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			Epigraph

			DESDEMONA: Dost thou in conscience think – tell me, Emilia –

			That there be women do abuse their husbands

			In such gross kind?

			EMILIA: There be some such, no question.

			DESDEMONA: Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?

			EMILIA: Why, would not you?

			DESDEMONA: No, by this heavenly light!

			EMILIA: Nor I neither, by this heavenly light;

			I might do’t as well i’the dark.

			. . . Let husbands know

			Their wives have sense like them: they see and smell

			And have their palates both for sweet and sour,

			As husbands have. What is it that they do

			When they change us for others? Is it sport?

			I think it is: and doth affection breed it?

			I think it doth: is’t frailty that thus errs?

			It is so too: and have not we affections,

			Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have?

			William Shakespeare, Othello, Act IV, Scene iii
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			Today, thinks Henry Broad, later today, this day that has now begun, the red digits of the radio alarm clock by the bed reading 12:44, we must put aside time for sex. Late afternoon, perhaps, with the curtains drawn against the glare of day, in the kindly half-light. Laura, so unapproachable by day, her slight figure armoured in tight-fitting trousers and high-necked tops, will let the barriers fall one by one until at last, turning towards me, she takes the few steps to join me, permitting me to see, as a promise of the joy to come, her beautiful, familiar body. Strange to think, he thinks, lying wakeful beside his sleeping wife, that I see her fully naked only at such times, after thirty years of marriage. Of course, dressing and undressing, in and out of the shower, there are glimpses, but always the body turning away, folded, preoccupied. This crossing of the room before we make love, this is her gift to me, because I’ve told her, I love to watch you come to me naked. But even though it’s already May the bedroom is cold, and she remains naked before me only for a few moments.

			There have been times when he’s said to her, No, wait. He stands before her, takes her in his arms, delaying the moment. He kisses her and says, Let’s go slowly, and she laughs because always he becomes impatient.

			You never go slowly, she says.

			In the early days of their marriage they always slept naked. Now he wears a T-shirt and boxers, and Laura is buttoned up in soft red check pyjamas.

			And soon I will be sixty years old.

			How many times have we made love, Laura and I? It was more often in the beginning, of course. Every night, almost. Now every ten days, every two weeks maybe. He tries to remember the last time. It was before Carrie came home, on a Thursday or a Friday, it must be over two weeks ago now. Curious how the desire quietly builds, day by day, you don’t even notice it at my age, and then quite suddenly it’s all you can think about. Not the same for Laura. She doesn’t think about it at all until I suggest it, and even then she often forgets. Then the time comes, and she’s standing before me naked, and I’m shivering. After all these years.

			What’s happening today? Last day of the election campaign, all to play for, every vote counts, God knows don’t we all know it. Oh yes, and Michael Marcus is coming to lunch.

			He listens to Laura’s breathing in sleep. When she gets into bed at night, always after him because she takes so much longer in the bathroom, she lifts up the duvet, letting in cold air, but he’s learned to hold on to his side. Then she’s in bed and her hand reaches for his, and for a few moments they lie there, hand in hand. By day she loves to wear rings, bold modernist silver, a brick of amber, a bar of carnelian, rings that guard and command respect; but when night falls the rings come off, one by one, to be placed on the fingers of the ceramic hand on her dressing-table, and her real hand lies soft and unprotected in his.

			A few moments, and their hands part. As he slips into sleep she murmurs, ‘Night,’ and he says, ‘Night.’ Often she reads, her book illuminated by a tiny long-necked lamp by the bed, and he goes to sleep to the sound of her fingers turning the pages.

			And then he wakes. Usually around two in the morning; tonight it’s not even one. Always as he wakes there’s a momentary tremor, as if something has entered the room and disturbed him, something that even as he emerges from sleep is slipping away. Often there are noises in the night, the wind rattling the ancient, poorly fitting doors, the steel radiators contracting after the central heating turns itself off, the dishwasher set to run later than usual, shuddering towards the end of its cycle. This night he has not been woken by sounds, but by a presence. It’s something he knows and has forgotten, something on the periphery of his mental vision, something he does not want to know. People think the night is filled with imaginary terrors, and waking returns us to the consoling commonplaces of the real world. ‘Ah! It was only a dream.’ But Henry sleeps peacefully, and wakes into fear, and does not know why.

			The trick is not to interrogate the fear, not to waken the rational mind, not to open the box of anxieties anaesthetized each night by sleep. But already it’s too late. Betrayed by his needy body he lies beneath the duvet thinking about sex, and when to broach the subject with Laura, and so the day ahead begins to unfold, with all its concerns.

			How annoying that Michael Marcus should be coming to lunch, coming all the way down to Sussex for lunch, at his own request. What can he want?

			The room round him is dark but not lightless. Bigger in the dark, almost infinitely big, the walls lost in the night. And we are here, as on a darkling plain, Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight. The junk of memory floats to the surface, Matthew Arnold from some long-ago lesson in school. The sea is calm tonight. The wine-dark sea. On to Homer now, one of his many pairings repeated so often they snag in the brain. Aegis-bearing Zeus. Ox-eyed Athene. Then night came down on his eyes. Death, that last one, usually by spear-thrust, with each defensive layer through which the bronze point penetrates lovingly listed: ox-hide, felt padding, armour, flesh. Reading the Iliad, as he is at present, induces in him a kind of hypnotized passivity. So many violent mortal passions, so much heroic self-sacrifice, all rendered futile by the bickering of the gods. Why am I reading Homer? Because that’s what you do at my age, you tell yourself, I’ve no time now for the second-rate. So many classics missed in my youth. These are the works that framed the mental horizons of educated people for centuries. But what a cheat the Iliad is turning out to be! Almost at the end, Hector is dead, but Troy hasn’t fallen, and there’s no wooden horse. The most famous part of the Trojan War, and Homer never even gets to it. Instead the Greeks are running races, playing games.

			I must talk to Carrie.

