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Wither is fled the visionary gleam?

Where is it now, the glory and the dream?

William Wordsworth, ‘Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’




Robert

IN THE FIRST young years of the new century, a team of researchers affiliated with Boston College attempted to collate an oral history of the Troubles, recording the recollections of combatants on both sides. They persuaded their subjects to speak by telling them that their lives offered lessons to future generations, and that a record should be made of how and why things had happened in Northern Ireland as the people involved saw it, while their stories could still be captured. The subjects were given assurances that nothing they said would be made public while they were living, a necessary step for securing cooperation that perhaps, with hindsight, was asking for trouble.

The project was initiated by a small group of Irish journalists and historians, men I had known in the course of my work in Belfast. I admired what they were doing – it still strikes me as an important undertaking. After all, the bloody century I spent most of my life in has to offer some lessons to the years that will come after me; otherwise it will all just have been murder piled on murder, loss without meaning, and more bloodshed will surely come as a result of the failure to learn from those lives which were lost before. There is no task more important than asking people to rewind a moment, look closer, take stock. The world has been changing so fast all the way through my own life, and there have been earthquakes wherever I look all around me. People have a responsibility, I think, to learn to manage the aftershocks, as the endless churning of the world continues to accelerate, and generate new worlds, and overtake everyone. So I think the importance, even the necessity of a project like this one is self-evident.

But things didn’t work out as planned. Instead of explaining the motivations that had driven them into their war, as the project’s architects expected, the men they spoke to started confessing to things they had done in the past. They unfurled details of killings and the chain of responsibility behind them. Perhaps old men were settling scores, pointing out those they believed had betrayed them in the long ago, in the knowledge their testimony would become public with their deaths, and might then hurt someone they hated. Or perhaps there was a guilt weighing on them all, and the lure of the confessional took over whenever the Dictaphone started to record. Or maybe they simply believed they had nothing to hide any more, under the blanket of secrecy promised to them by the interviewer sent from Boston College. Whatever the reasoning, more was given up than could ever have been expected. Murder on murder was traced back to its source among those black and flashing spools of ribbon where the stories were spilled out like soldiers disembowelled.

After a while the Police Service of Northern Ireland got to hear of what was being said and, as a result of that, the project briefly became an international preoccupation.

Last week, lawyers acting on behalf of the British government issued a series of subpoenas to Boston College, seeking access to the recordings in order to assist Her Majesty’s Government in the investigation of historic crimes in Northern Ireland. I read the news of this latest earthquake cocooned in the comfort of my armchair, the story printed in the pages of the papers everyone else who lived in my village bought, not the briefing papers that had once been rushed to me by car and by night, letting me into their secret world long before anyone else I went to church with heard about their contents. I wondered whether anyone would call me about what was going on, whether I was going to be needed. Although no call came in the first week after the story broke, I kept hoping. No one wants to be forgotten, not in their own lifetime.

Then came the news, in yesterday’s papers, that Gerry Adams had been taken in for questioning on the strength of some of the interviews given to the researchers, and the Boston Tapes were briefly on everyone’s lips.

They called them the Boston Tapes in the papers, not discs, not sound files. I thought that was strange at first; it made me wonder how the interviews had been recorded. I suppose it’s just the phrase still echoing onwards, even though we’ve surely all left cassettes behind by now. There is something about a tape that means the image holds interest long after it has been rendered technologically obsolete. The idea of a ribbon of speech, a voice speaking one truth on one side and then saying something else completely different on the other, two stories that might have contained anything at all, separated only by the breadth of the tongue they were told by. That is magical. And I think perhaps it’s very human as well.

Isn’t the life of any person made up of the telling of two tales, after all? People live in the space between the realities of their lives and the hopes they have for them. People spin myths from the quotidian roots of their experience, in order to create a small cocoon of space in which they can live between the dream they could never hope to grasp and the indifferent ordinariness of everything around them, in which they can tell themselves things might be about to get exciting, no matter how cramped the quarters seem, how dark the dawn, how low the ceiling. That is the duality in everything. The whole world makes more sense if you remember that everyone has two lives, their real lives and their dreams, both stories only a tape’s breadth apart from each other, impossibly divided, indivisibly close.

