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He was lying on a varnished wooden board, the top of a boxed-in radiator. The board was exactly as wide as his shoulders and he knew, from painful experience, he must sit up like a man emerging from his own coffin. Roll over and he would be on the floor.

Above the radiator, a tall window was covered with thin curtains, a pattern of stripes, green, brown and red. He lifted a corner of the cloth and looked out. Deep space, the heart of night, a single small light left burning through fog above the door of the industrial therapy department.

The time? He sifted it from the air, from the many small clues it gave. Presences, absences. He had owned, when he first arrived, a watch with a brown leather strap, one of his better things. He had managed to keep hold of it for two weeks before it was stolen. He knew who had taken it: a man who choked to death in the refectory six months later, inhaling a mouthful of mashed potato. The watch must have been given to the dead man’s family, along with the dozen other effects from his locker. It might have puzzled them, the nice watch they didn’t know he’d had.

He let the curtain drop. He wondered what had woken him. There was no shouting, no sound of running feet, no alarm. The place was hushed. The room he was in, a common room, a big room with a high ceiling, was deserted. But somewhere something had changed. Something had fallen or risen.

He swung himself to sit on the board, legs dangling. He patted his hair (he still had some) and looked down the length of the room. The stiff little tables with their stiff little chairs, the foil ashtrays. On one wall, screwed to the wall and out of reach, was a painting of hot-air balloons; on the opposite wall, also screwed on, also out of reach, was a photograph of the young Queen in her coronation robes.

Other than for his shoes he was fully dressed. A brown pin-striped suit with a cardigan under the jacket, the cardigan a present from his daughter, the younger one, last Christmas or the Christmas before. Red wool and warm, slightly too big, or becoming so. The older girl had stopped coming years ago. He must have worried about that once. Not any more.

Awake now, clear-headed in one of those lulls when the things they gave him had lost their force, he stood, steadied himself, and set off. In his socks he could move almost soundlessly. From the common room he entered the corridor. It was a wooden floor in the common room but in the corridor there were lino tiles, geometries in bright colours. You had to be careful not to get lost on it, not to try stepping only from green square to green square, or find yourself marooned on a red triangle. The tiles were new and part of a scheme to brighten things up. The Administrator had visited them. He had addressed them in the chapel after Sunday service, spoken from the black wood of the pulpit. ‘Time for change, ladies and gentlemen! We are entering the age of opportunity!’ A few weeks later the tiles arrived and a speaker was installed in the refectory, playing the same three waltzes again and again until the new man, the one with the military blazer and the scarred face, took a chair to it.

The door of the office was open. In the armchair, a figure in a white coat gently snoring. Ian, on nights this week. On the filing cabinet, the wireless, lost between stations, hissed like escaping gas then suddenly spoke, posing a question in a language he did not know. Next to the wireless was an empty Bass bottle and a packet of filterless Woodbines. He leaned in and helped himself to one of the remaining cigarettes, tucked it away in the pocket of the cardigan. The office clock said ten to five.

Pass the office and you come to one of the back wards. Each ward had a name and this was Farmer. Twenty beds on one side, twenty the other. Along the length of the room, nightlights dropped their glow like molten wax. He walked the central aisle, observing the sleeping heads and the few that watched him back. There was no babbling now, no whining. Of all the hours of day or night, this was the barest. Nobody came or went on the road outside. Inside, even the most restless had finally exhausted themselves. It would be another two hours before the shift changed.

He came to his own bed, his name, Martin Lee, written above the hook where his other jacket was hanging. Further down on the same side he stopped at the iron foot of Stephen Storey’s bed. The sheets were pulled up and a pillow had been placed beneath them, the faint fake outline of a sleeper – good enough, perhaps, to fool someone glancing in from the doorway.

Was this what had woken him? Stephen? He was the baby of the ward, and due to go home soon, certainly before Christmas. A young man with his boyhood two steps behind him, who wrote in a small neat hand in small notebooks that his mother brought. When he arrived, carried in an unhurrying ambulance from somewhere that didn’t want him or couldn’t manage him, he had, for the first few weeks, opened the skin of his hands with anything that offered an edge, but they must have got something right because that had stopped. He would play chess with whoever cared to sit down with him. Recently he had been on the bench next to Martin in Mr Hitchcock’s woodwork class. They made toys, all sorts, wooden boats for boating ponds, pop-guns, spinning tops. He had a flop of brown hair, a shy smile, though he looked at you clearly enough. He had once been caught singing, perfectly alone, in the shelter by the football pitch. Even the people who ran the place could see he deserved a future. So where was he?

Beyond the ward was the washroom. Martin looked for him there among the dripping taps, the smell of wet towels. There were no nightlights in the washroom but light seeped in from a lamp outside one of the frosted windows. There was a tap hissing. He found it and held his fingers under a twist of water. On the shelf above was a squat glass bottle. He lifted it, shook it. Half full? He set it back on the shelf and turned off the tap. The cubicles were behind him but he didn’t bother to search them. Even when completely still, completely silent, a human being crackles like a radio mast, and he knew he was alone.

Another door, sometimes locked, sometimes not. Tonight it opened to a push. No more brightly coloured tiles; from here you walked on stone. He felt for the light switch. It lit only a single bulb under a metal shade ten yards away where the passage was crossed by another. On either side of him were heavy doors with bolts and peepholes. Most of the rooms they led to were used for storage now, though they had kept one for its old purposes. He looked in through the peepholes, saw darkness heaped like coal in a cellar. Some parts of the building (this was one) were said to be haunted, but that didn’t trouble him. He thought if he could help a ghost he would, and he thought they would know it.

At the junction of the passageways he paused under the bulb. Go right and he would reach the fire door. Turn left and he would come to the laundry. He turned left. He could feel Stephen in front of him, quite close. As he walked away from the bulb the passage grew faint with shadow, but he could see his way and could have found it without the help of any light. The laundry’s double doors were open and he went in. The floor was rutted from the wheels of trolleys. He moved carefully between the steel tubs and the strange machines that wrangled and pressed the sheets. Women did the work. You could watch them as they processed in their blue housecoats back to their side of the hospital in the afternoons.

