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      One

      
      Thomas Denham watched his mother dying.
      

      
      The historian in him had expected the event to have a significance of some kind. It surprised him to find none. Oh, there
         was tragedy of course. Agony, misery, fear, all those things, for him and his sister – but above all, presumably, for their
         mother. But at the time, in time, there was no significance. Nothing he could get hold of, understand, absorb into his personal world. There was no meaning. Deirdre Denham, née Boltby,
         had lived. Now she was dying. The fabric of time and space that had opened for a few years to allow her existence was now
         closing. She would vanish. That was it.
      

      
      A young doctor came and examined her, and afterwards took him aside. ‘Not long now,’ she said. She might have been talking
         about a train they were waiting for. ‘She seems unconscious, but that doesn’t mean she can’t hear what’s going on around her.
         So.’
      

      
      So? So what? What was he meant to do with that piece of knowledge? The doctor strode away to her next appointment with death.
         She looked about sixteen. He thought of asking whether she was fully qualified yet, but didn’t. Two types of person you daren’t
         antagonize: the waiter in a restaurant and the staff in a hospital.
      

      
      The terminal ward was a warren of rooms linked together by the meanderings of a long corridor – it was euphemistically called
         the Simpson Ward, but all the patients knew what ‘Simpson’ meant. ‘I don’t want to go into the Simpson Ward,’ his mother had
         said during the early days of her treatment. Irony stalked the corridors of the hospital: Simpson was the inventor of anaesthetic,
         the man who had first tried to take the pain out of sickness.
      

      
      Thomas rang his sister. They had visited in shifts during the later stages of the illness, changing places like soldiers on
         sentry duty. Paula had been there most of the previous night, when their mother was still more or less awake, and had gone
         home in the early morning when Thomas appeared. But now it seemed that the moment had come for double turn. ‘You’d better
         come now, Paula.’
      

      
      There was a silence on the other end of the line. Not silence in the abstract, but a silence; something positive.
      

      
      ‘See you soon,’ he said, and replaced the receiver.

      
      He went back to his mother’s room and sat by her bedside and watched the slow rise and fall of her chest beneath the covers.
         She wasn’t old, but the illness had made her so. She had become thin and haggard and wrinkled, wasted by both the disease
         and its treatment, with a scrub of grey hair that had regrown after they had abandoned the chemicals that had made it fall
         out in the first place. ‘Mother?’ he called softly, but there was no reply.
      

      
      There are easy deaths – something short and sharp, like his father’s – but his mother’s had not been like that. It had taken eighteen months. Or four years. Or a lifetime. Like any piece
         of history, it all depends where you want to draw the start line – eighteen months earlier when they had detected metastasis
         in bone and brain? Or two years earlier when breast cancer had been diagnosed? Or you might date it all from the moment when
         that first cell somewhere in the pliant tissue of her left breast had mutated from the benign to the malignant. When would
         that have been? Undatable, so not historical? Or you might go further back, to an unperceived moment when sperm first nuzzled
         into egg within the claustrophobic fallopian tube of a Sheffield college teacher’s wife one rainy October day in 1923. Death
         begins from the moment of conception. A life is the history of a death.
      

      
      At one point during her illness his mother had told him, with something approaching pride, that she had finally returned to
         the weight that she had been at her wedding; as though there were an upside to the disease after all, a hidden benefit. Later,
         much later, just a week or so ago, she had said something else. Lying in her bed in the hospital, cold despite the heat, her
         hand lying on the sheet like the claw of a bird, she had said to him: ‘This is a punishment.’
      

      
      ‘What on earth do you mean, Mother?’

      
      ‘I believe that we are punished for what we have done. This is my punishment.’

      
      He had been dismissive. ‘Don’t be silly. What do you have to be punished for?’

      
      For a moment she had seemed about to answer. But then she had just closed her eyes and he hadn’t pursued the matter. Why,
         he wondered, had she cause to fear punishment? The idea of punishment as a reason for this suffering revolted him, yet later
         he thought, Why not? Medical science could not give a reason, aside from the obvious organic ones – this mutation, that carcinoma, those metastases – so why not invoke the callous judgement of some irascible and inhuman god?
      

      
      He met Paula in the waiting room. Her face was strangely mask-like, as though the skin had been pulled taut against the gale
         that was blowing through their lives. ‘She’s unconscious now,’ he told her as they embraced.
      

      
      Paula pushed him away. ‘Unconscious? Oh God. Since when? Why didn’t you tell me?’

      
      ‘I did, just now. The doctor says that she still might be able to hear what’s said to her.’

      
      ‘Hear? Oh my God.’ She seemed to find unconsciousness a disaster, but surely it would be a blessing, wouldn’t it? She hurried
         into the room and sat down beside the bed, holding the claw of her mother’s hand, whispering to the figure beneath the blankets.
         What was she saying? They weren’t in the habit of opening their hearts to one another, not this family. They talked, oh yes,
         but they never talked about what was at the heart of things, possibly because the implicit assumption was that there was nothing
         there, really, no heart of things at all to have anything at it. Just life and you got on with it. Or death, and you got on
         with that too. Matter-of-fact, be it the Yorkshire plainness of his mother’s side or the London pragmatism of his father’s.
         ‘I’m not a man of very deep emotion,’ his father had told him once. And, on another occasion: ‘Never get yourself on the wrong
         side of an unequal relationship. I badgered your mother into marrying me and it’s not been an easy relationship ever since.’
      

