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Dedication

For the women who expressed love through capability and were not always understood for it. Who made the tea, fixed the thing, reorganised the filing system without asking, and kept the record of every small kindness anyone mentioned in passing.
And for the people who noticed — who paid attention quietly, who sat on the floor rather than a chair, who wrote in the margins of other people's books and understood that this was its own form of love.
This novel is about what lives in the silence between what we mean and what we say. Evelyn spent eighty-three years in that silence. The novel is her way back through it.
It is for anyone who has loved imperfectly, been loved imperfectly, and found — too late or just in time — that the loving was never in question.
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Before the Blossoms

      The cherry trees are bare.

      I have been looking at them for twenty minutes from this chair — my chair, the one with the cracked leather arm I keep meaning to have re-stitched and never do — and they are definitively, unambiguously bare. Skeletal is the word people use, as though that's meant to be poetic. Skeletons are not poetic. I have seen enough of them, in one form or another, to know.

      But there is something in the way a bare tree holds itself in late winter. Patient. Certain. It has done this before and it will do it again and it does not require your admiration whilst it waits. I find this enormously restful.

      The orchard was Harold's idea, technically. He said it one evening over wine — we should have cherry trees, Evelyn, imagine the blossom — and then forgot he'd said it, the way Harold forgot most things that required actual follow-through. So I planted them. Twelve trees, that first spring after we moved in, laid out in four rows of three because I dislike asymmetry and nobody was going to argue with me about it. Harold thought they'd always been there. I never corrected him. That is, I have come to understand, a kind of love.

      That was thirty years ago. The trees are tall now. Properly tall, the way trees get when they've stopped proving themselves.

      In three weeks — four, if the weather is difficult, and I am holding the weather personally responsible if it is — they will bloom. Pale pink, the particular pale pink that looks almost white in full sun and almost mauve at dusk, and the smell on a still morning is something I have never successfully described to anyone. Sweet, yes. Green underneath, somehow. And something else. Something that smells like before, though before what I couldn't tell you.

      I have been trying to describe it for thirty years. I expect I'll die without managing it.

      The roses are not yet in bud. They run along the south wall — deep red, the climbing kind that Harold's mother gave us as a cutting when we married and which I have always found faintly aggressive in its persistence. It has outlasted Harold's mother by twenty-two years. It has outlasted Harold by seven. Every spring I think: this will be the year it doesn't come back. Every spring I am wrong.

      A rose that hasn't bloomed yet is still a rose, I think. Unlike certain relatives.

      But that is uncharitable and I am trying, in these last weeks, to be less uncharitable. It is harder than it sounds. Charity is a muscle and I have been neglecting it in favour of accuracy, which is more satisfying but does not warm the hands.

      Dr Patel came on Tuesday. He is a good man — conscientious, young enough to still believe that medicine has answers, old enough to know when not to look for them. He sat in the armchair opposite and listened to my chest and then he looked at me with the careful, kind expression of a man composing a sentence in his head, and I thought: here we are, then. He used phrases like quality of these remaining weeks and keeping you comfortable and he was very good about it, which I appreciated, because I have no patience for drama and I told him so, which made him smile in the way people smile when they are genuinely amused and doing their best to conceal it.

      I am not frightened. I want to be clear about that, if only to myself. I am something else — watchful, perhaps. My attention has sharpened in a way I did not expect. I notice the spider's web in the corner of the drawing room ceiling. I notice the way the afternoon light comes through this window at precisely four o'clock and lies across the floor in a long pale stripe. I notice the tea Maggie brings without being asked, and the way she sets it down without looking directly at me, and what that costs her.

      I have spent eighty-three years noticing things. I am simply noticing them differently now. With more — I want to say tenderness, though the word embarrasses me slightly. As though I am memorising. As though I am making an inventory of the ordinary world for some future reference I cannot quite explain.

      The wheelchair does not bother me. I know people expect it to. Sally flinched the first time she saw it — controlled herself, admirably, within perhaps a second, but I noticed — and Martin looked at it the way he looks at anything that makes him feel guilty, which is sideways, quickly, then somewhere else. The chair is old British wood, wide-armed, and it fits me in the way that good furniture eventually does, when it has had enough time to learn your shape. I chose it. I think, in whatever obscure way these things work, it chose me back.

      I finish my tea. The cup is the good china — the pattern with the blue rim that I have been saving since 1987 for an occasion significant enough to warrant it, and which I have decided, as of this week, is every morning. There is nobody to argue with me about this and I find it, frankly, liberating.

      Through the glass, the cherry trees.