			He lies in the dark, not looking at the marching red numerals, listening to his wife’s soft breath.

			Carrie’s been home a week and more and I’ve hardly seen her. You’d think it would get easier when they’re grown-up, but he feels oddly shy in her presence. A sort of courtesy. You can’t come right out and say, You’re unhappy, what is it that makes you unhappy? Is it my fault? She always was a prickly child, fiercely proud, brave, magnificent. Coming down the flank of Caburn, running into my arms, she fell and scraped the skin off her knees. Hot eyes staring at me, blood streaming down her shins, and not a sound. Oh Carrie, my darling daughter.

			Past one in the morning. There are tricks to aid sleep, though no guarantee they’ll work. Breathe slowly, hold the out-breath for a count of five, then slowly in again. Out, and hold. Create a picture in the mind, a place of peace. The view from the flank of High and Over, as you climb the hill out of Litlington, and there below you lies the river winding to the sea. On a dull day the grey sea merges into the grey sky, and with the wind on your face you front infinity.

			I should do that walk again, it’s been too long. Maybe after Michael Marcus has been and gone, he surely won’t stay long. Why can’t he say whatever he wants in an email, or over the phone? Perhaps Laura would come on the walk too. Once long ago they made love on the Downs, under cover of a copse of trees, not comfortable but never forgotten. Both remained almost fully clothed. It didn’t take long, the idea more exciting than the act, but it lingers still in his memory. Today, he promises himself, after Michael Marcus has gone, we’ll draw the curtains and lie in each other’s arms, as we have now done for thirty years.

			Oh, but Carrie will be in her room.

			Still he does not sleep. Is this part of the ageing process, this waking in the small hours of the night? I have no sensation of ageing. I’m the same man I was when I got married. It’s the world round me that has grown weary. The years pass, and the longing does not abate, but the days grow shorter. The gods play their tricks; they deny poor mortals their little triumphs. Why must Homer mess so with his Trojans and Greeks? Why allow them no control over their fate? But perhaps this is to misunderstand the nature of the gods. What if the gods are not agents after all, but explanations? So Hector storms the wall built to protect the hollow ships, and later the Achaeans turn the tide of battle, and the poet, recounting the tale for his fireside listeners, concludes that Zeus rode at Hector’s back, and Poseidon rallied Agamemnon’s spearmen. In such a way we suffer the accidents of life and make up stories to give them meaning. In Homer’s time it was the immortals on Olympus. Today, what? The working out of childhood trauma. The invisible hand of the free market. Each age to its own excuse for things fucking up.

			Perhaps Carrie would join me on the walk. She’s grown up here under the Sussex Downs, she must have some feeling for it. But she rarely goes on walks. Her French exchange partner, all those years ago, Dominique, she was so uncomprehending it made them laugh. ‘Why do you make this walk? You have a car.’ Her fourteen-year-old worldliness delighted Carrie. Offered a trip to the National Gallery she responded, ‘I ’ate art.’ Carrie took up the refrain and made it her own. ‘I ’ate art.’ What Dominique wanted was to be taken to ’Arrods. Her contempt for culture astonished them all. Are you allowed to hate art?

			Why do I wake in the night?

			When the children were babies they woke in the night, and for months both he and Laura assumed this was the nature of the infant sleep pattern. Then a doctor friend told them this was not so, that babies were meant to sleep through the night. There was an expert, an American called Ferber. Ferber was a revelation. You, he told them, you, the loving parents, are denying your babies the sleep they need. When the baby’s sleep becomes shallow, following its natural cycle, and the baby, almost waking, cries out, you hurry to the cot side and thoroughly wake the child. Your soothing words, your loving cuddles, rob your baby of the moment when he can slip back into deep sleep. Let the child cry a little. Sleep will return. And so it did.

			Now it’s my turn. I wake when my sleep becomes shallow. I don’t cry, but I do hurry to my bedside, I do fuss over my wakefulness. Better to harden my heart and stand outside the bedroom door until the whimpering ceases.
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			Once upon a time there was a princess who lived in a castle. Her name was Carrie, and she had everything the heart could desire. She had a room all to herself with a comfortable bed. She was never hungry or cold. She had a wardrobe filled with pretty clothes. She was young and healthy and interesting-­looking. And yet she was not happy. Her mother and father, who loved her very much, knew she was not happy, and this made them unhappy in their turn. But no one talked about the princess’s unhappiness in the castle because they didn’t want to make the princess even more unhappy.

			Not far from the castle there was a bog, and in the middle of the bog lived a frog. When the frog heard about the unhappy princess he came hop-hop-hopping to the castle gates.

			‘I know how to make the princess happy,’ said the frog. ‘But you must pay my price.’

			‘What is your price?’ said the king.

			‘You must give me your daughter in marriage.’

			The king conferred with the queen and they agreed to give the frog their daughter in marriage if he succeeded in making her happy again. The frog then climbed the castle stairs to the princess’s room.

			‘Get the fuck off that bed, you spoiled cunt,’ said the frog.

			The princess got off the bed and began to sing a song in a pure and interesting voice. It was a song she had written herself, a sad but truthful song.

			When she finished singing the frog said, ‘Are you happy now?’

			‘No,’ said the princess.

			‘Fucking loser,’ said the frog, and went hop-hop-hopping back to his bog.

			The princess wept bitter tears.

			‘Who will marry me now?’ she said.

			The world is made for happy people. Unhappiness is contagious, and must be quarantined.

			*

			Carrie sits in bed in the middle of the night with her laptop open on her knees, its glow illuminating her face in the night-dark bedroom. As pictures enter her head she taps them onto the screen, chains of sentences that are her waking dreams. She likes the night time best, when edges are blurred and nothing has to lead anywhere. Daytime is cruel with purpose. The night is inattentive and kind.

			That word, quarantine. How can one word come to bear such a complex meaning?

			A state, period or place of isolation in which people or animals that have arrived from elsewhere, or been exposed to infectious or contagious disease, are placed.

