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To Mike and Judy, my Ma and Pa.


Good people.










 You can see how it was:


Look at the pictures and the cutlery.


The music in the piano stool. That vase.


 


 


 Philip Larkin, Home is So Sad










Chapter 1


How does it feel, watching Michael die? Slow. Confining. Sitting for hours in a brightly lit room on an uncomfortable chair makes me heavy with inertia. I feel as if I’m swelling beneath my clothes. No one insists, but I feel I need permission to leave his side, even for a moment. Yes, you go and get yourself a cup of tea, they say. We’ll fetch you if anything happens. But nothing will happen, yet, for a while. He’s stable.


I haven’t got this washroom to myself: a young woman moves aside as I come in. She’s been drying her hands on reluctant paper towels; a pile of them sits on the wet tiling. She gathers them up. The lid of the rubbish bin opens with a loud clang as she depresses the pedal. I lean over the basin. It’s difficult to see myself clearly past all the notices. One sign would do. You can hardly forget about hygiene in a hospital, can you, there’s scarcely a wall without a sanitiser unit, or instructions on where to find one. I apply my lipstick. I watch my lips part and enjoy the sliding pout that spreads the colour. I could still pleasure a man with this mouth, if I chose to.


The young woman watches me. She sees what you see: an old woman. She’ll note I’m plainly and practically dressed. A little vain, perhaps: my scarf was obviously tied in front of a mirror. A little selfish, certainly: I am not curious about her, after all. She will never hear me called by my name. She doesn’t know I have scarcely slept in years. She can’t tell how often I have either fled grief or sought love. My scars and wounds and welts are concealed beneath my skin. From time to time, though, they chafe. I catch the young woman’s eye and smile. She doesn’t smile back, she just makes some sort of adjustment with her eyes to let me know she’s seen me. She is probably wondering why I use make-up at all. Some foundation to cover up the cracks, perhaps, but who cares if my lips are bare? Michael would notice if I didn’t make an effort any more. Even now, with the mask over his face, forcing air into his lungs, although he’s pinned to the bed with a relentless web of tubes and wires, he’d still notice.


‘Are you all right?’ the girl says. She doesn’t move towards me, but I feel her gaze sharpen.


I look at her in the mirror, then at myself. I can see why she spoke. Despite the brave red of my lipstick and the careful set of my hair, I’m crying. ‘I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Might not bother with mascara, though.’


She turns away. If I’m able to joke, then Death isn’t sitting by anyone’s bed.


Oh, but it is, I think. Death is stroking Michael’s face. Death is in the voices of the young doctors who attend to him and the older nurses who examine the clipboard at the end of his bed and shake the plastic veins that seep their fluid into his arms. ‘Are you comfortable?’ they say to him. They mean, are you still here? Death is the ventriloquist who impersonates concern. Michael can only nod, the mask denies him speech.


I am not crying for him. They say when someone has an amputation, they often experience phantom sensations in the lost limb. It troubles them, aching or itching with infuriating accuracy. This is the opposite. Michael is still present. He is visible, but even if I were to stick pins in the part of me that once cared, I cannot feel anything for him any more. I pity him, of course. I am sorry that he has to wait until his cup of tea has cooled to a tepid, unthreatening temperature before he can drink it. He used to like it hot, sweet and strong. He can only take one or two sips of the milky, bland offering now, before shaking his head and refusing more. Afterwards, inside every cup, there’s a brown ring half an inch above the level of remaining liquid, like a calibration of disappointment. I regret for him the flowered gown he wears. They promised him a plain one but no one, including me, has taken responsibility for exchanging it yet.


If I could carry them, I’d bring in all the photograph albums he so carefully tended. Look, I’d say to the nurses, this is who he was when he didn’t have to endure every breath going into his body as if it were a landed punch. When he wasn’t a pile of hospital notes and his name on a wipe-clean board above his bed.


The years inside are picked out in gold lettering on the front of each album. Proper corners on all the photos and a layer of crisp tissue between each page. Michael’s neat handwriting records the details of every photograph because, in those days, we knew exactly who those people were. We could recognise every background. We could label which bridge we were crossing then or identify the church that we were admiring. We remembered all those birthday parties and the names of the other careening and gesticulating children. We knew then on which beach we stood, our eyes shielded. Pages of people, many lost now because they’re dead, or they might as well be. Last Christmas, I caught myself hovering over some names in the address book because I couldn’t remember if they were actually or metaphorically gone.


You know how the victims of a crime struggle to identify their assailant in a line-up, even if they’re definitely there? The police get all the suspects to repeat a phrase, something that was said at the time. As instructed, they intone, ‘Shut up or I’ll kill you,’ or ‘Give it to me,’ but without a rush of adrenalin the words are flabby. ‘I love you,’ the photos in the albums say, without conviction. ‘You’re happy, we’re safe, all is well.’ There’s me, with a swelling belly, and Sarah, half toothless at six, standing by my side outside the cottage. Here’s Eddie, squinting at the camera as he holds out a caterpillar for his father’s attention, its black body curled on his palm. The four of us, all smartly dressed for someone’s wedding. Michael’s second cousin’s, I think. I’d wear that coat now if I still owned it. It was just like something Doris Day would have worn, its spotted lining matching the trim at the cuffs.


The albums do not continue past a certain time. There were photographs taken afterwards, of course, but they stay in boxes, uncollated. I have carried these heavy books with me, unopened for the most part, for many years. Last night, I prised several pictures free of their mountings. It didn’t take much effort; the glue only whispered a faint protest before it gave up its charge. Several were already detached, floating away from their descriptions. I had a half thought that I’d spend some time putting them back into position, but there will never be an afternoon rainy enough to spare for that task. One was missing entirely, corners and all. Michael’s caption, ‘Marion, Sarah and Eddie’, illustrated only the blank space above. Beside and around it, we celebrated Christmas – caught holding half-unwrapped presents and sitting in front of heaped plates. We smile, all of us, easily, in every one. I plan to show the photographs to Michael. I will remind him of our life, in the time before.


