


Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 10

Illumination in Michael’s room is a choice between the glare from the single, central bulb or a weak puddle from the light above his bed. The overhead light feels unkind. I turn on the television. It contributes a cold, grey spill. He can’t hear it; the breathing mask, replaced again without ceremony (‘Here we go, Michael, it needs to do its job’), is noisy but he watches the screen. ‘Do you want the volume up?’ I say. He lets me know without much movement, just a tiny flicker of his eyes, that he doesn’t need to hear it. The hospital is gearing up for visiting time, and there’s a different energy to the rumble of trolleys and the conversations in the corridor outside. People who haven’t spent all day here are adjusting to the pace, finding the right room, hoping to leave soon. Michael and I stare at some sort of quiz; people clap their hands to their heads in grief if they give a wrong answer or clasp each other in joy if it’s right. The winning couple look pleased enough with their cheque. I wish I could leave. I don’t want him to die but I wish he’d get on with it. In my head, I am explaining his death to his friends, to my colleagues, to Sarah, when she calls. If she calls.

I fish around in the bag. My hand closes over a letter without an envelope. I know this one, I don’t need to read it.

Dear Mrs Deacon,

I enclose the leaflet about head injury complications I discussed with you. You may find it useful. Research is ongoing and we are always most grateful for donations. 



The picture I retrieve is a wedding photo that I hadn’t intended to bring. It must have stuck to another for the ride here. ‘Look,’ I say to Michael. His eyes swivel, he frowns. My brocaded dress was so stiff, it could have stood up alone. It was too big for my wardrobe so I’d hung it from the picture rail the night before our wedding. From underneath the gauze cocoon of its cover, it looked as if another woman was waiting to burst free and marry Michael in my stead.



How determined I was to see Philip that night. My cold, which I was loath to admit was more like flu, was closing my eyes and constricting my throat. ‘There’s no point in you going to the rehearsal, you’re not well,’ Michael had said, as I tried, unsuccessfully, not to splutter and stream. ‘You can hardly speak, let alone sing,’ he said. I’d even had my coat on, ready to leave. Michael put my irrational behaviour down to a fever. He’d bossed me into bed with a hot drink.

I see myself arriving at the church hall the following week. In my mind’s eye, I look again, uselessly, for Philip, among the familiar faces and in all the corners of the room. I hadn’t had any means of telling him I wasn’t going to be there the week before; perhaps he was paying me back with his absence now. Everyone assembled into their groups; the cat-woman soprano smiled at me to acknowledge my return.

The choirmaster tapped his baton on the stand. ‘Before we start,’ he’d said, ‘as I think we all know, very sadly, one of our tenors, dear Philip Moore, was killed in a road accident last week. His parents have asked that we dedicate our concert to his memory, which of course we are honoured to do.’ Everyone murmured and sighed in unison. It was an impromptu madrigal of mourning. ‘The funeral is next Tuesday,’ he said, ‘but as it’s for the family and close friends only, I shall make a collection for some flowers. He was always . . .’

But I could no longer hear him. The layers of my skin felt as dense as clay. I only knew I was holding the sheet music because I saw it trembling in my hands. I mouthed the words of the songs because I didn’t trust myself to sing. I had to concentrate on breathing, urging air in and reminding myself of expulsion. When did it happen? Why hadn’t I felt a shock as he died, or lay dying? How much did he suffer? I should have felt a tremor at least, as twins are supposed to do if one of them is ill, or worse. For how long since he died had I been doing all the usual, stupid, pointless things, ignorant of his fate? As people jostled for cups of tea I hunted out conversations where Philip’s name might be mentioned. A man and woman talked in low voices about shock and death and his family. I stood close to them.

‘Where is the funeral?’ I said. They separated, reluctantly, to admit me to their conversation. ‘I’d like to pay my respects.’

The woman’s eyebrows rose in the traditional arch of sympathy. ‘Did you know him well?’ she said. ‘Away from here, I mean.’

‘A little,’ I said. ‘He taught my friend’s son.’

‘He lived in Otsford, didn’t he?’ The woman sounded vague. She’d obviously hoped I had had a closer connection to him than that. ‘I suppose they’ll have it there.’

The man nodded.

‘Was it sudden, do you know?’ I said. ‘Did he die at once?’

