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  OF THE THINGS we fashioned for them that they might be comforted, dawn is the one that works. When darkness sifts from the air like fine soft soot and
  light spreads slowly out of the east then all but the most wretched of humankind rally. It is a spectacle we immortals enjoy, this minor daily resurrection, often we will gather at the ramparts of
  the clouds and gaze down upon them, our little ones, as they bestir themselves to welcome the new day. What a silence falls upon us then, the sad silence of our envy. Many of them sleep on, of
  course, careless of our cousin Auroras charming matutinal trick, but there are always the insomniacs, the restless ill, the lovelorn tossing on their solitary beds, or just the early-risers,
  the busy ones, with their knee-bends and their cold showers and their fussy little cups of black ambrosia. Yes, all who witness it greet the dawn with joy, more or less, except of course the
  condemned man, for whom first light will be the last, on earth.


  Here is one, standing at a window in his fathers house, watching the days early glow suffuse the sky above the massed trees beyond the railway line. He is condemned not to death,
  not yet, but to a life into which he feels he does not properly fit. He is barefoot, and wearing pyjamas that his mother on his arrival last night found for him somewhere in the house, threadbare
  cotton, pale blue with a bluer stripewhose are they, whose were they? Could they be his, from long ago? If so, it is from very long ago, for he is big now and they are far too small, and
  pinch him at the armpits and the fork. But that is the way with everything in this house, everything pinches and chafes and makes him feel as if he were a child again. He is reminded of how when he
  was a little boy here his grandmother would dress him up for Christmas, or his birthday, or some other festival, tugging him this way and that and spitting on a finger to plaster down a stubborn
  curl, and how he would feel exposed, worse than naked, in those already outmoded scratchy short-trousered tweed suits the colour of porridge that the old woman made him wear, and the white shirts
  with starched collars and, worst of all, the tartan dicky bows that it afforded him a wan, vindictive pleasure to pull out to the limit of their elastic and let snap back with a pleasingly loud
  smack when someone was making a speech or singing a song or the priest was holding up the communion wafer like, he always thought, the nurse on the Hospital Sweepstakes tickets brandishing aloft
  the winning number. That is how it is: life, tight-buttoned life, fits him ill, making him too much aware of himself and what he glumly takes to be his unalterable littleness of spirit.


  He hears from somewhere unseen the faint, muffled clopping of small hoofs; it will be the early postman on his pony, in Thurn und Taxis livery, with his tricorn cap and his post-horn looped on
  his shoulder.


  The man at the window is called Adam. He is not yet thirty, the young son of an elderly father, product, as he once overheard that twice-married father say with a sardonic laugh,
  of my second coming. Idly he admires the dense, mud-purple shadows under the trees. A kind of smoke hovers ankle-deep on the grey-seeming grass. Everything is different at this hour.
  An early blackbird flies across at a slant swiftly from somewhere to somewhere else, its lacquered wing catching an angled glint of sunlight, and he cannot but think with a pang of the early worm.
  He fancies he can hear faintly the fleet-winged creatures piping panic note.


  Gradually now he is becoming aware of something he cannot identify, a tremor that is all around, as if the air itself were quaking. It grows more intense. Alarmed, he takes a soft step backwards
  into the protective dimness of the room. Clearly he can hear the sluggish thudding of his heart. A part of his mind knows what is happening but it is not the part that thinks. Everything is
  atremble now. Some small mechanism behind him in the roomhe does not look, but it must be a clocksets up in its innards an urgent, silvery tinkling. The floorboards creak in
  trepidation. Then from the left the thing appears, huge, blunt-headed, nudging its way blindly forward, and rolls to a shuddering halt and stands there in front of the trees, gasping clouds of
  steam. The lights are still on in the carriages; they make the dawn draw back a little. There are bent heads in the long windows, like the heads of sealsare they all asleep?and the
  conductor with his ticket thing is going up an aisle, clambering along hand over hand from seat-back to seat-back as if he were scaling a steep incline. The silence round about is large and somehow
  aggrieved. The engine gives a testy snort, seeming to paw the earth. Why it should stop at this spot every morning no one in the house can say. There is not another dwelling for miles, the line is
  clear in both directions, yet just here is where it halts. His mother has complained repeatedly to the railway company, and once even was moved to write to someone in the government, but got no
  reply, for all the renown of her husbands name. I would not mind, she will say in a tone of mild sorrow, what noise it made going pastafter all, your father in
  his wisdom insisted on us setting up home practically on the railway linebut the stopping is what wakes me.