Next to the laundry was the drying room. Linen hung from wooden horses suspended under the ceiling. An electric light on the side of the boiler gave the room the cool blue glow of moonlight. There was a smell of lye, and a slight bitterness, as of things that cannot really be cleaned sufficiently. In the centre of the room was a table large enough for twenty to have sat down at and feasted. It was heaped with folded sheets and towels, a heavy drift of them. Stephen Storey was lying across the top, full-length, face up, dressed and bootless. His eyes were shut, his mouth not quite. One hand rested by his belt buckle while the other had fallen to the side and lay, palm up, beside the black cloth of his trousers. There was an envelope clipped to his tie with a clothes peg. To Whom It May Concern. It was a hospital envelope. At some point he must have gone to the office and asked a nurse for it.

Martin touched him, his cheek, his neck. The skin was not yet cold but cooler than the air around, like a knife in a drawer. He spoke Stephen’s name, softly, as though to a sleeper, and for a minute he stood there, a shade stalled among the muffled voices of his past. He thought of shaking out one of the sheets and spreading it over him, but Stephen could have done that for himself. And there was nothing indecent here. He had seen indecency, had stood in front of it seventeen years ago with his camera, a day in April, the midst of a forest somewhere between the Weser and the Elbe. Nothing here that needed hiding or hurrying into the ground. The room was friendly in its way, like the wings of a theatre, the sort of place he might have chosen himself, might still.

He stepped away from the table, paused, bowed as deeply as his stiffened back would allow, then returned to the passage. He walked beneath the single bulb and kept going until he reached the fire door. He felt for the cigarette in the cardigan pocket, rummaged in his jacket for a match, found one and struck it on the wall. When he had first come, he wasn’t allowed matches, for obvious reasons, though at some point (the second shock? The third?) he had lost his faith in fire.

He leaned against the wall and smoked. Woodbines were made in a factory in the city. It was a place you could usually get a job, women and girls in particular. Some at the hospital had worked there, and some had gone the other way, from the hospital to the factory. There was a kind of trade between them. He smoked until he could feel the embers against the skin of his fingers. He ground it out on the wall. The sparks fell to the floor.

Between the metalwork room and the fire door there was an alarm in a glass-fronted box. He struck the glass with a jab of his elbow, pressed the scalloped brass of the button, then shoved the bar on the door to let himself out into what was left of the night. The fog was heavy. You could barely see the chapel. The women’s wing was hidden entirely. A taste of ditches, winter fields. The sea? He walked. The fog opened and closed at his passing. So many dreams like this! At his back the first lights came on, and behind the thin curtains the place began to roar.
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The dealer who sold him the car had called its colour bleu nuage, then glanced at Eric to see if he had understood. When it was obvious that he had, the dealer’s smile broadened, as if he knew the deal was done – done or as good as.

The Citroën ID: fewer features than the DS but to all intents and purposes the same car, just more affordable. And this one, sitting on the forecourt, had a couple of hundred miles on the clock. That knocked something off the price.

‘Didn’t they like it?,’ Eric had asked, and the dealer had shrugged as if to say not everyone is right for a car like this, not everyone could appreciate it.

Adjustable road clearance, air-oil suspension, rack and pinion steering, heating for front and rear passengers.

‘The front seats go all the way back, Doctor. You can sleep in it if you need to.’

 

Now, driving the winter lanes, the mud, the ruts, the spray, he had to wash the car at least once a week if he wanted it to show for the lovely thing it was. Bucket, sponge, hose, the wax the dealer had thrown in as a gift. It embarrassed him a little to be washing it so often. He did not think of himself as that type of man, suburban, prissy, obsessed with possessions, but there was something voluptuous about the car he couldn’t quite get over. He would in time, of course. In time he would think of it as just a car. Time would level it out, for that, he had learned (quite recently), was what time did.

The dashboard clock said twenty to nine. His first house call was scheduled for nine o’clock. It was Mrs Tallis, a schoolmistress who, he imagined, liked punctuality, but the fog was heavy still and he wasn’t going to hurry. On the wireless before he left the news was of a big London smog, the worst in months, visibility down to five yards, and during the night impossible. An Air Ministry warning of more to come. Listening, he had pictured it, the shrouded buildings, Eros in a cloud, the empty parks, and for the hundredth time wondered if he had given up on London too easily, if giving up on London had meant giving up on other things. Ambition? But he’d had no good connections there, no strings to pull. A provincial with a Midlands accent he had no intention of trying to hide. And London, of course, meant weekends with Irene’s parents, drinks with people he struggled to be polite to, who blathered about the impossibility of finding maids and gardeners, as if the war had never happened. And when they had first come down, the train out of Paddington, the height of summer, Gabby Miklos collecting them at the station (oh, that Mitteleuropean charm worked a treat on Irene) to take them to view the cottage, its empty rooms smelling of old fires, the garden half wild, it had felt in some way inevitable. On the train back up they hardly discussed it. They would go. Of course they would. He would be a country doctor and she would be a country wife. It seemed the solution to a problem they hardly knew they had. And if you wanted his opinion it had done her an immense amount of good to be out from under the shadow of her parents. More playful, more sure of herself, more like her sister, the famous Veronica. Or that, at least, had been the story of their first year. Slowly, somehow, the tide had turned. There had been an alteration. He had not worked out the cause yet; he had not had the leisure. Lack of something meaningful to do? She had complained of it once or twice. Well, that would be changing soon enough.

Up ahead, at a place where the road dipped and the fog might have passed for London smog, he saw the floating red lights of a stopped car. He slowed (disc brakes at the front, drum brakes at the rear) and came to a halt five yards behind the lights. He waited, sat there four or five seconds and was about to sound the horn when a figure in overalls stepped out of a coil of fog, peered, then waved uncertainly, a lost spaceman greeting the arrival of the aliens. Eric knew him. It was his neighbour, Bill Simmons, who had moved into Water Farm a few months after he and Irene had moved to the cottage. It had not taken long for the village to find him out – or for the woman who ran the village shop to do so, which amounted to the same thing. A rich man’s son playing at farming for reasons of his own. And the father not just any rich man but one whose name showed up in the papers from time to time, stories written with one eye on the libel courts. To complete the picture there was the little blonde wife, a patient of Gabby’s. She too had an interesting father, though hardly in the same way.

