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About the Book

Stephanie Sandford, recently widowed, must tell her family the truth. But the past is indistinct and it’s complicated. First, there was her mum, who developed an anxious streak after marrying the wrong Reg. And then there was the young man from the dairy who gave Stevie swimming lessons before he broke her heart. War came, and four years chopping root vegetables in the canteen of the Sun Pat peanut factory on the Old Kent Road. Then the wet London nights, with the Doodle Bugs slipping through the sky like huge silvery fish. It’s not until she’s under an umbrella with Jonathan – dark hair and seaweed eyes – that Stevie finally starts to sense safety.

Meanwhile, Michael Royston’s memories are squashed into a shoebox (along with Queen Matilda’s Dicken Medal for bravery) ready for his move into hospital. Years ago, he trained military carrier pigeons for the Royal Corps of Signals in Cairo so it’s ironic that his own homecoming has taken a lifetime. Michael has never been good at putting things into words; he’s more comfortable with the click of Morse code. But Anna, a young healthcare assistant, has the patience – and rare tenderness – to eke out his story. And so he begins.


About the Author

Jennie Rooney was born in Liverpool in 1980. She read History at the University of Cambridge and taught English in France before moving to London to work as a lawyer. Inside the Whale is her first novel.


Stevie

MY MUM WAS in her element during that hot September of 1939.

Over the years, she had developed a nervous streak. We became accustomed to hearing her mutter about the dangers of the motor car as she chopped onions. She fretted about untied shoelaces and ribbons on cardigan sleeves. She baulked at ponytails that could be yanked by any passing madman, and wrote letters to The Times about the perils of air travel, citing the misfortunes of a distant cousin who had been blown off course at the opening of the Greenwich Railway in a hot-air balloon and had crash-landed on the railway arches at London Bridge. She believed that any child who had the misfortune to place so much as a slice of cucumber in its mouth after having retrieved it from the floor would face an imminent and almost certain death.

Birthdays were particularly dangerous occasions as far as my mum, Vivien, was concerned. The very idea of carrying a cake bursting with naked flames into a darkened room made her left eye twitch. Vivien would lay a small bowl of water next to each person’s plate which we all had to clasp as the cake entered the room, our knees bent in readiness to extinguish the flames at the first sign of unruliness among the candles.

We woke up early on the first Sunday of September that year, and it felt like Christmas Day. My brothers put on their school uniforms for church, and left them on all day because everybody knew that if there was going to be a war, it was going to start then, and they wanted to be ready for it. I was wearing a pair of scrubbed white gloves that were reserved for special occasions and a navy blue pinafore that was getting rather too tight around the bust to be altogether seemly.

The war was announced at eleven o’clock. We were all in Mrs Bartram’s yard at Number 10, listening to Chamberlain on the wireless that she had balanced precariously next to a dead bee on the kitchen windowsill. Number 7 were there too. I picked up Mrs Bartram’s cat and ran my hand up its back towards its head. It growled at me as Chamberlain announced that we were at war and I noticed that the inside of its mouth was a surprisingly fierce shade of red.

I spent the afternoon with my younger brothers, Eddy and George, filling bags with government sand that had been left at the end of our road. At first we tried to be solemn, but the sand stayed between our toes and settled into the cracks of our hands and the bags ended up bulging with turreted sandcastles and small sculptures of domestic animals.

Meanwhile, our house was slowly filling up with water. Vivien was gleefully hiding brimming bowls under the settee and balancing full glass bottles next to our beds. She left heavy long-handled pans to ripple excitedly on the sideboard in the front room and hung rugs over the doors to allow for the quick smothering of fires. She lined the edges of the windows with putty and stuffed the chimney with newspaper. She placed a pile of neatly folded damp flannels on the mantelpiece in case of a sudden gas attack on the front room.

It was generally assumed, although never openly admitted, that if any part of the house were going to be invaded, it would undoubtedly be the front room. It had the nice curtains, after all. We lined the sandbags along the front wall in keeping with this accepted proposition and piled tins of condensed milk under the table in case of a siege. We planted cress in old cigarette tins and placed them on the windowsill, to prevent scurvy.

Vivien sighed happily as she looked around at all the precautions she was now allowed, if not obliged, to take. She slept more deeply that night than I had ever known, her hair splayed dramatically over the pillow and her arms hanging carelessly from the sides of the bed, snoring softly.