And still there’s more to it than that. There’s more that’s seductive in the image than only that; it wasn’t just about dreaming. It seemed to me once I thought about it that these tapes laced through with murders and remembering were a vision of the speeches and silences that defined every life, the all-too-human need to make a statement, to cage oneself into a set of words. They were about wanting to tell the truth. Wanting the days of your life, and the acts of your life, to be known to have happened, and to have had some weight, to have left some kind of meaning behind them, imprinted at least in language, if nothing else. They were about laying out the mess of the self for others to unravel, trying to participate in the argument of the world after you’d left it, and longing to live for ever, to be clearer, to be seen and to see things as you thought they really were.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. At the start of the day, all this still waited like a bomb in the back of my mind, and talk of the Boston Tapes lay hours off in the future.


from Interview 18

[All interviewees’ names redacted to maintain anonymity]

I joined up after Bloody Sunday. A lot of us did. The Brits had killed a kid, for God’s sake, they’d shot this kid through a wall. They said they were returning fire from some IRA men up in this block of flats, and that’s where the boy was sleeping in his bed, and that’s when they shot him. He died in his bed. You hear that from a lot of occupying forces, you know – we were only returning fire from fellas who were hiding in among civilians. If you believe all you read, that’s what the Palestinians spend all day doing, hiding among civilians. I don’t know about it. For our lot, human shields, that’d be a disaster, wouldn’t it? We need people on our side. Anyway, there was this guy doing the rounds in the wake of it all, that week after Bloody Sunday, went from house to house asking whether now might be a time to think of joining up. I thought I should. I thought we all should.


Kate

PERHAPS WE HAD been running through a wood without end. Perhaps our teeth had fallen out. Perhaps the whole world had been reduced to the colours it was painted in, and there was nothing solid to anything around us any more, only brushstrokes, only torrents of feeling, soul after soul adrift in an ocean of blues and greens. Perhaps it doesn’t matter what the dream was. Days would be easier to get through if none of them meant anything, after all, if all life was only the ruffling of the surface of a lake. Perhaps in our sleep we glimpse that ease, that peace, and bite down on silence to taste it swilling round us.

I didn’t draw the curtains when I went to bed last night. Now, the light of morning paws catlike at my face and the eggshell blue of the room grows bright around me, beckoning. As if the house is opening its eyes. My hair’s in my eyes; my mouth is dry. I lie foetal in the middle of the bed, try to remember what I was dreaming, but the story has already vanished. All that remains is a vague unhappiness clinging to me, the feeling of someone having just left a room. Like the water on your shoulders when you’ve stepped out of the sea, light burning it away leaving only salt behind.

I have the feeling that in the dream I was one of many people standing in a line, but even as I try to bring the image to mind, it clouds over, falling away from me, the memory of the dream drifting back into the fog and shadow waiting always at the cliff-edge and the limit of my thinking.

I pick up my phone, see it’s still only seven-fifteen. Earlier than I’d wanted to wake up, but I won’t be able to sleep again now, not in the grip of this beautiful morning. I’d only hoped to sleep longer because I wanted to try and treat today as a kind of holiday, and sleeping in is what people on holidays are supposed to do. It’s always the same simple dream for me these days. I only want to be like other people. Surely that isn’t too much to ask?

It was the vibration from a text that woke me. Sam, as I knew it would be the moment I saw my phone light up. I went to sleep almost certain I’d get this very text from him by morning. Hey. I’m really sorry, but I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to make it today. Something’s come up and I have to be in Bristol. X. I don’t reply. I put the phone back on the table and lie very still on my side, staring at the wall, staring at nothing, and wishing I didn’t care so much.

Some people put their phones on silent when they go to bed, so that nothing wakes them. I’ve thought about doing the same. But I get nervous when I don’t know where my phone is. I can’t help myself. I’d feel too much anxiety turning my phone off at night, I think. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for fear of what I wouldn’t hear about until it was over, all the things that might pass me by.