I will take him the letters, too. I didn’t need to reread them to remember their contents. Like the lyrics of a song you don’t like, they stick in my head on a loop, once I’ve let them in. Whole phrases – ‘it gives me no pleasure to tell you this; and from that date, access is denied; the view is amazing, you’d love it, come!’ – swim up and slide away again, as slippery as eels. Last night was the first time in a long while I’d retrieved them all from the box.


I laid them out in date order. As usual, I was irritated by their different shapes and sizes. As they always do, the edges of one envelope caught against its neighbour. One cellophane window showed only blank paper, where I’d returned it the wrong way round. I had no doubt I’d do exactly the same again, affronted once more by its contents and unwilling to accept they should be addressed to me. I will leave a note permitting all the letters’ disposal, when someone clears the house after I’m gone. There’s no need to contact anyone mentioned here. Whoever finds these missives will dismiss them, anyway. They’ll appear an inconsequential collection. Dear Mrs Deacon, We have great pleasure in confirming that your daughter Sarah has successfully passed her entrance examination to St Thomas’s School and we look forward to welcoming her; Dear Mrs Deacon, Thank you for volunteering to visit the residents of Hillview, they will be very grateful; Dear Marion, I was rather upset by the tone of your last letter, but Rosalind has persuaded me to forgive you because . . .


I held each one in turn, as if I laid my fingers against my wrist, anticipating an acceleration of my pulse. There was no reaction. I was calm. I gathered them together and put them with the photographs. A parcel of time.


The smell of hospitals is the same as it ever was. I cried when they walked Michael on to the ward, flattened on a gurney as if he were already laid out. But it was Eddie I saw, small and narrow in the middle of the bed, his eyes closed as if they would never open again. Michael was staring up at a rushing ceiling, blinking under intermittent spotlights. One of the orderlies put his hand on my sleeve, not quite meeting my eye. They can’t get too involved, can they? I should know that, if anyone does. You’d be tangled up in the family’s fears and anger if you got to know them, you can’t risk anything beyond the immediate, brisk comforting that goes with care. When I worked in a hospital, the relatives were rarely more than an impediment. Their outdoor clothes always looked lumpen beside my neat uniform and the patient’s flimsy bedclothes. They’d shrug off their bulky coats as soon as they could, the wards were always kept very warm. There was never anywhere to hang anything, and the bed was off-limits. You were constantly handing scarves and hats that had slipped free from chairs or laps back to their owners.


I go back to Michael’s bedside, carrying a polystyrene beaker of coffee I don’t want. Someone has changed the date on the whiteboard above his bed to read: 10 October. Eventually, soon, the last date recorded for him will be wiped away and someone else’s countdown will begin. I pick up the carrier bag. He dozes; the skin around his mouth and nose is swollen with the mask’s constriction. When they remove it, it leaves a deep indentation on his skin. The rush of returning blood is painful and makes him wince. They’ve moved him to a room on his own now. That’s because they know they’ll get it back soon. This is how it ends, I think. This room will be the last one he sees. Through the window, behind a venetian blind that rises unevenly to one side like a lifted hem, there’s a petticoat glimpse of rooftops, aerials and chimneys. His hands on the counterpane are yellow and dry. You wouldn’t ask him to remove the lid of a jar now, or circle your fingers round his, stroking them, to promise love, later.


I feel suddenly nervous about speaking to him. His closed eyes and inert body exude an authority I don’t recognise. The room squeaks and buzzes with the machines that measure and support him. ‘Michael,’ I say aloud. He opens his eyes with some effort, as though the remaining number of times he’ll be able to look at me are now rationed and he’s reluctant to use one up if there’s no point. ‘I brought some things to show you.’ I slide my hand into the bag without looking at the contents, choosing at random. It’s a picture taken in the garden of the old house. An inflatable pool takes up a great deal of the little lawn. Sarah stands up in it, her ruched swimsuit snug over her pot belly. She is about, what, nine or ten? Legs apart, unselfconscious, her two front teeth slightly too large for her face. Eddie sits beside her, leaning on the inflated rim, his hand making an indentation that isn’t large enough to displace any water. I am sitting on the grass beside them, looking at Michael holding the camera. We are all smiling. ‘Eddie was only three,’ I say. ‘He could almost have swum in it, couldn’t he?’ His name reverberates for a moment.


‘It rained, do you remember?’ I say. Great, fat drops had begun to fall into the pool out of what had seemed to be a clear sky. Sarah had looked at me nervously. She’d have expected me to react with a brisk change of mood, hurrying them into the house, gathering their clothes and toys. But, that day, the rain itself had some warmth in it and the loud plink as it hit the water made Eddie laugh. Sarah had sat down too, sending waves over the side. When I didn’t admonish them, they wallowed in the disorder, splashing me and paddling their hands in the spreading, muddy lagoon that surrounded their rubber island. ‘We all got soaked,’ I say. ‘You stood in the doorway with towels, waiting for us to stop our game and we kept saying, Not yet, not yet.’ The happy people in the picture in my hand hold my gaze. The rain has yet to fall, but when it does, they will not mind.


The venetian blinds let in lines of light, they lie flat and seemingly solid on Michael’s blanket. The image catches me sharply, as if I’d run headlong into a hidden spike. It picks open the scar of a memory and prods at the open wound. Where else was there a shaft of sunlight like this, drawn on a bedspread? I’d actually thought it was a solid thing that day, a scrap of fabric, perhaps, but when I’d tried to pick it up, I’d dissolved it with my shadow. I’d laughed, standing alone in Sarah’s room. Sarah’s bedroom, yes – that was where I was. A weekday. There was still a nursery china nameplate on the door, a picture of a little Peter Rabbit saluting her name although at fourteen she was far too old for it. She’d made her bed before she left for school because, if she didn’t, if she’d left the sheets and blankets runkled, she knew it made me cross. I seemed to feel a thousand tiny aggravations then. My anger was constantly simmering, easily brought to a spitting boil by some transgression or other. Her unmade bedclothes carried the warmth of her, long after she’d left the room. I disliked touching them. Recently, and unexpectedly, there was something in her physical presence that made me squeamish.


