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For my mother




Woman, unclothe me, undoubt me.

– Eduardo Galeano, The Book of Embraces, trans. Cedric Belfrage
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Prologue

2018

THEY PUT THE neat box into a crisp hole in the ground. Everyone filed past to look down on it and throw roses in. Adrian felt dizzy, standing there, at the cut edge of the earth.

There was a knotted old yew tree, just as he’d been told there would be in any English churchyard. The gravestones came out of the ground like fungal nails. The church was small and dark and damp, bevelled with mossy flint.

He stood awkwardly at the edge of the car park, trying to see who he could name from the last gathering of the clan – his grandmother’s phrase – but nothing came. His mother’s genes were patent, playing out in the planes of the women’s faces. He recalled the family anecdote of his mother, aged sixteen, walking into the local pub, and being greeted by the person behind the bar: ‘You’re a Fletcher.’ She was. And he, Adrian, was Hilary Fletcher’s only son.

Adrian couldn’t remember his grandfather; he’d died of cancer when Adrian was four. There were only images: a plate of grapefruit, strong black coffee, knocking at his grandfather’s door with a tray, the giant pink pills in the packet that his mother waved in front of him saying never, ever take these, even if they look like sweets; the arrival of all these relatives he didn’t know, whom he stood near to now, not quite among. David Fletcher had long gone to ash, and this was his brother Ralph’s funeral. A wintertime bout of pneumonia. He’d been nearly ninety.

The coffin had come in on the shoulders of Ralph’s sons and his sons-in-law.

When the priest began to speak, or when members of the family stood up to read from the Bible, Adrian found he could not listen. His mind relinquished the rhythms of it. He stood for the singing and hid his voice among the others.

At the wake, held at the local golf club, his mother’s eldest cousin, Emma, pulled him aside. He made excuses for his mother not being able to make the trip from California but Emma batted them aside. She had been corresponding with his mother about a crucifix, she said; had Hilary told him? She had not. It had belonged to his grandfather, David, apparently, but when he had died, Hilary had given it to Ralph, and now Emma had asked if she wanted it back. She did. Emma brought Adrian into a side room. The crucifix was larger than he was expecting, about forty centimetres. Emma unwound it from its bubble wrap to show him. The cross was made of ebony and the statuette of ivory. The Jesus had an intricate curled beard, and the muscles of his abdomen glistened into the drape of the loincloth. The nails pressed into his palms like mattress buttons.

Emma showed him the note she’d typed up to show to Customs. For the ivory, she said. If they ask. The note stated that the crucifix had been won by Adrian’s great-grandmother as a school prize in Douai, circa 1913.

– All right, thank you, Adrian said. But why didn’t Mum want to keep it, when Gung died?

Gung had been a name of his own devising.

– Oh I don’t know, said Emma. He could see her attention being drawn to the washing-up her sisters were already coordinating in the kitchen. – I imagine that after . . . everything that happened, your mother didn’t want anything to do with all of that stuff.

– What do you mean? What stuff?

– Oh you know. She was matronly now, brisk. – The laicization and all that.

– What’s that?

The Fletcher sisters had formed an assembly line, and the brothers, all men in middle age, were queuing up to hand their dirty dishes over the counter.

Emma pivoted back to him.

– What’s that word you just said? he asked again. What does it mean?

Emma looked him up and down, and then the plough line disappeared from between her eyes and her face flashed wide and open.

He googled it in the toilets.

Knowledge like a cord cutting.

He tried to call his mother, but the time difference was off. Only dawn in California. He was angry, embarrassed, already a little drunk. He went outside to stand in the undercroft of the clubhouse, staring out at the rain.

His grandfather had been a Catholic priest: a short story in ten words or fewer. And him the living proof.




PART I




1

1953

A LESSER SQUARE in Rome. The hour of the Angelus was near, when all the city’s bells would ring together, all at once and out of time.

Ambient city sounds: fountains, footsteps, pigeons, shutters clapping closed, the distant clatter of cutlery on marble cafe tabletops.

There is a church. Its tall doors are open. Inside: movement, many figures clad in black. A white figure approaches from the dark. It does not step into the light: a man, surplice pleating and re-pleating as he walks. He reaches up and shuts the doors.