      Bare, still. The kind of beautiful that requires patience. The buds are there if you look — small, tight, trusting — and in three weeks or four the branches will be so thick with blossom that the whole orchard will hum. I have seen it thirty times. I can describe it in my sleep.

      I ring for Maggie.

      I do not say what I am thinking, which is: I want very much to see the blossom one more time. Wants of that kind are private. They have always been private. That has been, I am beginning to understand, both my great strength and my great failure, and I'm not sure at this stage there's much point in distinguishing between them.

      The trees stand in the white afternoon light.

      I watch them.

    


The GP's Visit

      Dr Patel arrives at ten o'clock, which I appreciate. Punctuality is not a virtue people discuss enough. It is, in my view, a form of respect so basic that its absence is a character statement, and its presence should not go unacknowledged. I tell him he is punctual. He says thank you and sets his bag down by the door the way he always does, which is carefully, as though the bag contains something fragile, though as far as I know it contains a stethoscope and a blood pressure cuff and whatever optimism he has managed to bring with him this morning.

      He has been my GP for eight years. I trust him the way you trust a good plumber: not because you understand what he's doing, but because he has never once made things worse, and in medicine as in plumbing this is rarer than it ought to be.

      Maggie has set out tea. She does this without being asked, always, and she has used the good cups, which means she knows what kind of morning this is. I notice this. I file it away. Maggie communicates almost entirely through what she does and does not put on a tray, and in thirty years I have learned to read her with some fluency.

      Dr Patel sits in the armchair across from me. Nobody else ever sits in that chair. Harold didn't, particularly — he preferred the sofa where he could put his feet up without negotiating — and the family, when they come, arrange themselves in a loose semicircle on the sofa and the upright chairs by the window, as though the armchair belongs to someone. I have never invited anyone into it. He is the only one who simply sits down without asking.

      I have always found this faintly wonderful.

  

      He listens to my chest. His hands are careful, unhurried, and he does not make the particular noise that doctors sometimes make — the small involuntary sound of finding what they were looking for — which I take as either good news or very practised neutrality. With Dr Patel it is difficult to tell. This is, in a doctor, a virtue.

      He asks how I have been sleeping. Adequately, I tell him. He asks about my appetite. Present, I say, though reduced. He asks whether I have been getting outside. I gesture at the window, at the garden, at the specific quality of February that makes outside a relative concept, and he concedes the point with a small smile.

      He asks about my chest. I tell him it has been wrong for several weeks now. Not painful — wrong. As though something in there is winding down, like a clock that has been going so long nobody notices the ticking until it slows. He writes something. He does not look alarmed, which means either everything is fine or he is very good at his face, and I have enough evidence to know it is the latter.

      He does not use the word dying. People rarely do. They circle it in smaller and smaller orbits, using phrases that approach the centre without landing there — keeping you comfortable, these last weeks, not pushing for interventions. I have noticed that even the most direct people go indirect in the vicinity of death, as though the word itself might set something in motion. I find this exhausting and also, today, rather touching. He is trying to give me the information without the brutality. That is a kindness. I am not unmoved by it.

      I am also, however, eighty-three years old, and I have never in my life benefited from being given the edited version of anything.

      'Am I looking at weeks,' I say, 'or months?'

      He is quiet for a moment. He sets his pen down. This is, I have come to understand, a man's way of saying: now we are having the real conversation.

      'Probably weeks,' he says. 'I want to be honest with you. I think probably weeks.'

      I nod. I look at the window. Outside, the garden is February-grey, the cherry trees still bare, a crow doing something industrious to the top of the stone wall that I cannot quite make out from here. I think: weeks. I think: all right, then. I think: the blossom.

      I do not say any of this. I thank him, which he receives with the quiet of a man who understands that thank you can carry a great deal of weight depending on who says it and when.

      We drink our tea.

      There is, I have always thought, something almost comically domestic about being gently informed that your engine is winding down. Here we are with the good china. Here is the shortbread Maggie has put on the plate, which neither of us will eat but which makes the whole thing feel civilised. Here is the February light. Here is a competent man in a reasonable jumper telling me, kindly, that I am nearly done. One could set it to music. Something unhurried, in a minor key. Harold would have known what.

      Dr Patel asks about pain management. He asks about the DNR, which is already signed and filed and has been for three years, which seems to relieve him slightly. He asks whether I have people around me. I tell him I have Maggie, and Clara comes most days, and the rest of the family is local enough to descend when required, which they will.

      He looks at me for a moment in the way that people look at you when they are deciding whether to say the next thing.

      'Is there anything you're worried about?' he says. 'Not medically. Just — anything.'