When I was in the hospital, lying in bed and thinking my life was over and there wasn’t any point to me any more, only the occasional visitor to make me still feel part of the world, I didn’t feel able to use my phone a lot of the time. It was my link to everything that wasn’t that place, that room, that feeling, and I found I couldn’t bear the thought of all those things it stood for – all I believed I had lost. It didn’t seem to hook me into the world where my friends were still living, their songs playing on without me. It only showed me how far from them all I had drifted. I would look at my phone and see only the echoes of the life I’d lost, the places I could never revisit, the dreams I’d cherished that would never come true now, after what happened to me. So I left my phone alone, and the texts and emails of friends checking how I was doing went unanswered. After a month or so, most of them stopped trying. How many times can you tell someone you’re thinking of them, if all you hear back in return is silence? What no one knew, though, was that all the time I wasn’t replying to the messages people sent, I was reading them and rereading them like poems I was trying to learn by heart. I would stare with mad longing into the water of the world that seemed to glimmer at arm’s length from where I lay, fascinated by what was happening to everyone else, in love with the life of the person I had been, the person I had once thought I was going to become. I would read all the messages again and again, and the real world came to seem like a story I could follow, tuning in every day to find out what happened next as lives bled out little by little all around me. My friends seemed moth-like and beautiful as they tried to reach me, beating their wings against the screen of my phone. That’s why these days I feel like I can’t be without it. From the confines of the hospital, it came to seem like it contained the whole world.

It’s quieter here at Grandad’s house, and darker at night, and I slept well even though I was swaddled in a strange bed, not somewhere I felt I was really safe. I need a shower to wake me up, but in fact, lying still and thinking about it, I have to admit I don’t feel bad at all.

Sleep has come and gone in the last couple of years. I’ve battled with it. For a long time I hated sleeping on my own, it was the one thing I wanted to avoid more than anything else. But that loneliness isn’t as bad this morning either. Perhaps I’m getting better. It has occurred to me over the last few weeks that there’s been a small change in the way I’m feeling. Things don’t seem quite as frightening as they did in the dog days of last year. I can look at the way the trees have started flowering now the clocks have gone forward, and find it beautiful. I can stand and look at the green leaves budding at the fingertips of a tree, and lose myself for a moment in the sight, feel a quietness growing in the heart of me. It gives me hope. Perhaps as time passes it’s all going to flow back into my body, the life I thought had left me like blood pouring out from a wound. My desires can be everyone else’s, and I can try to be normal again. That was the test I set myself by coming here today – I decided to come back here and try to get through the day of the party, knowing my mum would probably turn up at some point, knowing I might have to talk to her, and see if I was strong enough, and see if it might just be possible to start slotting back into the life all around me.

Grandad has thrown these birthday parties all my life and longer. It was Grandma’s idea in the first place, so the story goes. She turned Grandad into a host, then kept him at it when he might have given up, if left to his own devices. Family was always important to her; I remember she used to seem like she lived for us and through us all, and she always loved to mark the little rhythms of the year, the birthdays and the holidays. They were the waves she swam over as she made her way out into the open water of her life. Her life always seemed to organise itself around preparing for the next celebration, the next wave rising to meet her.

She never made anything like as much fuss about her own birthday. Only Christmas really rivalled Grandad’s party for the work she put in. These celebrations were Grandma Hattie’s days.

It’s the house that makes it all possible. You need a bit of space to really give anything the attention it deserves. That’s why all the best ideas happen when people are out walking – things flower when they’re given room. Like a body of water, a day will expand to fill the space it’s given, so moving into this big, rambling old house with its sprawling garden meant Grandma could fashion the occasions she dreamed of: a Christmas tree towering up through the stairwell in the hall, chestnuts and bonfires in autumn, the happy crowd of guests raising a toast to Grandad on the sunlit lawn each spring.

Grandad invites his whole family and all of his friends to the parties. When I was younger, that meant entertaining over two hundred people. He and Grandma used to hire caterers to feed all the mouths, and clear the plates, and stop the whole construction from collapsing. The stock of guests was topped up over the years, as couples from that first guest list had their children and watched them grow, and as new people came into my grandparents’ lives from other parties, other meetings, other days. But the list has mostly been shrinking again for the whole span of my life, because, of course, Grandad’s friends started to die, and once he was retired he didn’t meet as many new people. On top of that, once the parties were established as a family tradition, people started to feel like they could miss one every once in a while, if it was difficult for them to come. Everyone knows there will always be another gathering next year, after all. So these days there are always some faces missing.

This time, Grandma will be missing too. I can’t imagine what that’s going to feel like, not to see her here, not to hear her laughter. This will be the first year Grandad will have to live the day of the party without her. I’ve tried to imagine it, but I don’t really know how he’s going to get through. That is the other reason I’ve come here today. I need to be here to support him.