Within. The sound of a match being struck: the lighting of the frankincense. The tiny crystals catching, the latching of the silver lid closing over them. The thurible begins to swing in its chains; the incense dispensing itself. A moment more of chiselled silence, then the organ starts up, hard and base. The creak of a pew. The singing begins: male voices, some kind of introitus. Row upon row of women in black, their backs. This is the left side of the church, where the women sit. Some of them are fanning themselves. (It is June.) Their shoes are polished many times, creased where bunions are, and sensible. Their ankles are crossed. Their hands are in their laps (some twisting their rings, a few with high solitaire diamonds sitting proud on their fingers), their faces under black lace veils. These are the mothers. They vary in age. All are somehow identifiably English. Some of them whisper. The mothers have been smiling at one another timidly, sometimes shaking hands. Some of them have discovered they have sons who know each other, recognizing surnames mentioned in letters home. Others have met neighbours who live in adjoining parishes – places locally famed for the priest holes in particularly tenacious nobles’ stately homes, or for churches where frescoes have lately been uncovered after centuries, protected in haste as the King’s troops marched north. These women are offering their (sometimes eldest, sometimes only) sons to the priesthood. These women met and recognized this kinship like the flicker of a pilot light.

Outside, the diegetic music mutes.

Back inside the church: Claire Fletcher seeks a reassuring glance from her husband, Edwin, across the aisle. He lifts two fingers to his lips in answer, and leaves them lingering there. Her husband: that kind, good man who had submitted to the font for the love of her. Those hands which had held the heads of her sons; which had knocked on her father’s house in the last year of their teens, when the roses were acraze over the grey stone of the door; which had pulled her to him all the best nights of her life, into that form of secret, sacred praise. He looked on in a state of well-meaning partial comprehension. The painted saints gazed back.

Then the organ music, elemental and sounding from some dark blood-deep, groaning above the door – parting now, letting in the light to hit the frankincensy dim – and in they come. They number about a hundred: men, young, chasubles rolled and pinned at the shoulders, wearing white robes with hems of bride-like lace, lining up before the altar. There is David, and the one who stands beside him, and all the others behind. Their hands are clasped before them now. The organ gives a strange sonorous whinge again. They process, fanning out at the top of the aisle. Their robes all differ slightly from one another.

Claire shifts subtly in her seat. She catches the eye of the mother next to her and smiles. The other mother smiles back. The seminarians prostrate themselves in rows.
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Claire stood at the foot of her son’s bed. She had sewn his name into every piece of clothing he owned. The new cotton jersey underpants ordered from the catalogue in two different sizes, 8–10 years and 10–12 – he was growing so quickly now that she couldn’t trust they would last a whole term. She had asked him laughingly where would be most comfortable to have a label and he had given it great thought. The neat flannel pyjamas and the little dressing gown. Things that were not clothes: his bedding, the blond-wood comb, the washbag, the shoe-polishing kit in the leather case. She stood over the trunk, and let a finger linger on the stacks of things new, freshly washed, and soft. All that would soon be touching his skin. She drew her hand back up towards her body, and as it went it passed through an imaginary cupping of his head. Her hand came to rest on her stomach, which puffed now with the memory of her children’s passage.

There was a knock at the door. Maisie appeared to tell her the car was outside. She nodded and snapped the trunk shut. Its clasps made a pleasingly solemn clicking sound. Outside on the gravel, the car waited, deep blue and freshly buffed. At its wheel was her husband, and on its back seat was David, his hair combed badly, wearing his new navy coat. In the boot was the black tuck box with its large brass studs, the cake tin secreted inside, and Maisie, with the help of John, was lowering the trunk in alongside it.

Claire opened the car door and slid in next to Edwin. They both turned to wave to Maisie, standing on the step. Edwin pulled the car out, the gravel popping beneath it.