Does anything really happen by chance? I’d put my hand into a drawer, looking for the other sock. I’d found only one of Eddie’s, in the washing basket. The name tape sewn on to it read: E M Deacon. I had opened several drawers in Sarah’s room without finding its partner. My hand closed around a little book, leather-bound: Sarah Jane Deacon PRIVATE DIARY. Keep out. If I hadn’t had time that day, I wouldn’t have opened it, but the fates cleared the way. I wasn’t busy. I had nothing to do but read it. That’s how it was.










Chapter 2


20 September


I am definitely going to give all my toys away to Eddie. I’ve been thinking about it for a while but whenever I open the cupboard to have one last look at them, I feel queasy. I’ve been trying to play with him for months but every time we start a game, I feel so frustrated I want to hurt myself. I decided to start by giving him the horse. I hid it from him ages ago. I’d kicked it away so he couldn’t see it and then pretended I didn’t know where it was.


I had to lie flat on my front to slide my hand under the sideboard. Where my bosoms are growing it hurt like bruises. The dining room floor is hard wood blocks laid in diagonals and there is loads of muck trapped in the gaps between them. I swore because my feet hit the wall as I stretched my legs out behind me. Eddie snorted. All I could see of him were his fawn wool socks and his school shoes. He can’t tie his laces properly, they’re always coming undone. I wiggled the little plastic horse out of its hiding place and brushed away the grey fur of dust that clung to it. It made me sad. I used to think the heat of my hand would be enough to start its heart. I could see a whole world through its hard eyes. It felt like a long time ago.


I gave the horse to Eddie and told him I was too old for it. Eddie said I was only twice him, because he is seven. He adds himself up all the time. He said it wasn’t fair if I stopped playing anyway because we’d laid out a whole farm. He pointed at the fields and lanes we’d marked out with knitting needles and at the reels of cotton that stood for hay bales. I told him he could have my whole farm set. He gasped and said, Really? Really? because he’d often begged me for even one small part of it, even a lend of it. He asked me to tell Mum it’s all his now. He was scared I’d go back on my private kindness and make him out to be a liar. Fair enough, I usually do. I said I’d tell Daddy too and we should shake on it and I held out my hand and he put his whole little fist into my open palm.


I am lying on my bed writing this, trying to remember what I used to care about. Everything is muffled and stale. All my Beatrix Potter china animals face in different directions because I haven’t arranged them properly for weeks. I have an essay for homework I can’t be bothered to do. Mrs McCain set it as she lifted her big bum from her chair at the end of the lesson. She paused mid-rise, her palms flat on the desk to support her weight. I could tell she said the title without really thinking. Describe Your Environment, Inside and Out. She had to give us some homework, it’s in the timetable. She’ll be bored to death by my essay, anyway. I’m going to write about how we live in a small semicircle of houses at the edge of the village. I’ll describe how you can see the footpath and the fields beyond from Eddie’s room at the back of the house. Our window cleaner is so old that he can remember when it was all fields here. He told me our houses were built because of the baby boom. He made it sound like a bad thing. I’ll write about how our gardens never seem to be in full sun. I’ll say that you can see everyone’s lights turning off at night, but you hardly ever catch sight of the other people who live here. Except Sheila from three doors down who patrols all the time, like an old sentry.


I’m not going to say how much I want to look out of my window and see a boy standing there. He’ll be coming to see me. I haven’t met him yet. I don’t know what he’ll look like. I can’t even give him a name. But I’m going to matter to him. I wish this could be the last Monday ever that I don’t have a boyfriend. The next time there’s a full moon, I’m going to wish like mad on it. Otherwise, I can see all the boring Mondays bobbing across the weeks and months and years for the rest of my life, like boats on a flat sea, with nothing exciting to disturb them. Ever.


There were thick, grey stripes across the bottom of my white school socks. I must have dusted the top of the skirting board with my feet. That shows you how gross and low her standard of housework is, which is ALL she has to do all day.










Chapter 3


Michael sleeps. It gives his body something different to do. You wouldn’t say he sleeps like a baby; he looks guarded and wary, even in slumber. Over the years since everything happened, he’s had to stay as ready for action as a soldier in the trenches. He can’t risk mistaking any silences for a lull in the fighting. I’d like to close my eyes, too, but if someone came in, they might think I was ignoring him. I feel the contents of the bag as if I could identify each letter by shape alone. They don’t give themselves away. I pull one out as if I’m drawing a raffle. My prize is a card with a picture of a building on the front. Though it’s taken from what must be its best angle, nothing could enhance its squat shape and featureless exterior. It’s not where you’d choose to end your days.


 


18 December


Dear Mrs Deacon,


I write to thank you on behalf of the residents of Hillview Residential Home for your splendid contribution to our Christmas party. The decorations looked wonderful and were much admired. Please accept this invitation to our small staff gathering on Tuesday for a mince pie (or two), to herald the festive season.


The decorations were some old-fashioned paper chains and the balding tinsel saved from last year. I remember Helen, in the same tartan skirt she always wore, holding the coloured links between finger and thumb. ‘Careful with these, Marion,’ she’d said, passing them to me as I stood on tiptoe on the refectory table. ‘I can’t entirely vouch for them, there was only so much glue left by the end of the session. But I wasn’t allowed to interfere, you know what they’re like.’ And sure enough, by the end of the afternoon, two or three chains broke free and dangled just above head height, trembling. And the old women (it was mostly old women) warbled carols and brushed cake crumbs from velvet tops, worn specially. I had a reindeer brooch they used to like; its red nose flashed on and off. I can’t reminisce with Michael about that time, he didn’t share it with me. So much of my life, afterwards, is solitary.