Slowly – and somehow with an air of resentment – the other car started to move. It was not a Land Rover but something like it, something inauthentic. It reversed, then swung off the road and bounced through the open gate into the field. Eric put the Citroën into gear. He lifted a hand, though didn’t look over. He gathered speed, no longer cautious. Under the grey looming of the trees, the car flowed like water.

 

Mrs Tallis lived in a villa off the main road. He parked on the gravel. The garden had the look of somewhere preparing for a long abandonment. It was like the corner of a Victorian cemetery. There was even a small stone plinth, a sundial presumably, but looking funereal, as if it should have a stone urn on top. It would be different in the spring, of course – crocuses, daffodils – but on a day like this the spring felt almost impossible to imagine.

She opened the front door within seconds of his ringing. He imagined she’d been standing close to it, waiting for him. It was what patients often did.

‘Good morning, Doctor.’

‘Morning, Mrs Tallis.’

‘This fog!’

‘Yes.’

She asked if he would care for some tea. He thanked her. He fancied a cup; he also thought it would be useful to watch her making it, that it would give him a sense of how she was managing, her range of movement. She was fifty-six. During the war her husband, too old for the regular forces, had found a post as an auxiliary fireman and was killed in Bristol’s Good Friday raid. Six weeks ago she had started getting pain in her shoulders and hips. It was worst in the morning, and it was sometimes difficult to get out of bed. He had examined her (he was good at all that, could handle people physically in a way that seemed to calm them). There were various possibilities. Rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, even Parkinson’s. When he looked at the results of the blood test and thought about her symptoms, her age, he settled on polymyalgia rheumatica. He tried it out on Gabby. Though not exactly the senior partner, Gabby Miklos had a few more years’ experience and a good instinct for diagnoses. It was usually worth checking the tricky ones with him. When Gabby concurred, he started her on prednisolone. The effect, which had been rapid, was proof enough of the diagnosis.

He watched her now from the kitchen table. How precise she was! Her dress, her bearing, the way she scooped tea from the caddy with the coronation teaspoon, the careful way she answered his questions. Did that come from her life as a schoolmistress? Was it about setting an example? He assumed she was lonely. She didn’t smoke, but he wondered if she drank, a few schooners of sherry after dark to ward off the demons. The kitchen smelt thinly of fish, perhaps from last night’s supper, a bit of grilled sole. Through the window, wintering songbirds moved in a blur around the feeder.

He enquired about headaches, pain in her jaws when chewing, any disturbance in vision. He had been reading up and knew that temporal arteritis was a possible complication. Her answers reassured him. He glanced at his watch. They went back to the hall together. On the table was a silver-framed photograph of a man in a black uniform. He had seen the picture before but only this time did he realise that the shadow at the side of the man was the plinth in the front garden.

She opened the door. ‘Is it starting to lift?’ she asked.

‘I think so,’ he said.

They stood side by side, looking out at the garden. It was the moment, a small lapse in the ritual of the visit, when something might have been said, but nothing was.

 

It was a five-minute drive to his next patient, just long enough to finish his smoke and smuggle the butt out of the car window. A red-brick house, two up, two down, the far end of an Edwardian terrace. There was a small garden with a pair of plaster gnomes fishing in an empty pond. At one of the upstairs windows, as usual, the curtains were half closed.

Here, he didn’t even need to ring the bell: the door was opened before he reached it. The woman stood holding the edge of the door. She wore no make-up; she did not look well herself. When he had entered and wiped his shoes on the mat, she shut the door. In the dimness of the hall (a carpet of purple swirls, the dark stairs with the painted banister, the school photograph on the wall of a boy with the same dark eyes as her own), she stood close to him, as if she almost imagined he might hold her and comfort her.

‘How is he today?’ He spoke softly. She shrugged. A curious look came onto her face, a smile of rage. It was only there for a second.

‘In and out,’ she said.

He moved towards the stairs. ‘I’ll go up, then.’ She didn’t offer to accompany him and this had become their pattern. She would wait in the kitchen, a few minutes to herself when she didn’t have to listen out for the ringing of the little bell.

On the upstairs corridor he felt oversized, a deep-sea diver in a Harris Tweed jacket and brogues exploring the wreck of a modest pleasure-craft, one that had foundered years ago but where everything was delicately preserved, each thing its own memorial. For form’s sake, he tapped a knuckle on the door at the end of the corridor – it was always left ajar – and went in. The room’s only light came from the eight inches between the curtain edges. The bed was watery greys, the man in it likewise, what could be seen of him. There was an electric heater by the end of the bed that sent up a dry, dusty heat. There was the usual paraphernalia of a long sickness, the usual smells.

‘It’s Dr Parry,’ he said. He went to the window and shook the curtains open another few inches. He glanced down at the top of his own car, then turned back to the room. On the pillow, the man’s head was a skull. His eyes were shut. Eric wondered if perhaps he was dead, and if that was the news he would take down to the man’s wife in the kitchen. But the eyes opened and the gaze – the gaze of some stubborn intelligence trapped or hiding in a corpse – held Eric where he was for a moment.

‘How are you today, Peter?’

A long pause. Small movements of the hands, the fingers. The gaze roamed dreamily around the light on the ceiling. Peter Gurney was thirty-eight – two years older than Eric. He had been a foreman at a quarry, one of those on the bluffs behind the surgery whose sirens they could hear even at the cottage if the wind was in the right direction, an eerie swell somewhere between raiders-approaching and the all-clear. He had still been working at the quarry six months ago.

‘Are you getting much pain?’

‘Not much,’ said the skull, a voice like a breeze.

