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  The Children




  For to exist on the earth is beyond any power to name.




  Czesław Miłosz




  







  One




  March, 1998




  Everybody that spring seemed to be talking about children. Having them, not having them. How to have them, whether it was possible to have them, how to have them the right way,

  what the right way might be.




  ‘Everybody has been talking about children,’ Mira told Peter one night over dinner. (Sausages and potatoes: lazy, she chided herself, a child’s meal.) ‘To have them, not

  to have them. How to. Why.’




  ‘How to?’ Peter raised a brow. ‘Do you really have to tell them that?’




  Mira nodded towards the joke. ‘Yes – they should pay more for that, shouldn’t they? But everybody has difficulty with it now. One kind or another. It is not as easy as it was,

  apparently.’




  ‘Does “everybody” include the Bigot?’




  ‘The Bigot talks of children he already has.’ Mira took a plump bite of sausage and eyed Peter’s. He was not eating much. Was eating very slowly. ‘He doesn’t much

  like them. Perhaps would have been happier without them. One of them particularly – the son.’




  ‘Ah. The son.’ Peter closed his eyes as if to ward off his surroundings: their narrow wood-panelled dining room, a cooling, unappetizing dinner, a television in the next room

  waiting with unsavoury information if they cared to watch. The word ‘son’ was complicated for Peter, Mira knew. Dear man. Eyes closed, he had the exalted look of a priest. ‘And

  what is the son of the Bigot like, do you know? A kettle of rage, like his father, or rather gentle and tolerant? Children do sometimes go the other way.’




  ‘Angry,’ she said. ‘Angry, like his father. They are too alike. He created a child in his own image; a kind of revenge against the mother, I think. They loathe each

  other.’ Mira paused. ‘I shouldn’t tell you more, probably.’




  ‘No, of course.’ Peter opened his eyes, and there she was before him: confessor, magician, wife. His beloved Mira. Gatherer of stories. He would hear as much as she was willing to

  tell him about the Bigot’s son or anyone else. It was only recently, since the so-called peace of the past few years, that Mira was able to sound as though she found her work compelling

  again. In the bleaker, bloodier years she had all but stopped telling Peter about her people. But: how long would this peace hold?




  Mira’s voice changed register. Doctor to wife, Peter could hear the lowering tone.




  ‘Peter, love,’ Mira said, and however often she said his name – she said it often, she loved saying it – it never sounded English, altogether. Always in that short music

  some mention, the slightest, of another country, a different history, a foreign landscape. She leaned forward, for emphasis. ‘Why aren’t you eating?’




  Mira started her work early on a Tuesday; not with the Bigot, fortunately, but the American. By the time the American came round Peter had not yet left for the Poly. (His

  employer had renamed itself Brookes University, in the fashion of polytechnics, but Peter said he thought it a nonsense; ‘Oxford Poly’ still sounded to his ear far more adventurous and

  egalitarian, containing all that seventies optimism.)




  At times Peter’s scuffles and grumbles were audible even through the various closed doors. It was not a large flat. Some patients did not mind the ambient noise, indeed welcomed it, as it

  afforded the chance to ask Mira about her life, out of projection, or as a means of escaping reflection on their own. She would not allow enquiry, however. She met all such questions –

  ‘Is that your husband?’ ‘Did you have a nice weekend?’ – with a nod and a silent smile, sometimes accompanied by the simple phrase a colleague had once suggested to

  her: ‘Thank you.’ It was an effective smothering blanket.




  Others were disturbed by the flat’s emissions, and Mira thought she knew why: such sounds violated the patient’s fantasy that the therapist had no life outside of their sessions

  together, no husband or family or concerns of her own. The American was such a patient. She asked nothing of Mira, and always wore a slightly hunted expression when she heard Peter off in the

  wilderness distance. Now for example, twitching and distracted, the girl tapped her feet against one another and furrowed her brow, as if trying to rid her ears of Peter’s gentle clattering,

  a muted bark that Mira recognized as a half-stifled cough.




  How to start? Jess wondered. That was always the problem. You walked through a muffling fog to get there, only a few blocks in her case but that didn’t make it an easy journey, there was

  traffic always, it was London, there was nothing but traffic and bossy road surfaces telling you to LOOK RIGHT or LOOK LEFT as if looking anywhere

  would be any protection, finally, against the accelerating white vans and suicidal motorbike couriers, the red leering buses and gas-masked androgynes on bicycles. They were all out for blood, Jess

  felt – and sometimes, on a bad morning, specifically hers. They were out to get her.




  ‘I’ve been feeling a little paranoid lately,’ she started now, looking up at Mira’s round, weathered face for signs of encouragement. Or tolerance. Or wisdom. Sometimes

  Jess suspected she went to see Mira chiefly for the latter, diamond-rare commodity the older woman seemed to stash about herself. Wisdom.




  ‘Yes?’ the therapist offered with her distinctive head-tilt, and the cluttered consonants or blunt vowels that gave her speech that remarkable sound. More than anything else about

  Mira, Jess loved her voice, old, slow, other – a voice from some culture distinct from Jess’s own, that had had plenty of time (hundreds of years, and a dozen or more wars) to think

  about humanity and the world and the relationship between the two. An Eastern European country, that was clear, but Jess had never asked which. Czechoslovakia, she sometimes thought. Possibly

  Romania. She liked the odd blind fact of not knowing.




  ‘Not paranoid, exactly.’ Jess gazed at the picture on the wall – vaguely Japanese, vaguely a body. It had always irritated her, that picture. ‘More – I don’t

  know – marked for death. I keep thinking I’m about to die. If I’m on a busy street corner, I imagine a bus hitting me. If I pass a hospital, I imagine I’m in there dying of

  cancer, or that I soon will be. If I see some horrible news coverage on TV, you know, massacres in Bosnia or wherever—’ She looked out the window at the familiar squirrel darting up and

  down the railing outside the window. Was it always the same one? Or did they take turns? ‘Well, it’s not as though I think I’ll get killed in those situations, obviously, but I

  imagine what it would be like to be there, wondering if you were going to get killed.’




  The art of the profession – one of its more delicate arts, that required reserves of resilience – was in not responding to provocation. Mira’s hands instinctively tightened

  around each other. She knew the American was attentive, though, so made sure to busy the hands elsewhere, using them to rustle the folds of her skirt, to shift slightly, distractingly, in her

  chair. Just at that moment – bless him! – Peter sneezed. It was terribly loud, elephant-like, a surprise in such a quiet, placid man. Mira once commented that Peter seemed to reserve

  all his private noise and need for attention for his boldly declarative sneezes.




  Perfect. It did rattle the American’s nerves and dampen her awareness. The young woman had been speaking her death thoughts, as she often did. Self-mutilation fantasies; suicidal ideation,

  occasionally; mostly a leaning towards the morbid and self-destructive. Mira was crafting the right question to prompt her when the American continued on her own.




  ‘I guess that’s why I keep thinking about having a baby.’ She sat back in the chair, her face unusually smooth and unguarded.




  ‘What is the connection?’