So that is how I remember the beginning of the war. Wet flannels and sand, and cress growing from damp cotton wool folded flatly in tins. There were no maps spread across the kitchen table, no series of small swastikas marking Hitler’s progress through the smaller countries of Europe, like in the history books that came after. There was no talk in our yard of concentration camps or of the rise of European dictatorship or of German economic stagnation. I know all that now, but it has been added later, laid gently over the bits I remember, like tracing paper.

And that is the problem with the beginnings of things.


Michael

IT IS A STRANGE thing, sleeping with morphine. It rocks you, gathers you into its dark arms, and slithers with you over the surface of sleep. It softens nightmares like bath-water, and dulls the crashing, skidding pain in my throat. In the mornings I feel it pricking the edges of my skin, nestling in the cracks of my elbows and along my spine. It leaves my mind empty, alert. In the mornings, I remember everything.

I remember sequences of kings and queens, and the order of stations on the Northern Line, both branches. I remember Darwin’s lists of sub-races of pigeons, and how to tell a gurney from a logan. And I remember the long stories that Brendan Hardcastle used to tell me after school when we sat with swinging legs on the high wall that ran along the back of our yards, for Brendan always knew everything before I did.

It was Brendan who first told me about Mr Samuel Finley Breese Morse. He told me that, in 1844, Sam Morse attended the first public exhibition of his newly invented code. The display was held in the chamber of the Supreme Court of the United States of America in Washington. A young lady came forward and selected the words that Sam Morse was to send to his associate in Baltimore. She laid a piece of paper on the table in front of him, and the first message ever to be transmitted via an insulated electromagnetic wire was tapped out in full view of the US Commissioner of Patents, the young lady’s father.

The message arrived in Baltimore and was sent back over the same wire, and both times it asked the same question: What hath God wrought?

Twice transmitted, twice greeted with gasps, and twice left hanging, unanswered and ignorant of its own magnitude. After all, the twentieth century was not yet so much as a glint in the eye of the 1800s and that young lady could not possibly have known what the twentieth century would bring for two small boys swinging their legs over a back wall in 1931.

But what Brendan could not yet tell me was that ninety-seven years after that first message was sent, at the age of twenty and with a dent of forty-one years already blown into the sides of the new century, we would be wedging our knees into the dusty cracks of the Abyssinian desert and flattening our Royal Signals hats against our chests as Alf’s body was lowered into the ground. He could not tell me that when he turned his burnt neck to look at me that day I would not be able to hold his eyes, and that as I lay awake in bed that night I would remember the young lady in the chamber of the Supreme Court and I would think to myself, What indeed?

In the mornings, mostly, I remember that.


Stevie

I’LL TRY AGAIN.

I was born in 1924. I gave birth in 1941. I married in 1945. A thin discrepancy, but an obvious one, like the gap between a pair of front teeth.

After I left school, I spent four years chopping root vegetables in the canteen of the Sun Pat peanut factory on the Old Kent Road. I had wanted to be a teacher with a high collar and a bag for my books with a clasp that snapped shut, but instead I found myself arranging pale cabbages on trays and chopping carrots into perfect cubes. They made me stand on a wooden box so that my elbows didn’t disturb the other women.

But already I am skipping things. That is not the absolute beginning. I need to be more thorough.

I was originally named as a question, my first two names being scratched drippily onto my birth certificate in reverse. May Stephanie Ponder? The nurse tutted at Vivien, plunging me in cold water as she warned that no child with a question mark at the end of its name would ever be able to sleep. Night or day. Vivien took me home and I lay wide-eyed in my cot, wrapped in blue cotton with white edges, unable even to blink. She had to dab my eyes with spittle on a ball of cotton wool to stop them from drying out completely.

Five months later I was crossed out and re-entered into the parish register, this time as a permission, and a possibility. Stephanie May Ponder. The vicar nodded his head sagely and pressed his thumb into the dip above my nose for a second time and I slept for two days.

Vivien was employed by a local property solicitor to copy out deeds in immaculate copperplate onto thick yellow paper. She did this at the kitchen table, lining her pen nibs up in front of the salt and pepper and spreading her fingers defensively when we came too close to the inkpot. In the evenings, she sat in the chair next to the fire and sewed box pleats into pastel-coloured skirts and realigned the hems of flat-fronted trousers. She hung the finished garments along the curtain rail in her bedroom where they flapped against the glass like prisoners until they were collected.

My dad worked as a tube driver for London Transport, leaving the house noisily before dawn and returning in the afternoon with dry eyes and swept-back hair. A soft breeze would rattle the window in its pane as he approached, and Vivien would purse her lips and dutifully remove the net from her hair. When the government announced its plan to turn the Metropolitan Line into a circle, the thought of it was too much for my dad to bear. He lay down in the front room with a loud sigh and announced that enough was enough.