There’s a jacquard dressing gown on the chair. I packed it with his things, but it seems unlikely he’ll need to wear it. Monogrammed pyjamas, too. That’s an upgrade. I had to pack his bag very quickly; I didn’t want the doctor to see I didn’t really know where everything was and have him watching me open all the wrong drawers. ‘Thank you, Mrs Deacon,’ he’d said. ‘It is Mrs Deacon, isn’t it?’ I close my eyes. I always seemed to be tired when I was young. I used to wake in the morning feeling as if I hadn’t slept at all. When I was pregnant with Sarah, I burrowed into bed every afternoon without guilt and drifted in and out of sleep. Make the most of it, the health visitor said. She’d woken me with one of her visits and without apology. After the baby comes, she’d said, you won’t be able to take yourself off like that. You will chase sleep like an escaped balloon on a windy day. She’d looked askance at my unkempt hair and watched me stifle a yawn.










Chapter 4


I see myself the day I found Sarah’s diary. I’d held it for a few minutes before I’d opened it. It wasn’t honour that held me back, I didn’t value her secrets. The ebb and flow of her days was well known to me. Her school timetable was pinned to the cork board downstairs and I organised all her other appointments. I thought her diary would reveal – nothing. It would be only an amusing catalogue of forgettable events, childish ambitions and daydreams. I was afraid that her adolescent musings might reveal a certain small-mindedness. She was so lacklustre these days, so seldom moved to any displays of emotion beyond anger or spite. What if her assumed indifference to the world concealed genuine hostility? There was always a possibility that she didn’t really like us. That she really didn’t like me.


When I was her age, I’d sought out the wilder girls, the ones who were so busy being bohemian they expected nothing from me. They certainly didn’t want competition. I was admitted to their ranks only because of a single fact – my mother had recently died. This made me interesting and stopped further conversation. They were too young and too selfish to question me about how I felt, what she was like or even how she’d died. Her death was just the way I was described, nothing more. I wore it like a badge. I would have avoided the subject, anyway, in case I accidentally revealed the way she’d spent her last months. She had been bedridden, soiled, forgetful. That version of her embarrassed me. Instead, I mourned, privately, the mother I’d scarcely known. I knew she’d loved me, though. I was almost sure I could remember that.


The first few pages of Sarah’s diary seemed to be mostly lists of girls whose names I didn’t know, ranked in order of importance as friends, with a few character traits added. Molly Green (1) Nice nails. Isobel Huff (2) Likes Simon and Garfunkel. Vanessa Stewart (3) Two brothers. There was a tiny clump of hair stuck to one page with ‘Cut from My Fringe’ written beneath it. Most of the entries were short. She’d written several times about wanting a part in the school play: we didn’t go and see Pygmalion, so I supposed she wasn’t successful. Then this longer, more confessional page. Bruises where my bosoms will be. It was odd to see her write about her body. It was a mystery to me these days. I’d known it so well for so long. I’d dried under her arms and between her toes, held and tickled her, squeezed her into coats and pulled vests over her head, the necklines tight enough to stretch her eyelids. I’d brushed her hair and cleaned her ears with a Kirby grip. She hides herself from me now. She’d yelped theatrically when I’d come into her room the other day, snatching up the counterpane to hold it between us. She’s been steadily removing herself physically from me over the last little while. She closes every door behind her and grimaces if I even leave the bathroom door ajar while I wash my hands. As she retreats, so I shrink away, too. When she was small, I could distinguish her crying out to me instantly, among all the other children’s babble. Would I even know her voice soon? Would I recognise her from any angle except straight on, while we confront each other? I glanced back over a few weeks of writing to see if I was mentioned. Mum got cross, unfair and Mum said I could try coffee if I want to, were all I could find. I wouldn’t read her diary again, I thought. It was like having a strange, one-way conversation with someone I wasn’t sure I liked.


I’d watched her carefully that evening, armed with my new knowledge. I expected to see her break her promise to Eddie. ‘Were you and Eddie playing together earlier?’ I said.


She frowned at the coincidence of this conversation. ‘I’ve given him my farm set,’ she said.


‘Have you? Don’t change your mind,’ I said. ‘It would break his heart.’


She glared at me. ‘I won’t,’ she said. ‘Unless I do, of course. It’s up to me. If I want it back, I’ll just take it. I don’t care.’


Irritation flared in me like kindling to a match, quick and bright. She set these little fires all the time. ‘Where is he?’ I said.


‘He’s built a farmyard in the sitting room,’ she said. ‘An entire farm. Masses of it. That’s annoying, isn’t it? You don’t like a mess in there, do you?’


I watched from the doorway as Eddie examined his new kingdom, touching each animal in turn, as if they’d turn to ash if he ignored them for too long. He lifted a small, wide-legged plastic man tenderly on to the back of his rigid mount. The man’s arms stretched forward for reins he couldn’t possibly hold in his solid hands. The horse can fly if it wants, he said aloud, jiggling horse and rider across the floor. But the boy just puts the man on its back and makes it walk. Do what the boy says. He is the master. He lifted them above his head. Whee, go up in the air before you’re on the ground. Jump over the hay bales, sit tight, man, sit tight, you have a good seat. Go in single file, but the boy doesn’t know what single file means, so it is just whee right up to the sky and down again. You are the champion horse. That was a clear round. Mummy might say is it hers, it is Sarah’s, give it back, don’t take her things, but the boy says, it is mine for ever now because she promised. He clutched the horse and rider to him. He is riding too, he said. He’s not scared of horses. He doesn’t think about the big fast feet and falling off then lying on the ground where they could tread on him. Do you want to go back to the farmhouse, man? He trotted the little pair to a cardboard box on the floor and placed them tenderly inside. He leaned against the sofa looking bereft without them, even though he’d brought it on himself.


‘Eddie,’ I said.


He looked up. His face softened then tensed, as if he’d been dreaming and couldn’t make sense of the real world as he woke. ‘It’s mine,’ he said. ‘Sarah gave it to me.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘She told me.’