  ‘I feel I’d like to embrace life, not death. Having a child might be my way of fending off mortality. I don’t know.’ The American tried to put language to what was

  wordless within her, this desire. Usually she was so assured verbally, crafting sentences with care and precision, but this subject seemed almost to mute her. ‘I’m tired of being shut

  out of life. My future begins to seem so arid . . . If I don’t become a mother I’ll have failed, somehow. I’ll be empty, it will be an empty life.’ She paused and shrugged,

  an apologetic gesture. ‘And then also it’s that clichéd thing – if I die, I want to leave someone behind me. You know, I’d live on through my child. I know

  that’s vain and narcissistic, but I’m sure that’s part of what I imagine. Why I’m obsessing about it.’




  Difficult not to notice the complacency, though, even amidst the pain. As if she were a god, wondering whether or not to make the world. That was the nationality, Mira reflected. She watched

  Jess, a wealthy American in her thirties, journalist, dressed as usual in morose jeans – dark shrouding clothes, death rags, gloomwear. (Her socks, particularly, were terrible. They seldom

  matched her shoes or trousers and on occasion did not even match each other.) Yet Mira had a fondness for this girl. The American had a sense of humour about herself. She could make Mira laugh,

  with her broad, hyperbolic gestures and deadpan observations. And she was not English. This was a source of alliance between them.




  ‘Who would be the father of this child?’ Mira never hesitated to ask direct questions.




  ‘I don’t know. That’s the thing.’ Jess screwed up her face like a little girl. ‘I’m working on it.’ She looked back at Mira. ‘Do you have any

  suggestions?’




  Just then the phone rang from within the flat. Almost, Mira thought, as if a kind male friend was calling to volunteer his services.




  Peter took the coach to work. It gave him a particular pleasure never to drive. Standing in the elements down near Baker Street twice or three times a week, waiting for the

  bright yellow-and-blue colours to lumber along and collect him into the warm, soft-clothed interior. Little reds would pass, greens, locals, Lutons, airports, and finally his: Oxford. It had a

  soothing, rolling rhythm, the coach, more nowadays than the trains did – gone were the trains that rocked one ch-ch-ch-chhhh, ch-ch-ch-chhhh, all the British Rails of his locomotive

  youth. They used toy trains to Oxford now, two- or three-carriaged, over-bright confections that looked like they’d been built quickly from a kit and pestered the traveller with an unending

  stream of red-lettered information, unnecessary and distracting. Crowded now with bicycles and children and Japanese tourists, waiting to be delivered to the western end of the University city and

  the soulless new station there. Though ‘new’ dated Peter, as it wasn’t especially new any more, it simply wasn’t old, wasn’t the old station, with the Menzies stand

  out on the platform, from where all those years ago he had left on journeys up to London (for filial duties, theatre, friends). Introduced at a dinner given by the Epsteins, who were analysts, to a

  shy, moon-faced woman with eyes that had seen things other than Peter had, and a voice so thick he wanted to stroke it. They had traded sartorial commentaries: he had admired a colourful scarf Mira

  wore (given to her by her father, she said with seeming ruefulness) and she had nodded towards his thick red pullover, making a joke about communist threads, surprising in a person new to the

  language. Peter had known immediately he wanted to meet her again (he didn’t think of Graham). Mira had been living in London, training in Hampstead at the Tavistock in a self-imposed exile

  from her difficult country. And he became terribly, sentimentally fond of the Oxford train station then as it was the means by which he could visit his new friend, Mira. And she could come to visit

  him in Oxford.




  Nevertheless. Peter did not move as easily onto the coach as he once had. There was no way to pretend otherwise. Something in his back, was it? Or a low ache – hard to pinpoint. Something

  in him didn’t move as easily it used to. Age, he supposed. Just age. The indignities kept coming. Just as one accepted some new phenomenon – hair in the wrong places, and it undoubtedly

  being harder to hear, and the digestion making more voluble and embarrassing protests than formerly – another part of the body would show a leak or tear, and one’s basic system of

  coping had to be realigned, redesigned. It was a bit like the apartment block he and Mira lived in. Seemed so modern when they first moved there, just after marrying, in the seventies –

  bricks, sleek glass, that blocky sixties style – and now every week a notice from the landlords: subsidence a problem, plumbing works to be examined, inadequate roofing. He himself had

  inadequate roofing today. Should have worn a hat. It was spring now, nominally, but dim and damp and would be damper in Oxford, as it always was. A hat: he had not thought of it in his usual rush

  to leave the flat. (He knew some of the patients muttered and minded when he was about; he felt something like Anne Frank when he was at home with them, that he must on no account reveal by noise

  or tremor that he lived there. Had he made that analogy to Mira? It might amuse her. Though the notion of patients as Nazis was complicated, perhaps, in light of her past.) The phone had rung this

  morning, Clare setting up a time for her and Graham to come visit in a few weeks, and after that he had hastily left. Hatless.




  The coach left behind the rubble and grime of the outer sprawl – Hillingdon, other unknowns – and Peter found himself with England, just England to look at: the green and pleasant

  lands that rolled along as the bus did, freeing Peter’s mind to thought or sleep. He should think. He should think about the course, he had returned to Oblomov this year, felt he had

  neglected the idle aristocrat and should pay him some mind again, so had reorganized Russian Literature Before the Soviets to include it. And War and Peace this time over Anna

  Karenina: the meanings of death and life over the agonies of adultery. Or Peter could think about Andrew, his Victorianist colleague, with whom he was having lunch later that day. Andrew was

  dying, perhaps. Some strange remarks he had made lately on ash-scattering and other funeraries, together with a general pallor, suggested it as a possibility, but Peter did not know how to ask him

  directly what was wrong. (Would Andrew tell him if he were dying? Or was it the kind of thing he would keep private? Peter was not sure of the degree of closeness in their relationship.) It might

  be an illness brought on by his (presumed) homosexuality . . . Aids, obviously. All the stories one read. A single, chance encounter – a random night – followed by slow and certain

  death. Haunting. Then again, Andrew might not be ill at all. Perhaps this was a darkening effect the great conflict-at-a-distance had had on Peter’s imagination, living all these years under

  the constant, if remote, shadow of the Balkan wars. He tended to sketch the worst ends to everyone’s stories.




  As his thoughts grew heavy, his lids heavier, it was another figure who came to mind. Neither Oblomov nor Andrew, nor for that matter his good, whole good, whole Mira. No, it was Graham’s

  face Peter saw as he closed his eyes. A face a little like his own, so people said; both had blunt noses and greyish complexions, a propensity to bristle at the chin. There was a belligerence about

  the eyes in Graham that had its echo in Peter’s own face and had made people ask him from time to time, comically enough, if he had ever boxed. The only athletic period of Peter’s

  largely sedentary life had been a late-teen spell of race-walking, training in joyful, swaying loops around Regent’s Park with a man who once race-walked, so he claimed, for Britain. Peter

  had briefly entertained fantasies of competition until his hip swayed too wide one day and a sharp pain intervened, and interrupted. Peter recalled those looping race-walking days, wondering,

  before he fell into a thick public-transportation doze, if it was a story he had ever thought to tell his son.