After that, he spent a lot of time lying in the crack between the crumb-coloured cushions on the settee. He smelt of old books with crackly pages. Sometimes we didn’t see him for weeks. We lived around the settee but not on it. He would come back to us by blinking loudly without warning, gasping for air, and we would look at him in surprise, wrinkling our noses as if he were a forgotten sandwich with dry curling corners and brown lettuce.

He didn’t seem to notice the others. His arm would reach out, beckoning me closer, ignoring my sister and my brothers who were busily pattering sideways out of the door, trying to avoid the creaky floorboard. His hand would clamp around my wrist and he would ask me questions, small and round questions that shone like lost pennies as he held them out to me. It was our only form of communication.

The questions became more specialised as the months went on. At first, they took general, primary themes. Capital cities of Europe, prime number sequences, spellings with silent Gs lurking at the edges. I graduated to the capital cities of Asia on the day my teacher called me to the front of the class to announce that I was going to Houghton Hall in North Dulwich because I had won a scholarship and that everyone had to clap and call me Stephanie from now on because Stevie was no name for a girl in a boater hat.

My dad questioned me on the inner workings of electro-magnetic induction rings on the day my first period came and I cried because I didn’t know the answer. I didn’t usually cry. And then there were conjugations in Latin that I practised at school and carried home carefully in mauve exercise books to show him.

I had to learn poems and recite them to him with feeling. My dad did not like to be looked at during poems. So instead I would stand at the window and shout ‘Sea Fever’ at passers-by with my scholarship-white gloves clasped in front of me, and my dad would shut his eyes and smile and then roll back into the crack between the settee and the cushions and I would be dismissed.

The day before he died, he asked me if I knew the square root of minus two.

I told him that there wasn’t one.

It became the last thing I ever said to him, and it was only as the coffin was lowered into the ground and I heard Vivien breathe out completely for the first time in ten years that I realised I had questions of my own I had never dared to ask.

It was arranged that I was to leave Houghton Hall after that. On 21 October 1937, which was a Thursday, I exchanged my white cotton gloves with satin buttons for blue factory ones, packed my newly-found vowel sounds into my pencil case along with my Latin verbs, and zipped it tightly shut as I walked from the gates.

I met Michael a week later. I can picture his face as if it were right there in front of me. Not as he was when I last saw him. When I think of Michael, it is as he was when he was a boy, at the beginning of everything.

Before he disappeared.

But I must try harder to remember the other things. After all, his is not the face I want to remember.


Michael

I DREAM OF the Sorrowful Mysteries. I count them in my head, up to five, my fingers gripping the beads of my rosary as I sleep. My God, My God, why have you forsaken me? I wake up suddenly, always at the same point, my throat too large for my neck. I thirst. I tilt my head and look around, groping for my glasses. I lift them to my eyes and, just for a second, in the half-light of my empty bedroom, I see Alf slumped faintly against the wall, next to the fireplace.

Is that delusional?

My brother, Ben, was three years older than me and I thought he was the funniest person in the whole world. He once told me that our father’s Great-Great-Great-Uncle James had tried to shoot King George III in an attempt to hasten the Second Coming of Christ. Apparently, it was thought that one event would precipitate the other, although the exact details of the causative link remained opaque. Our father did not like to be reminded of this particular relative. He felt it reflected badly on him.

My father owned a small urban dairy in the Borough, and we lived in the rooms above the shop. He was a very precise man, tall and silvery with huge arms that looked as though they might be comforting to be held in, and a long stretch in his fingers. He synchronised all the clocks in the house every morning and sent blank postcards to himself once a week, telling us that someone had to keep an eye on the efficiency of the postal service. He stirred his tea with a thermometer, and kept a meticulous record of the milk output of our four cows.

Ben and I were terrified of him. It surprised me, when I thought of it years later, that he had ever told Ben about his Great-Great-Great-Uncle James. In general, my father never spoke of his childhood and I only knew that he did not start life as a grown man because my mother told me. She also told me that he had been sent to the seminary at the age of eleven because his parents could not afford to keep him, and so I should feel sorry for him. My father was the eldest of eight brothers, and his mother, my grandmother, eventually died in childbirth while producing the daughter for whom she had feverishly prayed. The Jesuits taught my father that his mother’s death was a punishment from God for her covetousness and my father did not ever quite manage to fully dismiss this reasoning. Given the nature of his occupation, such disregard for the germ theory of infection was worrying.