The congregation is so diminished that Grandad doesn’t even hire caterers any more. This year Aunt Laura will do all the cooking, and people will eat from paper plates, which makes it easier to clean up. I don’t really know how Aunt Laura will manage so much work, but she did it all with Grandma the last seven or eight years since the caterers stopped coming, and perhaps she wants to carry on on her own because she feels no one can replace her sister at her side, not just yet. Grandad told me last night that Aunt Laura started preparing everything a week ago, to give herself time to get everything ready for the day. He talked about her like she was something from a myth, said she would battle the day with no weapon but the sweat of her brow, regal, defiant, as terrifying as any general. She would make a cold lunch for everyone, because that made timing things easier than hot food. And no matter what troubles beset her, she would surely come through. In the years ahead, I suppose it will only get easier for her to carry on doing things like that, as the tribe my grandad sprang from continues to thin, and fewer and fewer people make it to the party.

All the same, it’s still a significant occasion, this day. Once the sky’s turned ripe with the fresh fullness of the sun in May, and the morning’s in full swing, the lawn will fill with bodies, pressed a little closer together than they might have chosen if the party wasn’t happening so early in the spring and the weather was warmer, and the air will hum with years-old conversations, picked up again for the duration of an afternoon.

Today is the first time I’ve come here in three years. Because I was in hospital, some of that time, and because I was trying to keep a distance between me and Mum. And, now I think about all of it, I’m afraid. I’m dreading the day, even though I slept better than I expected.

I lie on the bed and carry on staring at the wall, thinking of all the things that might happen this afternoon. I’m scared of how different everything might seem, how much everyone’s lives might have moved on after three years. I don’t know whether I’ll feel much connection to any of those people, my relations, any more. I don’t know what they might all have been told about me since I last saw them, what they might be thinking about me behind my back, and what they might think of the way I look. I wish with all my heart that I could go back in time and spend today at the party I went to four years ago. Or go back to any of the other years that are gone. Things seemed possible then. Things used to seem easy.

I say a last goodbye to the thought of going to sleep again now my mind’s whirring, and try to steel myself for sitting upright and beginning. I let the grogginess slide away, and I feel as ready as I’m ever going to. In the bathroom I turn on the shower. It’s always strange to undress in someone else’s house, even a house that’s familiar to you, even your grandparents’. I stand naked in front of the mirror and force myself to look at my reflection, then run my hand down the side of my body, over my breast, my stomach, my hip.

Every morning while I wait for the water to run hot, I stand like this and watch my body in the mirror. I remember a time not so many years ago, after my twentieth birthday, when it seemed to me that the person I was had somehow set, become fixed, become inevitable. A childhood of possibility had passed, and I decided I was comfortable with the idea that this was my face, and this was my body, and this was the life I was going to live. I felt happy enough with the skin I was in, back then. I live in hope of feeling like that again some day. When I was younger, before the accident, I never knew how precious it was to be at peace with yourself, and let yourself be loved. For a while, till the accident changed everything, I felt that way. I stopped playing the game of imagining other lives laid over my own, the teenage game of dreaming your life. Now I look at myself and I know that stability was just an illusion. Now the sight of my body in the mirror makes me feel sick. I never really stopped pretending to be other people, I don’t think. I just got better at it, so I hardly noticed what was happening any more as I slipped out of one skin and into another, minute by minute, whoever I talked to, whatever I was thinking.

No matter how hard I look at my reflection, at the other self I only ever meet when the two of us stand either side of this mirror, I can never believe a stranger would be able to tell even a single one of my secrets or stories from looking at me. It’s strange that the body can hold so much, and still seem so unreadable.

Some people never recover from learning that there is no world on the other side of the mirror, I don’t think. No Narnia, no Wonderland, and none of the world of your dreams coming true just by wishing, by walking through a mirror or falling down a rabbit hole. Some people never get over the fact that all those longings we carry within us have to be willed into being if we ever want to really see them come true. I don’t know whether I’ve properly got over that myself.

I get into the shower and flinch as the water hits my back. It’s much hotter than the shower at home. It makes me smile. People say money can’t buy happiness. But it pays for better boilers; it wakes you up faster in the mornings.

Downstairs, I find Grandad in the breakfast room, staring out of the window with the light washing pale over his face, the remains of a boiled egg on a plate in front of him, the smell of burnt toast and butter like a memory in the room. He turns and smiles when he hears me come in.