  A dream that he dreamt in the night returns to him, a fragment of it. He was dashing through the dust of immemorial battle bearing something in his arms, large but not heavy, a precious but
  burdensome cargowhat was it?and all about him were the mass of warriors bellowing and the ringing clash of swords and spears, the swish of arrows, the creak and crunch of chariot
  wheels. A venerable site, an antique war.


  Thinking of his mother, he listens for her step above him, for he knows she is awake. Though the house is large and rambling the floors are mostly of polished bare boards and sounds travel
  easily and far. He does not want to deal with his mother, just now. Indeed, he finds it always awkward to deal with her. It is not that he hates or even resents her, as so many mortal sons are said
  to resent and hate their mothersthey should try dealing with our frenzied and vindictive dams, up here on misty Mount Olympusonly he does not think she is like a mother at all. She is
  absurdly young, hardly twenty years older than he is, and seems all the time to be getting younger, or at least not older, so that he has the worrying sensation of steadily catching up on her. She
  too appears to be aware of this phenomenon, and to find it not at all strange. In fact, since he was old enough to notice how young she is he has detected now and then, or imagines he has detected,
  a certain tight-lipped briskness in her manner towards him, as if she were impatient for him to attain some impossible majority so that, coevals at last, they might turn arm in arm and set out
  together into a future that would bewhat? Fatherless, now, for him, and, for her, husbandless. For his father is dying. That is why he is here, foolish in these too-small pyjamas, watching
  the dawn break on this midsummer day.


  Shaken by thoughts of death and dying he forces himself to fix his attention on the train again. One of the seal-heads has turned and he is being regarded across the smoky expanse of lawn by a
  small boy with a pale, pinched face and enormous eyes. How intensely the child is staring at the house, how hungry his scrutinywhat is it he is seeking, what secret knowledge, what
  revelation? The young man is convinced the young boy can see him, standing here, yet surely it cannot besurely the window from outside is a black blank or, the other extreme, blindingly
  aflame with the white-gold glare of the sun that seemed to take such a long time to rise but now is swarming strongly up the eastern sky. Apart from those avidly questing eyes the boys
  features are unremarkable, or at least are so from what of them can be made out at this distance. But what is it he is looking for, to make him stare so? Now the engine bethinks itself and gives a
  sort of shake, and a repeated loud metallic clank runs along the carriages from coupling to coupling, and with a groan the brutish thing begins to move off, and as it moves the risen sun strikes
  through each set of carriage windows in turn, taking its revenge on the still-burning light bulbs, putting them to shame with its irresistible harsh fire. The boy, craning, stares to the last.


  Adam is cold, and the soles of his bare feet are sticking unpleasantly to the chill, tacky floorboards. He is not yet fully awake but in a state between sleep and waking in which everything
  appears unreally real. When he turns from the window he sees the early light falling in unaccustomed corners, at odd angles, and a bookshelf edge is sharp as the blade of a guillotine. From the
  depths of the room the convex glass cover of the clock on the mantelpiece, reflecting the windows light, regards him with a monocular, blank glare. He thinks again of the child on the train
  and is struck as so often by the mystery of otherness. How can he be a self and others others since the others too are selves, to themselves? He knows, of course, that it is no mystery but a matter
  merely of perspective. The eye, he tells himself, the eye makes the horizon. It is a thing he has often heard his father say, cribbed from someone else, he supposes. The child on the train was a
  sort of horizon to him and he a sort of horizon to the child only because each considered himself to be at the centre of somethingto be, indeed, that centre itselfand that is the
  simple solution to the so-called mystery. And yet.


  He pads across the floorat his passing that busy clock on the mantel gives a single soft admonitory chimeand opens the door into the hall and stops short with a grunt of fright,
  his heart setting up again its slurred clamour, like an excited dog pawing to be let out.


  He quickly sees that the figure in the hall is only his sister. She is squatting on her haunches at one of the little slanted doors in the white-painted panelling that closes off the space under
  the stairs. For Gods sake! he says. What are you doing?


  She turns up to him her miniature white face and yet again he sees in his mind the childs face at the train window. Mice, she says.


  He sighs. She is in one of her states. For Gods sake, he repeats, wearily this time.