			Arrived from elsewhere!

			A word based on the Italian for forty, quaranta. Jesus fasted in the desert for forty days and nights, so ‘forty’ becomes ‘isol­ation’.

			You arrive from elsewhere, they treat you like you’ve got the plague, they isolate you. They, the people of the daylight.

			So a new song forms in her mind.

			Now love is dead

			Hey, go ahead

			Quarantine me

			I come from elsewhere

			Cheap hotels where

			I belong

			Cry unclean me

			Search me, screen me

			Forty days and forty nights

			Bring on the dimming of the lights

			You’re right, I’m wrong

			So here’s my song –

			Quarantine me

			In the dead room

			In my bedroom

			I don’t care

			You’ve not seen me

			Never been me

			I’m not there

			I’m flying with the angel queen

			Dancing in the air

			Yeah –

			I’m in

			Quarantine . . .

			You sit on a stool on what passes for a stage in the back room of some poxy pub, and you tune your guitar and look round the room and no one’s looking back. You start to sing and they go on talking, drinking, laughing. So you sing for yourself.
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			In this same endless night, Laura Broad is dreaming that she’s coming out of a restaurant after dinner with a group of friends, and they all disperse, kissing and laughing. As she walks down the road to her car she realizes she can’t remember where she parked it. There are cars on both sides of the road, drawn up beside terraced houses in a long, lamp-lit street. She walks down the deserted pavement, looking for her car, but what does it look like? What make is it? What colour? She has no idea. Did she even park in this street? There are other similar streets running away into the distance at every corner. Numberless cars standing silent in the night. Then she remembers she left her handbag on the passenger seat. That’s how she’ll know her own car. But what if it’s been stolen? How stupid to leave a handbag in full view! She should have pushed it into the foot well. It contains everything, her bank cards, her passport, her keys. Her car keys! She starts to run, looking into every car she passes, panicked by the thought that the car has been stolen. She’s appalled by her own folly, and also a little frightened. She no longer knows where she is, there’s no one about, there are no lights in the windows of the houses. The street ahead is so long it seems endless. She runs faster, now pumping her arms, running like an athlete. A hand touches her shoulder. Turning, startled, she stumbles and falls—

			Henry lies asleep beside her. Past three in the morning. The dream fades, leaving her skin flushed, as if she really has been running.

			How could I do something so stupid?

			No, only a dream.

			She slips quietly out of bed to go to the loo. Through the uncurtained window of the unlit bathroom she sees the line of the Downs, darker than the night sky, and a faint reflecting gleam in the ribbon of water that is Glynde Reach. The night is never entirely dark. When was the full moon? Sunday, was it, or Monday? She pees inattentively, not wanting to wake too fully, and returns to a bed still warm from the pressure of her body. Henry is making noises in his sleep, less than snoring, more than breathing.

			Too much dairy makes you snore, they say.

			Today’s the day I’m going to start my new diet. That means I have to tell Henry, and he won’t like it at all. No point thinking about that now. Except of course the minute you tell yourself not to think about something, you’ve started thinking about it. The trick is to pack up the unwanted thought and put it away, like a skirt that’s still perfectly wearable but you know you’re never going to wear it again. Like leftover pasta, conscientiously scooped into a plastic bowl and covered with cling-film and pushed to the back of the fridge.

			There. In the bottom of the drawer. At the back of the fridge. Out of sight, but available when wanted.

			Calling it a diet is clever, isn’t it? You diet to lose weight, everyone does it, a diet has no moral overtones. It’s only when you say you’ve decided not to eat meat any more that it makes other people angry. They think you’re telling them not to eat meat too, though you’re not.

			Except you are.

			‘It’s only a diet. You won’t even notice.’

			Henry will hate it. At least Carrie will understand.

			Lying beneath the warm duvet, willing herself into sleep, Laura feels the ache in her chest that always comes these days when she thinks of Carrie. She deflects her mind to other concerns. Isn’t someone supposed to be coming to lunch? Nothing to eat in the house as usual. Maybe Carrie could be persuaded to make a trip to Waitrose. Is it wrong to expect her to help? She’s twenty-four years old, she’s living here free. But ask her to do anything and all you get is a sullen look, as if you’re making unacceptable demands. It’s not as if she’s actually got anything else to do. But say that to her and she says, ‘How do you know? You don’t know what I do.’

			Laura rolls onto her side, now feeling restless and irritable. How is it she’s doing exactly what she wanted to avoid? If she starts arguing with Carrie in her head she’ll never get back to sleep. Henry says Carrie’s going through a bad time and best to leave her alone, but what is this bad time? It’s as if Carrie’s lost all her motivation. She’s supposed to be a singer but she’s stopped doing gigs, she says no one pays any more, and no one listens anyway.

			Laura remembers the time they went to hear her sing in a pub in Ladbroke Grove. She sang so beautifully, they were so proud of her. Afterwards they all ate in an Indian restaurant and she asked Carrie if she really was as sad as her songs, and Carrie said, ‘Don’t worry, Mum, I put all the misery into my songs. The rest of my life I’m happy as the day is long.’

			Later, after Carrie had gone wobbling off on her bicycle, her guitar over her back, Henry had said, ‘The day is long, but then comes the night.’

			Is it wrong to want your child to be happy? It hurts to see her unhappy, and she sees the hurt in my eyes and she hates me for it. ‘Don’t pressure me, Mum! I’m fine! Don’t look at me like that!’ But how else am I to look at her? She’s not fine. She’s come home to hide. Is it helping her, giving her somewhere to hide? Maybe what she needs is pressure. If she had to earn money to eat she’d be out there doing something, somewhere.

			I can’t bear it that she never comes out of her room.