‘That’s good,’ said Eric. There was a chair by the side of the bed and he sat in it. In his training he had been taught that patients, even terminal cases, should not be given regular doses of strong opioids. It was Gabby who had changed his mind about it. Gabby gave his patients diamorphine – basically heroin – as much as was needed, and as often as it was needed. Why wait for the pain to become unbearable? There were side-effects, of course, risks (respiratory arrest), but if his patients died as addicts, they were not first driven mad by pain. The old pharmacist by the surgery had found ways to make his disapproval known, and Gabby being a foreigner (and possibly that sort of foreigner) didn’t help, but the new man, Tilly, was happy enough to order whatever was asked for. With Peter Gurney, Eric
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Rita was leaning over the wireless. One hand held a lit cigarette while the other tried to settle the dial on Radio Luxembourg. The signal came and went. Was it the fog? From the Rayburn, the smell of sausages turning to carbon. Beside the frying pan a saucepan of water was boiling. The potatoes were in the sink.

Suddenly the music came through perfectly. She lifted her fingers very gently from the dial and stood back. Bill came in and took the pan off the hotplate. He looked for somewhere to put it. On the table two candles of different lengths were burning in the mouths of wine bottles. He laid a doubled cloth on the table and put the pan on top of it. Rita watched him. ‘Are they ready?’ she asked.

‘They’re inedible,’ he said.

‘Almost nothing is inedible,’ she said. ‘And anyway, we have luncheon meat.’

He wasn’t angry; he wasn’t even irritated. He had just taken a bath. The water had been hot and there was plenty of it. The god of the Rayburn was in a good mood. He had wallowed in the water watching an interior film of the first day when he, the stockman and Teddy – because it would take at least three of them – herded the cattle from the backs of lorries into the transformed hangar, their winter quarters. Then he would come back to the house, dusty and dungy, and everything would be at risk, everything, and it would all be much better like that. He would be awake. He would have something to fight for. It would bring out the cunning in him.

She put a glass on the table for him and filled it with cloudy cider. He was still practising with cider – you needed to practise. The kitchen was hazy from the burned food and Rita’s cigarettes. There was candlelight, and on the dresser a table lamp with a shade of orange raffia that Rita had brought with her from her room in Bristol. The wireless signal drifted; she played with the dial. For a few seconds a voice spoke rapidly, passionately, in Russian or Arabic or who knew. It seemed to be pleading with them, to be passing on urgent news; then the music was back, Marcie Blane singing ‘Bobby’s Girl’. Rita turned to face Bill across the table. She started to mouth the words, the song’s half spoken, half sung introduction. She swayed her hips. She kept her eyes on his. It was a show. It was put on just for him. He looked back, grinning, though not fully at ease.

‘I know just what to say . . . I answer right away . . .’

The club, of course, the Pow-Wow. He knew about it, knew where it was in Bristol, had once walked past its door in daylight, the name and the neon wigwam unlit. It was nothing much to look at. A late drinking place, a cellar with a bar, somewhere bands played. It had what the newspapers would call ‘a mixed clientele’. Exactly what Rita had done there he was less sure of, but he didn’t think it was the accounts.

‘I wanna be . . .’ – she was singing now rather than miming – ‘Billy’s girl, I wanna be Billy’s gi-ir-ir-ir-irl. That’s the kind of girl I want to beee!’

The show ended. He tapped his applause on the tabletop. She was drinking gin. She was a little high but not very. He took one of the sausages from the pan. It was gritty but he’d had worse during national service. He’d certainly had worse at school.

Rita fetched the luncheon meat. She opened it with the little key, peeling a thin strip of tin, then shaking the meat onto a plate, where it sat, glistening and blatant. She cut two thick slices of bread. She found the cheese. She put it all on the table. Now she was pretending to be a teahouse nippy. ‘Everyfing to your liking, sir?’ He’d seen her move through a half-dozen different personas in as many minutes.

He asked if she had been sick today. She said she hadn’t. She thought her teeth might fall out but other than that. She sat opposite him. Her cigarette smouldered in the ashtray. It was a small brass ashtray with an engraving of Winston Churchill on it. It had come from a pub in Bristol. It was odd because you had to put out your cigarette on his face.

For a while they were too hungry to talk. They attacked the luncheon meat from different sides and ended with a thin slice in the middle, which Bill cut neatly into two. The cat approached and he threw it a piece of the meat. They laughed, watching the cat investigate, then abandon it.

‘I went to the doctor’s house today,’ she said.

‘Oh yes.’ He had forgotten about it, the note on his desk. ‘I saw him on his way out this morning. I was in the lane and I could tell he didn’t much like being held up. A man with a very well-developed sense of his own importance.’

‘He is important,’ she said.

‘Is he?’

‘You are too.’

‘Thank you.’

‘She’s pregnant.’

‘So you told me.’

‘We couldn’t stop talking.’

‘About babies.’

‘She’s a month ahead of me. Got a lovely little bump. It was a relief to have someone to talk to about it.’

‘Her lovely little bump?’

‘Being up the duff.’

‘Men can’t understand,’ he said.

‘I’m not sure they try very hard,’ she said. ‘You’re probably better than most.’

‘Thank you again.’ He cut more bread. ‘Do we have any pickle?’

‘We’ve got mustard.’

‘Can you eat cheese with mustard?

‘We’ve been invited to their Christmas party,’ she said.

‘I don’t like parties,’ he said. It was half true.

‘It’ll do you good,’ she said.

‘Will it?’

‘I can hardly go on my own. They already think you beat me.’

‘We don’t know them.’

‘I’m going to help her with the food. We’re going to roast a goat.’

He yawned. He was madly tired now. ‘What are their names again?’

‘You know their names,’ she said. ‘Irene and Eric.’

‘I knew someone at school called Eric. He was light-fingered.’

‘She’s got a sister in America.’

‘She’s posh,’ said Bill. ‘We’ve said good morning to each other. She’s definitely posh.’

‘So are you,’ said Rita, ‘but I don’t hold it against you.’

‘I come from ill-gotten gains, my dear. There’s nothing remotely posh about us. Posh people think my father’s a jumped-up little immigrant, which he is. They’d send him back if they could work out where he came from.’

‘Their house is ever so warm. You could sit around in your underwear.’

‘Did you?’

‘I like her.’

‘I can see that.’