‘Good morning. How did you sleep?’

I smile back at him. ‘Really well, thanks. You?’

‘Oh, I slept all right.’

‘Are you looking forward to today?’

Grandad laughs to himself, as if the idea of today being something to look forward to seems unimaginable to him. ‘I suppose so.’

‘Oh my God – happy birthday! Sorry! I should have started with that.’

‘Thank you.’

A strain of the dream I had last night comes back to me suddenly. A cliff pocked with caves where a town on the clifftop hid away all their children, who survived there, and grew up believing they were birds, not men and women, and learned to sing and fly through the heartstopping air like the crows that nested in the dark places of the cliffs hung all around them. And I remembered a dream the night before that of broken men sat cowed, slobbering and naked inside gauze cages, kept apart from visitors by ropes and string under low ceilings, no light anywhere, forgotten and unwashed.

‘I might have some cereal,’ I say.

‘Help yourself. There’s lots in the pantry.’

‘OK.’ I go through to the pantry on the other side of the kitchen, and open the door, and breathe in the memory-rich aroma of the dark, cool room. I’ve always loved it in here: the smell of shortbread and marmalade, tins and caddies stacked high over my head like a cave of wonders, shelves closing round me like an embrace. It’s dark and womblike and anything I reach out and touch is a treasure: delicious, brightly packaged, wrapped up like secrets. When I was very small, the walls of food seemed to stretch on up above my head for ever. I look at the shelves now, a little more thinly stocked without Grandma to keep an eye on them, the larder of a cook with a little less imagination.

Last night Grandad cooked for us. A lentil stew and treacle pudding. ‘The sort of thing you used to have when you came to stay in the holidays, Kate. I hope that’s all right.’

‘That’ll be lovely. Thank you, Grandad.’

When dinner was served, I could see it was all from tins. There would be no more of the rich smell of Grandma’s favourite recipes drifting through these rooms; he didn’t know how to make them. On the shelves I see stacks of corned beef and jars of pickled vegetables instead, waiting to be ladled out on to one plate after another. Something else is missing now as well. It’s as if there’s no magic to the shelves any more, no splendour lingering. Is that because Grandad doesn’t keep the larder as well stocked as it used to be, or is it me seeing things differently?

When I was a little girl I used to try and see how long I could hold my breath underwater. One time, swimming in an outdoor pool, I lay like a crocodile against the concrete belly of the deep end, daylight dappling gently on my shoulders, tiger-striped, and kept myself down there till my head began to hurt, till the very last moment I could bear to keep waiting. When I felt my lungs start to burn I pushed back up towards the light, but found to my horror that there was a lilo looming above me. Instead of getting to the surface and gulping at the air, my hands met the cloying plastic of the sun lounger, and I thought for a moment of pure panic that I was going to drown beneath it, disappear completely and for ever.

That’s what it’s felt like to battle through any given day for a long time, all my life passing and all of it filled with the same desperation. The memory of clawing at that heavy plastic as my blood started to sing in my veins, my blood screaming out that my lungs were bursting, comes to me time and again these days.

I look around for cereal. All I can see is All-Bran, so I take the packet back into the kitchen and pour out a bowlful, measuring as carefully as I can without the proper equipment. I’ve been trying to go vegan for the last few weeks, but of course there’s no soya milk or almond milk or anything else like that here; those are the discoveries of another generation. I wonder how I’m even going to be able to stay vegetarian today, if Grandad has any say in the food. He believes a meal hasn’t really happened if it doesn’t contain meat. I did think of mentioning it to him before I arrived, but decided against it, because he would have worried, and prepared something specially, and I didn’t want the attention; it’s easier to get on with my own problems without anyone watching how I deal with them.

Grandad looks up when I walk back into the breakfast room, and seems surprised at first, then smiles. ‘Find what you wanted?’

My stomach tightens, and I don’t know how to answer, but he doesn’t know he’s asked the wrong question. His hands lie flat on the table, either side of his plate and placed very deliberately, as if he’s been examining them. ‘Yes, thanks.’