  At two o’clock, someone new. Mira sat in the kitchen sipping soup. There was no space for a table, the room was a clotted box of hob, refrigerator, sink, and counter

  – but often when she was home alone she pulled a chair across to the kitchen window and sat drinking in a little of what passed for light in this country. Watching the polluted skies of

  Camden Town. How had she ended here, she often wondered, in Camden Town? And: would she end here, in fact? Or should she go back? But the time she had thought most seriously about going back,

  perversely perhaps, had been at the beginning of this end, just as many there thought of leaving. 1991, 1992. Watching from a distance as her former country worried itself into separate bloodied

  pieces, raw parts and limbs, had in turn worried Mira into a diminished rendition of herself, leeched her of her ease and humour. She had spoken frequently, near feverishly, of her need to return,

  though as Peter had rightly said there was nothing to be gained by such a move, and no practical way her presence there would help her family through the country’s dissolution. So Mira had

  not gone, had listened and watched, helpless, like so many others. And now, a lull; two and a half years into a slowness named after a meaningless American city – Dayton – which

  Mira felt did not have the ring about it of a place with authority, such as Berlin or Versailles. This ‘Dayton’ had smothered the flames of the worst conflagrations and reined in some

  of the period’s brasher brutes and war-frenziers; but Mira didn’t trust it – Dayton – and as every day and headline passed it was ever clearer that new hells lay

  ahead. There was a place still unresolved. There was Kosovo. Should she go back?




  If Peter were to die – not to indulge in morbidities, but he would die, so would she, it had to be considered, planned for – Mira thought she might go back then. What would keep her

  here? Certainly not the American or the Aristocrat or the Bigot, or any of them. Her friends? Her colleagues? Perhaps, but. There was no family. Mira felt this differently as she got older, she

  felt it in her bones, this absence of family. Of course there was Graham, and there was Clare (with whom she got on better, that was no secret) – but, again. But. Not family, truly.

  She felt it in her bones, the absence.




  The buzzer rang. Already? Mira looked at the clock. Almost ten minutes early. That was generally a bad sign. She slowed, deliberately spooning the last of the chicken broth and its potatoes and

  carrots into her mouth. An internal steeling: someone new. Referred by the Aristocrat – the daughter of one of her mother’s friends. Mira would have to find an empty file drawer in her

  storied, busy mind for a new collection of names, events, terrors, dreams, anxieties, jokes. She hoped this one had a few jokes.




  Mira got up, heavy as a horse, and buzzed her in, then waited to hear footsteps on the outer hallway’s tiles. She opened the door to a terrible sight. A white-faced woman already deep into

  crying, in the seize of crisis, tissues held to mouth, eyes red with drear and dread. Oh dear.




  ‘Come in,’ Mira said to her, thinking This girl needs to be held, knowing it was not her place to hold her. ‘Please. Are you all right?’




  The figure nodded into her tissues, apologized, ‘I’m sorry – I thought – I was all right a minute ago,’ followed Mira up the short stairway into the therapy room.

  (Peter had various joking names for it – the Confessional, the Hold, the Delivery Room.) Once inside, the woman sat down on a wide chair, still hat-and-coated. She seemed to want to keep her

  layers about her.




  Mira sat on her own familiar chair and waited. And watched. She made sure the woman had a box of tissues. She could see more of the woman now, even if she was folded into herself, wrapped in her

  coat and her apologies. She was how old, with that face? Late thirties; early forties. An uncomfortable age. She had not reached some point in her life she had hoped to reach. Her body expressed

  not just despair but disappointment.




  She came, from the sliver of voice Mira had heard so far, from the upper classes. Mira’s ear had been schooled enough now to know the difference in tones. It was a necessary talent for

  working in England, like being able to distinguish safe mushrooms from poisonous in her own country – there were distinctions one had to have the confidence to make. The vowels and manner

  gave this woman away. She evidently felt she should be able to speak normally despite whatever tore at her. She had tried again once or twice – ‘Sorry – Sorry, I’m

  just—’ but could only weep. Mira waited. She could wait as long as was necessary. She would wait for the entire near hour, if necessary.




  And when would she be able to speak again? Surely, Kate thought, she could speak. She had narrated the events before to people, knew that if she could just calm down, arrive at the place

  where what had happened to them was a story, a terrible story, but not – not – it was all around her, here, there was something about being in this room with a kind face and knowing it

  was all right to break down in this violent way, even if the woman thought she was mad, that was all right too, she’d seen mad people, she knew how to deal with them, that was the whole point

  presumably, that was precisely her professional role, to look after the mad and the distressed, and no amount of hysteria, no coughing sobs, however embarrassing, however excessive –

  Jesus, God – no amount of wanting to die, or not being able to go on, would surprise her. Would overwhelm her. Kate was permitted to do this here. Wasn’t she? She wanted

  to look up and into the doctor’s face again – it had looked kind for the instant Kate had seen it, the woman, Braverman she was called though the accent certainly wasn’t English,

  looked old and kind and long-suffering, as if she knew as much as anyone might need her to know about dreadful things happening, about pain. But Kate could not look up just then. A spasm seized her

  and instead she covered her eyes with her hand. She could not look at the world just now. Could not see it, did not want to see it. And at the same time she had to block the doctor’s view of

  her, since she did not want to be seen either, she wanted to be buried, she wanted to wrap herself in her coat and lie down and die, she did not want to have to face light or conversation or

  William or this woman or anything about being alive, about going on. She did not want to go on. ‘You’ll have to find a way to go on,’ her mother had said to her, trying,

  Kate supposed, to be helpful. And she had wanted, when she heard her mother say that, to throttle her; she had the first genuinely murderous thoughts she had ever had in her life. It was a friend

  of her mother’s who had found the name of this doctor for her to see, it was absurd really, to trek all the way to Camden Town from Kensington, the journey itself had nearly killed her. Why

  had she felt compelled to come by Tube? Some false stoicism. She had stayed tear-free on the journey, couldn’t bear to break down on the train itself, there were some humiliations she was not

  willing to allow, and no doubt that facing of humanity, of people with their coughs and their novels and their miseries and complacencies and their wretched children, their wretched babies,

  their wretched fat and pregnant bellies – that was what had wrecked Kate probably, why she had arrived at this woman’s door with nothing but weeping left within her. The moment Kate had

  rung the buzzer and not heard a prompt response, it had started. She could not help herself.




  It was getting better now, though. The sobs were turning to hiccups. That was a sign she would be able to speak soon. She would speak soon.




  She used several more tissues, tried to tidy up her face a little. She did not look at the woman sitting in the chair just across from her but tried to focus instead on the print hanging on the

  wall. It was some sort of flooded, abstract image. A blurred horizon. A bluish wash.




  ‘My name is Kate,’ Kate said in a voice thinned by its wordless exertions. ‘Last week – just over a week ago – we lost our baby.’ She said this much, but it

  was no use, it was impossible. The waters broke again, and her head dipped forward, and her shoulders resumed their customary, helpless heave.