  She goes back to rummaging in the cupboard and he folds his arms and leans one shoulder against the wall and watches her, shaking his head. She is nineteen and so much younger than her years,
  and yet possessed too of an awful ancientnessThat one, Granny Godley used to say of her darkly, that one has been here before. He asks how she knows there are
  mice in the cupboard and she laughs dismissively. Not the cupboard, you fool, she says, the sleek dark back of her headanother seal!aquiver with contempt. In my
  room.


  She rises, wiping her hands on her skinny flanks. She does not meet his eye but bites her lip and frowns off to the side; she does not meet anyones eye, if she can help it.


  What is that youre wearing? he asks.


  It is another pair of ill-fitting pyjamas, these in faded blue silk, hanging limp on her meagre frame, the sleeves and legs absurdly too long; hers are too long, his too short, as if to mark
  something sadly comical about them both. Theyre Pas, she says sulkily.


  He sighs again. Oh, Pete. Yet who is he to talk?whose cast-offs is he wearing?


  His sisters name is Petra, he calls her Pete. She is tiny and thin with a heart-shaped face and haunted eyes. For a long time she had her head shaved bare but now the hair is beginning to
  grow back, a bulrush-brown nap that covers her skull evenly all over. Her hands are the scrabbly pink claws of a rodent. The mice, her brother thinks, must recognise one of their own.


  How do you know? he asks.


  How do I know what?a petulant whine.


  About the mice.


  I see them. They run around the floor in the dark.


  In the dark. And you see them.


  She blinks slowly and swallows, as if she might be about to cry, but it is only a tic, one among the many that afflict her. Leave me alone, she mutters.


  He is so much larger than she is.


  As a child she used to sleepwalk, appearing at the top of the stairs with her eyes rolled up into her head and her mouse-claws lifted in front of her chest. At the memory the small hairs stir at
  the back of Adams neck. His loony sister, hearing voices, seeing things.


  With a cocked big toe he pushes shut the cupboard door. She makes a gesture towards it, her left arm jerking out stiffly from her side and a finger childishly pointing and then the arm falling
  weakly back. I thought there were traps, she says. There used to be traps kept in there.


  When she did that with her arm he caught a whiff of her, a musty, greyish smell, like the smell in the bedroom of an invalid. She does not bathe enough. Her mother says she despairs of her. As
  if they had not all done that, long ago, except for Pa, of course, who claims she is his inspiration, his muse made flesh, the invariable quantity in all his equations. But Pa claims many things.
  Or claimed: for Pa is in the past tense, now.


  The light here in the hall is still dim but the sun is burning gaudily in the front doors stained-glass panes as if, Adam thinks, he and his sister were confined indoors while outside a
  gay party is in full swing. In their clownishly ill-fitting pairs of pyjamas they stand before each other in silence, the large young man and the diminutive girl, at a loss, each thinking and yet
  not thinking of what it is that constrains them so: the fact of their dying father, whose sleeplessly sleeping presence fills the house like a fog. In these latter days no one in the house dares
  speak above a murmur, though the doctors blandly insist that nothing any longer passes beyond the portals of Pas hearingbut how can they be so certain, Adam would like to know, where
  do they get such assurance? His father is in another kingdom now, far-off to be sure, but may it not be that news from the old realm reaches him still?


  Why are you up so early? Petra asks accusingly. You never get up this early.


  The time of year, Adam says, these short nightsI cant sleep.


  This answer she receives in silence, sullenly. It is she who is supposed to be the sleepless one. Her unsleepingness, like their fathers gradual dying, is a pervasive pressure that makes
  the atmosphere in the house feel as dense as the air inside a balloon.


  Is the Dead Horse coming down today? he asks her.


  She gives a shrug that is more a twitch. He said he would. I suppose he will.


  They can get no more from this topic and are silent again. He has that feeling of helpless exasperation his sister so often provokes in him. She stands as she always does, half turned away, at
  once expectant and cowering, as if longing to be embraced and at the same time in dread of it. When she was little she had no tickles and would squirm away from him with a scowl but then would lean
  back again, droopingly, unable to help herself, her sharp, narrow shoulders indrawn like folded wings and her head held to one side, seeming miserably to invite him to try again to make her squeal.
  How thin she had been, how thin and bony, like a sack half filled with sticks, and still is. Now she lifts a hand and scratches her scalp vigorously, making a sandpapery sound.


