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John Anning, following his regular morning appointment with his faithful, well-travelled shaving mirror, said to the glass with a sad half-smile: "Well, old man, you're fifty years old today, and your beloved mother Monica was buried yesterday. And you were the only mourner standing at her graveside. How very sad." He wiped the foam from his face.

He stood erect, a healthy ex-merchant navy man who had sailed the seven seas and spent a lifetime among all sorts of men, in all the world's ports. A man may swallow the anchor, he had found, but not the habit of reading a room, or a document, for what it is trying not to say. Those years had left him a stock of shipmates to remember, chief among them an old bosun named Harry Craft, who had solemnly sworn he'd once watched a chartered aircraft descend clean into the Indian Ocean and then rise again and climb away into the clear blue sky - he and the whole ship's company had stood amazed at the impossible feat - and who held that the Pentagon knew all about such things and kept them from the public. Poor old Harry, John thought, splashing a spicy aftershave onto his face. Every ship carried one like him, and the sea was duller when they retired.

After some coffee and toast spread with Manuka honey, he would drive over to his late mother's ground-floor flat and begin going through her papers - certainly not a task he looked forward to. As an only child, this unpleasant duty fell to him alone after the death of a parent. He would clear the flat of furniture and clothes before returning the key to the local authority.

His mother had, fortunately, secured all her bills and receipts in an accordion cardboard folder, so it was easy to see what had and had not been paid. There were no final demands. If nothing else, she had always paid her rent religiously, perhaps because of still-painful memories of her past life in war-torn Germany, where she had survived and starved in a bombed-out, roofless building, knowing that predatory Russian soldiers were only miles away.

This stretch of south London - once salubrious - had subsided into a sprawling suburb. First the Irish had arrived, then the West Indians and assorted homeless Europeans; now it was an unofficial little United Nations, all going about their business with ease and some safety.

When he had first arrived in England in 1948 with his mother, he was five years old. Her married name, or so he had always been given to understand, was Monica Behrens, wife of Eric - and now a widow. Her young husband had died, or disappeared, into the Soviet gulags after the defeat of the Wehrmacht at Stalingrad. She had obtained a visa as a displaced person in Hamburg, journeyed with her son to England via Harwich, and begun a new life. Once settled in south London, she had changed her name by deed poll to Anning, and her son's as well - the kindness of Clive Anning, sole proprietor of the local dairy, where she had worked the egg and butter counter. Never a devout woman, she had settled for a little spiritual satisfaction at the Lutheran church on the corner of their busy road.

Arriving now at his mother's flat, he parked, collected some black refuse sacks from the boot, and let himself in with a slightly bent Yale key. She had suffered a bad fall some months before, and he had insisted on a spare.

Stepping over the flyers and pizza menus in the hall that had come through the letterbox, he made his way into the compact kitchen, unaltered in thirty years but adequate for an elderly woman's simple needs. He cleared the fridge and the near-empty freezer into a heavy-duty bag, turned off the power at the mains, and set the sack in the dustbin outside the back door. Then he fetched some sturdy cardboard boxes from the car for the china, saucepans and crockery. On a worktop he found some unopened letters and a calendar; the letters went into his coat pocket to examine later.

In the front room, which also served as a dining area, a large Formica table stood by the casement door onto the sheltered patio. It was here his mother had spent most of her time. He relaxed into the armchair and looked around at a life's useless collection - the detritus of three decades, soon to be consigned to landfill. Who would miss it? he reasoned.

Into the boxes would go the plastic plants, the china ornaments, the sepia-framed beaches from far-away places, the old vinyl records she had played every day. But he would keep the carriage clock on the shelf above the unlit fireplace - a gift from Mr Anning when she left the dairy, before it closed its doors for good. He found a trade paper in the hall, marked a house-clearing service to call later, and decided to leave her bedroom until after lunch; he knew it would be too painful to begin now. Then he locked up and walked towards the nearest public house for a late lunch.
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The meal was adequate - cod, chips and garden peas - but John wasn't hungry and never finished it, knowing what waited when he returned. On the way back he passed the mini-markets springing up like mushrooms, ducked into one, and came out with half a dozen large, uncrushed boxes for a five-pound note.

His mother's bedroom was partly in darkness, the curtains still drawn. He opened them onto a small, tidy room that still held the scent of her Elizabeth Arden perfume. On the dressing table were pots of cream, talcum powder, lipstick stubs, tissues; he tipped them straight into a box. The side drawers gave up little of interest - cotton, initialled handkerchiefs, a hoard of old Christmas cards she had kept for some reason - and these went the same way.

The oak wardrobe held dresses, trousers, two-piece suits, blouses and sweaters still in their polythene, two heavy winter coats. All of it went into the carton. The lower drawers held only slippers, sandals, her outdoor shoes being kept in the hall. He crouched to the last drawer, expecting nothing, and found it empty but for a single sheet of newspaper - until, just as he went to close it, he caught the tip of a shoebox wedged in the recess behind.

He paused. He had never liked surprises, and suspected this was one. He knelt and eased the heavy drawer fully open, and there were not one but two shoeboxes, held together by crossed rubber bands. He carried them to the dining table and sat down, jacketless, unsure what to expect.

She had always been guarded about her past. "That was all in the past, my love. Another world, best forgotten. This, John, is my life now, with you." Sometimes her Nordic features had hardened, and she would slip into rapid German - a language he had never been allowed to learn. "You're English now, so speak only that in this house." Then her face would clear and she was his mother again.

Once, when he was very small and had woken crying from some nightmare, she had held him in the dark and said, half to herself and not to him, that a person could not always help the things they said in their sleep, and that it was a wicked thing to leave a child on account of them. There had been a name in it - Magda - that he had never heard before nor since, and had not thought of in forty years.

Of his father he had learned very little: Eric Behrens, only son of a tram driver, born in Cologne in 1910, joined the army in the early thirties, married in 1939. Drafted into the Wehrmacht at the outbreak of war, posted to the Eastern Front under Field Marshal Paulus, lost in the Stalingrad catastrophe with the Sixth Army. She had never heard from him again - she had told the boy, with tears in her eyes.

He chose one of her
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