He nods, and looks away from me. I want to get him talking, because the silences at this table used to stretch out like cats in the sun when I was younger, if it was just Grandad and me, and everyone else had gone out. The memory of how frightened of Grandad I used to be, his fierce and distant frowning, lost in some newspaper or briefing note, still disturbs me. Besides, he won’t want to sit in silence either, probably. I’m here to cheer him up a bit, to distract him from thinking of Grandma.

‘You seem a bit preoccupied, if you don’t mind me saying.’

‘Oh, well.’ He looks back out to the garden, and I don’t think he’s going to say any more. I wonder whether he really wants me here right now, or whether he had in fact been enjoying this breath of time alone before the business and busyness of the day began. I sit down opposite him, feeling awkward. Then he turns to look at me again. ‘I heard you in the hall and for a moment I didn’t quite know who was going to come in.’

‘What do you mean?’ I search his face, worried that something is wrong. It’s always my instinct now to reach at once for the worst thing that could possibly be happening. I wonder whether he’s had a stroke. His face hasn’t dropped. Has his mind somehow slipped? What’s happening?

‘I suppose I thought it might be your grandma. Isn’t that silly?’ He smiles at me, and rolls his eyes, and it’s the same face he used to pull to make me laugh when I was six years old, and I can’t help smiling, even though what he said worries me. I see with sudden clarity how alone he is now, rattling round this house, listening for an echo of Grandma, drowning in the silence she left behind. It’s cruel that people have so much taken from them as they near the end. Not that Grandad is even very old, that’s the worst of it – he might even have to get through another twenty years with no one to share the day with.

His smile fades again, and he looks down at his hands where they lie very still on the table. Is he afraid of becoming upset, is that why he doesn’t want to look at me? I know that’s when I have to look away from other people. Or perhaps he laid his hands out like that to stop them shaking, and is looking now to see whether they’re giving him away.

‘I’m sorry. You must think I’m going mad in my old age.’

‘Of course I don’t.’ I think he’s looking very old though, much older than I remember from last time I saw him, and that’s a strange thing, because he seemed so strong to me once, so proud and frightening.

But that’s what happens, in the end: people get older; their time ticks down. Grandad had a heart scare five years back, when Grandma was still alive. We all thought then that it would be him who went first, and not the other way round. In truth, it was a relatively mild heart attack. He never lost consciousness as far as anyone knew, and they kept him in hospital for two weeks, and gave him angiograms and ECGs, and talked to him about lifestyle and taking things slow, but then he was allowed home and life went on much as it had done before, with a little extra medication.

They looked for genetic reasons, and it emerged there was one waiting inside him. He was diagnosed with hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, a thickening of the walls of the heart that meant the muscles had to beat harder, which could create strains and risks over time. At first there was talk of giving him a pacemaker to safeguard against another collapse, but in the end they decided they didn’t need to, not yet.

As the problem was an inherited condition, Mum and I had to get checked out for it too, and I was asked to lie on hospital beds with the ultrascanner pressed painfully into my ribs while a nurse looked things over. I felt ill knowing as I lay there on my side that if I only turned over to face the other way, I would be able to see a film of my own heart beating, the engine that drove me, the muscle that would one day relax for the last time and bring me to a conclusion. I could watch the thing very gradually running out of beats. I hope I’ll never have to see a picture of it. It would be terrifying. I think watching your own heart beat would be like meeting your doppelgänger. I think it might kill you. Make the world end.

Neither Mum nor I were diagnosed with the condition. But we were told it could develop later in life; we were not safe from it, we might suddenly hear its voice calling us years from now, and so we would need to get ourselves checked every five years or so. The time’s approaching, I suppose, when I’ll need to get another check-up.

Does everyone wish in the same way I do that we could hold on to more of our lives as they happen to us? I think it’s a weakness in me, but maybe it’s the whole world’s instinct. I’d rather not feel as if I’m always losing the day around me. I want desperately to be able to think of life as a kind of travelling: a landscape we cross like explorers over sand dunes, seeming bright to us at first but then vanishing into the distant dark behind us. It would make everything so much easier if I could be happy with that, think of time as an adventure. It’s just that the idea is terrifying to me, and it scares me to think that everything I’ve lived through has gone for ever.

Grandad pushes his chair back from the table. ‘I might get some more tea. Do you want a tea, a cup of coffee?’

‘Coffee would be lovely, if that’s all right?’