  Adam feels light-headed, weightless, seeming to float an inch above the floor. He supposes it is to do with the supply of oxygen to the brain, or lack of it. His sister is right, he is not used
  to being up at this houreverything is differentwhen the world looks like an imitation of itself, cunningly crafted yet discrepant in small but essential details. He thinks of
  Helen his wife asleep up in the room that used to be his when he was a boy. Stretched beside her rigid and wakeful in the pre-dawn dusk he had wanted to rouse her but had not had the heart, so
  soundly was she sleeping. He might go up now and lie down again on the too-narrow bed and close her to him, but something that is a sort of shyness, a sort of fear, even, holds him back.


  Good thing, by the way, that this young husband does not know what my doughty Dad, the godhead himself, was doing to his darling wife up in that bedroom not an hour since in what she will
  imagine is a dream.


  On the subject of fathers: Adam has not seen his yet. When they arrived last night he pleaded his and Helens weariness after the journey and said they would go straight to bed. He thought
  that to visit the old man then would have been gruesome; he would have felt like a body-snatcher measuring up a fresh specimen, or a vampire-hunter breaking into a crypt. Although he has not told
  her so he thinks his mother should not have insisted on taking Pa out of the hospital. Bringing him home to die is a throwback, something Granny Godley would have approved. Yet this morning he is
  sorry that he did not go at once and at least look at him, his fallen father, for with each hour that passes it will be so much the harder to force himself up those stairs and into that sickroom.
  He does not know how he will behave at the side of what everyone, without saying so, has acknowledged is his fathers deathbed. He has never been at a death before and hopes not to have to be
  present for this one.


  Petra is still scratching, but with decreasing momentum, absently, like a cat slowly losing interest in its itch. He wishes he could help her, could assuage even one of her sore, inflamed spots.
  Yet he resents her, too, has always resented her, since before she was born, even, his usurper. He has a sudden clear memory of her as a baby in her cot, wrapped tight in a blanket, like a
  mummified yet all too living infanta. Oho, my bucko, shell make you hop, Granny Godley would say with a cackle, youll think your arse is
  haunted!


  Come on, he says now brusquely to the girl, come on, and well have our breakfast.


  And sister and brother, these waifs, shuffle off into the shadows.


  It is shadowed too up in the Sky Room where Adam Godley at the centre of a vast stillness is going about his dying. Yes, he too is Adam, like his son. By the way, apropos names
  and the like, I suppose I should before going further give some small account of myself, this voice speaking out of the void. Men have made me variously keeper of the dawn, of twilight and the
  wind, have called me Argeiphantes, he who makes clear the sky, and Logios, the sweet-tongued one, have dubbed me trickster, the patron of gamblers and all manner of mountebanks, have appointed me
  the guardian of crossroads, protector of travellers, have conferred on me the grave title Psychopompos, usher of the freed souls of men to Plutos netherworld. For I am Hermes, son of old
  Zeus and Maia the cavewoman.


  You dont say, you say.


  I understand your scepticism. Why in such times as these would the gods come back to be among men? But the fact is we never leftyou only stopped entertaining us. For how should we leave,
  we who cannot but be everywhere? We merely made it seem that we had withdrawn, for a decent interval, as if to say we know when we are not wanted. All the same, we cannot resist revealing ourselves
  to you once in a while, out of our incurable boredom, or love of mischief, or that lingering nostalgia we harbour for this rough world of our makingI mean this particular one, for of course
  there is an infinity of others just like it that we made and must keep ever vigilantly in our care. When on a summers day a sudden gale tears through the treetops, or when out of the blue a
  soft rain falls like the fall of grace upon a painted saint, there one of us is passing by; when the earth buckles and opens its maw to eat cities whole, when the sea rises up and swallows an
  entire archipelago with its palms and straw huts and a myriad ululating natives, be assured that one of our number is seriously annoyed.


  But what attention we lavished on the making of this poor place! The lengths we went to, the pains we took, that it should be plausible in every detailplanting in the rocks the fossils of
  outlandish creatures that never existed, distributing fake dark matter throughout the universe, even setting up in the cosmos the faintest of faint hums to mimic the reverberations of the
  initiating shot that is supposed to have set the whole shooting-match going. And to what end was all this craft, this labour, this scrupulous dissemblingto what end? So that the mud men that
  Prometheus and Athene between them made might think themselves the lords of creation. We have been good to you, giving you what you thought you wantedyes, and look what you have done with
  it.