  The poor woman. It had taken her twenty minutes to speak. When she did, finally, the story had poured from her, as crisis does. She spoke lines she clearly had before –

  not yet often enough that they were toothless and unvenomous as she uttered them, but travelling a groove of familiar detail so that she didn’t have to draw each moment anew, sketch it for

  the first time on an empty page.




  Everything had been trotting along, she said smoothly at last, while Mira listened. It had all been going fine. It had been a bit of an ordeal to get pregnant, she was older, William and she had

  married late. They had been trying for a little over a year and had eventually resorted to those depressing charts and calendars and finally, one day, she had thought of it as one of the happiest

  days—




  And here the salt rose to her eyes, and she coughed, and paused.




  ‘Perhaps I can tell you another time about that. But I did get pregnant, finally. And here we were, eight months along, nearly there. The baby – she was a girl – had been

  moving, and we’d gone through all the scans, everything looked wonderful. I could feel her kicking . . .’ She paused again; then pushed forward. ‘And then I couldn’t. I

  noticed that I hadn’t felt very much movement. For a few days. This was – we were eight months along. Did I say that? We rang the doctor, who told us it was probably fine, she was

  probably just “having a kip”, he said, but they’d be able to reassure us at the hospital, we should just go to have our minds put to rest. He didn’t sound worried, so we

  weren’t, you know? He sounded perfectly calm. So William and I went to the hospital, and we saw nurse after nurse – they kept trying to find the heartbeat, and they couldn’t. And

  then finally another doctor came up and examined me and told us that Cassandra had died.’ She swallowed. ‘And I had to stay in the hospital then and give birth to her, even though she

  was no longer alive. They gave me masses of drugs to induce labour and block the pain and I think somehow make me forget what was happening, that I had to deliver my baby, though she was already

  dead.’ She stopped. She made herself take a different direction. ‘We named her Cassandra, for one of William’s grandmothers. She was beautiful.’ Another pause. ‘There

  was no explanation of what had happened. They don’t know why. She just – she just . . .’




  It had not been the time for clinical niceties.




  ‘I’m so sorry for you and your husband,’ Mira said from her safe chair. She had remained solid, warm in the telling, a reminder of life, making it clear that she could house,

  and would, however much grief this terribly distraught woman might find within herself. Depression, anger, dissatisfaction, anxiety – those were very different states to allow room for, and

  Mira had the key to rooms and rooms of each, for her various patients. She had not known to expect this, the shriek and shred of grief, with the new patient. She thought of Francis Bacon: his wide,

  silent screaming mouths. They were the most eloquent expressions Mira knew of pain of this kind.




  What had the Aristocrat told her, in referring this woman Kate to Mira? ‘She’s a daughter of one of my mother’s friends and has gone through some horrible trauma.’

  Ignorance, or discretion, not to tell Mira more? Impossible to say. The Aristocrat was caught (wasn’t everyone?) in her own web of distress. The Aristocrat, married miserably, fearful of

  leaving her husband, fearful of being left, flagrantly betrayed as she had been (the husband had made little effort to cover his traces), unable, thus far, to have a child, and ever more coiled in

  obsession with that lack and that difficulty – for her to hear of a woman whose much-wanted and desired baby had died would perhaps have been too much to admit or to bear. There are times

  when others’ losses are a ghoulish source of comfort – Misery loves company, the English acidly and correctly said (Peter had taught her the phrase with some pride). But Mira

  knew that misery can love solitude, too – can love its own uniqueness. The Aristocrat might not have had the patience to hear of this woman’s terrible mourning. The Aristocrat was

  thoroughly, anciently English – a race that had the unnatural religion of evasion, worshiping as they did at the altar of Carrying On, Making Do, not so much the ‘stiff upper lip’

  of the cliché as learning to say, ‘Yes it was dreadful; horrible’ – and then turning away. The Aristocrat showed a face weathered to a hard, edgy humour about

  the indignities of her marriage and even her fertility problems. Mira remembered her lovely, lemonish mouth saying, ‘I’ve been probed and injected like a pig – I’ve far more

  sympathy with farm animals now than I used to. Increasingly I see a likeness between Hugo and the furious, uncooperative stallion Daddy used to loan out for stud duties – you know, breathing

  an enormous sigh and saying, God, not this again, all right, bring me my magazine and my sugar beets and a small plastic vial and I’ll do the best I can.’ Mira could not imagine

  such a person taking in the tear-stained reality of this bereaved woman, the Madonna manqué.




  When the new patient finished her recitation that morning Mira told her she could come back if she liked; or, if she preferred, Mira could refer her to another psychotherapist. The woman looked

  stricken at this suggestion. ‘No, please,’ she had said, ‘I couldn’t bear to tell the story again. I’d like to see you, if that’s all right.’ Her

  voice had such leaning in it, the knock on the door in the middle of the night, Take me in, please, please give me safe haven – Mira knew she would have to find room for her, too. For

  this new voice from the wilderness, and her flat sea of infinite grief.




  And just after she left, the Bigot. Sometimes, Peter said this to her, Mira might try to place more of a buffer between one horror and the next, it wasn’t what others did

  but Peter loyally insisted she was not like the others, that she felt these distresses more deeply. It was dear of Peter to say so but it was not true. Mira had the same protective mechanism as any

  of her colleagues, the ability to hear and collect pain and store it away from herself, outside of the main house of herself, in a back patio, a back area like the sheltered area behind the house

  she had been in as a child, her grandparents’, where there was a store of firewood and boots and spiders and shovels. A tin of paraffin for the lamps – be careful, Mira, be careful

  of the paraffin.




  Still, sometimes they did come too close together. Mira had never felt that when she was younger, closer to the rigours and certainties of her training and less far into her own particular

  peopled territory of fear and disaster. There were the patients one liked, and even looked forward to seeing, or at least didn’t mind seeing. There were surprises – like that last poor

  girl, the Mourner she might call her to Peter. (Mira always found an alias to give them, perhaps this one might be the Mourning Madonna, for she had seemed so ready to be a mother, so poised on the

  edge of that sanctified rite. It helped assuage Mira’s conscience about telling more than she ought to to Peter, if she assigned each patient an alias, which then became how she thought of

  them in her mind. Each had his place, not Howard or Jess, Caroline or Kate, but the Bigot, the American, the Aristocrat, the Mourning Madonna.) The patients one liked, the surprises – and

  then there were the patients one did not like, the patients one dreaded. The Bigot. Mira would have referred him to someone else months ago, she could see the problem from the start, but he himself

  had been referred to her by Marjorie, who thought Mira strong enough for him, and Mira did not want lose Marjorie’s good opinion by admitting that she too had been unable to stomach the man,

  his aggressive provocations, his divorce acids, his suave sarcasms. That was his finger on the buzzer now and Mira’s whole body tensed in a spring action, like a trigger.