			Sweetheart, darling, my baby girl, whatever it is that’s hurting you, tell me. Make me understand. I don’t want to turn into a nagging mother. I don’t want to mind so much that you never help round the house. I want to believe you when you say you’re tired, but how can you be tired when you do nothing all day? I don’t mean to make you feel guilty, I just can’t help it. Life’s not easy for any of us, you know. Sleep now out of reach, Laura reconciles herself to lying wakeful until dawn. The dawn of the day that is to be Day One.

			Maybe I could just do it and say nothing, and wait for Henry to notice. It could take days. But Henry will take it personally. He just will.

			Moonlight pushing at the curtains. No night lasts for ever. Except the night you die, that never ends, but mercifully you know nothing about it. Imagine lying unable to sleep for ever.
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			The same waning moon sails out from behind clouds, washes the town of Lewes in its incurious light, and then is veiled again. On the western fringe of the town, in a house with dormer windows, a bed is breathing. Every few seconds it draws air into the mattress, causing small ripples in its surface to change the pressure points. The mechanism coughs and rumbles in the night. Beneath the pillow the green light of the syringe driver winks as it eases into a withered vein another drop of oxycodone. The bed has been erected in the room that was once called the study. It stands like an island fortress between the writing desk and the fireplace. The lamp in the front-door porch has been left on, and shines through the study window where the curtains have not been fully drawn, casting a bar of light over the polished wood floor, and the yellow cellular blanket on the bed, and the mottled skin of the arm that lies on the blanket. Across the hall, on a fold-out bed made up in the sitting room, the night carer lies fitfully sleeping. The grandfather clock in the hall strikes the three-quarter hour, ding-ding-ding. Soon it will be four in the morning.

			Aster Dickinson, eighty-six years old, is maybe, or maybe not, on the point of death.

			Her eyes open. She gazes at the ceiling. Her mind slowly wakes. Thoughts form like the moonlit clouds and sail silently towards her.

			She’s unsure where she is. She thinks she might be in her mother’s bedroom. If so, she must be ill. She feels for the silk eiderdown with which her mother’s bed was always covered, and listens for the sounds of the other children on the veranda outside. She knows her mother’s bedroom without looking: the dressing-table with its three mirrors, its array of cut-glass bottles with silver stoppers; the round cane-topped table with barley-sugar legs; the jug of lemonade covered with a square of muslin, its corners weighted with beads. The blinds must be drawn, there’s so little light. To raise the blinds you pull on the little wooden acorns at the ends of the cords; pulling down makes them go up.

			She moves her arms so that she can begin the business of sitting up, but her limbs have become heavy. If she’s not well she’ll need help to get about. Who helps her?

			She thinks she can hear her mother in the passage outside, calling her name. ‘Ast-er! Ast-er!’ In a moment she’ll come in and find her in bed. ‘What, not up yet, lazybones? Chop-chop! Rise and shine!’

			We’re to have a picnic by the river. She remembers now. There’s to be Gentleman’s Relish, cheese straws, lardy cake. A camping stove to make tea. The special picnic smell of methylated spirits.

			But why must everyone walk so fast? Wait for me! I tied up my shoelaces wrong and I have to re-tie them. I’m not dawd­ling. Daddy laughs and says, ‘Aster looks like a monkey!’ and I burst into tears. But surely that’s wrong: Daddy would never say such a thing.

			She becomes aware of a stiffness in her back. She’s been lying in bed too long. The morning is the best time of the day. Only it’s not morning yet, it’s night. And she’s not seven years old in her mother’s bedroom in the big house in Parktown, Johannesburg. She’s in the house Rex bought, in Sussex. He paid over the odds, of course. People always took advantage of Rex. £4,500! Plain robbery! But she’d got the carpets for a good price.

			Help me to get up, please. Move the kitchen carver chair into the back doorway and I’ll sit there for a little while. It looks east, I shall be able to see the sun rise beyond the elms. Please hold my hand. I expect you think I’m making a lot of fuss about nothing, but I can’t quite manage on my own.

			Are you going already, Elizabeth? Always so busy, no time for your mother these days. Go, then. Go, go. Victor can help me when he comes to cut the grass. Close the door quietly as you leave, I hate hearing a door slam. Go, go. Don’t worry about me. I’ve lived on my own long enough.

			I shall wrap the bedcover round me and sit on the chair by the back door. Perry will jump onto my lap and curl up there so I can feel his warmth. Together we’ll watch the sun rise.
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			A mile upriver, in the hamlet of Hamsey, Liz Dickinson wakes before the alarm goes off, not wanting to disturb Alan. She fumbles for the phone by her bed, lights up its screen. No message in the night. So her mother hasn’t died yet.

			Every evening the community nurse says, ‘It could be tonight, but who knows?’ Every morning there her mother lies, still alive. Liz’s pity is exhausted, she asks now only for relief. Her mother’s protracted dying has put her own life on pause for weeks now. All those long days sitting with her, before she fell silent, enduring her spite, failing to meet her ceaseless demands.

			‘Sit me up. Move my pillow. Get me a cup of tea. Where’s my book? Put the phone nearer. Put my hearing aids in. Sit where I can see you. Move me to my chair.’

			All the long days attempting to divert her mother’s anger at her carers.

			‘I don’t want them. They abuse me. Send them away. I hate them all. They hit me. They want to steal my house. Don’t tell me it’s not true. I’m lying, am I? Or am I off my head? Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your own daughter not believe a word you say?’

			Karen, the night carer, raised in Zimbabwe, last of three generations of white farmers, driven off the land by Mugabe’s veterans; she’s had a hard life, but it takes my mother to reduce her to tears.

			‘I don’t hit her, I swear to you.’

			‘Of course you don’t, Karen. She doesn’t know what she’s saying.’

			Then two days ago she slipped into what seemed to be a deeper sleep, and a new kind of waiting began. But is she really asleep? Sometimes Liz thinks she’s playing a game with them all, playing possum. One morning she’ll sit up unaided and say, ‘Boo!’ Maybe she won’t die at all.