‘Will she take it away?’ he said. ‘Even though she promised?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘I won’t let her.’ She doesn’t want it, any of it, any more, I thought, but that won’t stop her twisting his heart till it hurts, simply because she can.










Chapter 5


Eddie had actually seen a dead body but at first he hadn’t known that’s what he was looking at. He’d peered through the fence surrounding the big house’s big garden because the man lay on his back on the grass. He was wearing a light yellow suit and the hat that should have been on his head had rolled away, to lie at an angle to its owner’s prone form. Around him, a group of adults either stood or knelt. Someone was undoing his tie and another loosened his shoes. The man wasn’t helping them. Eddie assumed he was asleep and they were doing things to him for fun. He wondered what the man would do when he woke up. His face was very red, perhaps he was only pretending to be asleep and was getting angrier all the time. They’d be really for it when he opened his eyes. One of the kneeling people was holding the man’s hand by the wrist, the fingers drooped. He looked up at a large woman and shook his head. She began to make a funny sort of bleating noise. Then the man looked beyond her to where Eddie stood, his satchel at his feet.


‘Oy!’ he said.


Eddie winced. He sensed he was about to be told off but he couldn’t think what he was doing wrong.


The man got up and came over to him. ‘Bugger off,’ he said.


Adults always said swear words so clearly. The woman’s bleating was louder now. The man fished in his pockets and Eddie heard the jangle of loose change.


‘Bugger off,’ he said again, holding his hand out over the fence to reveal several coins.


Behind him, bumping over the pristine lawn, an ambulance came into view. Eddie was impressed by the fact that the vehicle was on the grass. It was clearly the sort of garden you didn’t play in, let alone drive over.


‘Don’t you want this?’ the man said. ‘Not enough?’ He rattled the change.


‘No thank you,’ said Eddie. ‘Can I watch?’


The man smiled. He looked a bit like one of the prefects in the Upper House. ‘How old are you?’ he said.


People always asked him that. ‘Seven,’ said Eddie.


‘Go home,’ the man said. His voice was soft this time and kinder. He looked behind him to where the ambulance men were covering the man with a blanket. They pulled it right over his head. ‘He’ll be all right,’ he said.


Eddie understood in that moment that the man wouldn’t be all right at all. The crying woman, the kneeling and the ambulance all fell into place. He picked up his satchel and walked away, transfigured by knowledge. He wasn’t afraid and that very fact amazed him.










Chapter 6


10.52. Beside Michael’s bed is a timepiece that reduces each moment to a bald, numerical display. He’d noticed an actual clock above his bed as he was wheeled in but, unable to turn round, he can’t see it now. He’d only heard its thudding tick briefly, too, before various machines were switched on and there was no more silence. The roar of the mask clamped to his face is so loud and intrusive it reminds him of dealing with a heatwave. There’s no point in examining how hot you are, it doesn’t cool you down. Similarly, fighting against the rushing in his ears gets him nowhere and he succumbs. He would like to see the clock, though, there’s a kindness in knowing how each hour is measured. The circle of numbers is a comforting reminder of other times on other days. The digital display condemns him to a heartless present. His wristwatch waits in the locker, its leather strap curled and worn. He misses its face. Marion shoots furtive glances at the clock whenever she thinks he won’t see.


Michael’s world has reduced to the size of his room. Over the last few weeks, as his breath got shorter and people began to look much harder at him than they usually did and to insist on doctors and specialists, he felt as if he were being remodelled ineluctably in a simpler form. Matters that would once have preoccupied him now glanced off him, without leaving any impression. He noticed it first with the weather. He had always followed the forecast keenly; he based not just his wardrobe but his whole demeanour on what might happen. Knowing that the weekend promised sunshine would make him shrug off Tuesday’s rain. If he knew storm clouds loomed a few days hence, he found it hard to enjoy being outside. Just before his last, catastrophic deterioration, a neighbour had called round. Her dripping umbrella bloomed from the end of her arm like a peony. It wasn’t supposed to rain that day. That faulty forecast should have unnerved him. Instead, he felt joyful. He realised he was happy to leave others to deal with any unpredictability, meteorological or otherwise.


He tested this new state when Marion was with him. He could see how bored she was, fidgeting in the chair, getting to her feet whenever someone came in to tinker with the apparatus, although she could be of no use. He sliced into his old feelings for her, as if he were assembling a slide for dissection. Closer and closer he went, examining all the layers. He could detect a simmering tension, more to do with unfinished business than historic events. It buffeted him a little, like the wake from a distant boat hitting the shore. But when he thought of his home, he felt calm.


Beneath the thrum of the machine, inside his head, Michael listened again to the rhythmic sound of Sarah’s young hands, meeting in a swiping clap then slapping one after the other on to her thighs, as she mimicked a horse’s accelerating canter. Clap-ker-thunk. Clap-ker-thunk. Day after day, she guided an invisible mount over imaginary jumps or along unseen paths. Clap-ker-thunk as she sat at the dining table or in the back of the car. Clap-ker-thunk as she watched television or hesitated over her homework. She clicked her tongue against her teeth to urge speed and snorted through her lips in horsey reply. Michael closed his eyes and rode with her, gently, safely, over a sunny field under a never darkening sky.










Chapter 7


22 September


My nails almost reach the tips of my fingers. MUST stop biting the skin on my thumb. Got twelve out of twenty in the French test today, but Madame P said she’d sprung it on us so she didn’t expect full marks.


I don’t regret giving the farm set to Eddie because it looks babyish now and I can’t remember ever wanting to play with it. He’ll keep wondering if I’ll change my mind and I won’t let him off worrying. I have such power over him. Even if he’s happy to start with, I can make him cry in seconds. If he’s cross, I can make him laugh. Sometimes I get hold of his mouth and twist his lips up and down, making him look as if he’s smiling or miserable, but I don’t really have to touch him to do it. One time I was on my own with him, when he was about one and a bit. I wanted him to go to sleep. I put him in his cot and whenever he wiggled or tried to get up, I pushed my hand flat on his back. After a while, he sagged and closed his eyes. When he woke up, the first thing he did was call out for me.


