers:
         a middle-aged couple, a woman with red hair and sunglasses, a pretty girl, a tall, clean-shaven man with rimless spectacles
         who is holding an open book on his knee that he is not reading. Apart from the glasses, this man is a bit like James Stewart,
         Amy thinks: that soft-lipped mouth, the narrow, gentle, intelligent face.
      

      
      Amy often sees people as film stars, not of her own youth, but her mother’s. When Amy was growing up, her mother’s passion
         for films was the only thing she had been able to share with her that allowed them both to escape from the house (and the
         sad, broken man whose misery and rage filled it) for afternoons or evenings at film clubs, any cinema within reach that advertised
         films from the forties and fifties. For her heroes, Amy lived in a time warp. When she first met Tom he had reminded her of
         Spencer Tracy. Though Tom was taller, he had the same square, strong, open face; a good man, honest-eyed. She had even had
         a fanciful dream of herself as Katharine Hepburn, her gawkiness transformed into coltish grace, her toothy grin into an appealing,
         wide smile.
      

      
      Edie takes her hand. ‘Edith Farrell,’ she says, ‘that’s what . . .’ Before she can finish her sentence the other woman breaks in, quickly and lightly. ‘And I am Jane Farrell.’ She substitutes her hand for Edith’s; it is lighter and cooler,
         a quite different sensation from her companion’s.
      

      
      Amy wondered why they were pretending to be sisters. She had thought they might be, but that was before Jane Farrell had spoken.

      
      Amy says, ‘I think we are going to be lucky with the weather. When we landed, I could hardly believe it. It was so grey in
         London.’
      

      
      Edie and Jane look at each other and then smile at Amy, a glint in their eyes like children with a mischievous secret. She
         wonders what it is, whether she should ask, tease it out of them and decides, since Tom is sitting beside her, against it.
         Tom is cautious with strangers, a cautiousness learned from his mother who had always behaved as if the world around her was
         peopled with natural enemies – as if she were a small field mouse, or shrew. And politics is a factor. Amy suspects that Edie
         and Jane are dyed-in-the-wool Tory ladies (their age and their sex make it almost certain) and they would almost certainly
         want to put their point of view should they discover Tom is a Labour Member of Parliament. That would be the last thing Tom
         could cope with just at this moment. So Amy simply smiles back and turns to the window to look at the marvellous deep cleft
         of the Corinth Canal, and for the rest of the journey sits silent, unaware of the presence, the unexploded bomb three seats
         behind her.
      

   



      
      
      
[image: image] 2 [image: image]


      
      
      
      
      PORTIA, IN FACT, IS FEELING MORE amused than explosive. The lurch of discomfort she had felt at London airport, recognising Tom just ahead of her in the queue
         at Security, and seeing (for the first time in the flesh instead of in a smudgy newspaper photograph) his agreeably plain,
         horse-faced wife, had been replaced during the flight by the anticipation of the spectator waiting for the curtain to rise
         on what promised to be a good play. Putting on her darkest glasses, she signalled to herself her position as a member of the
         audience, not one of the actors. She had briefly wished that her current lover was sitting beside her. Dave was younger, and
         had more hair than Tom. But she had dismissed this crude thought very quickly and not just as being unworthy. Being alone
         made the situation more interesting for her if not for poor Tom.
      

      
      What a turn-up for the books, Portia thinks, what a lark! Oh, she is a bit sorry for Tom who is not the sort of man to take this really quite minor bit of embarrassment in his stride.
      

      
      She isn’t in the least sorry for Amy. Horse-Face is Tom’s problem. She can barely remember the murderous rage she used to
         feel when he had to rush home because a child was ill, or for a family visit to Horsey’s old mother. Or was it Tom’s mother?
      

      
      It was difficult now to believe there had been a time when she had loved Tom enough to wish his wife dead. He had known that
         she wished it, been shocked on one level and flattered on another, but in the end it had been the violence of her feelings
         that had made him run for cover. If she had played Tom’s game, never mentioning Amy, just letting him keep Horsey locked up
         in her stable, they might have staggered through to a blissful old age together.
      