      
      Had that been a joke? But no, it was serious – one of the few bits of advice his father had ever given him, apart from an
         awkward little lecture on sex when Thomas was about twelve. ‘I know all about it, Dad,’ he’d wanted to say during that agonizing
         conversation, but of course the truth was quite otherwise: he had known nothing about it, nothing beyond the basic mechanics, gleaned from an encyclopaedia, of penis and vagina. Not that his father’s dissertation did much good – everything
         that Thomas knew he had learned from Gilda.
      

      
      Thomas watched his mother die, accompanied to the brink by her daughter. At around two o’clock – morning or afternoon? – the
         faint rise and fall of her chest stopped and she was dead.
      

      
      Paula wept. This was unusual. She was an efficient woman, in matters of the heart as in matters of career. She had a husband
         and two children, a house in Kent and a flat in London, and a successful career in journalism. She wrote a column giving advice
         to people on how to conduct their emotional lives. Weeping didn’t seem to come into it; and yet there she was, weeping.
      

      
      Thomas watched his mother die, and found that he couldn’t weep.

      
      There were things to do, the undertakers to ring, the registrar and the solicitor to contact – phone calls to make and letters
         to write. Paula was busy, what with deadlines to meet and the children to organize, and an interview to do with a footballer
         who spent more time in the gossip columns than he did in the sports pages. She would try to get down in the afternoon.
      

      
      So he cancelled a lecture and two tutorials and drove out through the city towards Essex, that forgotten lump of England tucked
         away behind London’s arse – a landscape of estuaries and inlets, of salt marsh and clay fields lying slack beneath a pewter
         sky. You could smell the sea on the air, see it in the bloom that lit up the sky from beneath. The house where his mother
         had spent the last few years of her life was in the middle of the town, tucked into a line of what were once fishermen’s cottages. Presumably the houses had then been squalid hovels, reeking of
         fish and shit, the object of bourgeois disapproval and philanthropy, and the threat of condemnation as unfit for human habitation.
         Now they were subject to preservation orders, and painted in pastel shades that no fishwife could ever have envisaged.
      

      
      Lace curtains twitched as he unlocked the front door. He wondered whether the neighbours knew. He wasn’t even sure who they
         were, old ladies with Zimmer frames replacing the fishwives of yesteryear. He’d never been sure what had led her to this final
         stop in her journey; some vague idea that living near the sea was good for you?
      

      
      Inside the house there was something of his mother’s presence, like the potter’s thumbprint in clay. She had sat there, in
         that armchair, walked over there to those bottles (most of them near-empty) to pour herself a gin and tonic, which is what she always drank, a little too much of late.
         Chemotherapy, she used to say, when she was in her cups. There were Staffordshire pottery pieces, and a painting of a Mediterranean
         hillside, and a portrait of her done in pastels by a friend. It was a strange likeness that grasped many of her features –
         her nose, the set of her chin, the slightly impatient compression of her lips – without capturing any real sense of her presence.
      

      
      On the mantelpiece was a picture of his parents at their wedding. Spring 1947, at a hotel on the edge of the moors above Sheffield,
         the two of them cutting the tiered cake. There was something touching about her slender fragility, and the shadows in her
         face and behind her smile, a smile that Thomas knew from memory as one thing (warm, motherly) and saw now, frozen in that
         photo, as something else (remote, guarded, sad). He had been to that hotel as a child, and to the church. Both buildings were
         remarkably similar for their Gothic pretences and their grey, soot-stained stone. He had gone with his grandparents and their curious Yorkshire accents and comfortable
         manners. They had taken afternoon tea in the hotel and paid a hushed visit to the shadows of the church, which seemed a secretive
         and unknowable place, like the sexuality that it had licensed that had, in its turn, engendered Thomas. Was he perverse to
         find sex in a church? At the time (twelve, thirteen years old, not long after that embarrassing conversation with his father)
         he had thought so. It had shamed him. He had knelt in one of the pews and prayed for forgiveness. Now he considered it a remarkable
         percipience, a sign of the historical insight that was to dog his adult life. With my body I thee worship, with all my worldly goods I thee endow. Sex and economics – a heady cocktail.
      

      
      Where, he wondered vaguely as he examined the photograph, was his mother now? The thought was a childhood relic, a leftover
         from his innocent past when the ceremonies of religion had half convinced him. ‘Nowhere, Mother,’ he said out loud.
      

      
      Unsure where to begin, he went upstairs to the room that she had used as a study. It faced the back of the house, overlooking
         the narrow garden that she had cultivated assiduously until her illness. There was a cupboard and a chest of drawers, a bureau
         and a filing cabinet. He opened the bureau and found letters, a whole drawer full of them, a mosaic of various sheets, of
         differing colours and textures, differing hands, differing sizes, different salutations.
      

      
      Dear Deirdre …

      
      My Dearest Dee …

      
      Dee darling …

      
      Dear Mrs Denham …

      
      One or two were in his own childish handwriting, the weekly letters he had been constrained to write from boarding school.