He was a difficult man to feel sorry for.

But the point is this. The court decided that my father’s Great-Great-Great-Uncle James, when attempting to shoot the king as he applauded from the Royal Box at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane, was suffering from a state of delusion at the time he pulled the trigger. He was found guilty by reason of insanity and locked up indefinitely.

That is what I am getting at.

I roll this thought around my head for a moment and then I lean over to switch on the light. I check my watch. She will be leaving her house soon. I take a mouthful of tea from the Thermos next to my bed and it explodes out of me in a dramatic fit of hiccups. There is an immovable lump where my oesophagus should be and my pyjamas are spotted with tepid milky tea. I enjoy the warmth as it soaks through the stripy cotton of what I once thought was a distinguished Dickensian nightshirt, and I shut my eyes and imagine her face once more. Of course, she does not look like that anymore. She is old now and pulls her shopping behind her in a brown trolley bag and she no longer recognises me. When I see her she looks back at me, but she just sees a man who can hardly stand up straight, wrapped all in wool.

I should probably explain something. The doctor came to my house this morning. She wanted to give me more details, read leaflets to me, update me on medical developments. She leant across me, saying my name over and over again until I began to wince at the sound of it. I kept my eyes shut. I was not ready for the specifics. I didn’t want names and time frames. She scrabbled about for my wrist and took my pulse, and eventually she went away to phone for an ambulance to take me to the hospital. I sat up abruptly in my bed and told the doctor that I would come in tomorrow, for good. Because once I am in, there is only one way out.

And I just need a little more time.


Stevie

I HAVE DISCOVERED that if I approach my ear from a certain angle, I can slot a pound coin into the cavity and wedge it there. It stays quite easily, held in by those little lumps that jut out just above the earlobe. Even when I tilt my head and shake it a little, the pound coin does not budge. It is a pleasing discovery.

I like the way it glints underneath my hair. Jonathan hated my hair when it was this short. It bristled around my forehead and ended abruptly at the nape of my neck. It made him sneeze in the night when I burrowed sleepily into him. He would push me away, rolling me to the edge of the bed like a discarded newspaper, and my ankles would catch in the sheets and pull them tightly across his legs. I would wake up in disgrace, clawing the edge of the bed.

I let my hair grow when he got ill so that he would let me sleep next to him. The house smelt of cut knees and antiseptic wipes. My hair drooped over my ears like a fried egg. It got into my eyes and distracted people from looking too closely when they asked after Jonathan. It relieved the urge I had to drag those people by the lower forearm into our house and say, this is how he’s doing, what did you expect? And by the way, can you smell anything funny?

I had it cut short again after the funeral last week. The woman at the till pressed a small tub of orange paste into my hand as I left, as a tester, she said, to make my hair look more styled. I replied politely that it was just what I needed. It is sitting on the bookshelf. It makes me a little nervous. I can’t remember what I am supposed to do with it, whether I should put it on when my hair is wet or dry or somewhere in between, and how much I should use. There is an ambiguous label on the back that I read through a magnifying glass which claims it is suitable for application at all times, but I am suspicious of such a statement. One time must be better than another and, now that I am seventy-five, it is too late to experiment. So I shall leave it where it is. I have no need for styled hair.

I remove the pound coin from my ear and slip it into my pocket, and then I open the front door. As I approach the bus stop, I see that the old man is back. He is slumped against the red plastic bench, his face distorted by his thick glasses and half-hidden behind a grey scarf. His presence unnerves me and yet I am almost relieved to see him. He hasn’t been there for weeks. He watches me climb onto the bus and this time I nod to him as it pulls away. He lifts his hand to his mouth and I almost think he might be waving at me. Without thinking, I raise my hand to the window as the bus turns the corner, and I see him struggle to his feet.

The journey to the library exhausts me. I feel it now in my knees and in the joints of my fingers. I sit at the table with my pile of books while the late autumn sun pushes brightly against the glass of the window. The air above my head is heavy with motes. I am still only at G of the large-print fiction section. I have nineteen more letters to get through before I can stop.

The librarian looks at me as I settle into my chair. She is too young to understand my fundamental need for alphabetical order and time consumption. She thinks I am merely pedantic, but she cannot know how it feels. After all, what else is there for me to do? Watch daytime television? Write another letter to the Prime Minister? I’m tired of all that. I lift my arm and swipe the shiny jacket flaps of Brighton Rock at the flecks of dust above my head, and I watch them scatter and spin.