			Karen tells her that often in the small hours of the night her mother comes back to life, like a zombie. She moves her arms and cries out, but not in words anyone can understand. The palliative-care nurse who controls the sedative dose visits in the daytime when she’s fast asleep. ‘She seems to be comfortable. There’s no need to increase the dose.’ But at night the zombie returns.

			There’s nothing left in her. Half her insides exploded three weeks ago. She can’t swallow. She should be dead. But she goes on living, driven by anger and a lifelong demand for attention.

			For pity’s sake, Mummy, why can’t you go gracefully?

			‘Look,’ says the nurse. ‘Her hands are puffy. That’s fluid retention.’

			‘What does that mean?’ says Liz.

			‘She could go any day.’

			But she doesn’t go. Liz’s horror is that she’ll never go. This half-life will last until she, too, is old and frail. And the cost of it – my God! The expense!

			These are monstrous thoughts. How has it come to this? But Liz is long past the stage of guilt and self-blame. Not long ago, a month or so, something in her snapped. Her mother had begun again on the litany of complaints against her carers, and her demand that they be removed, and Liz suddenly abandoned her wearily repeated explanations.

			‘They’re not going, Mummy, and that’s that.’

			Her mother gazed up at her from the bed, her face sunken, her bare arms corded, her hair so thin you could see the scalp, her little eyes that she called my button eyes fixed upon her.

			‘I hate you,’ she said. ‘I want to kill you.’

			Liz answered, unmoved, ‘Well, you can’t.’

			Nowhere to go after that.

			Mrs Huxtable, a good lady of the village, visiting the elderly out of pure kindness, said to Liz, ‘Try to find a moment to be reconciled to your mother before she goes. Tell her you love her. You’ll be glad of it later.’ Liz only nodded in reply. What can you say? People think the approach of death brings with it a loving serenity. Instead it brings pain, helplessness, fear.

			They haven’t put her on a drip because she’s supposed to be nearing the end. If she goes on not dying maybe they’ll decide to rehydrate her. Then what? She becomes a living corpse. No food for three days, but still she breathes on, steady as a steam engine. Never smoked, never drank, her heart and lungs undamaged: the engine could run for ever.

			This is why Liz dreads going round to sit by her bed. She can hardly bring herself to look at her in case those eyes open and she hears that demanding voice again.

			‘Pull me up!’

			*

			In the bathroom, cleaning her teeth, she stares without flinching at her reflection in the mirror. She notes the lines round her mouth, the shadows under her eyes. Forty-seven years old, you can’t expect the bloom of youth. And yet her eyes haven’t changed, nor the twitch in her lips that Guy used to call her fuck-me smile. She still moves in the confident way of a woman who enjoys her own body.

			I may not be beautiful, but I’ll do.

			She pads down to the kitchen, barefoot, in her pyjamas, to put on the kettle for a cup of tea. The house is quiet. Alan will be up soon, and then Cas, forever late for school.

			She texts Karen.

			How was the night?

			You never know. It might all be over.

			As the kettle boils and she makes her cup of tea she remembers how, when she was a child, she used to take her mother a cup of tea in bed. Her mother was always so grateful. This little ritual made Liz feel proud and caring and grown-up. But when she stopped doing it her mother gave her reproachful little smiles and said, ‘I do miss my morning tea.’

			The last ten years have exhausted me, that’s the truth. I can’t carry the burden of her unhappiness any more. I have been everything to her, but she has not been everything to me. So much sadness in that, for both of us.

			She drinks her tea and gazes out of the kitchen window as the light of the rising sun falls slantwise across the tops of the Downs. From upstairs come the sounds of Alan rising, the rush of water as the lavatory flushes, the chatter of the radio.

			She goes to her work room and checks her emails on her desktop. Life turns out to be going on. She fields several Twitter alerts of no interest, and two work requests, both from friends. Paula Goodman is one of the few journalists left standing on the Daily Express:

			Poll on sexiness of party leaders, rate Cameron/Clegg/Miliband/Farage as (a) potential husbands (b) potential lovers, need supporting quotes, ordinary women in your region, copy by 6 p.m. latest.

			Chrissie Charteris runs the features pages for Stella, the Sunday Telegraph’s women’s magazine. She’s on the hunt for 1,200 words to plug a gap:

			Anything about women and sex that feels new.

			What is there new to say about women and sex?

			She taps out a quick reply to Paula: Tight for time today. Try to get you something.

			No good doing the usual ring-round of her friends, they’d sooner die than appear in the Daily Express. But she could spend an hour in the Churchill Square shopping centre in Brighton, buttonholing strangers. As for Chrissie’s request, that’ll take more time, but it’ll pay a lot better.

			Alan comes down, already dressed. Despite being washed, shaved and wearing clean clothes, he manages as always to look unkempt, an incomplete sketch of himself. His hair resists grooming, and his shirts even when new-ironed crumple as they encounter his bony frame.

			‘Any news?’

			‘I’m waiting for Karen to call.’

			On cue, Karen calls.

			‘We’re still here,’ she says. ‘We’re breathing evenly. The pad’s bone dry.’

			‘She had her night injection?’

			‘Enough to knock out a horse.’

			Karen’s soft South African vowels give Liz comfort. The carers are on her side.

			‘I’ll come round soon. Bridget should be there by nine, and you can get some sleep.’

			To Alan she says, ‘No change.’

			‘You know I’m in London today?’

			‘Damn! I’d forgotten. Can you still take Cas to school?’

			‘Of course.’

			She should go and get dressed but she can’t move. Early morning and already she feels worn out.

			Alan puts his arms round her.

			‘Not fair,’ he says.

			She leans against him, grateful that he understands.

			‘I have to rate the sexiness of the party leaders,’ she says.

			‘Wasn’t Clegg supposed to have had a lot of lovers?’

			‘About thirty, he said.’