      
      
         Dear Mummy,

         It is raining here and we can’t go out. I’m not very happy because 7/6 isn’t really enough. Can you please send me a postal
               order, please. Not much. 5/- would be alright. Yesterday (Sat) we played St Anthony’s. I didn’t score
               but Maloney did.

      

      
      There were similar offerings in Paula’s childish hand and, in contrast, one or two from their grandfather, composed with a
         certain quaintness, like missives from a previous century: My Dearest Deirdre … with great affection, your loving father.
      

      
      Time passed, signalled by the sound of a carriage clock that she had bought at an antique shop in York and which beat like
         a pulse on the shelf above her desk. The speed of time disturbed. How do you measure it? Seconds, hours, days, years, centuries
         of course – but that’s not how it is. Time isn’t a scalar dimension like distance or mass; it’s a vector, like acceleration.
         It can vary, speed up, slow down, deviate. At times it can be like struggling uphill – a boring afternoon, a visit to the
         dentist – while at others it’s like freewheeling and the wind is in your hair and you haven’t noticed the ditch that lies
         ahead. The problem with time is that in order to measure it you need to have somewhere to stand outside it. Give me a fulcrum
         and a place to stand and I will move the Earth. Archimedes, of course. Thomas felt the need for something similar, a place
         outside time from which to observe and measure its passage.
      

      
      Another letter.

      
      
         My darling Dee,

         May I, after all these years? Perhaps I shouldn’t. Dear D, then. [image: image]. Ya sou. Do you remember how I tried to teach you some Greek? And how we laughed? Or perhaps you have put all that behind you, stuffed it into the part of your memory that
               is reserved for painful things.

         The reason I am writing is that time has passed, and time, surely, is the great healer. But not only healer. Emasculator.
               Whatever is the female equivalent of that, I wonder? Effeminator doesn’t sound right, does it? Anyway, it was all so long
               ago and now I fancy that you might not be too appalled to recognize my writing again and perhaps reply. No obligation on your
               part, I assure you.

         [image: image]

         Geoffrey

      

      
      Geoffrey Crozier: a small, dark man with an uproarious laugh and something of the attitude of a market trader. ‘Always sounds
         as though he’s about to try and sell you something,’ that’s what Thomas’ father used to say.
      

      
      Attitude. There was this man walking along the street, and the wind blew his hat off. Well, off he goes running after it,
         but just as he’s about to reach it, there’s this dog, grabs the hat and eats it. The man shouts to the dog’s owner: ‘Oi! Your
         dog’s just eaten my hat.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah?’ the dog’s owner says. ‘Well that’s your problem, mate. In this wind, you should have held it on.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ the man with the hat says. ‘That’s your attitude, is it?’

      
      ‘No, mate,’ the dog’s owner replies, ‘it’s not my ’at ’e chewed, it’s your ’at ’e chewed.’
      

      
      Paula shrieking with laughter. She didn’t really understand the joke, but Geoffrey was laughing uproariously, and so was their
         mother, so Paula laughed too. ‘Attitude!’ Geoff would cry from then on, and Paula would double up in laughter. Attitude! Attitude!
      

      
      There were other words in the vocabulary of laughter: ‘pellucid’ was one, and ‘anemone’. ‘Pellucid,’ Paula would say eagerly, and Geoffrey would wince. ‘Rude,’ he’d cry. ‘Rude.’
      

      
      Thomas took the pen and a blank sheet of paper and wrote out a transliteration of Geoffrey’s Greek salutation, and discovered
         meaning hidden beneath the unfamiliar letters: Me poli agapi: with much love.
      

      
      And what would she have written in reply? My darling Geoffrey?
      

      
      He put the letter aside. Ideas were crawling through the undergrowth of his mind, memories circling behind him, tantalizingly
         just out of sight, but always there, like threatening shapes in the shadows. From a photograph on the top of the bureau, she
         looked back at him from thirty-five years ago, with that tired, unhappy smile that had been her trademark. The expression
         seemed almost derisive now that he was reading her mail.
      

      
      ‘What are you looking for, Tom?’

      
      ‘Unpaid bills, that kind of thing.’

      
      ‘You know how organized I was. You’ll not find anything out of place.’

      
      ‘What about letters from Geoffrey Crozier?’

      
      ‘What about them?’

      
      ‘Who was he, Mother?’

      
      ‘A dear old friend. What’s wrong with that?’

      
      ‘You tell me.’

      
      But she didn’t. Just the smile.

      
      He got up from the desk and went to the bookshelf. The book wasn’t there, but eventually he found it downstairs in the sitting
         room, a narrow volume with the title in faded gold lettering down the spine: Aphrodite Died Here. He recalled flicking through it as a child and seeing the author’s name on the title page, being told by his mother that
         this was what Geoffrey did when he was being serious, which wasn’t very often as far as Thomas could see. ‘Geoffrey is a very clever man,’ she always told her son.
      

      
      Now for the first time he glanced through the pages with adult eyes. The date of publication was, in Faber’s rather pretentious
         style, mcmlvi. Inscribed in ink on the inside of the cover – the same hand as the letter – there was this epigram:
      

      
      
         Priceless is the measure of your glance

         But worthless is my gaze.

         Treasure are the words you spoke

         But paltry is my praise.