  And she only got uglier, it seemed. The psychotherapist. Fat in her big skirts like a peasant, like a Serbian peasant. She probably had a passel of soup-sipping relatives still in Serbia and

  they were probably all torturing Croats and Muslims at this moment, or had been until the UN came in to stop their savageries – rendering people legless with mortars and shelling, raping

  their wives and destroying the future for their children. Brutes. It was why she kept such a low profile about her nationality, though Howard had learned some time ago that she was a Serb. He had

  made her tell him. ‘It seems ironic,’ he had said to her in response, ‘to be lectured at on how to live properly by someone whose nation is the scourge of Europe.’ ‘Do

  I lecture you?’ she had asked with one of those annoying half-smiles they used to taunt you. ‘It’s implied,’ he answered. ‘You’re on the right side, there.

  I’m on the wrong.’




  Ever since then, Howard had delighted in lighting small fuses under the flammable subject. ‘Worrying stories in the news,’ he said today, during a lull. ‘Things unravelling in

  Kosovo. Milošović has more horrors up his sleeve, I’ve no doubt.’




  Mira remained impassive. Look at her. She probably revered Milošović, probably thought he had been misrepresented in the Western press, was really a hero who

  had helped restore pride to her people.




  ‘I was thinking,’ he said, sitting back and opening his arms as if he were about to make some broad, inclusive point, ‘that people focus so often on one individual, right,

  Milošović, he’s a monster, he’s a Hitler, so what can anyone do? But Hitler, or Milošović, they need a

  whole country of willing followers. Couldn’t do it if the people weren’t with them. They need a country full of Nazis – or Serbs – to do their bidding. To guard the camps,

  fire the bullets, dig the mass graves. . .’




  She tensed, which was gratifying. He thought he saw her jaw clench. But he knew what was next. She would turn the tables back on him as she always did. It was part of the game they played with

  one another.




  ‘What makes you think about the Nazis?’




  ‘I should think anyone does who’s followed the Balkan disaster over the years.’




  An expensive game, certainly. But he enjoyed fending her off.




  ‘But why Nazis? What does Hitler mean to you?’




  ‘The same as to anyone.’ Sometimes her questions were absurd. He vibrated with impatience. ‘Man at his most evil. Man’s brutality to man. A psychopath. A psychopath with

  power – a sociopath – with a people to follow him.’




  She drew a breath. And have you ever felt brutality in yourself?’




  ‘What, do you mean on a bad day do I see myself as a Nazi?’




  She made a brisk noise of impatience, a bit like a cow in a field, breathing out through her wide nose with some vehemence. Ha. She was not supposed to let him see that he had managed to

  wind her up. One point to you, Howard.




  ‘I wonder why you think about brutality. Why you’re interested in it.’




  He waved an impatient hand in the direction of the print on the wall. Supposed to be soothing, he supposed: gentle, flowing colours of no significance. The picture irked him. Some joker’s

  idea of Art. ‘Because it’s on the bloody television every time you switch it on. Serbs behaving like barbarians. Locking people in camps, mass executions, all that. And as I’m

  sure you’re aware, Mrs Braverman, it is about to erupt again now. In Kosovo. You must be worried.’




  ‘An accord was signed for peace. Why do you choose to ignore that?’




  ‘Peace! I don’t believe Dayton will hold, not for another bloody minute. And nor do you, I imagine. Not as long as Milošović is sending his men

  out to terrify the Albanians. That doesn’t strike me as much like peace. Or am I missing something?’




  She paused. She was going to try a different line of attack, he could see that.




  ‘What about your relation with Richard in this regard?’




  ‘Richard?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What relation? What does Richard have to do with it?’




  ‘I wondered about the dream you had about him.’




  ‘Ah yes, the famous Richard dream. Months of material there. What of it?’




  ‘In the dream, at the park, Richard talked of visiting you among the brutes.’




  ‘Yes, animals, he meant. Creatures. I don’t know what word it was—’




  ‘You said “brutes”.’




  ‘Did I?’




  ‘Yes. You speculated that perhaps he thought you were rather “brutish” towards his girlfriend, Joelle. That the dream was perhaps a reference to that.’




  Their fucking memories. That was one reason he hated her. She could remember every bloody thing he had ever said to her. This single dream of his – a dream, for God’s sake

  – was forever being used as a damning reflection of his entire personality.




  ‘You seemed to think that Richard views you as in some measure wild,’ the therapist continued mildly. ‘Not tame.’




  ‘Yes, well, he’s a self-righteous arsehole, my son, if you’ll pardon the expression.’ All right, might as well give it to her. This is what she wanted, after all.

  ‘Not what you’re supposed to say about your own son, is it? And his girlfriend, Joelle, is an insufferable nag, and I may have told him so once, and he may have taken offence. He may

  have felt I was a brute to say so. Truth-tellers are never appreciated as they should be. Are they?’




  Mira said nothing. But he was sure he could see her shoulders loosen, relax.




  ‘I don’t really hold with your view that that bloody dream, with the park and the shit on my hands and the fact that my son called me a brute or something like it, tells us

  everything we need to know about myself and my son. More to the point, I’d say, is that Richard has recently been offered some frightfully good job – siphoning off people’s

  life savings, or some such – in Kent. Where, as you may remember, his mother lives. Sheer coincidence? Or Oedipal inevitability? I don’t know, Mira, you tell me.’




  ‘You are telling yourself, Howard.’ She sat straighter. ‘And that’s where we have to finish for today, I’m afraid.’




  He started to say something, ‘Fuck,’ or ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ but stopped himself. His eyes were hot with loathing. He tried to control his voice so as not to give

  her the thrill of victory.




  ‘Just as it was getting interesting. What a shame.’




  But she had won, in any case. He wanted to hit her. How polite these bloody stupid rooms were, like tea parties. Sitting civilized and polite when really what he wanted to do was to stand up and

  smack that slight Serbian smirk off her wide, unriled, peasant-doctor face. Give her a taste of what her people had been doing to everyone else.




  Now that it was March there was beginning to be a sense that the darkness would retreat. One could imagine the longer evenings again, one could imagine – fragrant streams

  of daffodils and narcissi helped one to imagine – the stretching of light and blankets on the grass for picnics. Not that Mira and Peter ever picnicked, though they were a short walk from the

  park. Mira found Regent’s Park oddly forbidding, with its dogs and its toddlers and its lone readers of Marx or McEwan. Packs of children on weekends colonizing the broad expanse of lawn for

  their sports games, or enjoying an unpaid portion of the zoo, glimpsing the bored, cold elephants and smartly housed penguins. Mira preferred the green of the countryside near Clare and

  Graham’s home to this tidied greenery – Avon, a place that had sheep and hills and farms that reminded her, by some scent or creature-bleat, of the countryside she had known as a

  child.