Michael

I HAVE LOST the ability to speak. They have told me there is an operation they could do but they are stalling, for obvious reasons. I don’t really mind. After all, I can clap my hands, click my fingers, push the button next to my bed, fart both involuntarily and on demand, tap my pen on my headboard, whistle. I wonder if it will be enough.

You see, what the doctors don’t tell you is this. The human ear is not an expansive organ. It allows us only a sliver of the full acoustic spectrum. What sounds like the deepest silence is in fact a cacophony of sound, a melee of screaming meteors, of roaring drizzle and howling clouds, accompanied by an incessant low hum coming from the centre of the earth.

And they don’t mention that the sounds we do hear are nothing more than fast-decaying vibrations of material that lose energy almost immediately, fading away while we try desperately to rearrange the vibrations into something more meaningful. And yet, the sporadic production of audible mid-range waves is expected of us. It is the only way, so we are told, of connecting with others, of expressing emotions, of passing the time.

Click.

I wake with a start. A nurse, introduced to me yesterday as Doreen, huffs crossly as she pulls at the blinds, her pink arm wobbling heavily with the effort.

‘Come on,’ she bleats. ‘Rise and shine.’ She lifts my head with a jerk and pushes my chin onto my neck as she wedges a pillow behind me. Her breath is milky on my neck and I try to wipe it off with my hand. It smudges and stays there, moist and scaly.

‘There, that’s better,’ she shouts unconvincingly into my ear. I flinch at the volume. She stretches the sheets over me, retucking them at the corners so that I am wedged flat. I reach for the pad of paper that hangs from a string next to my bed but I cannot turn far enough to reach it. I am trapped.

Click.

I jump again. Doreen has turned the light off once more and is squinting at the damp sky. ‘It’s quite dark out there this morning.’ She glares at me. ‘Shall I leave the light on?’ She reaches a chubby finger to the switch and I realise it is not a question.

Click.

I flinch.

She looks at me. ‘You want it off?’ she barks. Click.

I shake my head.

‘I wish you’d make up your mind,’ she mutters.

Click.

We force smiles at each other and she leaves me squinting at the light. I try to work my feet loose from where the sheet is flattening them.

Click. The light is switched on in the cubicle next to me. And so it begins again.

My enforced silence does not alarm me. After all, I am used to silence. My generation was not renowned for its loquacity when faced with screaming shells and creeping U-boats. We went silently, patriotism obsolete and faintly ridiculous by 1939. Nobody believed in it the second time around. Not twice in a lifetime.

We went in silence and we returned in silence. The sounds we made were outside the audible limits of human hearing. The ultrasonic waves that came from the savage madnesses of the second war were too high to be heard without the use of sophisticated aneroid micro-barometers. It was a new and crazy form of war that took the spectators by surprise. The frequency of sound emitted by hurtling Japanese kamikaze was measured at several megahertz; the high hiss of the gas chambers was too far above the human auditory threshold of 20,000 hertz to be properly absorbed. All of it was incomprehensible without a filter.

And then there were the other sounds, the sounds that came after, human sounds. Long deep moans at frequencies so low they could only be heard by elephants and whales.

So, to the human ear, it all sounded like silence.

Click. Doreen has moved to the next cubicle.

At the beginning of the war, when I was posted on the radio network with Alf in North Africa, we had to issue instructions to moving tanks, tracking them down and trying to keep a record of their positions in the Somali deserts. We would follow them on our radios, talking to them, growing accustomed to their habits and their voices. But there was something we knew which we did not tell them. We knew that eventually, inevitably, in the middle of a word, there would come a click over the radio, as soft as a light switch. And then silence.

Alf could not cope with the clicks. He would get up and punch and scratch at the walls, scraping the skin from his knuckles. ‘They’ve got another one. The fuckers have got another one.’ He would hiss the words through his teeth, his dark eyes shiny and wet, sweat running down his face next to his ears.

There was nothing I could say. I would change frequency and wait for a new connection while Alf rocked behind me, his head resting against the back of my chair. And later I would send in a report, mentioning that a tank had been hit, translating the incident into the dots and dashes of Morse so that I no longer had to think about it in words, avoiding Alf’s eye. He was just a boy after all. I thought I was protecting him.

But I was just a boy too. Who was I to think I could look after him?

Doreen’s head appears around my curtain. ‘Breakfast!’ she hollers, the word vibrating around the very centre of the standard audible range. I smile faintly, waiting for the waves of sound to subside, and I wonder when Anna’s shift will begin.