‘She is quite posh.’

‘But you’re not going to hold it against her.’

‘Do you think she’s lonely?’

‘Isn’t that what what’s-his-name’s for? When is this party?’

‘Boxing Day.’

‘Cows still need to be milked on Boxing Day.’

‘Has Drusilla had her calf?’

He turned over the black end of the blackest sausage. ‘Not yet. I’ll look in at her later.’ He leaned back on the chair and shut his eyes. He did not want the day to end with news of a dead calf. He would tell her tomorrow, or he would tell her if she remembered to ask. He had left the carcass in the barn by the door, covered with a tarpaulin. He hoped nothing would get at it in the night. The knackerman, who travelled in a Commer van with ropes and a bolt gun, had said he would call tomorrow. It was a bull calf so he wouldn’t have kept it anyway. He sighed. Pieces of the day moved through him in a juddery procession. The doctor’s car in the fog, the bull in its endless sulk, Rita’s hair on the pillow. The hangar with its ceaseless soft rain of light . . .

 

She watched him fall asleep, his length folded awkwardly over the chair, legs stretched out, feet in thick grey socks, one sock with a hole under the big toe. She knew how to darn but she didn’t much care for it.

‘What’s a croquette?’ she whispered. His lips twitched but he didn’t reply. She turned off the wireless, shook out another cigarette. If she went to buy a fresh packet in the shop tomorrow, she might run into Irene. Possible, though not likely. Could she call in again? So soon? What would that look like?

She would see her at the party, of course, but that wasn’t for weeks, and then her friends would be there, her old friends, people more like her. Her background, her class.

She rolled smoke through her nostrils; she ran a finger over her eyebrows, smoothing them. She needed a plan and it didn’t take her long to think of one. It would involve a train ride, a few shillings of spending money. There was nothing complicated about it so long as Irene was game, and why wouldn’t she be? Despite the things the voices told her, Irene had liked her too. It hadn’t just been politeness.

On the mat beside the back door the cat was staring at her, waiting to be let out. She didn’t want to struggle with the door and wake Bill. She went out to the hall and the cat followed. She opened the front door and it slipped past her, trotting towards the cart shed, melting into the fog. What could it do on such a night? What did it want?

She stood in the doorway, her arms folded under her breasts. The animals were quiet. She imagined the bull in his pen, the night moving like a river through the big sack of his head. The world, the fog-world in its brittle glass sheath of now, was aching for an arrival. Stare long enough, hard enough, and it might be happening already, the figures gathering in the yard, then one stepping forwards, thin as a prisoner, and passing on the astonishing news. A rescue mission, a harvesting. And she could lead them over the field to collect Irene (no need to pack, they have everything). Two women stealing out of the house in gumboots, coats over their nighties. For years it would be spoken of, the young wives who had disappeared without a trace one December midnight, who were now, perhaps, residents of Ledom or living on Mars. There would be men from the newspapers, government scientists taking photographs of the scorched grass where the craft had set down and risen. At the shop, Mrs Case – ‘I know what I know’ – would become famous . . .

She stepped back into the hall and closed the door. There was a big key and there were bolts but she left them as they were. Who would think of breaking into a place like this?

In the kitchen he was still asleep. She would wake him in a while and they would go up to the cold bed together. She filled the kettle for the hot-water bottle, settled it on the hotplate. Her book was propped against the egg basket. She dropped a cushion on the floor and sat with her back to the Rayburn. She found her page and, frowning slightly, started to read, one hand holding the book, the other beneath her clothes touching the heat of her belly, that place, still very strange to her, where life was doubled.
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‘Some,’ he said, ‘prefer to do this in two goes. Two blocks, if you like. I do it all together, which I think works perfectly well. Why do twice what you can do once? As the bishop probably didn’t say to the actress.’

He glanced up. He said it to his students, perhaps, and got the desired response. Eric nodded. He was watching the other man’s hands, his quick work with the knife. Then the knife was set aside and he reached in, lifting what he had freed – heart, lungs, stomach, liver, kidneys, almost the whole butcher’s shop from gullet to bladder, gathered it and, in a single movement marked only by a thin trail of pink spots, carried it to the marble surface of a table, a kind of bed-table on trolley wheels that lay across and above Stephen Storey’s bare feet. The bowels were already in a bucket. The ribcage, removed with the help of gardening shears, had a little table of its own. The body was almost empty now. They would do the brain later.

The pathologist was a man called Seven (‘The number rather than the river’). Eric wondered if he should make some admiring remark. It was well done. Of course he must have done it a hundred times, five hundred, emptying them out, men and women, the occasional unlucky child. Most of what he removed would go back later. Stephen would be closed, the great wound sewn tight with a single thread. He would be made decent. His mother might want to see him again. That was likely.

‘How does the liver look to you?’

Eric stepped closer. ‘Normal?’

‘The layman,’ said Seven, ‘is always astonished at the size of the liver.’

For several minutes he busied himself. He moved between his tools. He had the lipped scissors now. He worked them into the oesophagus. There was a clock on the wall. It was already after midday. On Eric’s drive into the city, rain had slapped the windscreen of the car. In here, in the basement, the outer world might be doing anything. It might be on fire, the four horsemen cantering around College Green, slicing the heads off policemen.

‘Did you treat him much?’

‘Very little,’ said Eric. ‘He wasn’t there long.’

‘At the asylum?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s it like there?

‘I think they do their best.’

Seven bared his teeth as if he had heard something amusing. He was ready for the stomach now. He fetched a metal jug from the counter next to the sink.

‘Remind me, Parry, where did you train?’

‘Manchester,’ said Eric.

‘How did you like the dissections? Were you a fainter?’

‘I suppose the first time was . . . I don’t know . . . uncomfortable. I don’t remember anybody fainting.’

Seven held up the stomach and made a cut. The contents drained into the jug. They watched carefully. ‘Something for our friends in Toxicology,’ said Seven. ‘I’ll get them some blood from the femoral. From the look of this, there’s not much doubt about the pills. Are you a married man?’

‘Yes,’ said Eric.

‘I think Gabby Miklos said you live in one of the villages.’