David slept for most of the drive, and Claire’s hand rested on Edwin’s knee. As they approached the school grounds, they joined a long convoy of cars similarly populated with groups of three or more, small blond and brown heads bobbing on back seats, visible through rear windows. The gates were enormous and toothy, painted a high-shine black. They opened onto a long straight drive, wide as a shooting range, with clear lines of sight up to the main building. It was a fussy, turreted thing, one of the less-commendable excesses of the Gothic Revival. It contained a mix of influences: a lead-and-clapboard-covered turret stood at the centre of the roof, at odds with the two pointed ones which rose up on either side of the door. The windows in their thick stone frames were tall and narrow, and the gables were made of ugly stripes of red brick and limestone. This was the place she must leave him to. She knew how it had gone with her brothers, sent to Ampleforth. They came home with new cruelty in their humour, and shied from their mother’s touch.

The cars were discharging mothers and boys. The boys wore, inevitably, their new uniforms, which were all too big. Some, like David, also wore their coats. All had bare legs, knees no doubt recently daubed with damp cloths for scratches or mud or grass stains; all wore neat shiny shoes. The more eager wore the striped school hats already.

– Are you ready, darling? Claire reached for David’s hand but he did not take it. He gave a small squaring of the shoulders and then walked in ahead of her. A woman with a pinched look was standing just inside with a clipboard, greeting all the parents. She looked down at David with a demonstrative smile.

– Good afternoon, young man! And you are?

– David Fletcher, miss. That’s my mother. His pink finger pointing. Claire told him not to.

– Ah, Master Fletcher. The woman’s pencil moving down the columns of names. You’re in B Block, bed fifty-two. Straight down this corridor, third door on your right. Claire watched as the woman’s eyes flicked from David’s forehead to herself and Edwin, stood behind him. – Mr and Mrs Fletcher? Try to be brief. We like to give the boys five minutes to say goodbye.

He was off already, walking quickly, swinging his arms a little artificially, something in him hardened. Had she already passed the last time, Claire paused to ask herself, that he would ever hold her hand? She pushed the thought away abruptly. This was the way of it: your children were yours until they were eight. Then they needed to be sent away to become something else.

It was a necessary rupture.

This idea required a certain level of investment from all of them.

All around them the scene was repeating itself: boys were pulling ahead from their parents like competitors in a walking race, moved by the desperate need not to cry. Mothers kept up with their offspring, eyeing each other subtly, clasping handbags, brooches glinting on the lapels of their suits, some, like Claire, having travelled for hours in their good shoes which rubbed.

They took the third turn on their right, passing classrooms with mullioned windows and a dining hall with a high ceiling and chairs stacked against the walls, and came into a long room, the length of a boathouse, with thin diamond-leaded panes. More of that black paint on the window traps. Beneath them, the cots: narrow and metal and white, with sheets austerely tucked around the mattress on all sides. Each bed was high enough to accommodate the tuck box and the trunk beneath it. Each one had beside it a small chest of drawers and a narrow wardrobe. That was it. The modular configuration, perfectly smoothed and sparse, went on and on until the end of the room, some sixty beds.

David faltered, his pace slowing as he made his way into the room, and Claire watched him, fighting the ache growing in her chest. She stood beside him, her hand hovering above his lower arm.

– That’s right, darling (at the ‘darling’ he bristled visibly, and Claire’s breath caught in her throat), bed fifty-two. It was on their right, a few beds away. David walked to it and stood at its foot, looking at his shoes. There was a pause. Claire went to him and suddenly his steely resolve melted; he leant into her, rubbing his head on the tweed of her jacket, his chin puckering like the skin of an orange.

She and Edwin sat down on the bed on either side of him, facing away from the other boys filtering into the room. They took it in turns to stroke his back. He said nothing. Then: I miss Ralph.

– I know you do, said Edwin. But you will only be here without him for a year, and then he’ll come and join you. So you need to make sure that you’ve learnt all the tricks here before he does, don’t you? We wouldn’t want him turning up and having his big brother not being able to show him the ropes now, would we? David looked up and gave a grave nod. With that they got up, Edwin reached out his hand and David shook it seriously. Claire permitted herself to reach out and smooth his small lapel, and they left.

[image: ]
The mothers were being called up to receive communion from their sons now, the final part of the ceremony, and their first act as newly anointed priests. Already Claire’s row was emptying, and she shuffled along to join the others and form a queue. Inside her body, the hammerbeams of her heart pulsed hot with song. Here was her son. Her first, whose first finned movement she had felt gardening, so soon after her marriage. Her son whom, to her and her husband’s happy surprise, had turned out to be a man of staggering beauty, the profile that of a demigod on a medallion, lips like Antinous’s in the Louvre. She knelt before him, and he winked at her. Slowly she lifted her veil, brought her hands together, opened her mouth, received the host from his hand, took the cup.