They frowned.

‘Was he knocked down,’ I persisted, ‘or was he the one driving?’

The choirmaster began calling us to reassemble.

‘Ah, there we are, off we go again,’ the woman said. She looked relieved to be escaping my questioning. ‘He was very young, wasn’t he,’ she said, busying herself with the next piece of music. ‘Well, about the same age as you, I suppose. How old are—’

But I feigned a coughing fit and fled. When I’d discovered that my coat was submerged underneath several others on the peg in the cloakroom, I’d thrown them all to the ground to retrieve it and left them there.

Philip’s death was outrageous to me. I was irate at his carelessness. I’d told Michael I had a doctor’s appointment to explain my determination to leave the house early on that Tuesday and he’d frowned, because I knew he could see me crying. I was even furious at his concern. I remember standing opposite the church in Otsford. I had no idea what time his funeral would be held. I could be standing for hours, waiting. I’d wait for however long it took, I didn’t want to leave. I found a tin of liquorice sweets in my bag and placed several of the tiny, fierce pellets on my tongue. When the first mourners began to arrive, they circled the porch and greeted each other in pairs and fours and sixes, then dispersed and reassembled, like the drones cast out of the ants’ nests each summer. Eventually, they shuffled back together and formed a ragged line as the hearse approached. The coffin was squat and ugly. There were only two bunches of flowers on top. I’d wished I’d known exactly how long I’d been in the world without him.

I wept, ragged with anger. The mourners were still huddled in the porch outside the church. No one embraced. There were two older, rather smarter people I thought might have been his parents. A tiny woman in a brave, bright hat buzzed from one person to another, a bee on black flowers. And a man who looked a bit like Philip, but not unbearably so (a brother? or cousin? I’d never know), stared at a book in his hand, open at a page he would probably read from during the service. It was doing me no good to watch their grief, it only increased the distance between us.

I had lain in bed that night, awake, waiting, until Michael climbed in beside me, expecting me to be asleep. I’d touched him and sucked him, feeling his surprise at this departure from our usual routine. Before he could lean over to the bedside cabinet for what he needed, I moved above him, pinning him beneath me, so that he couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. He clasped my waist and although the room was dark, I knew he didn’t take his eyes off me. With every movement, every tiny gasp and sigh, I was obliterating Philip. I was denying to myself that his hungry, furtive love had ever existed at all. The same body that had opened warm and wet to him closed around Michael, my arms held him tight until I was convinced that his shape was enough to fill them. As he groaned and reared beneath me, I stared at the ceiling, my eyes stretched wide and unblinking.





Chapter 11

23 September

Dream Boyfriend

Side parting, long fringe. Brown hair.

Floral shirt? Cheesecloth? (Just at weekends of course.)

Likes poetry, esp. ee cummings.

Knows the lyrics to ‘Ride a White Swan’.

Has a sister (to be my friend).

Taurus.

Two years older than me. Doing English A-level NOT GEOGRAPHY.

Can play the guitar (but hasn’t got yucky long fingernails to pluck the strings, like Izzy’s brother).

Faithful.

Learning to drive.

Smokes.



Honey magazine says you can plan to be the girlfriend of his dreams. If his last girlfriend had long hair, for example, they say that you should get yourself a head of short, shiny bounce. I don’t think I’d look very nice with short hair. I want him to have had a girlfriend before me, of course. But not be too experienced.

I’m going to have loads of boyfriends before I’m too old. Some girls fall straight out of their school uniform into a wedding dress. That is not enough experience at all.

I caught sight of her the other night getting ready for bed. She was in her nightie, bending over the basin. I could see the cheeks of her bottom wobbling as she cleaned her teeth. I have added please do not let me ever have a bum like that to my prayers.

I shouldn’t have pretended to flush Eddie’s truck down the loo but he’s being all weird about it now and saying he doesn’t want it any more. I told him it’s only a toy, it doesn’t matter if it got wet. I’ll get him a new one for his birthday, if I can afford it. I read to him tonight. I opened My Friend Flicka at random. I didn’t get very far because Eddie kept asking questions like what is sorrel and where is Wyoming. After a while I closed the book. I stared at the cover and the special blue of the sky behind the horses’ heads. Eddie was fast asleep.