      

      
      Shelley? Byron? To Dee, with great affection, Geoffrey, it said beneath. The poems themselves were very different in style, free verse, full of allusions to things Levantine and
         sexual and classical, the kind of stuff that Lawrence Durrell might have written. He read over a few of them, and then returned
         the book to the shelf.
      

      
      ‘Mother?’ he said out loud.

      
      The silence in the house was complete. She wasn’t there. There was no one there, not even Thomas. He was merely a watcher,
         standing out of time, while in his memory his mother and his father flickered between what they had been when he was three
         and thirteen and twenty-three; and all the time they were ageless. He held their hands and swung, three years old, across
         the lawn outside the block of flats where they once lived in Oxford. He refused her hand and walked, thirteen and solitary
         beside her, down a street in Gütersloh in West Germany. He sat across a squalid student room and argued with her about politics
         or morals or music, and was twenty-three. And then, abruptly, memory released her and she aged, rapidly, fearfully – and became
         grey and thin, wasted by the disease, lying in her hospital bed, about to be pulled out of time and into eternity.
      

      
      ‘Mother?’
      

      
      No answer.

      
      He got up from the desk and wandered into her bedroom. In the wardrobes her dresses and suits hung like flayed skins in the
         shadows, scented with the perfume that she wore for as long as he could remember, always the same perfume. Scent. ‘Women wear perfume, ladies wear scent,’ she always used to say.
      

      
      Paula would have to go through the clothes. She’d have to get out of her bloody deadlines and commitments and things. She’d
         have to do her bit.
      

      
      The phone rang just as he returned to the study; almost as though his thoughts had conjured her up, it was Paula: ‘What are
         you doing?’
      

      
      ‘I’m going through her stuff. Someone has to do it.’

      
      ‘Can’t we deal with it after the funeral?’

      
      ‘There are letters to write, people to contact. Can I send you a list of people to call? I can’t do it all myself. And someone
         has to go through the papers—’
      

      
      ‘Just make a bonfire and burn them.’

      
      ‘Share certificates and all? And the deeds to the house? There’s the solicitor and the will and things like that. You don’t
         seem to understand. There’s her clothes, but you’ll have to do them. I’m not going through her knickers and petticoats.’
      

      
      ‘I told you – after the funeral. Incidentally, I’ll have to bring the children. Will Phil be there?’

      
      ‘Probably.’

      
      ‘Good. Send me that list. Can you fax it?’

      
      ‘I suppose so.’ He put the phone down. As he turned back to the task in hand the doorbell rang. The sound startled him, as
         though he had been caught doing something illicit.
      

      
      He went down to open the front door and found a woman standing outside. ‘Yes?’

      
      She looked as though she might just have stepped off a boat: unkempt hair, a shapeless sweater and trousers that were too short; boat shoes on her feet, those canvas things with leather
         thongs for laces (although ‘thong’ meant something else nowadays). Ought he to know her? Her face was vaguely familiar, lined
         and tanned even though it was spring and the weather lousy. Fiftyish. Lean, almost masculine. ‘You’re Thomas,’ she said, holding
         out her hand. She blinked as she spoke, as though things were flying in her face.
      

      
      He took the proffered hand. ‘I’m afraid …’

      
      ‘I have you at a disadvantage? That’s what they say, isn’t it? I’m afraid I have you at a disadvantage. I’ve seen pictures,
         you see. I’m Janet. Janet Burford. Maybe Dee mentioned me? How is she? That’s what I called to ask. I know how ill she is
         and I was just passing by and I saw that someone was here, and …’ She shrugged, looking over his shoulder into the hall. Perhaps
         she was checking to see if he was up to anything suspicious. Perhaps she wasn’t sure that he was Thomas after all. Maybe she
         had just guessed. Maybe she was the local Neighbourhood Watch.
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid she’s not here,’ he said. ‘She died.’

      
      She put her hand to her mouth, blinking again. ‘Oh God.’

      
      ‘Yesterday afternoon …’

      
      ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry.’

      
      ‘Yes, well, there you are …’ What a stupid thing to say. As though remarking on the fact that this woman, Janet Whatever-she-called-herself,
         was indeed there, and not, like his mother, no longer there. Or anywhere else, come to that. He cast around for something
         to say. The word ‘say’ rang in his mind. He lived by saying, talking, standing there in front of dozens of bored students,
         pontificating, mouthing, declaiming, a whole thesaurus of utterance. Why do people always have to say things? Why couldn’t
         they just keep silent? ‘Look, I …’
      

      
      ‘No, I …’ The woman hesitated, shifting her feet on the doorstep, blinking. ‘I used to come round and have, you know, coffee
         with her. We chatted. I’m so sorry. I’d better go. I’m sorry, awfully sorry. I …’ And she turned and went, hurrying across
         the road to the far side where there was a pub called the Fisherman’s Catch. She walked quickly past the pub windows, leaning
         slightly forward. Not bad-looking; but that bloody blinking.
      

      
      There were two manifestations of Thomas at the funeral. One was focused only on the misery, on the vastness of loss and the
         exquisite lack of hope; the other watched the sorry procession of coffin and bearers, the heaped flowers, the hieratic gestures
         of the priest, with something like satisfaction at the sight of ancient ritual being enacted under the dead elms of the country
         graveyard. That aspect of him regarded the mourners dispassionately. There were about a hundred of them, emerging from all
         corners of the British Isles. Cousins and aunts and uncles, of course, but also others, distant friends coming forward out
         of childhood memory, as though characters in a play had suddenly stepped down off the stage and mingled with the audience,
         where they were now revealed without the make-up that had made them seem so young during the performance.
      