Bells again. Doors open. The fresh priests filed back past, and out into the square and its sun. Immediately, they began dabbing at their brows surreptitiously with their sleeves. The mothers walked on, stopping to link arms with their husbands as they did so.

David had never felt so beautiful, there amongst the newly anointed, these men beside him, under the blue sky and the ruthless light of Rome, the beginning, the end, the threshold.
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CHATTER IN THE square. Pictures are being taken. The bright white-robed men kiss their mothers, who, delighted, receive. They walk together, a loose pack, to the Venerabile.

From the street the seminary looks like a grand townhouse, and in essence it is. The chapel has a modest, mock-Romanesque facade that runs along one half of the frontage on the Via di Monserrato. It is rectangular, with a timber ceiling painted in shades of olive, ochre, rust. The side aisles feature groin vaults, painted blue and punctuated with gold stars, and the gold-topped marble Corinthian columns hold them up.

Past the chapel is the dining room: small, with windows out onto the courtyard garden. The tables are round, with cloths of butter-yellow damask. On the ceiling is a painting of St George slaying the dragon – college legend has it that there had been some squabble over the painter’s fee, so he had given George’s horse farcically large balls, and condemned the seminarians to eat under them as long as the plaster held out. David and his peers had obliged, making many jokes, and the staff had rolled their eyes at them good-naturedly.

The garden is a treasure of the college: tight beds of roses and lavender, and herbs under the windows of the refectory and the kitchen which border it. Along the outside wall of the second chapel is the azure lozenge of the swimming pool. This was a precious, semi-secret asset: affectionately named ‘the tank’, it had been classed as a water storage tank so that the municipality wouldn’t decree it an unfair frivolity during heatwaves, and force the college to drain it.

It is into the garden that they walk now, where tables have been laid out for them, ranked with Prosecco, glasses, great tubs of ice. There are crostini, olives green and black, seasoned with crushed garlic or salted lemon, or herbs and sweet red peppers; there are tiny Yorkshire puddings piped with horseradish cream and overlaid with pink petals of roast beef; cheese and crackers from tins, row upon row of minuscule sausage rolls, and cherry tomatoes individually impaled on toothpicks with cheese. There is more exotic fare, too, which David’s father sets about sampling quizzically: arancini (a reaction of pleased confusion), anchovies on coracles of toast, huge silver bowls of stone fruit and grapes. Cherries glossy as horses’ haunches and pert wild strawberries with their green ruffs. Pot-bellied jugs of cream. A Victoria sponge oozing seedy raspberry jam on a high stand. Smoked trout, frilled with half-moons of lemon, already being hacked at inelegantly by guests. The parents paired off, or stood around in groups, talking about home, or their forays into the sights of the city.

The other members of David’s cohort were clapping each other on the back, calling each other by their last names enthusiastically, asking about future plans and postings. David put a cherry in his mouth and pulled the stalk off with a pop. A hand clapped on his own shoulder startled him, and he spat the stone out into his palm, where it left a crimson ghost.

– Fletcher!

It was Taylor. David answered some questions about where he was being posted; promised, when entreated to do so, to stay in touch. The others were laughing loudly; Malcolm was zealously topping up everyone’s glasses.

A short speech was given, and glasses raised. Something rousing about a bright Catholic future, reference to several of this graduating year having served in the war, a commendation of their valour. There was a joke made – rather daring, David thought – about the second Elizabeth’s attitude to them, as opposed to the first. (She, Elizabeth I, had hung, drawn and quartered some forty-four seminarians upon their return to England. These were known as the martyrs.) The speech concluded, as David imagined it did every year, with a quotation from the martyrs’ painting in the chapel: Ignem veni mittere in terram. I bring fire to the earth.

– Now I invite you all, my new brothers, to make all final preparations for your departure. Parents and guardians, thank you for the support you have shown today, and always, in bringing us this most promising crop of new priests. We are for ever in your debt and service.