Chapter 12

I’d promised myself I wouldn’t look at Sarah’s diary any more, but her voice bubbled up from the pages, as unstoppable as a spring released above ground and I heard it whatever I did. Each word dripped. I wanted to snatch her hand away from Eddie’s back and smack her, hard. Where was I while she squeezed and bullied him? How could she take Truck away from him, even for a moment? I saw myself in the kitchen, stirring or wiping something, while one floor above, Sarah held him down until he stopped resisting. If only to protect him, I’d read more of what she wrote. In some ways, this is a good thing to do, I thought, opening the pages and meeting her there again.

I sat on her bed, reading, beneath the shelves of china animals and wilting rosettes, beside her hairbrush, criss-crossed with hair, and some plastic pots of eyeshadow. I caught sight of myself in the mirror, hunched over the book. I examined my reflection as though I were still subjected to the unkind magnification of her gaze. She transfigured me, like a witch in a fairy tale, until my body was lumpen. My skin became as solid and pale as set milk. Forests of hair, dark and dense, grew on my arms and legs. I could feel the flesh swelling at my waist. I stood up with difficulty as if I’d begun to melt into the furniture and would soon be stuck fast.





Chapter 13

Through his bedroom window, Eddie stared hard at the field. He knew where Truck was buried but he couldn’t see the actual spot. It was beyond the garden and the path and under the overhang of the wall. It had been hard to dig a hole in the ground. He thought it would give with ease like sand, but the first trowelling got him only as far as stones and gravel. Eventually, first crouching then kneeling, he made a large enough space to hold the toy. He left two white rocks to say where he’d been.

One day, he was going to find twigs to make a cross, replacing the stones. Next to the window frame, there was a strip of yellow paint. It was the colour of the room before it was the blue of his choice. His mother had let him decide what colour it would be painted, and he’d felt very grown up. Doing without Truck should have made him feel older, too; instead he pined like a little baby for his metal friend.





Chapter 14

‘Do you need anything?’ I say. Michael shakes his head; it’s only a little movement but one that takes considerable effort. It’s getting dark outside. How will he fall asleep, I think, when all he’s done is lie here? But I’ve only walked from his bedside to the toilet or the cafeteria and my eyes are tight with fatigue. I could doze where I sit.

I go to the window and depress one slat of the blind. In the block of flats opposite there’s a random pattern of dark and yellow squares, as the people living there return home. Each brighter shape represents a hand on a switch, a person in that room. I thought of Philip, turning the car into his road. ‘My landlady’s light will go on when she hears the engine die,’ he said. ‘She’s like a dog, lifting its head from the carpet.’ Sure enough, a glow suffused the dense curtain at one window. She’d moved a chair inside her room as we passed her door, squeaking it across the lino to warn us that she was listening. He’d made an exaggerated gesture to outline a large chest in front of his own. He’d put his hand over my mouth to stop me laughing and I’d licked his palm, watching his expression. In the rehearsal, we’d sung ‘Sweet Gingerbread Man’. Lying on his little bed later, we’d quoted the words of the song to each other until I had cried with laughter, burying my head in his jumper and feeling my stomach muscles ache. Nice sticky hands, sticky peppermint. ‘If you don’t stop holding me so tightly,’ he’d said, lifting my face from his chest, ‘you’ll go home smelling of turpentine.’ He sniffed my hair. ‘Too late,’ he said. The wind howled in the chimney as if a storm raged outside. Even the littlest gust sounded fierce.

In Michael’s room now, the window blind rustles and clicks as I let the slat go. I turn round ready to apologise for the unwanted sound, but Michael still sleeps. His mouth drops open and his lower lip sags to show his teeth. His lack of inhibition embarrasses me. I tiptoe into the corridor.

The nurse scuttles towards me; she has her coat on and knots a scarf dotted with sequins round her neck as she travels. She wears a short-strapped navy handbag across her chest, riding high on her bosom. For a moment, she looks disconcerted to see me, as if I shouldn’t be here without good reason or her permission. ‘Oh, Mrs Deacon,’ she says. ‘I’m off. Night Sister will be with you soon.’ The sequins wink and flicker. They are too small to protect her from me, they are only a fairy’s armour.