The other day he was looking at his comic. A big splodgy tear fell on to the page. I asked him what the matter was and that made him cry more. I told him to stop before he made papier mâché which made him sort of laugh. He said the worst thing had happened to him in school and he didn’t want to go back the next day. I said what and he said a boy in his class took his pencil case and ran off with it. I said that’s not awful and he said it was because he tried not to cry but he couldn’t help it and you should never cry in front of the other boys because they go on and on about cry baby and do you want your mummy and stuff like that. I put my arms round him. I smelled the sour waxiness of his hair and felt his woolly jumper warm up under my hands. I said they can’t hurt you and they’ll have forgotten all about it tomorrow. But I won’t forget, Eddie, I said. I’ll keep you safe. I meant it.










Chapter 8


‘How’s he doing?’ the nurse says. She bristles with purpose. I suspect that she is different in the outside world. Timid, probably. Her uniform imbues her with confidence. It fits her tightly with no room to spare.


‘Can you ask him how he is, please?’ I say. ‘Can he have the mask off, just for a moment?’


She raises and lowers her shoulders in an elaborate gesture of indecision. Michael’s eyes are fixed on her, our Empress. Thumbs up or thumbs down, she will decide. ‘Come on then,’ she says. She lifts his head and undoes the strap.


He groans. The least movement disturbs him and this hurts, too. He relaxes against her hands as she eases him against the pillow.


She settles him and strokes the engorged skin of his cheeks, crooning as if they were alone. ‘All right?’ she says.


He mutters something but his mouth is dry, and the words don’t form properly.


The nurse holds a beaker to his lips. She lifts both his legs together to straighten the sheet. It’s no effort for her, Michael is as light as tissue paper now. He scarcely marks the bedding he lies on. He was always so solid before. He stayed upright, even when I pushed and then pushed harder to try to topple him. She picks up something from the floor. A card, drawn by a child. Happy Mother’s Day with all the letters in different colours. She frowns. It’s the wrong time of year.


‘It’s an old one,’ I say. I open it before I put it back in the bag it escaped from. From yor son, it says. A large number of crosses start from under Eddie’s name and continue to the edge of the page, as if he’d carried on writing them into the air.


‘Excuse me,’ the nurse says, squeezing past me.


‘Sorry,’ I say, resenting having to move. I begrudge her presence, her better knowledge of Michael’s condition and her questions. When did he last go to the toilet, or have a headache, or cough? Not to know is to be negligent and uncaring. The nurse is passing me again, she looks puzzled at my not waiting, with my knees to one side, for her to make her way back round to the other side of the bed. ‘Miles away,’ I say.


In truth, I am decades away, watching myself buttoning up a fawn coat, with the dangling button I never remembered to sew on until I wore it, and fastening a paisley scarf round my neck. I am back over thirty years ago.


I had my shopping list shoved into my coat pocket. There were only four items on it, but I liked to write things down before I set out. It made me feel efficient, at least for a while.


The greengrocer said, ‘Shepherd’s pie? Nice big portions!’ and winked, heaving the potatoes into my bag along with large clods of earth.


I blushed as my hands shook with the growing weight; there seemed to be a great many to the pound. He winked again. He saw the colour rise in my cheeks and kept his eyes on me as he took my money, rummaging for a long time in the front pocket of his apron for the change. I was almost tempted to ask for something else, so that he could see my face return to its normal colour, as it surely, eventually, must, but he had turned away and was already fondling a cucumber for the woman behind me.


I had to steel myself to go into the baker’s, too. Five months earlier, I’d bought a fruit cake covered with stiff white icing and asked the woman behind the counter to write ‘Happy Anniversary’ on it, so that I could surprise Michael. ‘You’re not a baker yourself, then?’ she had said, raising her eyebrows as she’d noted the words on her little pad. ‘It’s normally only wedding cakes with messages I get asked for. Couldn’t you rustle up even a coffee and walnut sponge for your hubby?’ She looked up from arranging iced buns in a tower as I walked in. ‘Ah, hello,’ she said. ‘Here comes the unbaking sinner of the parish.’


It was as I walked towards the church that I thought I saw Philip. The man wore a jacket like his; his hair was unruly and twisted, just as Philip’s was when he pulled at it with both hands and it stayed upright on its own afterwards. While he was thinking. Or talking to me. Before he kissed me. This man was at quite a distance and facing away. I couldn’t see him clearly, but I knew that it wasn’t Philip. He would be in the classroom at this time of day, for a start, and not walking slowly down this village street in my part of Kent. And of course, it couldn’t be him, because Philip was dead. He had been dead for eight years.


I wanted to sit down. I wished I could just sink to the ground where I was, drop my head to my chest and close my eyes. I didn’t think I could make it home upright. If I tried, I thought I’d end up shuffling, martyred, on my knees for the last few steps. The man who wasn’t Philip was so utterly not him by the time he was level with me that I wanted to laugh. My bag thumped against my shin at every other step, like a penance.


The recreation ground was an open patch of scrub. The grass was marked with white lines, faded to a line of dots after a summer of use. The goalposts sagged where they had struggled with the weight of dangling boys, testing their muscles and making their palms red with effort. The playground apparatus huddled in a corner. Underneath each swing was an aggressive swipe of dirt that puddled at even the lightest shower. The base of the slides was dark with dried mud, too. There was a shelter where mothers grouped by day as their children swung and slid. Their teeth were clenched against a permanently chilly wind that the three sides of the structure only seemed to invite in. At dusk, there would be a brief colonisation by the nearly-grown-up local kids, anxious to be elsewhere and making do with writing graffiti on the flimsy walls, sucking cigarette smoke into their cheeks and ignoring the playthings.


There was nobody there now. A woman with a child in a pushchair left as I approached; she looked relieved that she had served her time. I sat on the sloping slats of the bench.