A sonorous ‘Hear, hear!’. Glasses raised again. His mother at his elbow. – We’ll see you for dinner, darling. The crowd in the courtyard thinned out. Many of the seminarians went upstairs to their rooms, to pack and change. David made his way in that direction. The first leg of the staircase was dark, but after the turn it opened up from the light of the first-floor loggia. The seminarians’ double rooms faced onto this, across three floors – room for eighty students, all in all. As David walked along the corridor, he saw his peers folding their clothes, their suitcases open on their beds, or friends embracing. A few doors fell to as he passed, kicked closed.

– Are you coming back downstairs, Fletcher? It was Jameson, in his swim shorts, his towel over one shoulder.

David smiled yes. He continued on to his room.

Once inside, he pulled his robes over his head, undid the long flank of covered buttons on his cassock, and stepped out of his shoes. Underneath he wore an undershirt and plain cotton boxers.

He was naked with himself for a moment, and looked in the mirror. Then he broke his own gaze and stepped into his swim shorts, which were cobalt blue, picked up a towel from the fresh ones stacked in tight rolls at the end of the bed, and retrieved his sunglasses.

Back downstairs, the pool was thrashing with activity. Taylor and co. were sipping Old Fashioneds, hooked onto the pool’s edge with their elbows, and Jameson was practising his butterfly, the muscles of his back Mannerist with the effort. David made for a lemon-coloured sun lounger, flinging his towel over it. He let his sunglasses fall down over his eyes. Malcolm, who lay on the next one over, had his leg in the air, applying oil to the back of his knee. Carter lay on the third lounger along, his eyes closed to the full sun, his taut chest already misted with sweat. Someone pressed a cold drink into David’s hand, and he drank it gratefully. Others were swiping the remaining bottles of Prosecco and bringing them over to the edge of the pool, to swing their legs in the water slowly. Pleasantries were batted lazily back and forth like shuttlecocks; the laughter was raucous and then mellowed. They had this last afternoon together, to splash here for a time, to exalt in this feeling of their own new-mintedness. This was the last time they would be together like this, their hairlines firm and their complexions clean. They were all called David or Charles or James or John.

They had had the run of Rome together, for a time. They weren’t allowed out unless they were wearing their cassocks, which they called ‘the rig’. They dared one another to walk the streets naked beneath them, and as the heat crept up in the spring, the breeze on an ankle became a cherished pleasure. When the summer came and the heat was unbearable, they had decamped to the college’s summer villa, in the Alban Hills a few hours out from the city. The Palazzola, as it was called, was perched on a hill overlooking a lake, and they all had hill- or lake-view rooms. There was a pool there too, and on summer evenings after catechetics classes, they’d been known to run into it naked, sometimes joined by a tutor or two, and an older member of the college would creak open a shutter above and call good-naturedly to them to ask that they keep it down. They’d snatch Chianti in big basket jugs from the pantry, and drink it from the bad glasses, while overhead the Perseids or the Lyrids or the Arietids – or whichever ids were streaking through the skies – strummed their silent songs against the dome. David had loved it all, the lean tanned forearms and the shoe salesmen standing in the doors of their shops smoking as though they were lords of great domains, the feline way the young men moved when they fought in the streets on a Saturday night. He loved to see his contemporaries, the English men of the English College, learning about steamed milk and soft cheeses and bitter leaves dressed in olive oil. He watched them all exhale slowly into the sensualism of this place. There had been a gorgeous, mellifluous camaraderie to it. They ran through the ruins at night and practised their projecting among the tombs of lesser emperors. They goaded one another to burst the burrata as it wobbled in the bowl, to roll the young red wine over their tongues, to suck the juice through a single bite of the peaches when they arrived, to slice the cured meat very thinly and eat it ruffled onto airy bread. These were not things which could be renounced. They were prerequisite, in Rome. The men who today moved their limbs through the waters of the pool would be returning to England, with its meteorological meekness, but they did so with the unshakeable knowledge of passeggiata and sprezzatura.

He loved the Latin of the Mass, or of his lessons – always had – the mouthfeel of the words; their weight as he shaped each one for the master. Its rigid demand and answer. When he’d arrived in Italy he’d had to get used to Italian’s blowsiness, how the words ran into one another with such wanton ease. They were immediately sent to philosophy lessons in Italian at the Gregorian University, or Greg, as they called it, even though none of them could speak Italian. It was assumed that with their command of Latin they could just cotton on, and they sort of did. Lectures were five hours a day, five days a week, with no audience participation (so they said, ruefully, amongst themselves). They would stop for ice cream on the way home, eating sweet stracciatella with tiny spoons from paper cups.