      
      Was that what she had wanted? Hard to remember. Certainly Tom didn’t have the stamina for a double life. Not a natural philanderer,
         he had needed to justify himself in a moral, or at least social, way. As long as no absolute harm was done, people should
         be free to explore and develop themselves through different relationships, allow their personalities to burgeon and flower
         instead of wither on the stalk as Tom felt his was in danger of doing, stuck as he then was on the back benches, an undistinguished
         member of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition. He was a better and more effective person because he was in love with Portia had
         been Tom’s theory, implying (though not of course saying) that their affair was making him nicer to Amy, or at least better
         able to sustain what he had also implied (again without saying so, merely with the occasional silence, or sigh) was a tedious
         marriage, an old shoe he continued to wear out of kindness and duty.
      

      
      
      Liar, Portia thinks now (fairly dispassionately, if with rather more heat than she had felt on the aeroplane), lucky escape
         she’d had, really. It was the old paradox. If he had left Amy for her she could never have trusted him afterwards, knowing
         how virtuously he had deceived Amy. Nor could she have coped with his morose moral struggles, his need to see himself, always,
         in a good light. She had understood his moods once, even admired him for them in the beginning when she had been crazy about
         him. She can see, observing the droop of his shoulders, his attitude of histrionic dejection, that he is going through one
         of his bad times at the moment. No need for her to be sorry for him, he is quite sorry enough for himself!
      

      
      Portia sits up straight, fishes in her voluminous bag for cigarettes and smiles radiantly at the woman beside her, a chubby
         small person in a pale blue silky suit, obviously new, as is her matching blouse and handbag. Beneath woolly permed hair,
         her soft, small-featured face is marshmallow pink with excitement. Though Portia has already learned, in the first hour of
         this interminable, cramped, bumpy journey, rather more than she wants to know about this lady and her elderly gnome of a husband
         sitting on her other side, there is no obvious alternative diversion.
      

      
      The lady’s name is Beryl Boot and this is her first trip abroad, her first holiday for seven years. Mr Boot (whose name Portia
         has not discovered since Beryl refers to him only as ‘Daddy’) has told her that it seemed a good moment to get away, business
         being slack at the moment and Mother (Daddy’s mother, apparently, not Beryl’s) being a ‘bit more perky than usual’. It is
         their twentieth wedding anniversary, they have five children, three girls married and living away, two sons in the business, and only Mother living next door to care for. ‘Beryl needs a break,’ Mr Boot had
         said, a remark (patronising, to Portia’s mind) that had made Beryl blush with pleasure. Portia wonders what the ‘business’
         is. Nothing about them, neither clothes nor conversation, suggests any project much more ambitious than a corner shop. On
         the other hand, the hotel they are going to is expensive and they are not on a package deal, they have flown first class on
         the plane and booked a suite with a sea view and a balcony. The only reason they have taken the bus is the difficulty of negotiating
         with a Greek taxi driver.
      

      
      All this ‘Daddy’ Boot has already told Portia with the aim, so it seemed to her, not of establishing his own status, about
         which he seems perfectly confident, but of making it clear to her how much he values his wife. It is Portia’s habit, when
         speaking to married couples, to address her remarks to the man unless the woman is exceptionally beautiful or has some other
         obvious distinction, but Mr Boot is a man who makes his position clear from the beginning. ‘Make no mistake, don’t flirt with
         me, woman,’ is the message he sends, ice-blue eyes twinkling, and Portia receives it without offence, wishing all men were
         so straightforward. A bit of a cheek, of course, since Daddy is hardly the kind of man she would bother to send the slightest
         of sexual signals, but the only rebuke she allows herself is the delicate one of setting herself out to be fulsomely charming
         to his wife.
      

      
      Portia says, ‘I believe the hotel is in a lovely position. High over the town and the harbour, but there is a lift down through
         the cliff and it’s only a short walk to the centre. Peace and bright lights as well, just what you need for a really good holiday.’ She tries to imagine what Beryl’s idea of a really good holiday is. ‘Waited on hand and foot.
         Nice for a change.’
      

      
      Beryl gives a short, nervous shriek, followed by a little sigh. ‘The trouble is, I can’t help feeling selfish. There’s Gavin,
         of course, but Sharon’s so casual. And Ida’s all right in her way but she has her bad days.’ Another little shriek, accompanied
         by a jerky lift of the elbow. ‘You know?’
      

      
      Portia nods. Ida is a drunk, presumably, but who are Gavin and Sharon?

      
      Beryl continues confidently, ‘We’ve got good neighbours but it’s not the same, is it?’

      
      ‘Mother’s all right,’ Mr Boot says.

      
      Beryl is reproachful. ‘You can say that, Daddy, but you can’t know, can you? She said she was feeling funny when I popped
         in this morning.’
      