A woman appears, peering at each door’s label and reading them aloud. ‘Deacon,’ she reads, stopping at Michael’s door. ‘Where on earth is Ward C?’ she says, annoyed, as if the nurse and I are hiding it from her. We both point towards the far doors. She hurries away with renewed vigour and an admonishing tut, as though time matters more to her than to us. She is sharply outlined against the paintwork, the way that visitors to a gallery are defined by the bright lights. The clicks of her footsteps reverberate against the hard surfaces, as scattered and frequent as if she had more than two legs. A notice flutters on the wall in her wake. I have no one, and nowhere, to hurry to.

‘I’m back,’ I say to Michael’s sleeping form. ‘As if I never went away,’ I say to myself. I seek out a particular letter from the bag, one I need to see. A palliative. Here it is, thank goodness. Its eau-de-Nil envelope and that familiar handwriting. I won’t read it yet. I am picking up my memories like knitting from a basket, recognising their colour and shape.

I am trying to remember Philip’s voice. The scattered fragments of our time together re-group themselves, the way the coloured pieces inside a kaleidoscope rearrange themselves into a new pattern when the dial’s turned. There were songs, of course. The way he would catch one thumb and curl it back to touch the arm behind it, without thinking, as he spoke. There was a tin of meatballs he’d reheated on the Baby Belling. The tiny sketch of me he’d done while I was pretending to sleep. A conversation about how he hoped to inspire just one of the little boys he taught to really appreciate art. He’d said he wanted them to ignore the big picture to start with and concentrate on details. On brushstrokes. That was the way, he said, that they’d begin to understand about composition, form and colour. I had changed the subject, only too aware that the idea of the pupils in his class reminded me of the child I’d left at home. My child, whose pleas to me not to leave her I had willingly, easily ignored.

‘Somebody telephoned earlier,’ says the nurse, coming in to Michael’s room. ‘I think it was your daughter?’ Her voice lifts in question, as though the caller might just have impersonated a relative.

‘Sarah,’ I say. Michael is awake, listening. I don’t meet his eye.

‘That’s it,’ she says brightly. ‘I told her Mr Deacon was sleeping. I asked her if she’d like me to wake him, but she said no, no, she’d call back. There was an echo on the line. It was very distracting.’ She shakes her head as if she were still hearing her voice repeated back to herself.

I’d been tempted to email Sarah, but I couldn’t frame my greeting or how I would sign off. Instead, I left a message for her, which only needed to begin and end perfunctorily. The spoken word was less dismissible. I’d never grown used to the twang of her answerphone’s message, its flat, neutral Americanese. I always had to ring back, once I’d rehearsed what I was going to say. It’s knowing I’m being recorded that unnerves me. I’d told her only the rudiments of this part of Michael’s story. Pneumonia. His heart. Not long. I’d imagined her listening to it, pausing for a moment to absorb the implication.

Above the rim of his mask, Michael’s eyes signal a query: Is she coming? ‘She’ll be here soon,’ I ought to tell him.

‘Wake him if she rings again,’ I say.

The nurse nods.

I catch the scent of boiled sweets as she passes me, some sort of indeterminate, sweet fruit. Her nurse’s uniform clings to her as if she’s upholstered. If I snipped at it, I suspect she’d leak horsehair. It’s exactly what I used to think about Sheila Turner. I haven’t thought about her for years, but now she bustles into my thinking, her head still swivelling for information to be squirrelled away. She had a way of looking at a point just below my neck as though I had a mark there, something unpleasant like a fleck of the crusted yolk of an egg or a dob of sauce. Even thinking about her now makes my hands go involuntarily to my collarbone, checking and smoothing.

I’d seen Sheila that day, the day of seeing-not-seeing Philip. Hurrying, my eyes blistered with tears, nearly on the homeward path, I noticed her standing across the road, by the pond. She was in conversation with someone I didn’t recognise, whose back was turned, but when Sheila saw me she stepped sideways from her companion and waved, mouthing ‘Hel-lo,’ in an exaggerated way. ‘Wait a moment,’ she gestured, holding up her hand with the palm flat to halt my progress.

Weighed down by my cargo of potatoes and bread and clutching my stiff handbag, I could only smile and shake my head, indicating that much as I’d love to chat, I really must press on. We were separated by a good twenty feet and a road.