      
      ‘We never realized she was so ill …’

      
      ‘We’re so awfully sorry …’

      
      ‘She was so wonderful a friend. And your father as well …’

      
      ‘What a shame we lost touch …’

      
      After everything, after the coffin had been lowered into its pit and a handful of earth scattered on top, and the undertaker’s
         men had got down to work like navvies, they all went back to the house, crowding into the sitting room and the kitchen, spilling out into the narrow garden at the back, commenting
         on the lovely flowers dear Dee had planted, and look, how clever the way she’s done that trellis and put in those climbing
         roses – the present tense stumbling awkwardly back into the past.
      

      
      Janet Burford came and embraced him and gave him a hesitant kiss. She was red-eyed. Was it so peculiar to be red-eyed at a
         funeral? And why had he even remembered the woman and her name?
      

      
      ‘Who’s she?’ Paula asked later.

      
      ‘A friend.’

      
      She raised her eyebrows. ‘My God, she’s years older than you. I thought you went for the younger ones.’

      
      ‘Not mine, you ass. Mother’s.’ They laughed at the misunderstanding. ‘She’s called Janet. She came round the day after Mother’s
         death. She rang the bell and stood there blinking like a bloody lighthouse. “You must be Thomas,” she said. Don’t know how
         she knew.’
      

      
      Janet was frowning at them from across the room.

      
      Paula said, ‘I hope she can’t lip-read’, and their laughter threatened to run out of control, like giggling in church. They
         used to be like that as children, united in giggles against the solemnities of the adult world.
      

      
      As they struggled with self-control, a woman emerged from the crush of mourners and advanced on the two of them. ‘Tom, dear!
         And Paula. Oh, how sad it all is.’
      

      
      Thomas smiled distractedly, not knowing who the woman was, but knowing that he ought to know. ‘It’s Binty,’ she said. ‘Binty
         Paxton.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. How kind of you to come.’

      
      Binty was small and rotund. He remembered the rotundity but not the smallness, nor the hints of chocolate-box prettiness that lay there beneath the slack flesh and blemished features. Her husband loomed behind her, as disproportionately tall as
         she was short. ‘Shame it has to be under such sad circumstances,’ he said, reaching out a gaunt hand.
      

      
      His wife was talking over him as she had done for decades: ‘Dee was such a wonderful person. She was such fun, and so natural.
         She came into our lives like a breath of fresh air. So long ago, those days. A different world.’ Exactly which days was she
         referring to? ‘And you two? Both married, aren’t you? Dee always wrote a little note with her Christmas cards. Handwritten,
         not one of those dreadful circular things. Kept us up to date.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, I’m divorced. But Paula has managed to stick it out.’

      
      ‘Oh dear. How sad.’

      
      ‘No, quite happy. Happily divorced.’

      
      And then suddenly, like crows moving off a carcass and leaving only debris behind, the people had gone, leaving Thomas and
         Paula, and the children and her husband in solemn alliance, to clear things away. With the help of Janet Burford.
      

      
      ‘I was awfully fond of her,’ Janet explained, as though to justify her presence. ‘We … we spent a lot of time together. We
         talked,’ she added, with emphasis, as though there might be some dispute about what precisely went on.
      

      
      ‘I think she’s after you,’ Paula whispered. The giggling resumed. Children again, without the controlling influence of a parent
         to admonish them.
      

      
      For dinner that evening they took a large table in the restaurant of the Ship Hotel, across the road from the house. The room
         was called The Bo’sun’s Cabin and had the look of a maritime museum, cluttered with sextants and quadrants, compasses, chronometers
         and binnacles. Brass glinted in the shadows. The ceiling was low and beamed, the windows were portholes and the bar was fashioned out of a capstan. Mine Host, sporting a yachting cap, presented diners with menus that resembled, approximately,
         a ship’s logbook. ‘As long as we don’t get leg of Long John Silver we’ll be all right,’ Paula’s husband Graham remarked.
      

      
      ‘Dead man’s leg,’ said Paula’s son. He was thirteen and at boarding school, and knew suet pudding.

      
      ‘Dead parrot,’ was Thomas’ own suggestion. The giggling began, edged with hysteria. The fact of being able to laugh at a moment
         like this seemed imbued with blame. You should be mourning; you were mourning, and it shouldn’t manifest itself like this, not with silly laughter.
      

      
      ‘Chicken cutlass,’ said Paula. ‘Sprinkled …’ she added, spluttering with laughter, ‘… sprinkled with … with …’

      
      ‘Go on,’ her children cried, nudging each other. ‘Go on, spit it out.’

      
      ‘Sprinkled with …’ Paula was red in the face, her laughter smothering everything. Mine Host watched, trying to use a smile
         to hide the suspicion that he was the butt of the joke. Even Philip laughed at the sight of his aunt in distress. ‘Go on,
         Aunt Paula. Spit it out!’ His voice was raised as high as the others’. A pleasing sign, this. Ever since the divorce he had
         been a sullen child. Thomas felt that rare emotion: paternal warmth. ‘What, Aunt Paula? Sprinkled with what?’
      