I remembered Philip beside me, in the pub after the first rehearsal, sitting so close that his thigh pushed against mine. I’d looked up at him quickly; he was talking to the woman across the table. He appeared preoccupied, but when I shifted my weight away, he’d moved again, renewing that pressure, his touch.


Was that the actual beginning? Don’t things truly start long before you know they’ve begun? Philip and I had the kind of accidental meeting that some people would celebrate. Everything had conspired to make it happen, too. ‘Yes, why don’t you join the choir?’ Michael had said, when our neighbour had tried to recruit me. ‘Marion loves singing, it sounds fun,’ he’d said, encouraging, kind.


The neighbour had beamed. ‘Your husband’s right,’ she’d said, ‘it’s great fun. Nobody’s really a singer,’ she’d said, using the very phrase that could have condemned her.


What would be the point of going to that? I’d thought, singing with people who don’t take it seriously, who’d turn the pages of their sheet music too slowly to catch the notes.


She’d turned to Michael. ‘We have a little concert at the end of every term,’ she’d said. ‘So you’d be able to see what we’ve been up to.’


‘I think you should go,’ Michael said later. ‘I can look after Sarah.’


The church hall was brightly lit with a fierce overhead glare. It illuminated the thick runnels of carelessly applied paint on the walls and there were no shadows to hide the scuffed chairs and peeling posters. People greeted each other with exclamatory glee. A woman in a tight orange coat made her way over as if she’d been specifically told to watch out for me. ‘Subs!’ she said in a bright, loud way. She held out an empty Farley’s Rusks tin that rattled heavily with coppers. When she met my eye, she inhaled quickly. ‘Oh, are you new?’ she said. ‘It’s thruppence for tea and . . .’ She waved at a table behind us. There was a knot of people around the choirmaster.


He was an earnest young man, who looked to be in his late twenties. He peered over his glasses at me as though I were much younger than him, which I clearly wasn’t. ‘We have a mixed repertoire,’ he said. ‘Some meaty choral pieces and a few popular tunes for light relief. We don’t audition. Just decide on your range and off you go.’


The neighbour was nowhere to be seen. I went and stood beside a woman who settled herself into position like a large cat, her hands over her chest. She smelled of Vicks rub. I cursed myself for being persuaded to come, embarrassed for them all. I would feign illness, I decided, either my own or somebody else’s, so that I could leave at the tea break. We worked through ‘Rustic Song’. It was a laborious process; the pianist had to return to the same phrase again and again and everyone laughed at the mistakes.


Afterwards, they fell on the cups of tea and biscuits as though they were enormous treats. I looked for a way to leave without being seen. Philip came and stood in front of me. He wore a long black coat, unbuttoned to reveal a torn lining. There was a dab of yellow paint on his shirt and deep indentations on his belt. It had obviously been fastened more tightly as he’d grown thinner. I stared at him like a doctor examining a patient, half taking in what he said while listening for signs and clues to the real story. I can’t quite see his face now. I remember the sensation of being with him, a delicious roiling and churning like being on a rollercoaster. A gulp of pleasure, the way illicit laughter catches in your throat as you stifle it. When he spoke, I knew his voice would become familiar to me. Someone brushed past him, and he turned away and raised his hands to his head and clutched his hair. I knew I’d see him do that again. I would touch the small wound where his razor had nicked his cheek and stroke the faint, black stubble on his jaw. He’d asked me about how I came to be there and who else I knew, while I learned the colour of his eyes and his high cheekbones and his wayward hair. Underneath his questions and my answers ran a steady, ostinato beat of desire.


He’d kissed me as we walked to his car. In the pub, he’d offered me a lift home. It was on his way, he said. He didn’t wait to hear where I lived. He’d spun me to face him and kissed me. The collar of my coat lifted and pressed hard into my cheek, but I didn’t want to move. He raised my hands and held them against his, palm to palm, all the fingers aligned. We’d left the next rehearsal early the next week, separately, trying not to laugh as we met in the car park. How on earth had we even planned that, let alone carried it through? It was such a risky thing to do.


It was just as perilous to go to his little flat, practically inviting the neighbours to spy on us as we left his car, a low-down frog-eyed Sprite I’d struggled to get out of and whose doors closed with loud, announcing clunks. He had two rooms on the first floor. Even though I’d never been there before, I could tell he’d straightened the eiderdown with extra vigour and put his clothes away. A pile of saucepans teetered on the draining board, still dripping. When I sat on his bed, a single, rolled sock sprang from underneath the pillow. He’d stopped my laughing by kissing my neck, my cheek, my mouth. He’d said he should put a record on, but I’d held him tightly because I couldn’t bear him to take his mouth away from mine. We’d separated only for the time it took to remove clothing and made love so quickly that I’d felt embarrassed afterwards, like someone who has eaten too many bread rolls before discovering the rest of the banquet. The next time, the second time, that same evening, we’d stopped sometimes to look at each other, or touch somewhere, or say something.


I’d stroked the white weals that crossed his wrists, as if I were learning their configuration. I’d felt as if the rest of his life were an exam I didn’t have time to prepare for. It would be useful, though, in the coming weeks, to remember where to put my cup to conceal the cigarette burn in the embroidered Indian cover on the table and the way to wrestle open the window catch, to take the milk bottle from the sill outside. I can recall the room quite clearly. The pictures he’d stuck on the walls were facsimiles of paintings on pages he’d cut from books. Sellotape glistened at their corners. If he’d wanted to, he could have removed every trace of himself from the room in seconds.


A few weeks later, Sarah fell ill with a heavy cold and fever. I’d defied Michael’s worry about her rising temperature and insisted on going out. ‘You’ll only miss one week’s rehearsal if you don’t go,’ Michael had said. I’d had to prise Sarah’s fingers from me and ease myself away from that hot little head.


‘Once she’s asleep,’ I’d said, ‘when I’ve gone, she’ll be fine.’ I’d slipped away without thinking about either of them any more. Coming home, I’d set my life with them in motion again with the turn of my key in the lock, as if nothing had happened while I’d been gone.