  All this, of course, I cast in the language of humankind, necessarily. Were I to speak in my own voice, that is, the voice of a divinity, you would be baffled at the soundin fact, you
  would not be able to hear me at all, so rarefied is our heavenly speech, compared to your barely articulate gruntings. Why, the music of the spheres has nothing on us. And these namesZeus,
  Prometheus, grey-eyed Athene, Hermes, eventhese are your constructions. We address each other, as it were, only as air, as light, as something like the quality of that deep, transparent blue
  you see when you peer into the highest vault of the empyrean. And Heavenwhat is that? For us, the deathless ones, there is no Heaven, or Hell, either, no up, no down, only the infinite here,
  which is a kind of not-here. Think of that.


  This moment past, in the blinking of your eye, I girdled the earths full compass thrice. Why these aerial acrobatics? For diversion, and to cool my heels. And because I could and you
  cannot. Oh, yes, we too are petty and vindictive, just like you, when we are put to it.


  Adam, this Adam, has suffered a stroke. By the way, I pause to remark how oddly innocuous, even pretty, a term this is for something so unpleasant and, in this case, surely finalas if one
  of us had absent-mindedly laid a too-heavy hand upon his brow. Which is perfectly possible, since we are notorious for not knowing our own strength. Anyway, for some time prior to this stroke that
  he suffered old Adam had been subject, all unbeknownst, to a steady softening of the brain due to a gradual extravasation of blood in the area of the parietal lobeyes, yes, I have also some
  expertise in matters medical, to meliorate the more obstreperous of my attributeswhich means in other words he was already a goner before that catastrophic moment when, enthroned at morning
  within the necessary placeto put it as delicately as I mayhe crouched too low and strained too strenuously in the effort of extruding a stool as hard as mahogany, and felt, actually
  felt, a blood vessel bursting in his brain, and toppled forward on to the floor, his face to the tiles and his scrawny bare bum in the air, and passed at once, with what in happier circumstances
  would have been a delicious smoothness, into deaths vast and vaulted antechamber, where still he bides, in a state of conscious but incommunicate ataraxia, poised upon the point of
  oblivion.


  He is not aloneas one of your most darkly glowing luminants has observed, the living being is only a species of the dead, and a rare species at that. He senses the multitude of his
  fellows all about, uneasy and murmurous in their state of life-in-death. And I am here as well, of course. When our time comes we shall go together, he and I, into what is next, which I may not
  speak of.


  His wife has entered the room, making hardly a sound, as is increasingly her wont these days. She feels she is becoming more and more a wraith, as if Adam in his last illness were siphoning
  something vital from her, drop by glistening drop. She closes the bedroom door softly behind her and stands motionless a moment, letting her eyes adjust to the dimness. A teeming sword of early
  sunlight is falling through a parting in the heavy curtains of the middle window, breaking its blade across the foot of the bed. The Sky Room is a most capricious touch added on to the house by the
  man who built it, the famously eccentric St John Blount, a timber eyrie set into the north-westor is it south-east?corner of the main edifice, glazed on three sides and surmounted by
  a conical roof with a metal weathervane in the shape of a fleeting, short-cloaked figure, wearing a pudding hat with a circular brim and bearing a staff, who can only bewell, me, I suppose.
  How disconcerting. I did not expect to encounter myself here, in such surroundings, at this elevation, especially in the form of a two-dimensional tin representation of a godling. My staff must
  double as a lightning rodthat is something, I suppose, flash and fire and the reek of brimstone; that will liven things up.


  Ursula with a qualm acknowledges to herself how restful she finds it being here. There is a dense, intent quality to the silence in the sickroom; it is like the silence that reigns deep down
  inside her and soothes her heart, even in the midst of so much inward tumult. She can make out his form now, supine in the big bed, but although she listens breathlessly she cannot hear him
  breathing. Perhaps? At the unthought thought something stirs in her, a yearning something that she tries to deny but cannot. Yet why should she reprove herself? Everyone says the end will be
  a blessd release. Those are the words they use, a blessd release. Yes, she reflects bitterly, a releasebut for whom? All except, perhaps, the one being released. For
  who can know but that Adam in some part of his mind might not be awake in a way and experiencing wonders? People who are deeply asleep seem unconscious but still may be dreaming the most fantastic
  things. Anyway, even if she cannot hear him she knows he has not gone. The elastic link between them has not been broken yet: she can feel still the old twanging tug. She is sure he is thinking,
  thinking away, she is sure of it.