      I consider this genuinely. It is a good question and it deserves a real answer, not the one I would give in company.

      'I'm worried,' I say, 'that they'll argue about the house.'

      He nods slowly. 'Families often do.'

      'Yes,' I say. 'Families often do.'

      He finishes his tea. He stands. He tells me he'll come again on Friday, and that I should call him at any hour for any reason, and that his mobile number is on the card in the kitchen which I should actually keep this time rather than filing under things I won't need. I tell him I will consider it. He smiles. He picks up his bag with the same care he set it down with.

      At the door he pauses, and I think for a moment he is going to say something — something real, something that costs him something — but instead he says: 'The garden's looking well, given the time of year.'

      'The cherry trees will bloom in three weeks,' I say.

      'Will they?' he says.

      'They will,' I say. 'They always do.'

      He nods once. He leaves. The front door closes behind him with the quiet click of a well-fitted latch, which Harold spent an entire weekend adjusting in 1991 and which has worked perfectly ever since.

  

      Maggie appears before I've had time to sit back properly, which means she was in the hallway. I could tell her that I noticed, but she would only pretend she wasn't, and we have been performing this particular dance for long enough that there is a comfort in the routine of it.

      She brings fresh tea I didn't ask for. She sets it down. She straightens a cushion on the sofa that does not need straightening — the cushion is perfectly straight, the cushion has never been anything but straight, she is straightening it as a form of displacement activity and we both know this — and then she stands with her hands folded in the way she stands when she is waiting to see whether she is needed, which is to say: always.

      I look at her.

      She looks at me.

      She has a face, Maggie, that does very little of what she tells it. Everything lives in the area around her eyes, which are doing, currently, something I would rather not examine too closely.

      'Don't look at me like that,' I say. 'I haven't gone anywhere yet.'

      The sound she makes is somewhere between a laugh and something else — not a sob exactly, more the shape a sob makes before it decides whether to arrive. She puts her hand over her mouth for a moment. Then she drops it. Then she crosses the room and sits down on the sofa, not in the careful way visitors sit but in the way you sit in a house that is also yours in some important respect, which this one is.

      We don't say anything.

      Outside, the crow has finished whatever it was doing on the wall and departed. The light through the window is the particular flat white of a February afternoon, not unpleasant, the kind of light that doesn't ask anything of you. Somewhere in the house a pipe is ticking — the old heating, cycling through its routines, indifferent to everything.

      After a while Maggie picks up her own tea — she has brought herself a cup, which she does when she has decided she is staying — and we sit together in the way we have sat together, on and off, for thirty years. Not talking. Not needing to. The silence between us has never been awkward; it is the silence of two people who have covered enough ground together that they no longer need to fill the distance with noise.

      I look at the ceiling.

      There is a spider's web in the far corner, up near the coving, that I have not noticed before. It is an excellent web — precise, symmetrical, the kind of web that suggests its architect takes the work seriously. The spider itself is not visible. Sensible. February is not the weather for being visible if you can help it.

      Consistent, I think. More consistent than most of the people who will come to my funeral.

      The thought does not depress me. It is simply an observation, which is, I have always believed, the appropriate response to most things.

      'Will you want lunch?' Maggie says eventually.

      'Yes,' I say.

      'Soup?'

      'Something with substance.'

      'Right,' she says.

      She gets up. She collects the tray. At the door she stops — not quite the way Dr Patel stopped, not with that sense of a word reconsidered, but with the ease of someone who has simply remembered something.

      'The roses along the south wall,' she says. 'I think they're starting.'

      I look at her.

      'Just the smallest bit,' she says. 'The tips. You'd have to be looking.'

      'I'll look later,' I say.

      She nods and goes. I hear her in the kitchen, the particular rhythm of Maggie in a kitchen, which is efficient and unhurried at once, and which is one of the sounds I have lived inside for long enough that I no longer hear it as separate from the house itself.

      I turn back to the window.

      The garden sits in its February patience. The cherry trees hold their bare arms up against the white sky — twelve of them, in four rows of three, because I dislike asymmetry and nobody has ever argued with me about it. The blossom is in there somewhere, furled tight, waiting. Not ready yet. Nearly ready. Waiting for whatever combination of warmth and time it requires before it decides to open.

      I know the feeling, I think.

      Weeks, Dr Patel said.

      I pick up my tea. The good china, the blue-rimmed set I have been saving since 1987. I have decided that every morning is now sufficient occasion. There is nobody to argue with me about this, and I find it — I have already said this, I know, but it bears repeating — liberating.

      The weeks, I think, will have to be enough.