He liked being told what to do. He liked waking up knowing what he had to wear in the morning. He liked the awareness of himself as a being in a hierarchy, with people above and below him. He liked all the secret codes and small rituals: shoe-polishing on Sundays, its rhythms learnt at eight years old in the long communal bedrooms of school, the sound of sixty sisal brushes whisking over sixty pairs of shoes; when and where to turn up and be fed. He liked his presence being demanded in a particular place at a particular time, and the fact that there would be consequences if you didn’t appear. Knowledge of consequences was what propelled him through so many of the days.

Sundays were their busiest. They were encouraged to go to Mass in a different church each week and see whose style they liked best. They were sorted into teams of three, and had to go in the rig, and greet the priest afterwards. They forced themselves to speak in broken Italian although they all knew Latin would work too.

They were taught about wine.

The ads for cleaners read: ‘Only plain girls need apply’.
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Here by the pool, newly ordained and on the eve of their departure, they felt glamorous. David was caught off-guard by the pleasure of this sensation. He languished in it, until someone splashed water onto his chest, and he rose, strode to the end where the diving board was, walked, bounced once. Someone in the pool would have seen the clean shape of him rise, the arms coming together and the muscles of the legs pulling into sharper focus, pure form against the sun, and then slip into the water with a murmur to its surface, sending nets of light over the tiles beneath.
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DAVID WAS TWENTY-NINE, older than the usual but not by much, and it was not so rare now; the war had bumped them up a couple of years, so that his intake had been a mix of eighteen-year-olds who’d been too young to enlist, and men in their mid-twenties and beyond, with tales of the Bulge or Dunkirk. He was too old to think in terms of destiny, but he was ready and eager for his coming work. Now, walking to meet his parents for dinner, he was wearing a suit and cufflinks which had been a twenty-fifth birthday present, originally an engagement present from his mother to his father. They hadn’t celebrated his twenty-fifth because seminarians were only allowed to go home once over the course of their training. Tonight was only the second time he had seen his parents in seven years, and before that the intervals weren’t all that much better. They hadn’t celebrated his twenty-first either – he’d been deployed in Rangoon – and before the war there had been the navigation course in Québec City, and before that Oxford, and finally, to begin, school.

Oxford was the only place he’d been where there hadn’t been a uniform. It had left him feeling slightly shapeless, like unproved dough. He was reading Maths, a decision for which he’d had to summon a stubbornness he did not possess. Father Stuart, at school, had leant across his desk and said, again, ‘Classics would really be my first choice for you, my boy.’ Classics was always first choice. But he liked maths; he liked balancing the scales of it to get at a double-sided truth. And it was classicism, of a kind, which ran back and back through wars and trades, and told the story of the Mediterranean, Carthage, Sparta, the prime of the Athenians.

He had only been at university for two of his three years when the war came knocking. It was 1944. He was twenty. He trained to be an aerial navigator on a base in Canada. That was where he’d met Marie, the one and only entry in the annals of his sexual experience. They’d mainly fumbled around in her car in the dark and the snow, too cold and too clothed to do much. It had lasted all of three weeks before he was shipped out, first to perform raids on German prisons, complicated operations involving bombing the sides of the buildings in order to breach them, thereby permitting the prisoners’ escape. Then onwards, to Burma, where he was in charge of a POW camp – they were encouraged to use the word ‘coolies’ or ‘Japs’. He was there until he was demobbed. Early on in his posting was a moment which became family legend. A British navy ship docked in Rangoon, and David was among those who received it. The onboard naval navigator was none other than Ralph, eighteen and on his first job. ‘That’s my brother!’ they had yelled rawly at one other across the gangplank.

He went on a single tour of the city’s brothels, on the insistence of some of the other men in his unit. The alleyways they were found down, with their jaundiced light, and fellow British soldiers pissing up against their walls, their little mounds of vomit slicking the stones, filled him with a sour sadness. He felt nothing for the girls with their slack hair, in the dirty rooms which low lamps did little to disguise. All told, that was that.