			‘Let’s hope they all vote for him.’
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			Henry Broad sits at the kitchen table with his mug of tea before him, spreading butter on a slice of toast, reading the morning papers, half attending to Laura’s movements as she prepares her own breakfast. Laura has a meeting today, and is dressed in what Henry calls her headmistress look, neat navy dress and black high heels. Her heels click on the kitchen floor tiles as she moves about. He wants to raise the matter of sex but thinks maybe he should wait until they’ve had their breakfast.

			The Times is leading on the fear that Miliband will ‘con his way into Number 10’ by forming a coalition with the SNP. The polls are still showing the two parties running neck and neck.

			‘Labour might actually make it,’ Henry says. ‘The Tories aren’t going to be able to command the confidence of the House.’

			The key terms trip off his tongue, mastered in the last few weeks: command the confidence of the House, Fixed Term Parliament Act, confidence and supply. In the Broad household, Henry is the one who has taken ownership of the election, and feels personally invested in its outcome. He supports the Labour Party because when he was young that was how people like him voted. It was a simple badge of moral decency.

			The Guardian, his preferred newspaper, declares: It’s a hung Parliament. So what happens on Friday?

			‘It’s going to go on into June,’ Henry tells Laura. ‘The Queen’s Speech isn’t until the end of May, and it’s bound to be defeated, which means Cameron resigns and Miliband has a go. The Tory press will howl like stuck pigs, but if there’s a left-of-centre majority across all parties, that’s true democracy in action.’

			Laura isn’t listening. She’s making porridge with special oats, and brewing coffee with the Nespresso machine she bought for herself, known as George because it’s advertised by George Clooney, and wondering whether to tell Henry about her new diet now. Get it over with.

			She steams milk in the little steamer that comes with the machine, making herself a strong cappuccino. Her mind turns to all she must do today. She has a sales catalogue to complete, on early twentieth-century rare books, including a Shakespeare & Co. first edition of Ulysses that has a reserve price of £25,000. And the Vickery library may be coming her way. And, dear God, the emails! They breed overnight like flying ants.

			She stands by the Aga, the morning light falling in a glow down her right side, and sees Henry looking at her. Henry is thinking, Later this afternoon, dear wife, will you make love with me later this afternoon? Laura is thinking, The quantity of butter he puts on his toast!

			‘Must you gobble up all the butter, Henry?’

			‘Yes,’ he says.

			Laura pours her porridge into a bowl, sets the pan to soak, and brings the bowl and her cappuccino to the table. They have their accustomed places, she at the Aga end, he at the door end. The porridge is hot: she blows on it in the spoon, pursing her lips.

			Tell him now, she thinks.

			About five o’clock, thinks Henry, when Michael Marcus has gone. We could climb the stairs hand in hand, and draw the curtains against the afternoon sun. If the day doesn’t warm up I could turn on the electric blanket half an hour or so before we lie down. That way we might not need to cover ourselves.

			‘You’ve got someone coming to lunch,’ she says.

			‘God knows why,’ says Henry. ‘I’m in town all day Friday, going through the schedules.’

			‘Is there anything he doesn’t eat?’

			‘I’ve no idea. If there is, he should have warned us.’

			‘So long as he eats cheese.’

			Tell him. There’ll never be a better opportunity.

			‘You know I’ve been thinking about what we eat?’ she says.

			‘No,’ he says, inattentive.

			‘About our diet in general. My diet, I should say.’

			‘Is this about butter?’

			‘No,’ she says. ‘It’s about meat. I’m thinking of stopping eating meat.’

			He looks up from his newspaper. His gaze is incredulous.

			‘But you’re not a vegetarian,’ he says.

			‘Well, that’s just it. I think I may become one.’

			‘A vegetarian?’ Stretching out the word as if it’s something shameful. ‘You can’t be.’

			‘I think it’s what I’d like.’

			She’s keeping her voice calm in the face of his rising tone.

			‘Why?’ he says.

			‘I just think that maybe it’s the right thing to do.’

			‘Why?’

			She has all her arguments rehearsed. How one-third of the world’s grain goes to feed livestock. How one-sixth of the world’s population survives on starvation rations. How meat-eaters are far more likely to get heart disease. How meat production generates greenhouse gas emissions. But now that the moment has come she realizes simply by looking at the dismay on Henry’s face that no argument will touch him. When she says, ‘I’m thinking of stopping eating meat,’ he hears her say, ‘I no longer approve of you as you are.’

			Best to take it slowly.

			‘I’ve been thinking about it on and off for a long time,’ she says. ‘It’s only for me. You can go on as usual.’

			‘I go on eating meat and you don’t?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘How’s that going to work?’

			‘We’ll find a way,’ she says. ‘Lots of people are in the same position. A bit of give and take and we’ll be fine.’

			‘Give and take?’

			She can see he’s starting to get belligerent, as he always does when he feels threatened. Move on to other matters.

			‘Remind me who’s coming to lunch.’

			‘Michael Marcus.’

			‘I may have to ask Carrie to go into Lewes for me. We need bread, and salad. I’d like to encourage her to get out a bit.’

			‘Waitrose doesn’t count as getting out.’

			He always ducks when they start talking about Carrie. He’s no good at handling emotional tension. He wants to be told everyone’s happy.

			But right now Henry wants something else. He’s unable to focus on Carrie, or even the new shock of vegetarianism, because his mind is elsewhere.

			‘I was thinking we might go for a walk,’ he says. ‘After Michael’s gone. And then—’

			‘I don’t have the time to go on a walk, Henry.’

			‘Of course you do. Time is exactly what we do have. We’re at the stage of our lives when the pressures ease, and we can think about ourselves.’

			‘Speak for yourself. I have to finish my catalogue.’

			‘The Hindus call it the third stage of life. The forest dweller. You retire from worldly attachments and lead a life of contemplation in the forest. With your wife.’

			‘Well, your wife doesn’t want to come.’

			Aren’t Hindus vegetarian? He doesn’t seem to be aware of the connection.

			Sunlight on the steam rising from her porridge. The things he comes up with. They went into the woods once and made love. Does that count as forest dwelling?