  She closes the chink in the curtains and at once the dark seems total, as if the world had been suddenly switched off. Feeling her way through the black and therefore somehow heavier air she
  advances to the bed soundlessly on slippered feet. In their early days together he used to call her his geisha girl for her pattering, rapidly stepping gait. She recalls the antique kimono he
  brought back for her from one of his tripsA kimono from Kyoto for my geisha!cut from heavy, jade-green silk, a garment so exquisite she could not bring herself to wear
  it but folded it away in tissue paper in a drawer, from where subsequently it somehow disappeared. He had threatened to take the thing backperhaps he did?and give it to one of his
  girls, all those girls he said he was well aware she imagined that he had, hidden away. Then he looked at her, with his head back, fiercely smiling and showing his teeth, daring her to call his
  bluff. For it was a bluff, about the girls, about there not being any, she knew it, and he knew she knew it. That was a way of lying that amused him, saying a version of the truth in tones of high,
  mocking irony so that to challenge him would be to seem a hapless dolt.


  Her eyes are growing used to the blinded dimness. She can see more than she wants to see. Uncanny, to enter this room each morning and find him just as she left him the night before, the blanket
  moulded smoothly to his form, the sheet uncreased, the cockscomb of silky hairstill black!rising unruffled above the high, white dome of his forehead. His beard too is dark still, the
  spade-shaped, pointed beard that gives him the look of a faintly diabolical saint. She has always loved his skin, the moist cool translucent paleness of it that the years have not sullied. She
  hates, knowing how he would hate them, the plastic tubes that are threaded into his nostrils and held in place with strips of clear sticking-plaster. There are other tubes, farther down, hidden
  from sight by the bedclothes. What a trouble there was settling him here, Dr Fortune fidgeting and the nurses cross. But she insisted, and so determinedly it surprised everyone, herself included.
  He must be at home, she kept on saying, ignoring all their objections. If he is to die he must die here. She hated the cottage hospital he had been rushed to, a
  caricature off the lid of a chocolate box, grotesquely pretty with ivy and rambling roses and a glassed-in porch; imagine if Adam died there and along with her grief she had to put up with all that
  flummery. Old Fortune, who looks like Albert Schweitzer and has been the familys physician since Granny Godleys day, squeezed her hand and mumbled a mollifying word through the
  yellowed fringes of his moustache, but the two young nurses narrowed their eyes at her and stalked off, their backsides wagging professional disapproval.


  By now her ears have become accustomed to the acoustics of the sickroom and she can hear her husband breathing, the faint rustle of air in the passages of his throat and chest. At the end of
  each indrawn breath comes a tiny flutter, like an impatient twiddling of fingers. She realises what it is that is familiar about this sound. It is just how he used to sigh when she did something
  that exasperated him, with just that same little fluttering flourish. She misses him, as though he were already gone. She feels a pain such as she thought only those who are still young can feel,
  new and sharply surprising, enough to take her breath away.


  Something brushes past her in the air, less than a draught, more than a thought. She has sensed it before, in recent days. Whatever it is she is convinced it is not benign; she has the
  impression of haughtiness and a bridling resentment, as if something were bent on jostling her out of position. There are other strange phenomena too, other haunting effects. She has glimpses of
  figures that cease to be there when she tries to look at them directly, like floaters in the eye. She wakes in the night with a start, her heart pounding, as if there had been a tremendous noise,
  an explosion or a clap of thunder, which shook her out of sleep but of which there is not even an echo remaining. When she speaks to people on the telephone she is convinced there is a third party
  on the line, listening intently. She wonders fancifully if perhaps this angry revenant might not be the ghost of Adams first wife, or of his long-dead mother, Granny Godley the old hag, come
  back to claim her son and carry him off with her to the land of the shades. You see?they think it is the dead that haunt them, while the simple fact is, as her husband could tell her and has
  often tried to, they live amidst interpenetrant worlds and are themselves the sprites that throng the commingling air. For all she knows it might be one of her countless selves that she is meeting,
  drifting from another plane into this one all unawares.


  Or perhaps it is merely my ever-attentive presence that she senses, the whirring of dainty wings on my hat and at my heels that she almost hears. But I askam I haughty? Do I bridle? A
  little, I suppose. A little.