Then the Americans dropped the bombs on those unsuspecting cities whose names would now be for ever twinned. The reports began to trickle back. There had been a great white flash, sliding through the sky like a dropped knife, and people woke up clutching their own tripe in their hands. He knew what it meant, and the war’s end washed over him. He lay in his quarters with his face to the wall. He felt he needed to make a grand gesture of his life to atone. There was a blood debt which must be paid. He hated his and his troops’ proximity to it, as if he could smell the great acridity of American sin floating over west on the wind. He dreamt of the burnt, the skin of whose wrists and hands, it was said, had come off like opera gloves when they reached out to be helped into boats.

The next morning, someone passed an English-language newspaper through the fence into one of the prisoners’ pens. The British stood by in clusters, watching and smoking. The more senior officers made the odd comment about it being ungentlemanly, an upstart move from a juvenile nation. One or two, who claimed more experience with the Far East, said this was the only way to deal with the Japs. Like an ant farm, said one. Strike the colony and they all rush back. David wiped his hand over his brow and watched the prisoners squatting on the other side of the wire, the paper increasingly shaking in their hands.

One or two Japanese officers spoke English, and they read the paper hurriedly. A murmur of panic began to move through the enclosures. Men in other pens walked up to the fences, putting their hands round bald sections of barbed wire, and began calling questions to each other. Then the rains came. The prisoners tried to keep reading, but the newspaper was shaken from their hands into a pulp. Those who had read the words in English began shouting the news in Japanese. Within ten minutes all the men had been informed, and some were keening on the duckboards, covering their faces with filthy shirts and revealing the runnels of dirt on their bodies beneath.

Then the eerie thing: they stopped. They sat down, cross-legged and straight-backed, and were completely quiet. And it was like that, by and large, until they were gone.

The emperor made the announcement of Japan’s capitulation, and then the British had to send their prisoners home. They opened the pens with bolt-cutters, great sections of wire springing slack. The Japanese stood up with a flinty composure, and filed out neatly. The British loaded them onto ships.

He was discharged in 1946. Upon returning home to England, he had gone immediately to his archbishop and declared his intentions.
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At the restaurant, his mother had changed from her church black into a purple dress and matching bolero jacket of shot silk, which shone crimson in the candlelight. She wore her pearls. She stood to greet him. His father shook his hand. They settled back into the booth. It was dark and women smoked, wearing gloves. His parents held hands above the bright, clean tablecloth and toasted him. They ordered spaghetti to start, and David had to teach them how to eat it. Claire laughed gamely as it splashed, threatening to stain Edwin’s shirt. Then pork with white beans and stalks of celery, and panna cotta to finish.

They found an enoteca and had a nightcap, but Claire and Edwin declared the place ‘too young’ for them. He supposed what they meant was that they’d had their fill of foreignness for the day, so he walked his parents back to their hotel. They had a week’s driving holiday through Tuscany booked, and would meet him once they were all back in England.

It was only ten or thereabouts, and his dress shoes were well worn in and gritted against the cobbles, so he kept walking, at first with no destination in mind, and then ended up on the Appian Way in the dark, where he sat on some long-fallen pediment for a few hours, kicking the dust, watching the sky and discerning its shapes. Then back via the Colosseum, the Forum, extending the route slightly to encompass the Pantheon. He was not alone. There were other young men dressed as he was (black trousers, black shirt, Roman collar) and solitary, his newly appointed colleagues, of a kind. The city was full of them. He walked slowly, swilling the still summer air. He remembered nights in Oxford, wearing this suit, filling it perfectly, stumbling up Queen Street singing, other boys’ arms around and on either side of him, the vague pull of hoping for women to look at, to talk to shyly if they got drunk enough.

He arrived back at the English College as the night was shading to grey. He sat in the chapel and looked at the paintings of the martyrs high on the walls in the growing light: poor Ralph Sherwin who hadn’t lasted very long, four months of 1543, before he was found and met a brutal end, the pistons of his limbs popped from their joints and pulled; the hanging, the drawing, the quartering. And all those who came after, whose demises were painted gorily on the walls in an attempt at Delft blue.

When the first
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