  Peter felt otherwise, Mira knew. He was quite passionate about Regent’s Park, had been coming since he was a young Londoner. The place was his childhood and adolescence: these tended many

  acres were Peter’s forests and rivers, his cool orchard evenings and flower-lit hillsides. If Peter had not had frogsong over black ponds or chickens in the backyard scratching and chuckling,

  wolves on occasion and the folk memory of bears, he had at least known the park’s birdchoir at dawn and its scuttling rabies-free squirrels, a hundred varieties of dog and the great colourful

  splash of the waterfowl. Peter loved the manufactured waters of Regent’s Park and the birdlife they nurtured, the dark-browed swans and scooting coots. Mira and Peter strolled there together,

  walks on which she admired Peter’s long strides and saw pleasure loosen his muscles as he ambled towards one of the child-sized bridges, his pockets full of bread ends to toss to the overfed

  ducks. ‘They’re not just ducks, Mira,’ he told her, with the lecturer’s earnest, abstracted gaze. ‘There is an extraordinary variety here – widgeons and teals

  and mergansers . . .’ How happy he was here, feeding the birds like a boy. It was impossible not to take delight in the delights of the person you loved. They should walk there again, soon.

  It struck Mira that Peter had not suggested it lately.




  Peter could do with better company than Mira for his park constitutionals. A dog, for example. If it weren’t for her, Peter would have a dog. He had had one in Oxford, Molly she was called

  – black, Mira had seen some pictures, she did not know what sort though he had told her. Molly had died just before Mira and Peter met, and they were both certain their courtship would have

  been different if the dog had been alive to be a part of it. Peter spoke of Molly still as if she were an old girlfriend he might have married, or a boyhood cousin he’d lost in the war.

  ‘Yes, Molly and I used to enjoy that pub. There’s a lovely garden area in the back.’ ‘That was one of my favourite walks with Molly; afterwards, we used to stop in the

  bookshop and browse, occasionally look to see if they carried any of my translations.’ If Mira were to die before Peter, he would almost certainly get another dog. The dog would help him

  through. And she – the dog – would trot alongside him happily as they made the rounds of Regent’s Park, watch him adoringly as he daily fed the ducks, bark occasionally over the

  flap-spattering of wings.




  Mira could also imagine Peter there with a child – a grandchild, surely Graham and Clare would provide one. That would be good for Peter, to exercise that paternal feeling he had never

  quite found room for. He had had Graham, of course, but that had not been a planned adventure. Peter felt a failure with regard to Graham, Mira sensed – he did not know how much he had given

  the boy, still lived in subdued fear of him. When Mira and Peter visited their friends with children, or now grandchildren, Mira saw and wondered at Peter’s fatherly knack, his ability to

  climb down and experience the world from that height of three or four feet. He was able to understand children’s small and searing concerns: to speak, to be heard, to be recognized, to have

  cake. He gave them cake and recognition. He would beam, showing the ducks to a child. The child would listen to his recitation of names. Peter would be wonderfully content, she suspected, to show a

  child the vast plain of Regent Park’s upper stretch, pretending that herds of elephants had once grazed there, that the direct descendants from that once wild herd now stood nearby, in the

  zoo.




  Mira could not follow Peter into such a conversation. There were many imaginative areas they shared (Beckett, Dostoevsky, Florence, certain rooms at the National Gallery – plenty of it,

  acres) and others that remained distinct and private. It was how they both wanted it to be. Happiest together, in many ways, reading in the living room, each looking up from time to time, sharing a

  joke or a line or a patch of light from a given page with the other.




  And so often in these recent years Mira had gone somewhere Peter could not go. He knew the faces – they had travelled to Beograd perhaps half a dozen times over the years, he had met the

  important people, her sister Svetlana, the children Jasna and Josip, Mira’s mother while she lived, a scattering of cousins. But Peter could never hear them as she did, their voices in her

  head asking her unanswerable questions, demanding impossible responses. Mira contained within her their fear and their disgust, their flares of rage and their sense of onslaught; a catastrophe

  unasked for, unwanted, transforming every single person in what had been a beautiful if complicated landscape into a martyr, a coward, a monster, a hypocrite. There were no good choices and there

  was nobody left uncut or unscarred. It was Svetlana Mira spoke to mostly, and she told Peter of these conversations in abbreviated, English versions, never in her own tongue. He did not have more

  than a smattering of Serbo-Croat; if sometimes she spoke a paragraph or two in her schoolgirl Russian he would follow her, but she could not tell him fully what she thought. And what point was

  there in dragging Peter into everything that was most wretched about the wars when it was not his family or his country that had been tearing at itself like a dog gnawing its own leg to escape from

  the trap? Mira did not want to poison him with it. She wanted to protect him, not that he asked for protection.




  Peter, for his part, urged her to think of other things. He could see how the news corroded her, and though he did not blame her, he tried to nose her out of such thoughts (perhaps, yes, as a

  dog might). It made her feel more than ever that the English were an alien citizenry, washed up on the shore of her life like some blunt, opaque sea glass. The English neither loved nor hated with

  the rooted, historic passion she had grown up knowing – they hated rather with a slow, sly simmer (although if drunk, one football fan could pummel another into a bloody mass and not much

  regret it in the morning). That phlegmatism may have been one of the reasons she had made her home with them, yet it was a reason now that they could seem, on a bad day, a damp people, never on

  fire. The English were lizards, Mira had once declared to Peter. Their blood ran cold. Yet she treated them; they were her patients. They came to her for solace. Whatever colour or temperature

  their blood, she must not lose hold of her work – Peter said it often and it was true, it was the ballast, it was the one fixed place other than her love for her own Englishman, for Peter.

  And her work was to hold and soothe their particular pains. She must get on with it. She must keep listening. And if all that mattered to a person was the birth or not of their beloved, wanted

  child – if that was what all war and famine and blood-poured violence reduced to, and nothing was important about vengeful religious hatreds and lustful grabs for power and a century or three

  of colonizers and tyrants and on and on into the darker ages – well then, her job, Mira’s, was to sit still in herself and listen. A doctor, a wise German woman Mira had encountered in

  her training, who had helped persuade her that this was work worth doing – this Dr Baum had told Mira always to find within her the answering voice to that of the patient. It was a constant

  challenge. The task was what made this work, if one did it properly, extraordinarily demanding. Thank God she did not have children; a person could not, Mira believed, have children and patients

  both. The best doctors, Baum had told her, were those with quiet lives whose noise and fury were expended in the engagement with their patients.




  And so. If someone came to her eaten alive by the pain of losing her baby, Mira must find an answering pain, unspoken of course, that would give her voice or even her silence some resonance.

  Some truth. Mira was not a mother. She never had been. She had decided early in her life that she did not want a child: early, in Yugoslavia, for a complexity of reasons, after she had seen how the

  experience changed her sister. Mira would not lose herself to another as Svetlana had lost herself to that dear tiny daughter, Jasna, and later to her son Josip. Mira would work, and study, and

  move to England. She would choose a different course, one hard to find a picture of in the rooms and streets she had grown up in. She would not have a child.




  Which was not to say there had not once been that possibility; that there had not once stepped a sequence of days in which a new life had tentatively resided inside her.




  







  Two




  April




  It had fallen to Clare to set up this visit, as it often did. She had become the keeper of the familial calendar.




  If you married someone, you married his family as well. To have and to hold. For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health. Till death relieved you of the burden.