      The crow comes back to the wall.

      I watch it. I drink my tea. The house ticks around me, steady and indifferent and warm, and the February light lies still across the floor, and somewhere in the kitchen Maggie is making something with substance, because I asked for it, because she heard me, because that is what she does.

      It is, I think, a reasonable morning.

      It will have to do.

    


The Gathering

      Sally arrives twenty minutes late with gluten-free biscuits nobody requested and the carefully assembled energy of a woman who has decided that today, specifically today, she is a devoted niece.

      I know this energy. I have watched her deploy it at charity dinners, at school parents' evenings, at the bedsides of elderly relatives who were not me. It is not insincere, exactly. It is performed, which is a different thing, and the distinction matters, though I have never found a way to say so that didn't end the conversation immediately.

      She is wearing the grey cashmere. She wears it when she wants to appear understated, which means she has thought about what to wear, which means she has thought about today, which means she has an agenda. I notice all of this in the time it takes her to come through the door and kiss my cheek and say Aunty Ev, you look wonderful, which I do not, particularly, but which is the kind of thing people say to the elderly the way they tell children their drawings are brilliant — not dishonestly, exactly, just at some remove from the actual point.

      'Sally,' I say. 'You brought biscuits.'

      'Gluten-free,' she says, as though this is an improvement.

      Martin arrives ten minutes after that. His coat is inside-out. I notice this immediately, and I notice that he notices me noticing, and for a moment we are both looking at his inside-out coat in the shared understanding that this is information about the state of Martin, and then he looks away and I look away and nothing is said, because that is what we do, Martin and I, and it is one of the things I have been meaning to change and haven't.

      He drove past three times before parking. I know this because my chair faces the window and I have nothing better to do at present than watch the street, which is not a condition I recommend but which does produce useful intelligence.

      Ruth has already been here for an hour.

      Ruth arrived at two o'clock with supermarket chrysanthemums and the air of a woman who has earned her precedence through early arrival, which, knowing Ruth, is exactly what the early arrival was for. She is sitting in the upright chair by the bookcase in the particular way she sits when she has opinions she is holding in reserve, which is to say: very straight, with her hands in her lap, and an expression of mild general interest that does not fool me for a moment and never has.

      'You've lasted well,' she told me when she arrived, patting my hand.

      I told her thank you. It is, from Ruth, the warmest possible greeting.

  

      Now they are all arranged around me in the drawing room and the arrangement is, I think, unconsciously theatrical. Sally on the sofa with her biscuits and her cashmere and her phone face-down on the cushion beside her in a way that means she has checked it three times since sitting down. Martin in the chair nearest the door, which is where Martin always sits — positioned, always, for the fastest possible exit. Ruth in her upright chair with her chrysanthemums in the vase I gave her to put them in, which she has placed on the wrong table and which I have decided to let go.

      I am by the window. The cherry trees are visible through the glass. Nobody else looks at them.

      In the corner, on the floor with her back against the bookcase and her knees drawn up and a sketchbook open across them, is Clara. She is seventeen and she draws the way other people breathe — constantly, without apparent decision, as a simple fact of being in a room. She is drawing the window. Not the garden. The window itself: the frame, the latch, the way the light comes through the old glass and bends slightly, the way old glass does.

      Nobody has spoken to her.

      This is not cruelty. It is the particular invisibility of the quiet person in a room full of people with agendas. Clara has no agenda. This makes her, to the others, essentially decorative. To me it makes her the most interesting person present, which is not a high bar this afternoon but is nonetheless true.

  

      Sally begins helping almost immediately, which is to say she begins rearranging.

      She does the flowers first — Maggie's arrangement, which was perfectly good, which was in fact rather better than perfectly good because Maggie has an instinct for proportion that Sally does not and will not acknowledge — and she does it with the focused, benevolent air of a woman doing something kind rather than something controlling, which is a distinction I understand intimately because I have performed it myself on more occasions than I care to enumerate.

      Then she offers to call a private nurse.

      'I have Maggie,' I say.

      'Maggie's wonderful,' Sally says, in the tone that means but. 'But a private nurse would be—'

      'I have Maggie,' I say again.

      Sally writes something in the small notebook she has produced from her bag. I do not ask what. The notebook is new — I can see it is new, the spine unbroken, the pages very white — and I find its newness, its purchased readiness, both touching and depressing in equal measure.

      Martin has found my watercolours. He is standing in front of the series along the east wall — the ones I did in the years after Harold died, the ones that are not very good but which I kept because they were mine and because the making of them saved me in some way I couldn't have explained to anyone at the time. He is looking at them with his head slightly tilted, which is the posture of a man performing appreciation.