      
      ‘Always feels funny, even if we’re only out for the evening. She’d tie you to the bedpost if she could, Beryl.’ He pats his
         wife’s knee. ‘Do me a favour, let me do the worrying. We’re not going to the Gobi desert. Gavin can always reach us by telephone.’
      

      
      Daddy Boot looks at Portia and says, with a slight rising of colour – it pains him, perhaps, to acknowledge that his wife’s
         method of conversation can be confusing – ‘Gavin’s my brother. He and his wife are staying with our mother while we’re away,
         and good luck to them. She’s ninety-seven and she’s had her own way all her life. It’s been hard on Beryl.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Daddy, don’t say that, she’s a lovely old lady.’

      
      ‘And you’re a lovely young one,’ Mr Boot says, indulgently jocular, producing another shriek, louder this time, that makes
         the man sitting on the single seat one row in front of them turn around, perhaps startled. He looks from Beryl, to Portia.
      

      
      Portia grins at him. Although getting on a bit, late fifties, even into his sixties, he is good-looking in a slightly epicene
         way: a sweet, curving mouth, a soft, double chin. Is he gay? He shows no sign of being attached to, or even acquainted with,
         any of the other people in the minibus. Not that Portia is looking for an involvement. She has Dave (or to be more accurate
         she has as much of Dave as she cares for, the rest belonging to a wife and two children living in Birmingham) and Dave will
         turn up at the end of the week if his film is going to schedule, and even if it doesn’t she is happy to be alone.
      

      
      Being seen alone she might mind rather more. How frightful if Tom should start pitying her, poor lonely lady, though worse if it started
         him thinking she must be missing him still! That would be unendurable. As is his behaviour! After all, she had done some research for him in the House of Commons before (as well as during) her
         time as his lover. They had things in common besides carnal knowledge! To ignore her like this was uncivilised – as well as uncivil. Stupid, too; he knew her well enough to know it would anger her. Why on earth had he not simply come
         up to her at the airport and introduced her to Horsey?
      

      
      Unexpectedly, Portia begins to enjoy the healthy rage burning up in her. She smiles at the man on his own rather more openly,
         inviting him to join her in laughing (silently, kindly) at Beryl. The man smiles back, but only politely, and returns to the
         uncorrected proof of the British novel that is open on his lap.
      

      *

      
      
      He thinks, pretty woman, with a stir of sexual interest, liking the generosity of her smile, her slightly slanting, wide-set,
         amber eyes, her red hair. But Philip intends to remain alone on this trip which for him is not a holiday but a wake.
      

      
      In part of his mind what has happened seems a bad dream that will be forgotten by morning. Throughout the week he has just
         spent in London, seeing other publishers, agents, some of his British authors, he has constantly expected Matilda to walk
         through a door, materialise beside him, be in his bed when he wakes. He understands that this belief is normal, part of the
         process of bereavement, but it doesn’t feel normal. He can’t believe it will pass and, indeed, doesn’t want it to because
         once it has passed she will be truly dead, gone for ever, and that will be quite unbearable. Or, rather (Philip often edits
         his own thoughts as he is used to editing other people’s words) he is not yet ready to bear that eerie emptiness, that total
         loss. So he yields to the temptation of imagining she has gone ahead of him to the hotel and that when he arrives she will
         be there, waiting for him at the entrance.
      

      
      Why should she have gone ahead? Philip, a scrupulous man even in daydreams, ponders this problem, gazing out of the window
         at the passing landscape which has now become mountainous; bare-boned, angular ridges, silvery olive trees on the lower slopes.
         Suppose there hadn’t been room for everyone in the minibus and she had volunteered to take a taxi. Assuming the taxi to be
         a more comfortable ride, he would naturally have persuaded the two old ladies to go with Matilda and remained, himself, in
         the minibus. She will be waiting for him at the entrance to the hotel. He will get out of the minibus and she will run to
         him, smiling.
      

      
      
      No, not smiling. The last time he saw her alive, she was smiling. Playing the memory back as he does obsessively, he can see
         nothing that could have warned him. It was her usual lop-sided smile, anxiously sweet as if half afraid of rejection and it
         made him feel protective and tender as he picked up his overnight bag, as he kissed her goodbye. He had rung from the airport
         and, hearing the answerphone, assumed she was out, caught the plane to San Francisco, attended the library conference, rung
         late in the evening and been irritated because she could at least have left a message on the machine.
      