  Clare believed this. Her own childhood had been perforated by sharp disagreements between her mother and the Harrogate grandmother, Granny Alice; she remembered bitter, furtive exchanges about

  bedtimes and clothing, religion and manners. Furtive, as if Clare and Sara hadn’t been aware of the bottled antipathy between their mother and her mother-in-law. Their father taking

  newspaperish shelter from the battle, or settling stolid-shouldered in front of the television as the women boiled and troubled among themselves.




  In her own marriage Clare wanted peace across in-law lines. She hoped never to issue the phrase, ‘Your mother – ’ with that particular threatening lilt.




  She had married Graham knowing his family situation was irregular. This was part of his appeal to Clare, that beneath his competent, shirt-and-tied exterior, Graham Thomas shielded some

  fundamental uncertainties. Smoothly, fluently, he might discuss properties and contracts, and dates for taking possession – there was something in the solicitors’ language that was

  deeply foreign and masculine to Clare – but there was a corollary swagger that he lacked. He lacked the solidity of a man who knows his father.




  She had seen this during the very first lunch they had together. A surprise, to be asked by one of the solicitors for lunch. Clare had been working in the Bath office as a temp, planning to stay

  only until she found a more plausible position: working in such a hushed and proper environment was a mistake for her; she was better suited to work with charities, or children – people who

  needed her help, who she could feel a bit sorry for. The clients Graham’s firm served were, on the whole, comfortable and self-satisfied and she could not always help but dislike them, and

  could not always help but show it. For this, it seemed, Graham had noticed her.




  Over lunch they had traded pocket résumés – university experiences, work histories, geographies of significance. Clare had briefly sketched her family: father a Yorkshireman,

  chemist by profession, gardener and cricketer by passion; mother an Avon housewife, happier after the family returned to the south from Harrogate, who derived great pleasure from living in a home

  that had a name rather than a numerical address (The Willows, Lee Lane, Bath); sister a student still, in style and opinions if not in fact. When Clare asked after his family in return, Graham had

  subtly contracted. He spoke of his mother, Lydia, who worked at the Oxford University Press. His father was an academic who lived in London, but folded under this reference had been a white, stiff

  silence, an evasion. An ugly divorce between the parents, Clare had assumed, a common enough story, but later, on an evening out together for a film and some Chinese food, Graham had told her that

  his parents had never been married in the first place. That his mother, unmarried, had decided to ‘keep’ a child his father had neither anticipated nor desired, a decision his father

  never even became aware of until Graham himself was seven, and the two were introduced to one another for the first time by a woman who temporarily took on a god-like mantle, creating life where

  there had been none.




  ‘So technically, I’m a bastard,’ Graham said, a practised line obviously meant to diffuse embarrassment or curiosity, though in Clare it inspired both, along with a seedling of

  pity for the man who had lost his father right at the beginning, when he was too young to know anything or protest. Before you were born, she kept thinking. Your father was gone before

  you were even born, and the pathos of the line stirred what became her great if secretly sorrowful passion for Graham. She understood that the father was restored to him later, but surely by

  then it would have been too late? In the beginning, when it mattered, there had been a blank.




  ‘I see him now,’ Graham had told Clare. ‘As I say, he lives in London. He’s been married for years to a woman from Yugoslavia. A Serbian.’ In the year they met

  – 1995 – Sarajevo was still burning in the collective memory and the word Serbian could seem in itself a slap or a curse. She saw Graham’s lip curl as he said it. ‘A

  Serbian?’ she repeated. But what could Clare say? It had to be true that some were different, it wasn’t as though each and every Serb had been shelling innocent children in breadlines.

  ‘Do they have children?’ was all she could think of to ask.




  ‘No.’




  Graham looked to an upper corner of the room. A dusty speaker dispensed scrapings of some unfamiliar Chinese music, redolent of water chestnuts and ginger and field after field of rice-wet

  green.




  Children. Graham had never imagined it, actually, his father and Mira producing a child between them. The thought had never crossed his mind. He was fifteen when his father, a man whose

  shape had become familiar but who was still not (never would be) known, had told Graham rather sheepishly there was a woman he wanted his son to meet, a woman he planned to marry. All was

  hormones and exam prep for Graham at the time, though he had watched enough television to entertain a brief fantasy that his father would usher some busty bottled blonde into their lives. (A

  Yugoslavian group had entered the Eurovision Song Contest that year – Graham had watched the programme with his mother, lobbing continual sarcastic comments at the screen that had made her

  laugh – and the buxom lead singer had continued to visit him for weeks afterwards in the dark privacy of his room.)




  In the event, Graham met an ash-haired, serious woman whose roundness was not of the kind he had wolfishly imagined, whose humour did not correspond to his, whose smell was foreign and whose

  deep voice off-putting. Her body spoke, it seemed, in an unfriendly way to him, although the words themselves were amiable, if accented. He took some pleasure imitating her speech patterns later to

  Lydia. We’ll go to cafe. Would you like to take satchel? Graham sensed that this woman, his father’s intended wife, was unwilling to take him in. That was all right. Graham

  didn’t need to be taken in. He had a mother already.




  Years later, when the wars came, and he along with everyone watched that compromise country, Yugoslavia, fall into its separate selves, Graham felt vindicated in what he had always suspected

  about Mira. He saw her determined armies seizing territories, her vicious sons eviscerating those who dared break away from Tito’s shattered dream, and he felt all the embittered ire as if he

  himself were a Croat or Muslim or proud Slovene, sheltering in a rubbled building from merciless mortar fire, hoping desperately that his wife would not be raped, his children not murdered before

  his eyes.




  ‘No,’ he had said again to Clare. ‘They didn’t have children.’ Thank God that they didn’t.




  The food cooled. The speakers scraped. Graham had taken a risk in talking to her this way, a temp from the office, who might still choose to shrug and retreat. She was, he thought, even now

  wondering whether to fall back into the suits and properties of their formal relationship or move forward into something else. Another bottle of wine and an exchange of further intimacies, or count

  the minutes until they asked for the bill, and leave it there? It would be a shame to lose her: the curve of her fair hair, the warm blue of her pooled eyes, the lips he had needed to kiss since he

  had first met her in that desert-dry office. But he would manage without her, if he had to. Of course he would.




  Whereas Clare, for her part, was only trying to stop herself issuing impossible sentences to this man she hardly knew. She wanted to say, ‘It’s all right,’ ‘It

  doesn’t matter,’ ‘I love you anyway.’ She could not say any such thing. Clare could not say anything at all. All she could do – and how did she find the boldness, ten

  years younger than this solicitor? – was put her hand over his, a tentative gesture but a noticed one, before pulling it back towards her wine glass and taking a restorative sip.




  And for that gentleness, he loved her. For that hand over his. She could see it.




  It had fallen to her to set up this visit, and if Clare minded that less than she sometimes did it was because on this occasion she had her own reasons for going to London. It

  was a campaign stop, a reconnaissance mission. She needed help of a particular sort: she needed help in the project of having children. Graham was reluctant, and they had reached an impasse about

  it. Yes, eventually, he’d say to her with obvious discomfort, when everything in Clare said, Not eventually but now. Now. Now.