      
      Finally Paula managed it: ‘With old salt!’

      
      When the laughter had subsided Mine Host approached the table to take their orders. ‘Sorry to hear about your bereavement,’
         he said.
      

      
      After dinner Phil and Thomas walked back to the house. ‘Why are we staying at Grandma’s?’ the boy asked. ‘Why can’t we stay
         in the hotel like Aunt Paula and everyone?’
      

      
      ‘Why throw money away?’

      
      ‘They’re throwing money away, so why shouldn’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Because it’s my money.’ It was intended as a joke, but it fell flat in the way that most of Thomas’ jokes did fall flat with Philip. It seemed
         that his son had never forgiven him for letting Gilda walk out. The evidence of Thomas’ culpability was plain enough in the
         boy’s eyes: Phil and his mother now lived happily with her second husband, while Thomas remained alone with, occasionally,
         an unsuitable young woman to share his bed and his breakfast. Only once, a few years before, had the two of them ever tried
         to discuss these things. ‘I want you and I want Mummy,’ was all Philip said on that occasion. ‘Both together.’ As soon as
         Thomas attempted any kind of explanation, that had been Philip’s reply. He had repeated the words over and over: ‘I want you
         and I want Mummy, both together. I want you and I want Mummy, both together. I want you and I want Mummy, both together.’
         The mantra of a disturbed child. That evening had ended with convulsive tears until eventually sleep overcame him.
      

      
      Thomas had rung Gilda to confide in her. ‘I think Phil’s got problems.’

      
      ‘I should think he has, when he sees his father fucking girls who are young enough to be his sister.’

      
      ‘I think maybe we should get help for him.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, “help”?’

      
      ‘A shrink perhaps.’

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake grow up. All Phil needs is the comforts of a father – something that you seem unable to provide. If you
         can’t handle it just send him home early. Norman understands him, Norman’s just like a father to him. Norman’ll deal with
         him.’
      

      
      They reached the front door of the house. ‘Sad about Grandma, isn’t it?’ Philip said as Thomas turned the key in the lock.

      
      Father put his hand on son’s shoulder. ‘It happens, Phil, it happens. Lots of things happen in life, not all of them good.’ Brave, male words.
      

      
      ‘Too right,’ Philip said, making his way upstairs to the spare room.

      
      Next morning they saw the children off to the seaside with Graham. ‘Frinton,’ Paula had insisted. ‘Not Clacton. You’ll hate
         Clacton.’ There was a feeling of relief to see the Volvo draw away. There were things to do that only she and Thomas could
         manage – organization, certainly; expiation, perhaps. She stepped across the threshold into the hallway. ‘God, isn’t it strange?’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Her not being here.’

      
      ‘I’ve got used to it. I’ve been here much of the last ten days.’

      
      ‘Stop trying to score points.’

      
      ‘I’m not.’

      
      Always rivals, rivals and friends at the same time, an exquisite kind of relationship that is perhaps reserved for siblings;
         they could say cruel things to each other that didn’t seem to hurt. Maybe that was the way they showed their affection. He
         watched her looking round the place, picking things up to examine them, then replacing them carefully where they were, as
         though she was in an antique shop or something. ‘Working out how we’re going to split the booty?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, shut up.’

      
      ‘Well, we’ve got to decide. That’s why we’re here. That’s why we’ve dumped poor old Graham with the kids. It’s what you do.
         In circumstances like this.’
      

      
      She had picked up a porcelain piece, a shepherd and a shepherdess that may have been – their mother had never had the piece valued, preferring fantasy over dull fact – early Meissen,
         and when she looked round at him her eyes were bright with tears. ‘I’d rather have her back.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘I find myself talking to her, d’you know that? Sounds silly and sentimental, doesn’t it? But I do nevertheless. I was doing
         an interview two days ago and I found myself thinking, That’s a good question, isn’t it, Mummy? And when I was writing it
         up: “Hey, read this,” I said to her. “Isn’t that good?” I almost expected her to reply.’
      

      
      ‘But she didn’t.’

      
      ‘Of course she bloody didn’t.’

      
      ‘The question is, which her do you talk to? Her as she was when she was ill, or her when she was healthy, or when she was
         young, or what?’
      

      
      ‘It’s just her. Like it always was.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘No it’s not. It’s not at all like it always was. When she was alive, then there was just her. But now she’s dead you’ve got a choice. Which memory do you choose? Which version of her, at what age?’
      

      
      ‘What is this, a history lesson or something?’

      
      ‘You haven’t answered my question.’

      
      ‘There’s no choice involved. It’s just her.’

      
      He smiled, that aggravating expression he used with students when they said something stupid that he wasn’t going to grace
         with further discussion. ‘Let me show you what I’ve found.’
      

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘Just wait.’

      
      He ran upstairs to the study and returned with three plastic slide boxes. Paula watched while he fiddled around with a projector
         in a corner of the sitting room. ‘What’s this? Holiday snaps? You know what the two most boring things in the world are? Other people’s holiday snaps and other people’s dreams.’
      

      
      ‘These are your holiday snaps. Maybe your dreams as well. I found them last night when I was poking around after Phil had gone to sleep.’
      