‘I’ll pop round later,’ Sheila telegraphed across the divide.

I was glad she was detained or I’d have had her alongside me all the way home, practically to the front door, as we lived so close to each other. I sped up, walking away without looking back and defying her to follow.

I walked carefully along the footpath, a rutted, uneven space next to the fences and the wall, speckled with stones and puddles. There was a quicker route, a flattened swathe across the middle of the field, but ever since I’d found a large beetle unexpectedly attached to the front of my shoe after I’d crossed there, I’d chosen the other way. You could see where you were putting your feet if you walked on stones. I’d screamed when I saw the bug, shaking my foot wildly to dislodge the thing. It took some doing – how did they cling so hard? – but eventually it fell off. I’d panted afterwards as if I’d fought a tiger and kept glancing behind me as I walked on, as though it might follow me home. Later that day, I’d realised that although I had screamed loudly – and probably more than once – no one had heard me and come running.

What time was it? I did a rough calculation. It must be about half past two. I didn’t mind missing lunch. I always found it hard to decide on what to eat anyway, and it seemed extravagant to rustle up something especially for myself. Besides, it was better to go hungry and to feel the waistband of my skirt loose about my waist. In an hour and a half, Eddie and Sarah would arrive home from school. Later there’d be peeling and chopping and stirring. I wished I could make them all stand at the fridge in turn and take food straight to their mouths with their bare hands.





Chapter 15

The bedside clock announces 20.02. It flips its numbers at the last possible moment with one second to spare. Michael searches in his memory for what he used to say, as a child, to separate seconds if he needed to count them up to the minute. Madeira, was it? Madagascar? He feels a jolt of relief when he remembers Mississippi. He’ll never forget how to spell it, either. His teacher, Miss Polder, her necklace swinging against her bosom, chants again in his head: Mrs M Mrs I Mrs S S I. He can’t remember her face but her large, forbidden breasts are unforgettable. None of it matters any more. The time of day certainly doesn’t. Somewhere, in places he’s never visited, people have read his news and changed their plans. He imagines the emails hovering above a large atlas, the sort displayed on his classroom wall, before they swooped and landed. Pinned like coloured flags, they announced his departure and could not be removed. He is folding in on himself, shutting the world out, but it’s a peaceful process and he doesn’t feel the need to hurry it.

He regards Marion from underneath barely closed eyes. He is amused by her impatience at his slow demise. She is short with the staff; you wouldn’t think she’d been in their ranks herself. He’d never asked her about that choice of career, but one of her friends did once. It might have been that big woman – Bridget, was that her name? The one whose hairline started high on her head, in the manner of a Restoration portrait. She’d asked why ever had Marion become a nurse? She was probably watching her manhandle a child into a coat or brush away the suggestion of a stomach ache. She was always robust in her treatment of childhood ailments. Marion had shrugged, as if the answer were obvious. ‘I needed somewhere to live,’ she’d said.

He likes it best when she is out of his room on some errand or other. He knows she is occupied, and she tells him where she’s going. This is a change for the better. That was always the problem with Marion. Even when she was actually with him, he didn’t really know where she was.

The very afternoon he’d met Marion’s father for the first time, the old boy had told him to propose to her. She’d only been out of the room for a few moments when Stan issued his unexpected command. ‘Look,’ he’d said, ‘I don’t know what you’re planning, but if you can’t see any reason not to, I think you should marry my daughter. She’s a nice girl.’ Michael had thought he might have had more to say about her than that, but he seemed to think he’d said enough. ‘No need to ask me for her hand now,’ the old man said. ‘Job’s done.’

Michael had consulted a more worldly friend and booked a table at a restaurant in town. The same friend assured him girls wanted to wear an engagement ring straight away. It makes them feel special, he’d said. Marion, thought Michael loyally, was more sure of herself than that. He’d chosen a ring anyway, just in case the girls at the nursing home teased her about its absence.