‘Yes,’ said Eric. He gave the name.

‘Not too dull for you? A young man?’

‘It suits us,’ said Eric. ‘And there’s a station in the village. If you want to go away.’

‘A nice place to bring up a kiddy,’ said Seven. He had lit upon the heart. He prodded it, examining the vessels on its surface. Eric thought Seven was about fifteen years older than him. Clearly he did not think of himself as young any more. Where, in those fifteen years, did the change occur? How close was he to it?

‘And Gabby,’ said Seven. ‘What’s his story? Somehow one never really wants to ask.’ He lifted the heart, held it in both gloved hands. ‘Take a guess,’ he said. ‘Win a prize.’

‘What am I guessing?’ asked Eric.

‘The weight.’

Eric leaned. Lean closer and he could bite it. Then Seven would bite it. Between them they would devour it. Dab their lips. ‘Four hundred?’

‘That would be a heavy one. I’ll go for three.’ He rested the heart on the scales. The needle settled at three-ten.

‘Bingo,’ said Seven, softly. He returned the heart to the marble surface. The room’s electric light slid over the lenses of his glasses. He fetched a hacksaw. Pretty much all of a pathologist’s equipment could be found in a kitchen or a garden shed.

‘Descartes,’ said Seven, ‘believed the soul might be found in the pineal gland. He must have seen dissections, at Leiden, perhaps. Does it seem strange that an intelligent man should think such a thing?’ He touched Stephen’s head, his hair of two shades of brown. He was peering down at him as if looking for the grain in the skin, somewhere to start. Eric cleared his throat. He said he was sorry but he had to go.

‘An appointment with the living,’ said Seven. ‘Yes, you run along. I don’t think there will be any surprises here. We’ll let you have a copy of the report, of course. No one’s to blame, Parry. A poor boy out of his wits. Not the first I’ve had in here. He won’t be the last.’

For three seconds they regarded each other across the corpse, fell free of their roles, were bare as travellers.

‘Just leave the lab coat on the back of the door, will you?’ said Seven.

 

He drove and smoked, sometimes scattering ash across his thighs. The rain was over for now. Sunlight fell from a broken sky and lit up the glass in the roofs of the railway sheds, touched the water of the Cut, gave the grassed rubble of a bombsite a winter’s grace. He fretted at the slowness of the traffic, recited certain lines he had in mind to say later, practised and refined them, swapped a tender word for a blunt one, then swapped it back.

He left the city by the Bath road. He passed the gates of the hillside cemetery where his father slept, where his father would wake at the last trump, where he rotted, where he was nothing, where he was a stone in the winter grass in a row of other stones. At the funeral, a dozen old comrades had come down from Birmingham and he’d had the notion one might take a whistle from his pocket and sound a blast on it, as if for a departing express.

Up the hill through Brislington, the traffic thinning, the city thinning, until he came free of the last of it and was passing fields where a tractor with an escort of gulls was churning the earth. Could you plough in December? What would you sow? Living in a village, living next door to a farm, should have taught him something but it didn’t seem to have done. The round of the seasons was largely a mystery to him. He thought it probably was for most people.

At Keynsham, a small town without prospects, a dormitory for the city, he turned onto a quieter road, heading north now, almost north. He saw the red-brick hull of the chocolate factory. Among other things they made the chocolate-covered ‘delight’ he sometimes kept in the glove compartment, a rose-flavoured jelly. He had liked it as a boy too. Now and then his father had remembered to buy it from one of the kiosks at the station and bring it home in his briefcase.

He drove through a village. On the far side of it the road was just a lane. He didn’t know where it ended. Perhaps it just petered out. He turned off between a pair of pillars and followed a potholed driveway to a clearing by the edge of the woods. He switched off the engine, brushed the ash from his lap. He could see for miles from here. When he wound down his window there was the sound of rooks. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘but it’s for the best. Don’t you think?’

He opened the door, climbed from the seat and stretched. For the first time since the pathology lab, he inhaled deeply. He felt the cold air washing him, smelt the earth, the litter of rotting leaves under the trees.

Five minutes later he heard her car. She parked close behind his own. When she got out, he thought of the care she had taken with her appearance and what it was to be a woman, always having to think about that. She walked over and kissed him.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello.’

It was Alison who had told him about this place. He didn’t know who she had been here with before. With Frank? When they had come up in the summer it was a sort of Eden. They had taken a long ramble and lain together in a hollow of unmown grass, listening to larks.

‘Been here long?’

‘About ten minutes,’ he said.

She took his arm. ‘Let’s walk.’ There was softness to her voice, a touch of melancholy he took comfort from. She understood already. She was, after all, an intelligent woman. None of this would surprise her.

‘When I was leaving last week . . .’ he began.

‘You saw Frank.’

‘Did he mention it?’

‘He said, “I thought I saw Parry’s car,” and I said, “Did you?” And that was it. I made him a big drink. He was already quite refreshed. He fell asleep on the sofa with his mouth open.’

‘Still . . .’ said Eric.

‘Still,’ she said, smiling, imitating his voice.

They walked towards the old house. It came into view, Bath stone, shuttered. Whoever once owned it had a passion for hydrangeas. The uncut flower heads, dry as money, rattled and whispered when the wind caught them.

They came to a favourite place, a turn on the path. From here you could look back at Bristol and see more or less the entire city. On a clear day you could look far beyond it, into Wales.

‘A policeman came to see me,’ he said.

‘Your past catching up with you?’

‘It was the thing I told you about. At the asylum.’

‘Surely not!’

‘He was all right. Reminded me a little of the policeman in the Priestley play.’

‘I thought the point of the policeman in the play was that he wasn’t a policeman.’

‘This one seems to be.’

‘You could probably speak to someone who, you know, would speak to someone.’

‘Pull a string?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is Frank a mason?’

‘If he is, he hasn’t told me.’

‘Would he?’

‘I don’t know. Sometimes I think he tells me everything. Sometimes I think he doesn’t.’

‘He brought the letter with him. The one they found with the body. The suicide note.’