      
      He moved a corner table aside, took pictures down. Then he drew the curtains and plunged the room into a sudden, untimely
         darkness. A white shaft of light snapped through the shadows, spotlighting the far wall. Paula had turned in her armchair,
         putting her legs up and over one of the arms in a manner that her mother would never have allowed.
      

      
      ‘Are you sitting comfortably? Then I’ll begin.’

      
      He pressed the button on the remote control. A second’s blackness, a whirr and click from the slide tray, and then, abruptly,
         there she was, projected almost life-size on the far side of the room, blanketed by shadows and framed by light, leaning against
         the wing of a car.
      

      
      Paula gave a small gasp of surprise.

      
      Dee was wearing shorts. The detail is important. She was wearing something like a T-shirt – did they have T-shirts in those
         days? – and a pair of shorts. The shorts were high-waisted but strikingly brief for the times. And the legs were strong and
         suntanned. A tennis player’s legs. And you could see the rise of her breasts beneath her T-shirt, and the shadow of her nipples
         where, Thomas realized with the force of revelation, he had once sucked.
      

      
      ‘Crumbs,’ Paula murmured thoughtfully. ‘I’ve never seen her in this light before.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      The car had the swollen lines and chrome trim of the fifties, the paintwork the colour of sun-faded grass. Behind the car
         was the plastered wall of a house, brilliant white in the sunlight, with shuttered windows. Above the roof there was a sky of impossible turquoise.
      

      
      ‘Where did you find these?’

      
      ‘In the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. There’s a whole box of them. Evidence.’

      
      ‘Evidence of what?’

      
      He didn’t reply. His mother looked back at him: but his mother at thirty-three years old, and so in a sense not his mother,
         not the woman who had died, not even the woman he recalled in his memories of decades ago when he was a mere ten years old,
         but someone else: Deirdre Denham, known then and always as Dee. ‘Deirdre,’ she used to lament. ‘What an awful name. It sounds like an anagram of “dreary”.’ But she assuredly was not dreary, standing
         there at the far end of the room beside the fireplace, leaning against the car and looking back at her two children with a
         slight smile. Was her expression underlain with the faint brush-strokes of sadness? Her hair was waved and brushed back. She
         had a marked widow’s peak and her face was almost heart-shaped, almost symmetrical.
      

      
      She was beautiful. Thomas had never realized that before. She was his mother – many other things, but always that – and therefore
         sexless because so profoundly sexual: the flesh that had conceived and borne him and nurtured him. His creator. And she had
         been beautiful, alluring, replete with sexuality.
      

      
      Paula’s voice came from the shadows: ‘Look at that smile. Ironical, or what?’

      
      ‘I don’t think things were ironical in those days.’

      
      Laughter in the dark. ‘And those legs. Blimey.’
      

      
      ‘She was always proud of her legs.’

      
      ‘I’m not surprised. Wish I’d inherited them. Do you remember the car?’

      
      ‘Of course.’ He could remember the choosing of it, the question of its colour. What would be appropriate to export from the drizzle of England to the sun of the Mediterranean? The family had argued about red, and decided that it would look too
         hot. So it was green.
      

      
      ‘And the house?’

      
      He clicked the remote control, to move woman and car aside to reveal a house behind her, a single-storey building with a shallow,
         tiled roof and white walls. To either side of the doorway there were palm trees with trunks shaped like pineapples. On the
         veranda were two people – the same woman, wearing a cotton dress now, and a small girl. The little girl almost moved. She
         almost ran down the steps and down the concrete path to where the man with the camera stood. But of course she didn’t. She
         just stayed there, almost moving.
      

      
      ‘That’s me.’ Paula’s voice was quiet, as though they had just trespassed on to forbidden territory and didn’t want to alert
         the guards.
      

      
      ‘That’s you. At number one hundred and twenty-seven, Sixteenth of June Street, Limassol.’

      
      ‘How do you remember that?’

      
      ‘How do you remember anything?’

      
      ‘It doesn’t really look that long ago. Like yesterday. The colours.’

      
      ‘Kodachrome. Father must have been a bit of an expert. I mean, you didn’t get much amateur photography in those days – not
         of this kind. Box Brownies was the usual—’
      

      
      ‘It’s not that ancient.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it?’ He pressed the reverse and there she was again, leaning against the now familiar car. He saw now that she was
         about to say something. The smile was half a smile, half an opening of the mouth to speak. What was she going to say? What
         did she say on that day more than three decades ago?
      

      
      ‘Do you know what she said to me?’ Thomas asked.

      
      ‘Then? ’
      

      
      ‘No, a few weeks ago.’

      
      ‘I expect she said many things.’

      
      Should he tell her? He had not really made up his mind, even as he uttered the words. He could have made something else of
         it, could have recalled some childhood moment, fabricated some adolescent incident. But he didn’t. ‘She said she believed
         her illness was a punishment.’
      

      
      Paula was quiet. She no longer shifted in the armchair in the shadows behind him. But her stillness wasn’t something negative,
         an absence of movement; it was active: she held herself in check, as you might hold yourself in against laughter or against
         tears.
      

      
      ‘She say anything like that to you?’

      
      ‘What did she mean by it?’

      
      ‘How do I know? But I wonder.’