By the time he asked her to marry him, he’d convinced himself he was doing the right thing. The thought of years of taking other women out and weighing up whether or not they were possible wives was alarming. He might well decide on someone, only to discover she didn’t like him. Marion obviously did. The eight years between them allowed her to think he was more worldly and wise, too. When she accepted his proposal, although she got the whole thing over as fast as possible and hardly looked at the ring, she seemed as relieved as he did. And she seemed as grateful, too, that they’d found each other. Was there anything wrong with wanting safety? He remembered some moon-faced man, years ago, at a party, blowing out his cheeks in feigned horror when he’d asked Michael what he did. ‘Accountancy? Wow, man, don’t you go mad with boredom?’ He’d understood the accusation; people often mistook having routine employment for a kind of punishment. If he’d wanted to, he could have pointed out all the ways in which his life wasn’t dull at all. He envied himself his former innocence, though. It had been a long time since he’d been able to imagine an uncomplicated future, stretching ahead of him like a well-signposted road. ‘Actually,’ he wished he’d said, ‘I love accountancy. It’s people like you who are dull.’ He wished, too, that he’d taken the two ends of the man’s silly thin scarf and pulled them tight.

He is compiling a list of things that he has relished. It’s short. It includes the births of his children. A new car he’d cherished. A couple of amorous experiences that had woken him to surprising possibilities. Getting into his bed at the end of the day, reaching for that other, warm hand. His body now is merely a collection of cells, mostly faulty. Eating and drinking provide no pleasure, sleep is functional. He lives with a series of dull pains that he only registers when the next dose of medication is due. He racks his brains for a defining physical memory, some sensation that he misses more than any other. Above all, he thinks, it would be hard to top the instant exoticism of a new toothbrush.





Chapter 16

After Philip died, grief had enveloped me like a caul. I could scarcely eat. I didn’t sleep. I resented the fact I had to find secret places to weep, where no one could see me. I was tender and protective of myself, like a chaperone with a highly strung charge. ‘Christ, Moo, are you all right?’ Michael had said, as I’d hurled myself across the kitchen. I wanted to say, Philip has died, he is dead, he is dead, but instead I said, ‘I can’t bear this song,’ and turned the wireless off. Michael had given me a quizzical look, but he didn’t switch it back on.

‘You’re so lucky with Michael,’ people said to me. ‘Do you two ever row?’ I said I sometimes wished we could. Michael never challenged me. If I was being irrational or too demanding, he’d simply smile at me and wait for me to calm down. They told me I was lucky that Michael loved me so much. He’d do anything for you, wouldn’t he, they said. It felt disloyal to confess that I had begun to find his endless tolerance annoying. I tested his generosity deliberately: I’d ask him for a lift somewhere as soon as he’d settled down in his chair or suggest that he give me the very newspaper he’d opened to read, little things like that. It was more of a game than anything else (‘Let’s play When Will Michael Say No?’), but he never denied me. I told myself I had nothing to complain about. It was normal, I reasoned, to be annoyed by some aspect of your husband’s behaviour and his was hardly offensive. But it was like spotting a crack in a glass. You could keep drinking from it, but you couldn’t forget it was there and one day it would shatter. I knew that the more he met my demands with his soothing patience, the more I was in danger of sharpening the very knives I’d ask him to cut himself with. And, what’s more, I knew he’d agree to do it.

‘Isn’t it your choir rehearsal tonight?’ Michael had said the next week. I said I wasn’t going any more, it wasn’t really my thing after all.

‘I’m sorry you gave us up. You missed a lovely concert,’ our neighbour said later. ‘Of course, it was very sad. Philip’s mother cried all the way through.’

‘Who’s Philip?’ Michael had looked at me.

‘Young chap, tenor section,’ our neighbour had leapt in. ‘Killed in a car accident.’ She’d mouthed the last words as though they were a curse. ‘Everyone really liked him. He bought me a cider once.’ People were always very keen to claim any sort of closeness to the dead.

‘Did you know him, Marion?’ Michael had said.

I said not really, that I knew him only by sight.

‘Didn’t he give you a lift home once? I thought you used to share a joke or two,’ the woman said.

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Not me, I wonder what made you think that?’ I was relieved to have got to the end of my sentence without screaming.

‘Who did she mean, then, if not you?’ said Michael afterwards. ‘There can’t be anyone else there like you, can there?’

When I was about five, I’d lost sight of my mother in a crowded shop. After only a few minutes, I saw her again and slipped my hand into hers. Except that it wasn’t my mother’s, it was a stranger’s hand I held. She’d been kind and reassuring, telling me we’d find my mother any minute. But my heart had lurched at the wrongness of her, the sour smell of her perfume and the slash of dark blue eyeshadow on each eyelid that shuttered her eyes from me every time she blinked. I knew I should hold Michael’s hand tight now, in case I was lost again. In case I reached for another hand. But this time, on purpose, I let go.