‘You read it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘It was rather good. Certainly not a rant. A list of reasons for not being here, or not staying. Some of them personal. He didn’t believe he would ever be fully well. Most of it was to do with the state of the world, the H-bomb and so on. He thought we would probably use it soon. He said he had lost faith in us. Human beings. He thought we were addicted to violence. That we were incapable of learning or changing.’

‘We’re not,’ she said quietly.

‘Not what?’

‘Addicted to violence.’

‘Us or people generally?’

‘I see a lot of kindness,’ she said.

‘The one doesn’t preclude the other. Himmler adored his daughter. He called her Puppi.’

‘Puppi?’

‘Doll.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘they lost.’

‘Yes, they did.’

They stood, looking out. The distance was constantly shifting.

‘I was at the post-mortem this morning,’ he said. ‘For the dead boy. I haven’t been to one of those for a while.’

‘I was at the hairdresser’s’ she said. She squeezed his arm. ‘Come on.’ She turned them back towards the cars. They went in silence. They had sometimes seen deer up there, plenty of rabbits. Once, in the distance, an old man wheeling a barrow, like a figure from a Book of Hours. When they reached his car she left him, went to hers and came back with a small box wrapped in dark green crêpe and bound with a ribbon of gold satin. They sat in his car together. They lit cigarettes.

‘I can’t really give you something like this at the party, so it’s Merry Christmas now, darling. And I realise you probably have a thousand objections to being given presents, by me at any rate, and you probably made me swear once not to, but I wanted to and I’ve done it and, yes, you do have to accept it.’

While she spoke he was peeling away the green crêpe. Inside, in a case of stippled leather, was a watch. Lift it on two fingers, it had a good weight. He turned it over and saw his initials engraved on the steel.

‘The body is Rolex, though the mechanism is something else. The man assured me it was good quality. Swiss gnomes. I thought a brown strap better than a black. Match your eyes. You can say something if you like.’

He thanked her. Presumably she imagined he would wear it when they were together. Or that he would lie to Irene, tell her it was a bribe from a pharmaceutical salesman. They leaned towards each other and kissed. The heavy perfume was somewhere in the depths of her skin, but it was yesterday’s rather than today’s. She was good at kissing. He didn’t know what that was about, if it was just physiognomy. Seven might be able to explain it, tease out the secret with his knife. He wondered if he smelt of the lab, a whiff of formalin.

‘And this is the other bit of your present,’ she said.

She unhooked the catch of his trousers. He helped her. When his trousers and underpants were down by his knees, she made him hard and began to work the damp, smoky heat of her mouth around him. He gazed at the crown of her hair. Such thick hair! Whorled and stiff from one of those strange metal hoods women sit beneath at the salons. He had only ever done this once with Irene. It had not been a success. Nothing worse than a woman who was trying. It had been kind of her, he recognised that; she had wanted to make him happy. She had thought, perhaps, it was among her wifely duties. It had slightly surprised him that she knew about it at all. Had she got it out of Lady Chatterley? Or had her sister told her, Veronica of the slightly shorter tennis skirt? She, at least, seemed to have escaped the anti-sex atmosphere of the house they had grown up in. Her college-professor husband probably got his fair share of this. Fleetingly, he wondered if his father had ever had his cock sucked. It was, thankfully, unimaginable. He stroked her neck. He stroked one of her ears, the jewel in the lobe. Ahead of him, in the far distance, somewhere over Gloucestershire, there was a brightness in the air, like a shard of glass. It was a plane presumably – much too high for a helicopter – though it didn’t seem to be moving in the way a plane moves. Had he not been otherwise engaged it might have puzzled him.

When he came his body jacked forwards and he grunted like a boxer. She sat up and smiled. He dragged up his clothes, fastened his trousers. She was studying her face in the mirror on the underside of the sun visor. She patted her lips with a tissue.

‘Merry Christmas, Doctor.’

‘I detest Christmas,’ he said.

‘I know.’ She stretched over and kissed his cheek.

She left first. He sat for a few minutes, trying to decide what had happened. Clearly, it was not going to be as simple as he had thought. Each secret meeting tied another thread and tautened the ones already there. It still had to be done, of course. Not because he was tired of her. He wasn’t. She represented some sort of fundamental ambition he was very reluctant to give up on, was almost afraid to give up, but if he didn’t do it, didn’t tidy things up, it would end in a way he wasn’t in control of, and that frightened him more. The dream of sitting in the stationmaster’s chair, the red phone ringing, the big trains hurtling towards some catastrophe in the fog, was one he had so far avoided but fully expected. There would be tears but it would be civilised. He would say something about Irene’s pregnancy. She would, surely, as a woman, understand how that changed things. He thought vaguely of the New Year, everybody sober again and looking down the barrel of winter. That might be the right time. He dared not leave it later.

He got out of the car to arrange his clothes more carefully and to let the wind carry away the scent of her. He looked for the glint again, that strangely manoeuvring brightness he had seen, but for now at least, the sky was empty of novelties.
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It was the same Victorian cemetery his father was in. He climbed the hill in search of him, moving along paths lined with stones, crowded, almost toppling over each other. The snow confused him. He would, he thought, have known his way without it. These graves, pale stone, the ground around them tended, were war graves. So, left here? Left, and further up beyond the trees? Somewhere behind him they were burying the poor knocked-about body of Stephen Storey. He had stood at the back of the chapel. There were very few of them. Stephen’s mother, and with her another woman of about the same age, who stood close and sometimes comforted her. Ian, the nurse from the asylum. And the policeman, Orton, out of uniform, who turned at the sound of Eric’s arrival and gave a brief nod of acknowledgement. The chaplain had the singsong voice they must all be trained in. Grievous loss, the flowers of the field, the mystery of our lives. No attempt at a hymn. How long since a suicide would have been refused entrance here? Or was there always a corner of unconsecrated ground, somewhere for those Victorian lady poets who went to bed with a bottle of strychnine?

When the bearers came in to shoulder the coffin he slipped out ahead of them and walked away towards the cemetery gates, then uphill in search of his father.