      
      He had not been alarmed. Matilda had friends with whom she acted quite normally. Hating being alone, she had probably gone
         to a theatre, perhaps spent the night with a friend. But she might have told him!
      

      
      He had not telephoned the next morning, partly out of pique, partly because his flight was so early, and arrived home, unwarned,
         unsuspecting, to be met by the distraught daily maid, the police, the horror that has been with him for a month now, four
         weeks of aching grief and guilt. He should never have left her.
      

      
      She had been so afraid he was going to leave her for ever. Every evening he was ten minutes late coming home confirmed her
         belief in his final departure. He would find his suitcase packed, his books cleared from the shelves. She yelled at him to
         get out. ‘Then it will be over and I shall have peace! It’s the waiting for you to go I can’t bear.’
      

      
      Philip had wondered if in some part of herself she really did want to be rid of him. That she had stopped loving him. Or that
         she loved someone else. And then saw that she was goading him in this way out of some inexplicable but true despair, a deep,
         unavoidable suffering; that she hated herself for it, hated the person she was becoming, hated what she was doing to him, to them both. It seemed to him
         at these dreadful times that there were two Matildas. Even while the harridan was screaming abuse, the frightened eyes of
         the real Matilda were begging him to help her. That Matilda lay in his arms at night, often happily, but he could never be sure which one’s head would be there on the pillow
         when he woke in the morning.
      

      
      He was bewildered. He was also ashamed. This was his upbringing. From two years old, when he had arrived in New York, a small
         refugee from Hitler’s Germany, he had been brought up by a Quaker couple from Philadelphia, the brother and sister-in-law
         of an American diplomat in Berlin who was a friend of his father’s. These people were strict in manners and morals, reserved
         in behaviour, careful with money (though moderately wealthy, their principles made them live modestly), always kind, always
         reasonable. All the years they had cared for him he had never heard a voice raised in anger, listened to a discussion that
         was not conducted in a temperate fashion, and ever since, as far as he could, he had lived within the disciplines they had
         taught him. When his sweet, bright Matilda became so mysteriously wild and irrational he was shocked and ashamed by her lack
         of control. He assumed that, deep down, she must be ashamed too, and so became her accomplice, helping her to hide her distracted
         condition from everyone.
      

      
      The thought that she might be clinically ill was something he almost refused to consider. Although he had, in the end, consulted
         a doctor: a man who was writing a medical book for his firm, bringing up the subject over a routine lunch, his shame had made
         him reduce the severity of her symptoms to silly storms of tears about nothing, and as a result the advice he was given was anodyne. Women
         went through these phases. Matilda was feeling the recent departure of her grown children as well as the loss of her parents,
         both of whom had died recently, within a month of each other. She was in mourning for part of her life that was over, her
         role as mother, as daughter. She should be encouraged to take up other interests. Perhaps she should think about hormone replacement
         therapy. ‘I take it,’ this doctor had said, ‘that all’s well between you?’
      

      
      And Philip had nodded. How could he have said to this stranger – to anyone – She believes I am going to leave her.

      
      Now he blames himself, naturally. She was in pain for so long, and he had only provided the mildest of palliative measures;
         his love rationed to the time he could spare to be with her. She had told him what to do only a few days before she had left
         him for ever.
      

      
      ‘Take me away, somewhere we can be by ourselves. If we could be alone, I think I’d get better.’

      
      He had felt a sudden choking annoyance. For God’s sake, they had been going away. This European trip had already been planned to include a few days in the pleasant hotel she remembered so happily.
         He would have to make one professional call (on an irritatingly reclusive woman writer who lived in the Peloponnese) otherwise
         they would have nothing to do except be together! Lazing in the sun, swimming, talking – or, indeed, moaning and wailing if
         that was what she felt she needed to do. ‘Though I hope you won’t want to,’ he had said, laughing to disguise his impatience,
         and she had turned away from him.
      