Chapter 17

23 September

Things I won’t tell my boyfriend about.

I really like opening a Crunchie bar, taking a bite, making the end all spitty then leaving it overnight and eating it the next day, when it’s sticky.

Last summer, some of us went to the rec with big bottles of cider. Tessa Wheatley’s older brother and his friend brought them, because they’d gone to Tonbridge where nobody knew them in the offies and they wouldn’t have known they’re not old enough to drink. It was about a week before school started again. I don’t like it then, it’s when the time left is spoiled because you’re thinking how soon it’ll all be over. There were seven of us and five bottles, so I thought I’d just have to have a sip, but two of the girls squealed about going on to Guides and said they couldn’t have stinky, drinky breath. They sat with us for a while, then brushed the dried grass off their uniforms and left. Tessa’s brother said one bottle each ought to do it. He drank his very fast. His friend said cider made him randy. The other girl with us, Helen, giggled and said she knew what he meant.

That’s when it changed. It was like switching channels on the television. You’re settled into one mood then suddenly all the pictures are different, and they sound wrong. The boy kept staring at her. Tessa said what time did we all have to leave, because she didn’t want to walk home on her own if her brother was staying out. No one replied. Helen said could the boy help her look behind the shelter, because she thought she’d dropped something there. As they stood up, he looped his arm round her shoulder and pulled her towards him and squeezed her breast. When they were out of sight, we could hear them grunting and panting. Tessa’s brother squirmed as if his spine was melting. Tessa and I looked away, across the field, anywhere rather than at each other. She said they should keep it down, they weren’t in a soundproofed room, were they, but she whispered as if it was worse for them to hear us rather than the other way round. Suddenly, there was a kind of shriek. It was the most private noise I’d ever heard. It split me open inside as if it was sharp. It went right through me. It was like the joyful, yelping anticipation of pain you feel when you bang your elbow. It makes you catch your breath in gulps because you know you’ll be in agony at any minute. I wanted to be there with them. The middle of me was hollowed out with envy and fear.

Helen emerged before the boy did. Her skirt was round the wrong way with the zip facing outwards. She looked as if she’d been winded. He followed her without looking at her and picked up his nearly empty cider bottle and swigged from it, but he couldn’t make his mouth hard enough and liquid spilled down his front. Tessa’s brother called him a dribbling baby, but his voice broke on the words. We sat there for a while until some woman came with her kids. She was giving them a holiday treat, letting them go on the swings in the last of the daylight when they should have been in bed. The little girl had her hair in bunches; they were pulled so tightly to the sides of her head it made her eyes look tilted. I suddenly felt weepy looking at her. I knew she was going to have to find out about all kinds of horrible stuff in her life. Even Eddie, who really would never hurt anyone, will have to suffer just for existing. It’s really not fair.





Chapter 18

I must have dozed, because someone has cleared away the half-empty beaker of coffee and refilled the scratched plastic jug with water. The room is rudely impersonal. I’ll give the nurses something when this is over. We used to love the sort of visitor who rewarded us with boxes of chocolates or biscuits. Make sure you share them with the doctors, they’d say, but we never did. I look at the clock above Michael’s bed. Twenty to nine. His untouched meal lies on his table. I’d ordered it for him yesterday, when it seemed possible he might eat macaroni cheese. He’d been away on a business trip once and brought home a dark blue packet of spaghetti, about two feet long. He produced a little piece of Parmesan cheese to go with it. He’d described how the shop was hung with huge, red hams and dotted with baskets of biscuits and sweets in coloured twists of paper, as if he’d visited a place of worship. I’d wrestled the strands into and out of boiling water as best I could, but some of them stuck hard to the bottom of the pan. The raw sweat smell of the cheese clung to my hands for hours afterwards.

The doctor comes in, on his ward rounds. He’s young, of course. ‘Can I have a word?’ he says. ‘Outside?’ We stand in the corridor. ‘We’ll have to make a decision,’ he says. ‘About the mask.’ He looks at me then looks away quickly. He shouldn’t feel awkward, this is all we have to discuss.