  She dislikes her name. Adam was able to tell her of St Ursula of Dumnonia, martyred at Cologne along with her eleven thousand virginsWhat a day that must have been, eh, he
  said teasingly, lifting an eyebrow, im alten Kln?although this Ursula was recently removed from the calendar of saints, in a fit of anti-German pique, by one of
  the more reform-minded English pontiffs. When the children were small they called her La, and still do. Adam is Pa and she is La. She wonders if there is ill-intent in their keeping on with these
  pet-names. She fears she has not been a good mother. She did her best with Adam but poor Petra was too much for her. Having Petra was the start of all her troubles. For nine months she was sick,
  vomiting all day and not able to keep anything down, until in the end she could not swallow even her own spit; with a shudder she recalls the nurse taking the glinting nickel dish of slime and
  floating froth out of her trembling hands and emptying it into the washbasin. Then at last the pallid little fish that was her daughter slithered out of her and lay gasping on her breast, so
  wearied already that no one expected she would live. But live she did, and was called Petra, another stone dropped into Ursulas already heavy heart.


  She touches her husbands hand where it lies on the blanket. It has an unsettling feel, the skin brittle as greaseproof paper and the flesh pulpy underneath; it is like a package of scrap
  meat from the butchers, chill and sinewy; it is not the hand that she remembers, so delicate and fine. That invisible presence barges past her again, or through her, rather, and she feels it
  is she that is without substance, as if she and not this other were the ghost. Her husbands eyelids spring open and his eyes after a moment of agitated searching find her face. She smiles
  with an effort and speaks his name softly. It is hard to make out his features in the dimness but she is loath to switch on the light. Dr Fortune assures her that it is her loving care that is
  keeping her husband alive and nothing elsewhy then does he look at her now with such seeming fury?


  Her head is very bad today, very bad, she must take something soon to soothe it.


  In the well of the kitchen the morning light has a sharply metallic sheen and the square of sunlit garden in the window behind the sink is garish and implausible, like a
  primitive painting of a jungle scene. Adam and his sister are seated at one end of the long deal table, hunched over cereal bowls. When their mother appears at the top of the three wooden steps
  that lead up to or down from the rest of the house they sense rather than hear herRex the elderly labrador, lying on his blanket in the corner, gives a few listless thumps of his tail but
  makes no effort to get upand they stop eating and lift their faces and look at her. She sees again with a faint start how alike they are, despite Adams great size and Petras
  diminutiveness, each with the same broad brow and little sharp chin and ash-blue eyes so pale they are almost colourless. Perhaps because she had no siblings herself she finds family resemblance
  always a little eerie, even in her own offspring. Both of them take after her, for it was from her they inherited the wide forehead and sharp chin and azury eyes.


  How is he, today? her son asks. His skin is mottled from the sun and he has a scorched, raw look. For some reason just now she finds well-nigh intolerable his palely candid gaze.
  Much the same, she says, answering him, and Petra laughs, who knows why, making a nasty sound. Yes, sometimes she thinks her children dislike and resent her, as if she were not their
  mother at all but a person brought in to be in intimate charge of them, a heartless guardian, say, or a bitterly resented stepmother. But surely she is mistaken. These are the creatures she carried
  inside her and gave birth to and fed from her own breast, phoenix-like. She recalls Adam just now glaring at her with that vengeful fire in his eyes. He seems peaceful, she says.


  Her son considers her as she hovers on the stair at the far end of the long, high-ceilinged room. He seems unable to focus on her properly. She has a new quality, of being not entirely present,
  of seeming to hesitate on an invisible threshold that is there under her feet wherever she steps. She has become blurred, as if under a fine layer of dust. This must be the effect on her of the
  catastrophe that has befallen old Adam; she has lost the sense of herself. She is wearing a cotton dress like a smock and a baggy grey cardigan the hem of which sags below the level of her hips.
  Her hair, the colour of a knife-blade, is pulled back in two flattened wings and pinned at the nape of her neck. She descends the steps and comes forward and stands by the table, absently kneading
  the worn wood with the fingertips of one hand, as if to test its solidity. Youre up early, she says to both of them. Did the train wake you?


  Neither will answer. Roddy will be here later, Petra says, looking aside frowningly. Her tone is truculent, as if to forestall disparaging comment. Roddy Wagstaff, dubbed the Dead
  Horse by her brother, is Petras young man, or so convention has it, although everybody knows it is not she but her famous father that Roddy comes to visit.


  Oh, her mother murmurs, and a pained frown passes over her already frowning face, then therell have to be lunch! Since Adam fell ill the household has been
  content to shift for itself, but a visitor must be fed a proper, sit-down meal; Adam would insist on it, for in such small matters he is a strict observer of the conventions.


  We could take him into town, her son says, without conviction. Doesnt that place whats-it-called serve lunches?