      'These are wonderful, Aunty Ev,' he says. 'You've always had such a — it's a real gift. I've always said that, haven't I.'

      He hasn't, particularly. But he means it in the way people mean things they haven't said: prospectively, with good intentions, as a kind of retroactive truth.

      'The light in this one,' he says, pointing at the one with the cherry orchard. 'That's — yeah. You can really feel the light.'

      'Thank you, Martin,' I say.

      He nods, satisfied, and moves on to the bookshelves, which he examines with the same performing attention. He is not, I think, looking at the books. He is looking for something specific. A particular painting I mentioned, years ago, in passing. He has been looking for it ever since, in the careful sideways way Martin does everything, and I have been watching him look for it and saying nothing, which is — I am aware of this, I am very aware of it today — not kindness. It is a form of control dressed up as patience.

      Ruth makes a remark about the chrysanthemums being fresh from the garden centre, not those dreadful petrol station ones, which is both true and a criticism of everyone present who might conceivably buy petrol station flowers, directed at no one and everyone simultaneously. It is, as I say, a craft.

  

      The phrase any updates on the will enters the room the way Sally introduces all difficult topics: on the end of a long, apparently unrelated sentence, dropped in lightly, as though it just happened to be there.

      She has been talking about the house — not directly, circuitously, the way you talk about a thing you want without looking as though you want it. The neighbourhood, how it's changed. The garden, how much upkeep a garden this size requires. The heating system, which apparently a friend of hers — a friend who happens to know about these things — has said is quite old.

      And then: 'I just wondered if there were any updates on the will. Just so we know where we all stand. No rush at all, obviously.'

      The silence that follows is the specific silence of four people deciding simultaneously not to be the one who speaks first.

      Martin picks lint from his jeans. He finds an extraordinary amount of it and examines each piece with great attention, which is the most focused I have seen him all afternoon.

      Ruth studies her nails.

      I smile. It is the smile I have deployed, at various points in my life, at planning committees, at solicitors, at a man at a dinner party in 1974 who told me that women didn't really understand finance. It is a very pleasant smile. It contains absolutely nothing.

      'You'll all find out in due time,' I say.

      In the corner, Clara looks up. Just once. She catches my eye — not with sympathy exactly, not with amusement exactly, but with something that contains both and requires neither to be performed. Then she looks back at her sketchbook. Her pencil moves. She draws the window latch. She draws the way the light bends.

      Nobody else notices.

  

      They drift out between five and half past. Sally has a dinner. Martin has — something, he is vague about it in the way he is vague about things that embarrass him, and I don't press because pressing is not what I do, which is the other side of the control I mentioned, the absence of challenge where challenge might have helped. Ruth leaves with the chrysanthemums because she brought them and she is not above retrieving a gift if the occasion feels insufficiently appreciative, which it does.

      The house settles.

      I am tired in the way that is about more than the body — tired in the way that an afternoon of watching people perform themselves at you produces, a particular kind of exhaustion that is not unpleasant, exactly, but that makes the quiet afterwards feel like something you've earned.

      Clara is still in the corner. She has not left because nobody told her the gathering was over, and she is not the sort of person who needs to be told — she would simply have stayed until she was needed or until she wasn't, with equal comfort in either outcome.

      She looks up when the last car pulls away from the street.

      'Do you want tea?' she says.

      'Yes,' I say. 'Come up with me first.'

  

      The stairs take what they take now. I do not hurry them, and Clara does not hurry me, which is one of the specific things I value about her — she has never once offered her arm with that particular quality of offering that is actually a statement about your condition. She simply walks beside me, slightly behind, present without fussing, and if I slow she slows and if I stop she stops and there is no drama in any of it.

      Harold's letters are in the box under the bed. I don't know why I want to look at them tonight — I haven't wanted to, in a while — but I get the box out and sit on the edge of the bed with it in my lap and I don't open it, just hold it, because sometimes that is enough.

      Clara sits on the floor.

      This is simply what she does. She has never required a chair. She sits on floors the way other people sit on sofas — with complete comfort, her back against the bedframe, her sketchbook still open though she isn't drawing now. She is just present. In the room. With me.

      I put my hand over hers.

      I have not planned to do this. It simply happens, which is rarer for me than it should be — the unplanned gesture, the thing said or done because it wants to be said or done rather than because it has been assessed first.

      'You're the only one,' I say, 'who doesn't make me feel invisible.'

      She doesn't make anything of this. She doesn't say oh but they love you or Sally just shows it differently or any
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