  It was never easy to persuade Graham to see Peter and Mira, and this she had not expected. Once you had married the family of the person you had chosen, it seemed wrong that it then fell to you

  to maintain those relations on his behalf. Clare did not ask Graham to remember her sister’s birthday or send cards to Granny Alice, now in a home and scarcely able to speak or recognize or

  remember. Clare wrote the thank-you notes in Graham’s name to her father for the books he sometimes sent along to Graham – The Country Garden, for example, or Border

  Perennials. (Her father had, charitably, manufactured gardening as a common interest with his son-in-law, whose hands rarely touched the raw earth.)




  Graham’s mother, Lydia, Clare needn’t worry over: Lydia rang, they visited, cards were exchanged on the appropriate occasions and holidays could be spent in one another’s

  company – Christmas last year, crackers and plum pudding and nobody argued. Graham teased his mother, reassured her, gave her advice (cars; money) and kept a conspicuous silence on the

  subject of her companion of the past several years, a divorced art teacher named Christopher with a drooping moustache and a face like a bloodhound, who painted large moody canvases of people lost,

  separated, and uncertain.




  With Peter and Mira it was far more difficult. Clare generally had to set something up herself, as she had rung Peter to arrange today’s lunch with them in London. Clare did not understand

  the relationship. Even now, married over a year to Graham, together for three, she felt like some bungling diplomat, assigned to a strange country whose methods of negotiation she did not grasp.

  Months would pass with no contact between them at all, not a telephone call or a postcard. She knew that Graham’s father – Graham often referred to him as ‘Peter’ –

  travelled often, for academic conferences or to visit Mira’s family or just because he and Mira could, and they enjoyed it. Perhaps, they’d mention over lunch, they recently spent a

  weekend in Amsterdam or had gone to Paris for an art exhibition. But there was never a postcard. How hard would it have been for him – or her, for that matter – to write a card?

  Wasn’t that the least they could do? Clare minded that, though she felt narrow, suburban, for minding.




  She believed the difficulty had something to do with the Balkans, but she did not altogether understand what. Graham seemed to blame Mira for the war, the wars. But was a person to be held

  responsible for the policies of a government she had nothing to do with, that was miles away, over which she had no control? Was a person to be reviled for the actions of her fellow countrymen?

  That wasn’t the point, Graham told her crisply, and this had been a conversation in which Clare had felt herself to be younger than Graham, as if he understood more than she did, and she

  could not decide whether to embrace or resist the feeling. He had a strong argument that people were inescapably the products of their nations, and in the worst years (Srebrenica, Sarajevo), he

  felt that Mira was somehow on the side of the Serb nationalists. All right, she deplored the fighting and the bloodshed, that was easy enough to do, but Mira also seemed to think there were

  reasons, there were causes, and she resolutely rejected the suggestion that unfettered aggression of Milošović or Karadžić’s kind was not so far away from that of the Germans during the Second World War. There had been a terrific row between Graham and Mira at the peak of the Bosnia

  devastation. (You know nothing about the Nazis, she had shouted at him, and when he tried to explain what he knew and had studied, she would not listen.) Her blindnesses, Graham explained to

  Clare, were national blindnesses. And yours aren’t? it had occurred to Clare to ask, but the anger on his mouth warned her off the question. Something was wrong or unsaid in Graham’s

  report of this disagreement, Clare suspected, but she was not quite old or brave enough to discover what it was.




  The fact was, the car made a hum at high speeds. Graham heard it, dismayed. That’s how you knew it wasn’t German. Or Swedish. Mark’s Saab, for instance, could cruise along at

  eighty with hardly a whisper. Graham had noticed it when they drove together to speak with one of their clients at her stately home. Mark was very pleased with his Saab. You could take the top down

  on a good day, and it was sleek and blue and told you everything you might want to know on its high-tech panel – how many miles till you ran out of petrol, outdoor temperature, latest

  football scores, the FTSE index. (It wouldn’t be long, would it: a touch of one of the control-panel buttons and up would pop your e-mails, text messages from the mobile, a line from your

  wife, perhaps, telling you not to forget to pick up a pint of milk and a loaf of bread on the way home.) Of course, Mark wasn’t married; he had the Saab instead. If you were married, you had

  to make do with a Peugeot. That was apparently how it worked. If you were married you must have a house, and furniture, and everything about living became mysteriously more expensive, and the car

  had to be tame and easy to keep up and not merely beautiful, an object of desire. And London, that near and distant Mecca towards which the Peugeot was now serviceably speeding, remained several

  long strides out of reach. One reason Graham so disliked going there was that the city tempted him so, its throngs and languages and intelligences. Its massive, sprawling centrality. He had always

  wondered whether he was equal to it and had failed to give himself a chance to find out. If they were to have children now – Clare did go on at him about it, making him itch – London

  and a life of interest would disappear entirely. Graham would be trapped in their nice little house on a quiet street in a south-western city, consigned to years of television and pleasant dinners

  rather than vibrant nights and sustaining conversations. Sharing his prison quarters with this affectionate, pretty, unexpected woman who now had the right to that strange moniker, his

  wife.




  How had it happened? This was a question Graham could not answer. How had it happened that he, a boy who knew nothing of marriage, having not grown up with such a thing over his own head, had

  taken on the mantle at this mid-thirtyish stage? Once he had done it, married Clare, it seemed the only and obvious thing to have done, but right up to that point he had not imagined having that

  contract in his life. It seemed unnatural to him, not that people should live alongside one another and love one another, but that the arrangement should be packaged up and bar-coded in the

  traditional hat-and-champagned fashion. He had attended various friends’ weddings, school friends, university friends, as if he were an old lady tottering along to a rugby match, unsure of

  the rules of the game but wanting to make a good show by going. He had guessed it to be a social convention, like drinking tea in the afternoon or sending out Christmas cards, that he himself would

  forgo. Then he had seen the curve of Clare’s hair, and felt the forgiveness of her hand, and heard the catch in her voice, and he had found himself enquiring whether he might sign on for

  having her with him indefinitely by issuing certain promises aloud in the company of relatives and mates, people expecting good food, after, and possibly dancing.




  And still it occurred to him, as it had almost daily in the past year, how strange it was to be married. He understood now the jokes and clichés of bondage – ‘Enjoy the ball

  and chain, lad,’ his father-in-law, admittedly drunk, had said to him that day at the reception, though something a bit lighter, a rope or a tether, was the image that came to Graham’s

  mind. He loved Clare. There was no doubt that he did. But there was something so odd, suddenly, in having a witness and collaborator on hand for all situations, even those one could handle quite

  adequately on one’s own. There was always company. No thoughts could move free and uncharted any more. If you had a system for dealing with your parents, for example, their

  eccentricities and selfishnesses, their irritabilities and irritations, this system was now exposed to scrutiny and interrogation. Graham rolled down the window. It had become rather hot as they

  approached the capital, with its excesses of vehicles and soot and human complications.




  ‘Will you tell them, Peter and Mira,’ Clare said, more or less out the car window, ‘that we’re driving back to Oxford, after, to spend the night at your

  mother’s?’ She was watching a neighbouring car for something, he could not see what. A child’s face? A woman’s expression?
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