  Oh, yes, Petra says archly, with a sneer, let us all go into town and have a lovely timewe can bring Pa and prop him up at the head of the table and feed him soup
  through his tubes.


  She glares at her cereal bowl. Under the table her left leg is going like a sewing-machine. Adam and his mother exchange an expressionless look. Her fathers collapse has been for Petra a
  great excitement, being at last a calamity commensurate with the calamitous state of her mind. The question of lunch is let hang. In the corner Rex the dog gives a contented, shivery sigh. He can
  see me plainly, lolling at my ease in mid-air, with folded arms, in the midst of these sad souls, but it is nothing to him, whose world is already rife with harmless spectres.


  Petra has her subject now and will not let go of it. In a thick, tense voice, goitrous with sarcasm, she embroiders upon the notion of a family lunch in town to which her father would be
  broughtin a hammock maybe or a sling slung between us or one of those things with two poles that red indians drag the wounded along behind them inand at which they would
  all celebrate his achievements and make speeches and raise toasts to him as man, as father and as savant. When she gets going like this she has a way of speaking not directly to the others in the
  room but to the air beside her, as if there were present an invisible twin version of herself off whom she is bouncing her taunts and who will give to them, thus relayed, an added extension of
  sarcasm. Adam and her mother say nothing, for they know there will be no stopping her until she has exhausted herself. The dog, lying with his muzzle between his paws, eyes her with wary
  speculation. The table-top vibrates rapidly along with the girls bobbing knee. Adam tries to eat his cereal, which has gone gluey; he sees himself yet again as a boy, sitting at this table,
  listening to his father talking, in that coolly vehement, uninterruptible way that he did, and recalls how he would feel his throat thicken and his eyes scald with inexplicable tears he dare not
  shed, shaming tears, heavy and unmanageable like big drops of mercury. He glances sidelong at his sister now and sees the dab of sallow light shaking in the spoon-shaped hollow above her clavicle
  as she tries not to choke on the torrent of words that wells up out of her unstaunchably.


  Their mother, standing by the table, regards her son and daughter with a troubled gaze. They seem to her still so young, hardly more than children, really, even Adamespecially
  Adamwith that babyishly fat overlip that trembles so when he is excited or upset. She notices the bowls the two of them have been eating from. Why does it irritate her that they are
  unmatched? Latterly so many things irritate her. She tries not to feel resentful of her son for so far not having set foot in the room where his father lies dying. She supposes it is simply the
  fear of death, its awful presence, that prevents him. But after all he is not a child, however he may seem. She crosses to the sink and looks out through the big, many-paned window above it at the
  sunlit day, a hand lifted vaguely to her face. She thinks of Adam growing up in the humid conspiracy that was his Granny Godley. The old woman had seized on him early, a hostage against all the
  slights she imagined herself the victim of. Then Petra was born and her brother was at once usurped. A blundering, blond fellow he was, with a huge, round head, baffled at being so unceremoniously
  thrust aside in favour of this tiny, watchful creature clasped jealously in his grandmothers bony embrace. For the coming of Petra had brought on a grisly transformation in the old woman:
  she turned tender and clumsily solicitous, reminding Ursula of those shaggy clambering rust-coloured primates in the zoo, all hooped arms and peeled-back lips and baleful starings, that her husband
  was so fascinated by and would make her come with him to see on Sunday afternoons when Adam was a baby. Granny Godley was dying of a damaged heart and grimly turned over each new day like a playing
  card from a steadily diminishing deck, anticipating of each one that it would be the ace of spades, while what had come instead was this solemn-eyed coat card, this miniature queen of diamonds,
  swaddled and uncannily still and always looking at something off to the side that only she it seemed could see, clutching in her white-knuckled fist the wilting flower of the future.


  And and and, Petra is saying now, her voice ashake on the sliding crest of its arc, and and and and


  And I it is who have contrived these things: this house, the train, the boy at the train window, that slanting blackbird, the dawn itself, and this mother musing on love and her losses,
  and her troubled daughter at the table gabbling out her woe, and the wife asleep in her husbands boyhood bed, and her husband, young Adam here, who presently will make up his mind and rise
  reluctantly from the table and ascend those three short steps and be borne upwards on my invisible wings into the presence of his earthly father.


  
    
  


  AND LOOK, here he is, old Adam, the dying progenitor himself. Dying, yet he cannot conceive of a world from which he will have departed. No, that is not
  right. He could conceive of it. He can conceive of anything. Conception of impossible things is what he does best
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