			‘Michael will be gone by half three,’ Henry says. ‘We go out on the Downs for an hour or so. And then, when we’re back—’

			Carrie appears, looking mostly still asleep, wearing the spaghetti top and shorts she uses for pyjamas.

			‘You’re up early, darling.’

			‘I’m not up.’

			She shuffles to the electric kettle and turns it on.

			‘Got any plans for today, Carrie?’

			Laura knows her tone is too bright, too pretend-casual. Why can’t I just say, Please don’t spend another day in your bedroom?

			‘I don’t do plans,’ says Carrie.

			‘I was thinking,’ says Henry, ‘we could go up the Downs after lunch. I was thinking of doing the High and Over walk. We haven’t done it for ages. You could come with us.’

			Carrie shakes her head. She pours boiling water into a mug.

			‘I’m not up yet,’ she says.

			She pads back out into the hall, mug in hand, and up the stairs.

			‘You know she never goes for walks,’ Laura says to Henry.

			‘She does sometimes.’

			‘Maybe we’re too soft on her.’

			Laura has a cousin who’s an alcoholic. The alcoholic’s sister sent an email round the family saying please don’t give him money. He has to not be helped. He has to hit bottom. That’s the only way he can be made to face the reality that he has a serious problem.

			Has Carrie got a serious problem?

			‘She’s all right,’ says Henry. ‘She’s just going through a bad time.’

			‘So we should be helping her.’

			‘She has to ask, Laura. We can’t force her.’

			‘Don’t you think she might need, I don’t know, a push?’

			‘She needs unconditional love. That’s all anyone ever needs.’

			Laura shrugs and goes on drinking her cappuccino. She distrusts Henry’s motives. It’s all well and good offering unconditional love, but it gets you off the hook of dealing with the problem. Anyone can do nicey-nicey.

			Henry understands Laura’s silence. He knows he’s always been hopeless at telling the children off. Laura’s the one who calls them downstairs and points at the dirty dishes in the sink and says, ‘Who do you think’s going to clear this up?’ He claims there’s method in his passivity. ‘In the end they learn from what we do, not from what we say.’ But it’s Laura who braves the tantrums and the tears.

			‘Whatever her problems are,’ he says, ‘we can’t solve them for her. She has to get there in her own way.’

			‘I don’t know, Henry. I just worry about her. Maybe you could talk to her? I never seem to get it right.’

			This is an appeal to his vanity, but for all that, it works. Henry likes to think of himself as someone people can talk to, someone who is good with people. ‘It’s very simple,’ he likes to say. ‘All you have to do is listen.’ The truth is it’s only simple when you don’t really care about the other person. Once you become emotionally involved, and your own peace of mind is in jeopardy, it’s not simple at all.

			‘I’ll try,’ he says.

			‘I have to be in Rodmell by ten,’ she says. ‘The Vickery family council.’

			‘When will you be back?’

			‘Twelve at the latest. I’ll stop at the supermarket on the way. It won’t take me five minutes.’

			‘So maybe at the end of the afternoon, around five o’clock?’

			He doesn’t need to say any more. It always amazes him that she picks up at once when he’s asking for sex. How does she know? Is there something in his tone of voice? If she were to ask him a similarly non-specific question he’d think she was wanting him to do something he’d been failing to do, put up a picture hook, dig the leeks. But it’s always he who asks, and she who understands.

			‘Oh, God, Henry, I don’t know. What about Carrie?’

			Of course, Carrie. Carrie will be in her bedroom across the landing.

			‘We could be very quiet.’

			Laura looks at Henry’s face, so exactly like a dog who’s brought back a stick and laid it at her feet and waits for it to be thrown again. His brow furrowed, mutely imploring. He still wants her, after all these years. She loves him for that. She wants him too, in theory at least, but it’s odd how her desire doesn’t really awaken until they’re in the moment, in bed together. Up to then her mind’s on other things. Henry once told her that when he starts thinking about sex it pushes out all other thoughts until after they’ve made love. ‘What, all other thoughts? How about feeling hungry? Or the general election?’

			‘All of them.’

			She tries to imagine what this must be like and fails. You can’t just think about sex and nothing else. ‘I can,’ says Henry.

			‘We’ll see,’ she says.

			‘If we don’t have time this afternoon, there’s always tonight.’

			‘We’ll see,’ she says again.

			But this isn’t good enough for Henry. He needs to know for sure that she’s agreed to have sex before the day is over. It’s like an athlete preparing for a race. You have to pace yourself. You have to condition your mind. It’s all about peaking at the right moment.

			‘Five o’clock, or if that doesn’t work out, bedtime. Promise.’

			‘Promise,’ says Laura.

			He doesn’t say anything more about her wanting to be a vegetarian. Does that mean he’s accepted it?
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			Liz Dickinson enters her mother’s house through the back door into the kitchen. This is the room that is least changed, apart from her own bedroom upstairs. Here, before she became bedridden, her mother was always to be found, sitting in the worn red armchair, a mug of tea undrunk tilted in her lap, her eyes closed. As Liz came in she would open her eyes and the lines on her face would relax. ‘Oh, Elizabeth!’ So much contained in the familiar greeting: joy that she’d come at last, reproach that she hadn’t come earlier, relief that she can release the pent-up stream of her ill-treatment at the hands of life. ‘Oh, Elizabeth!’

			But now the chair is empty, the table clear, the floor swept. This house is the locus of too much emotion. Liz was a lonely child here, but it was also her place of safety. Now the house is dying alongside her mother.

			She goes through the hall to the study. Karen is sitting in one of the displaced armchairs, dozing. She jerks awake as Liz comes in.

			‘You go and lie down,’ says Liz. ‘Get some proper sleep.’

			‘I wouldn’t mind,’ says Karen, rising, yawning.