Stevie

WE HELD THE funeral at St Andrew’s. St Andrew’s is one of those modern churches, with green carpets and white walls and a smell of post-Reformation cleaning products. I would have liked somewhere a bit grander, besteepled with soaring stone and reeking of incense, but the others were either booked up or had difficult vicars.

Everyone kept looking at me. I wasn’t sure what was going on and was finding it difficult to remember why I was there at all. I kept quiet and sat at the front and tried to think about sad things to make myself cry. Dog bites and bee stings. I felt the tears beginning to prick the edges of my eyelashes.

Emily, my daughter, was at the lectern, talking into a microphone. Her voice was too loud and it echoed off the whiteness of the walls so that I couldn’t tell when one word became another. She seemed to be humming in B flat. I concentrated on looking straight ahead. The buttons of her cardigan were done up wrongly, and her lipstick was too bright. It washed her out. She always wore lipstick that was too bright and I was just thinking that it had been a while since I had mentioned the subject of her lipstick when she stopped speaking suddenly. Everyone was looking at me with tilted heads. I kept my eyes on Emily, watching her as she stepped down from the pulpit and padded quietly along the green carpet and sat down next to me again. I noticed the coffin and the photograph of Jonathan that Anna, my granddaughter, had propped against its side – and suddenly I remembered. I wanted to leave. I didn’t believe in any of this. It would make no difference, and pretending that it did seemed suddenly ridiculous and tiring.

I went to see the vicar after the service. I found him in the vestry, standing in front of an old chest of drawers, dressed all in white. The green cloth that he wore around his neck during the service was folded clumsily on a chair. He was running a comb through the few remaining strands of hair on his scalp, parting them at the side and dabbing them flat with his fingers.

I coughed as I stepped into the room and he jumped slightly, hurriedly slipping the comb into a drawer and arranging things around it.

‘Thank you, Vicar,’ I said. ‘The ceremony was nice. Just right, I think.’

‘I’m glad.’ He paused and we looked at each other for a while. Eventually he said, ‘I thought Emily’s speech was very touching.’

‘Yes,’ I replied absently.

A beam of light fell onto the top of the vicar’s head from the tiny square window high up in the wall. He bit the edge of his nail and said, ‘We had better go outside. Everyone will be waiting for us.’

‘Vicar,’ I hesitated. ‘I’m scared for him.’

He looked at me. ‘Your husband was a good man. God will take care of him.’ He pressed his hands together as if in prayer, and then looked up quickly and handed me a chocolate bar.

I nodded uncertainly, taking the chocolate and noticing how the paint on the wall behind him was peeling off in huge curls. The vicar picked up the green cloth and we walked outside together.

We joined the crowd that had gathered in the car park of the church. I stood there, clutching my chocolate bar, and suddenly I realised that I had forgotten to buy any pickled onions. It was the only thing Emily had asked me to do and I had forgotten. I nudged the vicar conspiratorially.

‘I don’t suppose you have any pickled onions at home, do you?’ I whispered.

‘Of course.’

‘Might I borrow them?’ I asked and then added, by way of clarification, ‘For the finger buffet.’

He nodded jovially, in a manner that suggested he understood that a finger buffet would not be complete without a selection of pickled vegetables. ‘You can have them.’

‘Thank you,’ I whispered.

The funeral cars were dark and heavy. The driver was singing along to the radio in a voice that was too high for his shaven head and rounded shoulders when Anna opened the door of the car for me. He coughed abruptly at the interruption and turned off the music as we shuffled into the back seat. We drove in silence, disturbed only by the prim ticking of the indicator.

Everyone else was already there by the time we arrived. The cemetery wafted with newly planted trees. Anna waited in the car. I wanted to wait there too, but Emily had already taken my arm and was dragging me along the gravel path towards the plot we had reserved. It was nearly over. I was relieved. Perhaps I should have specified that I wanted silverskin onions, not just normal pickled ones. I looked up at the vicar and wondered which sort he would go for. He winked at me as he gestured to the pall-bearers, and I thought he probably went for silverskin.

I held onto Emily’s arm and tried to think of nothing at all. The late afternoon sky swelled at the edges like a purple grape as the coffin was lowered into the ground. I bent down to pick up a handful of dust and, as I did, I thought of the photograph in the church. I saw the dates Anna had scrawled across the bottom of it: 1919–1998. I remembered the shape of my husband’s body, the outline of his head, the red scarf he was wearing on the day the photograph was taken.

And suddenly I began to cry, because I could not see his face.
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