‘Of course.’ He gets up and leaves the room, and I plough into my All-Bran. It’s the worst cereal in the world, the roughage you might feed to horses, but it’s all that’s going and I will get through it, no matter what. I chew on my cereal and count the number of times I chew, trying to do things properly, and stare at the wall, and once again see things I left behind miles in the past.

A long time ago they used to pin my paintings to the fridge in the kitchen next door. All gone now, of course. Grandma used to tell a story about my painting and drawing. She said when I was very small I used to love drawing, but I never drew anything in particular. Just different colours and different lines. Then when I was about a year old Grandma took me to some kind of check-up for first-time mothers, and Mum was busy. She went back to work very soon after I was born because she said she was going crazy in the house all day, then complained about having done so and missed out on my childhood for the next twenty years. The health visitor asked whether I was being encouraged to draw things. Grandma told her that I loved drawing, so the health visitor asked whether I could draw a house. Grandma said she didn’t know. The health visitor said I should be able to draw a house by now, and asked me to have a go. So I took the crayon I was offered, and drew a box with other little boxes inside it that might have been windows, and might have been a door. And that was the end of making up shapes for myself.

‘Here we are. Proper coffee.’ Grandad comes back into the room with a cafetière and a mug for me and another mug of tea for himself on a tray.

‘Thanks so much.’

I watch as the steam of the coffee rises up through the light coming in through the window. Grandma used to wait for three minutes exactly before she poured her coffee out of this very cafetière. That way it was easier to press down the plunger. I remember her standing in the kitchen, watching the second hand ticking round, Woman’s Hour faint in the background and the smell of the brewing coffee rich in the room.

It’s a perfect morning. It’s turning into the most beautiful spring. The garden is filled with expectation. There’s something about the light on the grass that seems unreal, the whole view of the lawn from the window softened so it takes on the quality of a painting, inflected like a canvas to say something more than the sum of its parts. The view through the window is as vivid as a feeling. It reminds me of the way brick buildings seem to be suffused with a new colour at the end of the day, a life of their own, and almost glow. There are colours in the world which happen for only a few moments in a day, a year even. Dawn breaking over Stonehenge on a midsummer morning, light aligning with Purbeck stone for a secret, dancing moment. Once they vanish, you can’t bring those moments back into being. The only way to drink them in is to watch the world more closely than anyone else, and gather up secrets, and learn how to look.

Spring is the most exciting season. The daffodils shine in the sun. You can stare at one, and it will seem to become more beautiful every moment you watch, until you can hardly bear to look at it.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Grandad asks me.

‘Oh, sorry. I was just thinking it’s a nice morning.’

‘Yes.’

‘Perfect for a party.’

He smiles, and his smile seems painted on, poorly acted. Have we ever really talked before, one person to another, not grandparent to child? I feel nervous of him now.

‘You know you’ll probably have to see your mother today, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’ I wonder what I’m supposed to say. The thought of her makes me tense, my skin pricking, like I’m being hunted. It upsets me to think I’m a cause of tension for people like my grandad, who don’t need to be affected by the gulf that’s opened between me and my mum. I suppose I’ve let him down by refusing to see her all this time. I wish it could have been different. Thinking of talking to her again today makes me feel sick now, makes me want to hide away. I’m not ready. But if I wait till I’m ready whole decades might pass, we might never meet again, and that would be another reason for hating myself.

‘Will you be all right, do you think?’

‘I don’t know. I hope so. I’m sure I will.’

‘Just come to me if it feels too much.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I haven’t done anything, don’t thank me yet. I just don’t want you to dread the moment when everyone starts arriving.’

‘I’ll be fine. I know I’m going to have to see her eventually. Today is probably as good a day as any.’

By which I mean, of course, that there will never be a good day. I’ll always feel like a failure as a daughter. I’ll always feel afraid of her.

And the thought of Joe rises and breaks through the surface of the day, and I didn’t even make it through breakfast before I felt myself caught in the undertow, a shrill lament of memory like a curlew calling over a lake, and found myself thinking of him.

‘Why not just tell her how she makes you feel?’

We were lying on his bed, wasting an afternoon, staring at the ceiling, our legs intertwined and the light of a rainy day coming in through the windows. I remember him taking my hand.

‘I could never do that.’

‘Why not? I don’t understand. How can you solve it if you don’t talk to her?’

‘You can’t solve it, that’s naïve. It’s something I just have to live with, and
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