‘Who has to decide?’ I say. ‘You?’

The doctor takes a step back from me, as if I’d challenged him. ‘I’m not the senior registrar. He’s the person who’ll discuss it with you,’ he says.

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I mean, of course. I remember now. Sorry. I used to work in a hospital.’

He looks at me.

‘I was a nurse,’ I say. I can see him trying to take in this new fact. His hair is a faint ginger red, the sort that will go grey without leaving a trace of this fiercer colour. He has matching freckles. I want to ask him if he likes dancing, if he has a girlfriend and if she stays awake until he gets home, waiting to talk to him. Or to have sex. The expression on his face suggests he cannot imagine this old woman in front of him being either younger, or a nurse.

‘Mr Deacon is sentient,’ he says. ‘He’s aware of what’s happening to him, he knows enough to express himself, to make decisions. But I can’t be the one to ask him. I’ll ask the registrar to pop in.’ He looks back at his notes. ‘Do you need to let anyone know what’s happening?’ He is trying to make sense of the situation.

‘Everyone who needs to know is being kept informed,’

I say.

He almost shrugs, but maintains his impassive stance.

This will be how it’s done, then. A decision made first in some office, confirmed in a corridor and completed in a bed. Paperwork made flesh. There’s no suggestion of Michael leaving the hospital and going home to die, it’s more efficient if he finishes here. The gap between his death and the parcelling of him to the morgue will be closed more easily this way. I think of his last cup of coffee with me, the last time he listened to the radio in our garden, turning the aerial to find the signal. When I go home, I imagine that I’ll find his last, unfinished crossword puzzles and the last clothes he put in the laundry basket. ‘I’ll clear the room,’ he’d said to me before, in that previous, terrible time of loss. ‘You don’t have to touch anything, Moo.’ I’m filled with a dread of his absence now, made worse by the fact he still lives. I have always hated the bed half cold.

The house we’d moved to in those days, when the children were little and Michael and I were young, stood in a semicircle of identical houses, just far enough apart to be described as detached. The other owners chose the same type of flowers for their front gardens and kept their curtains pulled apart to the same distance during the day. There had been local objections to this development, Sheila had told me. It would take years before our houses looked as if they should be here. There was a prim nervousness to them, as if they knew half the village disapproved. She’d moved here from an old cottage on the other side of the village. ‘Marvellous to have everything so neat,’ she’d said. ‘None of the walls in the old house were straight, Marion. It was full of character, of course, but you can’t get rid of damp with character.’

Who lives there now? I wonder. We sold it to a man I didn’t much like. I didn’t meet his wife; he mentioned her in passing but never suggested she visit. I haven’t been back since, not even to that area. Too much has changed and vanished. I do know that I couldn’t wait to get home that day. I was in agony. One of my shoes rubbed at the heel. Their insides bulged with little pillows of padded fabric and caught my skin. When I’d bought them there was a cardboard advertisement propped up by the till, showing a woman gambolling through daffodils. She was attempting to point their blunt toes. At my last visit to Sarah’s school I’d noticed that the headmistress, a woman of robust dullness, was wearing an identical pair. The saleswoman said they’d be as comfortable as slippers. She lied, I thought, practically counting the steps until I was home. I would have to save from my housekeeping allowance even to get a new pair. As soon as I got through the door, I’d slip the wretched things off. The last few paces were agony.

A car stood directly in front of the back gate. When we’d moved in, I’d thought that having a public footpath so close by was rather quaint. But people often left their cars at this last point before the road narrowed and the path began. It made opening our garden gate difficult and I felt observed as they clambered in and out, taking their time. There was someone standing next to the car as I approached, his hands in his pockets and staring at the ground. I braced myself for a small confrontation but then I realised it was Tom Spencer, not the car’s owner at all. He looked up as I approached and, as soon as he saw me, his eyes flicked rapidly to one side and his head went down again.

‘Hello,’ I said, staring pointedly ahead. I’d now have to manoeuvre past both him and the car with my heavy bag and my painful foot. I was never quite sure whether to greet him or not; he looked uncomfortable if you even waved from a distance and he skittered away if your paths crossed. He was simple, that was all. People gave him odd tasks to do and he
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