			She’s a comfortably built woman, about Liz’s own age, with deeply tanned skin and brown hair wound up into a loose bun. She costs £77 for each twenty-four-hour period, though of course she’s only on duty for part of that time. It’s a modest enough return for what she’s endured, and Liz feels grateful and guilty. She also worries about the drain on their finances. There’s Bridget to pay too. Alan says, ‘We can cope.’ But for how long? So many people live past a hundred these days, and her mother is only eighty-six. Do the sums. If this care regime goes on for a full year that’s £56,000. If she lives for another eighteen years, that’s more than a million.

			Karen pads off into the sitting room, which has become her bedroom, so that even when sleeping she’s within earshot of the dying woman. Because Liz has come she allows herself to close the door.

			Alone in the room with the hospital bed, Liz draws an upright chair to the bedside and settles down beside her mother. She has barely glanced at her, beyond one quick look to establish that she’s breathing evenly. Liz can’t bring herself to gaze on that lined face, so bitter even in repose. It’s not the dying she fears so much as the stillness and silence. Always before, all her life, her encounters with her mother have been active, even assaultive. She has braced herself for them in the way that you brace yourself when opening a door to go out into bad weather, head down, teeth gritted, hat pulled low. Her mother’s beady gaze stings her face like wind-driven rain. When she speaks, both the tone of her voice and the words she says, Liz feels herself duck and dive as if she’s under gunfire. How can such a small, frail, friendless old woman be so formidable? Liz knows she is no longer in her power as she once was. And yet every meeting with her mother exhausts her. There’s an energy there, a fierce and active will, that she has known all her life she must hold at bay. Somehow she’s always understood, even as a little girl, that her mother, unhappy in her own life, has sought to feed on hers, to live again through her, and this time not to loose her hold on the love that is her right. And, of course, Liz has failed her. She has replicated her mother’s story: abandoned by her lover, she has raised a daughter without a father. And then came the final betrayal: the finding of happiness, a happiness that does not include her mother, a happiness that is stolen from her and leaves her the poorer. Such a complicated web of needs and resentments, played out in nods and grimaces, sighs and silences, shooting glances and rolled eyes.

			And now, nothing.

			Old Mrs Dickinson lies on the hissing bed, her eyes closed and gummy, her mouth a little open, breathing with a sound like a low, regular groan. She has pronounced whiskers on her chin, they catch the morning light. Her lips are folded inwards, she no longer has her false teeth. The lips shine, moistened with salve. The wrinkles round her mouth are deep, formed by all those years of pulling her mouth wide and down, in a habitual expression that said, You think you can destroy me but you can’t. There’s a kind of nobility there, thinks Liz, at last allowing her gaze to linger. If only I wasn’t her daughter, if only I wasn’t so afraid of her, I’d find it in me to admire that indomitable spirit. Aster the star, the late only child of remote parents, left to run wild in an African garden. A story told so often it seems part of Liz’s own life: the golden days, the return to drab England, the slow slide into genteel poverty. Then the shuffling into adulthood of a proud, hurt young woman who lacked the skills to attract a mate, who felt herself to be undesirable, or at least undesired. The unlooked-for falling in love at the age of thirty-six with an older man, a gentle doctor who had been suitable in every way, until he departed. After that the blinds came down. With him went Aster’s last hope of respectable contentment, and she was left with her anger and her child.

			Liz has been in contact with her father, to let him know of her mother’s decline. Rex Dickinson is in his late nineties now, in no condition to travel, even though Maidenhead, where he lives with his second wife, the doormat, is no great distance.

			‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he says over the phone, his voice slow and thoughtful as always. ‘I always assumed I’d be the first to go.’

			So did Aster.

			‘I’ll stop missing him after he’s dead,’ she often told Liz. ‘It’s knowing he’s alive and with the doormat that I can’t bear.’

			And this forty years after he’d left. The betrayal was so fundamental, it was the rock on which their existence rested, Liz and her mother’s; like the German nation after the First World War, sustained by a shared belief in the ‘stab in the back’, so mother and daughter scratched away at the primal wound, as if its bleeding was necessary for their sustenance.

			‘He was such a coward,’ said Aster. ‘He just slunk away.’

			It might have happened yesterday, it was so fresh in her mind.

			‘He didn’t care about you,’ said Aster. ‘He left you like you were an unwanted parcel.’

			Little Elizabeth, barely two years old, the unwanted parcel. That was never to be forgotten. But of her father, the slinking-­away coward, she has no childhood memories. His parting gift to her was guilt.

			‘It was too much for him, a wife and a baby. He didn’t understand I had to look after you. He wanted me for himself.’

			This was her mother’s story, and for years Liz believed it. Her arrival had driven her father away. But it was all a self-­serving lie. When at last she had grown old enough to think for herself she had sought him out, the coward and his doormat. She found a kind, shy, ageing man, living in modest circumstances with a decent, devoted wife. He was deeply moved to meet her, but he had nothing to say to her. They shared nothing except Aster, and he was scrupulously careful to speak of her only with respect. He blamed the failure of the marriage on his own immaturity, though he had been well past forty when they met. By then Liz had begun to guess at what had driven him away, because it was driving her away too. But of course for her there was to be no escape.

			Does it have to be this way? Other marriages fail, and life goes on. If Alan were to leave me I’d build a new life of some sort. I wouldn’t cling to Alice and Cas and make them believe all the world was against us, would I?

			She’s watching her mother now, seeing the way her hand, lying on the blanket, makes little movements from time to time. The fingers contract, clutching for something. Is she dreaming? What goes on in a brain so starved of nourishment, so deeply sedated? The wrist bones stick out on the shrivelled arm. The arms that held me.

			Liz feels a sudden sharp contraction in her chest. It catches her by surprise. It’s purely physical; there are no accompanying emotions. But she thinks it might be grief.

			*

			The old lady knows there’s someone else in the room. But who? She can’t quite see, it’s so dark.

			‘Is that you, Mummy?’

			‘I don’t know what to do with you, Aster. Whatever I do, you look a fright.’
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