Seven. That’s all. That’s the measurable total of our times together. Philip had looked at me the way small children or dogs do, with a clear, untroubled gaze. When we’d made love for the first time, I didn’t even think I was being unfaithful. Being in bed with Michael had always left me feeling as if I were the runner in the relay team that never carried the baton over the line. I hadn’t known that you could learn to make love. But I never took my lessons home. I lay beneath Michael as I always did. In my mind, I only betrayed myself.


I never once told him I loved him. Love was a ball he threw to me but I didn’t catch it. I didn’t try. At school, we’d all believed in love at first sight. We half expected a physical manifestation when it happened. Perhaps we’d be covered with stigmata or develop a huge, white-headed spot. Everything else showed on our bodies and our skin, after all. Falling in love, we speculated, must be something both pleasurable and painful, like getting into a too-hot bath. We knew about lust, of course, and practised intense looks on the hapless boy who collected our plates after school dinner. Phoebe had even written ‘I Love You’ in brown sauce, which he’d blushed to see.


When Michael had visited me after Sarah’s birth, fresh from having had his daughter pointed out to him through the nursery window, one swaddled infant among many, he’d looked at me with admiration and not a little nervousness. It was as if producing a baby both elevated and enhanced me. I’d enjoyed the sensation. I’d allowed myself to think that what I felt in return – a sort of protective pride and an urge to pat him on the head and tell him that he was clever, too – was love.


Philip had a picture of Jeanne Hébuterne, one ear poking through the thick ropes of her hair, stuck to the wall. ‘You can tell Modigliani loved the sheen of her,’ he said, ‘and adored that wayward strand of hair on her left cheek. The day after he died, she jumped to her death with their nearly-born child inside her. Such intense, consuming love,’ said Philip.


I thought she was cruel and selfish. She would have ignored the baby’s movements as she climbed the five flights of stairs for the last time. She and the baby would have tumbled together as they fell, neither concerned about knowing which way up the world was.


‘I love you more than that,’ Philip said. I only kissed him in return. He’d leapt on to his sudden plans for our running away together like someone clinging to a raft in rapids. Sarah, I said. I can’t leave Sarah. He said that she’d soon adjust to my absence. I was at boarding school when I was her age, he said, and I didn’t really care if I saw my mother or not. The boys I teach don’t give their parents a second thought, either, I’m sure of it. We would send Sarah postcards and letters from wherever we landed, he’d said. She’ll have her constant, glamorous reminders of you, my darling, until she’s old enough to set sail herself and join us. Her friends will envy her, he’d said.


I’d humoured him as if he were playing a game. He was too young, too close to childhood himself, to understand. I’d laughed as he invented our flight, fantasising about long sea crossings and living in strange cities. I told him yes, I could sing while he played the piano on ocean liners, teasing him about the repertoire and the other passengers. But although he’d laughed too, I knew he was already imagining packing up his things. He would carefully remove the pictures to stick on other walls. Poor, painted Jeanne would have to do a little more travelling until she could rest. ‘We’ll make plans soon,’ Philip said, his voice rising in excitement and I shushed him in case his neighbours heard us.


I wanted to leave his room earlier than we’d arranged. I was hot and sticky with a heavy cold coming. After he’d dropped me at the nearest, safest bus stop, I wept fat, rich tears of self-pity. Arriving home, swaddled by darkness, I’d encountered my neighbour on her doorstep. She was squeezing a rolled-up note for the milkman into a bottle’s damp lip.


‘Choir practice?’ she said. I’d only nodded in answer. She stayed where she was for longer than her errand needed. ‘They shouldn’t make you sing such sad songs, should they?’ she said. She stared at me. ‘Not very nice for your husband, having you come home like that.’ I didn’t reply. ‘He’ll cheer you up, though.’ She smiled in agreement with her own appraisal. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Your husband’s a very good sort.’










Chapter 9


Eddie watched Sarah through a sliver of open door. She was sitting on her bed and talking out loud, but there was no one else in the room. She spoke quickly and almost in a whisper. Bringing her hands to her face from time to time, she smiled and tipped her head. Although he risked stepping on the creaking floorboard, Eddie crept closer.


‘A party?’ she said. ‘Yeah, I think I can come. If I’m free, I’d love to come. Yeah.’ She laughed and patted her own arms, stroking as if to reassure herself. ‘Let’s meet up after school. Yeah, I love T Rex too.’


The floorboard under him squeaked.


Sarah looked over to where Eddie stood. Flinging the door open, she seemed almost boiling in her wrath while he cowered, frozen, in front of her. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ she said.


‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t listening.’


‘You bloody were. I was going to set up a farm with you, but I won’t now.’


Eddie’s eyes filled with tears at this instant cruelty. She hardly ever wanted to play these days and he’d tried to enjoy just setting games up, as that was all she was likely to do before she stopped. He would settle for that. He would have liked even that.


‘Go and play with your stupid truck,’ she said. Her expression changed.


Eddie felt afraid for the first time. She was planning something, he could tell. There was a sense of purpose about her, and the redness that had coloured her cheeks when she discovered him was fading. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, mentally planning his retreat.


She towered over him, pushing him against the wall on the landing and preventing escape. He watched, feeling weak with sorrow, as she went into his room. She emerged holding Truck aloft. Truck was a little metal lorry. A tiny faceless driver had once perched in his cab but was lost long since. Truck himself had a face, his headlights and grille styled to look human. Eddie loved him. Despite the toy’s hard edges Truck was a source of comfort. He looked both ridiculous and brave as Sarah swung him above her head. Eddie didn’t make a sound; he thought she’d twist the story until he was only and utterly at fault. She took her prize into the bathroom and held the toy down the lavatory, sluicing it in the water in the bowl. Eddie felt faint. He sat down in the doorway. He couldn’t save Truck or himself. If Sarah had expected him to cry out or attempt to wrestle Truck from her, she was at first disappointed, then horrified, by Eddie’s silence.
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