He didn’t know where Stephen’s place would be, where the new plots were. They must have used a mechanical digger to break the ground. The graves he was passing now, with their mourning angels, their stone garlands and urns, stone ivy around which real ivy had wound itself, these were among the oldest. He paused to read a date: 30 March 1863. Almost exactly a hundred years! What was the news in 1863? Were we fighting a war? When was the Crimea? Earlier? Later? Then a sudden memory of a teacher at his junior school reading out the Tennyson poem and beating time with a ruler, the same one he used on the boys’ hands, the backs of their knees.

He came to a bench. This, too, was a memorial. He cleared the snow with a gloved hand and sat down. The Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell was dead. He had died the night before, about nine o’clock. The cause of death seemed uncertain. Pleurisy, though they also mentioned his kidneys. He was fifty-six. A decent and principled man, probably the next prime minister. Not right on everything (wrong on Europe) but decent, courageous and decent. The Herald had a big spread on its front page: ‘The World Mourns’. His wife was with him at the end. She had held his hand, or so the paper said.

He lit a cigarette, but before he could draw on it he found himself weeping. It seemed to be for Gaitskell, to be part of the world’s mourning, but he knew there were other shades attending and that he had at last found somewhere he could show the little derangement they required. It didn’t last long, a squall, ten ragged breaths. He was surprised by it, startled even, but pleased. When it was over the air was clearer. He was light-headed from lack of sleep (he was still in the spare room, had no notion of when that might end, if it would end) and for a few seconds he watched himself – his spirit or some part of him split off – disappearing around the bend in the path, chattering away, full of noise and narrowness. Farewell, old friend. Don’t hurry back.

Then the mood was broken: someone was coming up the hill. He pictured the funeral party swaying into view with the coffin. He stood, and was ready to hurry off when he saw that it was just the nurse, Ian, on his own, also having a smoke.

‘Is it over, then?’ he called.

‘Yes,’ said Ian, trudging closer. ‘Or most of it. I didn’t think I needed to stay.’

‘It was good of you to come.’

The nurse shrugged. ‘We try to make sure someone’s there.’

‘Is that policy?’

‘Not official, not as far as I know. But otherwise it might just be the chaplain and the undertaker.’

‘No family.’

‘None that will own them.’

‘At least he had someone – Stephen.’

‘Yes.’

‘I was looking for my father,’ said Eric.

‘He’s here?’

‘Died in sixty. But the place is a maze.’

‘Can’t find him, then.’

‘No.’

They looked, quizzically, at the old stones around them. It was too cold to stand there talking. They put out their cigarettes, tidying the butts to the edge of the path.

‘How are you getting back?’ asked Eric.

‘There’s a bus.’

‘Fancy a lift?’

They walked down the hill, the city ahead of them like a field of burned stubble.

‘New car?’ asked Ian. He knew the Citroën.

‘That’s right,’ said Eric. It was a Hillman Husky, the sort of car he thought a small grocer might drive. Engine like a lawnmower, everything rattled. It was one of the hair shirts he had arranged for himself. He had bought it second hand and paid thirty quid for it. The Citroën was still under a tarpaulin at Gabby’s. It could, surely, be repaired, though he would need to take it somewhere he was unknown. The damage did not look like a shunt or as if a tree had fallen on it. It looked like what it was. He would take it, perhaps, to a garage in some area of the city where cars were often beaten and nobody thought to ask awkward questions.

On the journey they spoke about Gaitskell. Ian, too, was a Labour man. He thought Wilson would take over the party but Eric thought it more likely to be George Brown. Brown had the unions with him. It was pleasant to talk politics, to rest in an impersonal passion.

At the hospital, the nurse got out, then ducked his head to lean back in and shake hands. Eric watched him go into the building. He liked Ian. He would have liked to tell him about his father, the ex-ganger, to explain or make clear that they were, if you stretched things a little, the same class, with the same class enemies. They could, conceivably, be friends. But imagine Ian at the cottage with the Duckworths and Irene’s London crowd! Poor fellow would stand in the corner with his glass, wondering how soon he could leave without giving offence.

As usual, there were a few figures out of doors, hunched against the cold, walking aimlessly on the drive, the concrete paths around the edges of the hospital, killing time. What class were they?

He started a three-point turn and was at the end of the second short reverse (why not put a nice little dent in the Administrator’s Wolseley?) when his rear-view mirror filled with a familiar face. He stopped and wound down the window. After a moment, the man appeared there.

‘It’s Martin, isn’t it?’

The man nodded. With his yellow fingers he held out a small box. ‘You’ll give this to her?’

‘To?’

‘My daughter. You live by her, don’t you?’

‘That’s right. What is it?’

‘Spinning tops. We make them in the woodwork shop. With Mr Hitchcock.’

He passed the box through the window. A wooden box with a hinged lid, all neatly made.

‘May I see?’

‘If you want.’

Eric placed the box on his lap and opened it: three pretty wooden tops inside. One was unusual.

‘That one,’ said Martin, ‘will jump onto his head when you spin him.’

‘Yes?’

‘It takes a bit of practice.’

‘If these are for the child, you know there’s plenty of time. You could give them to her yourself.’

‘As you’re here,’ said Martin. The wind caught at him and he seemed to ripple like dry grass. He was, thought Eric, a man with as close to nothing as made no difference. The inmate of an asylum; someone who could not possibly look back at his life with any kind of pleasure. Yet there was, in the thin light of his winter eyes, a certain slaty grandeur, as if failure had raised him up, had scoured him in a way one might almost envy.

After his conversation with Rita at the party, Eric, on a routine visit to the hospital (and mindful too of the Administrator’s wish that his medication should be adjusted, that the midnight ‘peregrinations’ be put an end to) had pulled out Martin Lee’s medical record, a scuffed manila file he didn’t think anyone had looked at in quite a while. He had read the short paragraph about the fire. His own house! Then, on the following page, read a note, added in ink in the margin, undated, unsigned, informing him that Martin Lee had been with the British army at the liberation of the camp at Bergen-Belsen, April 1945.

‘Any message for her?’

Martin shook his head.

‘Right-oh,’ said Eric. He put the box on the passenger seat and wound up the window.
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