      
      It was as if she had been sweating with the agony of a burst appendix and he had only offered her aspirin. He should have taken six months off, nine months, a year. It would not
         have been easy. Although he was a vice-president, on the board of the company, things being as fluid as they were in American
         publishing, he might have come back to find his desk occupied. Not that this possibility scared him. He could find another
         job. Even if he didn’t, he would have a handsome pension from his current firm and his adopted family had money and no other
         children. It was the Protestant work ethic that held him, that glum, grey imperative stiffening his mind and his heart against
         more important personal loyalties. ‘She must have been desperate,’ his old Quaker mother had said at the funeral. ‘Didst thou
         not see it?’ And he had felt rightly rebuked, although she had not meant to rebuke him, simply been asking an obvious question.
         He had put his wife, his first duty, after his work, after publishing ephemeral novels. (Well, not all ephemeral, he hoped, although that was irrelevant.) The trouble
         was, one was never presented with clear-cut issues until it was too late. ‘I suppose I didn’t,’ he said to his mother, and
         was aware of the lie as a stone, flung against the clear blue glass of her gaze. She had blinked and answered, briskly forsaking
         the biblical pronoun as if this liar, her son, no longer deserved it, ‘Well, how could you know, Philip? Only God knows what
         went through her poor mad mind. Let us pray He forgives her.’
      

      
      Philip cannot believe Matilda was mad. He is not certain that she meant, or wanted, to die. Rosanna, their daily maid, had
         been due to arrive forty minutes after Philip had left. Like Philip, she had had no reply when she had telephoned to say she
         must go to the dentist and would not be in until the next day and, like Philip, she had assumed that Matilda was out. It was Wednesday, and Matilda often went to
         the hairdresser on Wednesdays.
      

      
      It was the only day Rosanna had missed since she had come to work for them three years before. She had always arrived on the
         dot; as people say, you could set your watch by her. To think of Matilda lying in a bath of blood, his spare razor beside
         her, confidently waiting for the reliable Rosanna to come to her rescue, fills Philip with horrified pity and pain on one
         level, and on another with a dark confused anguish. There is a certain dignity about choosing your moment to die, to go bravely
         forth. The possibility that Matilda had not meant to go through with it seems to diminish and cheapen her, turns her from
         a tortured soul into a trickster, a blackmailer.
      

      
      Philip cannot make up his mind what to think. He feels he will never make up his mind about anything, ever again. He cannot
         decide whether he wants to publish the novel by the young British author that lies open on his knee now; or, indeed, if he
         wants to publish anything at all in the future. He does not know why he is carrying on with this absurd ‘holiday’. He could
         have visited the demanding old horror (which is how he thinks of the elderly woman whose bestselling historical novels pay
         his not inconsiderable salary as well as allowing him to publish literary works that barely creep into profit) in a day’s
         trip from Athens.
      

      
      He is sweating suddenly, though he feels chilly, too; a kind of flu-shiver. And his mouth is ominously dry. Oh God, is he going to be sick?

      
      ‘Like a swig?’

      
      The girl occupying the single seat in front of him has turned round and is proffering a plastic bottle of water. Up to now, Philip has only been aware of the back of her head;
         her shaggy light brown hair, crimped Rossetti style, had reminded him of his daughter. Phyllis is twenty-two, working for
         her Master’s in Education at Cornell University. This girl is older, Philip thinks, a judgement based on the poise with which
         she has approached him, a middle-aged stranger. She is frowning now in an almost motherly way, regarding him anxiously. She
         says, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t have a cup. I just thought you looked pale.’
      

      
      She has spoken softly, no one else in the bus seems to be listening, but to Philip it is as if she has alerted the whole world
         to his misery. He responds quickly, baring his teeth in what he hopes is a cheerful grin, ‘I certainly could use a drink.’
         For the first time in his life he tilts his head back to drink from a bottle that has just been drunk from by a stranger;
         his lips where her lips have been.
      

      
      He imagines, still warm from her mouth – and is shocked by the ease with which this thought enters his mind and the flush of pleasure it gives him. He takes the
         clean handkerchief from his breast pocket, wipes the neck of the bottle carefully, and hands it back. He says, ‘Wonderful.
         Thank you.’
      

      
      ‘You’re welcome,’ the girl says. Her English voice delivers this American response with a smile; it is a shy little joke to
         convey that she knows where he comes from. Then, at once, she turns round to face the front of the minibus, leaving Philip
         both relieved and regretful. He doesn’t want to talk to anyone, either at the moment or in the foreseeable future. But now
         she has turned away from him, he feels lonely.
      

      *

      
      
      Prudence Honey has turned away so abruptly, partly to hide a smile at this old man’s hygienic fussiness, partly because she
         doesn’t want to ‘encourage’ him. She inserts these mental quotation marks because it is the sort of thing her mother would
         say. ‘I know you don’t mean to encourage them, dear. You’ve just got such a nice, giving nature you want to befriend the whole
         world. The trouble is, they don’t know that’s all it is, do they?’
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