      
      ‘What do you wonder?’

      
      ‘What it was. That made her feel she deserved punishment.’

      
      ‘Isn’t that her business?’

      
      ‘She’s dead now. She’s not there to have any business.’

      
      He pressed the advance button and the house slid back into place, and pressed once again to move the house on.

      
      A family group stumped through the cold across the top of some mountain plateau. ‘That’s Troödos,’ Paula cried.

      
      ‘And that’s Geoffrey, isn’t it? With Mother.’

      
      He pressed the advance again and there once more were just the two of them, Dee and her little girl, crouching in some field
         amongst poppies, dozens of poppies around them so that it looked as though they were crouching in a bleeding graze, the kind
         of thing you get on your knees when you fall on gravel, the blood bubbling up in a dozen little gouts. The pain. ‘I remember
         that,’ Paula said. ‘That picture, I mean. I remember it being taken …’
      

      
      She paused, watching the figures as though something was about to be enacted there in that distant view of a field bleeding
         with poppies. But nothing and nobody moved.
      

      
      They had lunch in the pub across the road, and afterwards went for a walk along the desolate waterfront. The river was flowing
         against the wind so that the wavelets had their tops blown into smithereens, like smashed glass. There were sailing boats
         moored in ranks, their rigging vibrating in the wind like the rattling of snare drums. Are they called ratlines because they
         are always rattlin’, or are they called ratlines because rats run up them? One of Geoffrey Crozier’s jokes. The riverside
         path ran along the top of the sea wall. And at the end, below the level of the path and therefore at sea level more or less,
         there was a house. White-painted weatherboards and a wooden porch. He stood looking down at it for a moment. ‘That’s the blinking
         woman’s. You know. Janet What’s-her-name.’
      

      
      ‘You mean the woman who fancies you?’

      
      He ignored the taunt. ‘I’ll bet she gets in a flap when there’s a flood warning out. I’ll bet her eyelids go like bloody gnats’
         wings. She’s almost below sea level.’
      

      
      ‘So’s most of the town.’

      
      As they watched, the side door of the house opened and someone came out. Her brown woollen skirt and loose-fitting shirt were
         visible from where they stood. There was a brief altercation with what appeared to be a dog, and then the woman went back
         inside. ‘That’s her. Blinking Janet.’
      

      
      ‘She’s a potter,’ Paula said. ‘That’s what she told me.’

      
      ‘Obviously she’s a potter.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, obviously?’

      
      ‘Looking like that. Obviously she’s a potter. She’s probably a vegan as well. And a firm believer in homoeopathic medicine.
         And practises Zen Buddhism.’
      

      
      ‘You’re a bigot.’
      

      
      ‘I’m a historian. Historians see the patterns in things.’

      
      They turned and made their way back along the path towards the town. ‘Perhaps it was Geoffrey Crozier,’ he suggested.

      
      ‘What do you mean? What was Geoffrey Crozier?’

      
      ‘That made her feel guilty. Perhaps they had an affair.’

      
      ‘Don’t be daft.’ She looked round at him. ‘For goodness’ sake, Tommo, what’s the matter with you? On no evidence whatever
         you’re accusing Mummy of having a sneaky fuck with a friend of the family forty years ago. I mean, what’s your problem?’ Her
         anger was real.
      

      
      ‘He was always around, wasn’t he? And she always talked about him. And that letter, you’ve read that letter.’

      
      ‘That’s bugger all. You need facts, hard facts.’

      
      ‘But there’s no such thing. Facts die, just like people. All that remains are scraps – and we have to do our best with those.’

      
      ‘This is the historian speaking again, is it?’

      
      He smiled at her anger. ‘Never anything else.’

      
      They paused at the far end of the main street, looking down the row of houses towards the clocktower and the Ship Hotel and
         the row of one-time fishermen’s cottages. Graham’s Volvo had just drawn up and the children were piling out. They could hear
         Linda’s laughter, and even Philip was shouting something in excitement. Graham caught sight of them and waved.
      

      
      ‘At least they’ve had a good time. Are you sure about taking Phil back to Gilda’s?’

      
      ‘Of course I’m sure. It’s not out of the way.’

      
      Surprisingly Paula took his hand and squeezed it. ‘It’s us now, isn’t it, Tommo?’

      
      ‘What do you mean, “us”?’

      
      ‘In the firing line. And in thirty years’ time it’ll be them.’ She laughed. ‘That’s what history teaches us.’

      
      *

      
      
         Dear Thomas,
         

         I was most awfully sad to hear of your mother’s death. It was kind of you to write and let me know. I am very sorry that Bill
            and I were unable to be at the funeral but a longstanding and important appointment in London meant that we couldn’t make
            it. Although we exchanged Christmas cards, I had not seen Deirdre for many years, but I recall our days in Cyprus with great
            happiness – they were wonderful times, although often tinged with sadness. My best wishes to both you and your sister, whom
            I remember with particular fondness on the voyage out.
         

         Yours ever,

         Jennifer Powell

      

   
      
      Two

      
      They embarked at Southampton Docks. Gulls laughed and jeered at the scene. There were families gathered on the quayside and
         soldiers drawn up in ranks, and a regimental band played ‘A Life on the Ocean Wave’. The troopship gleamed white against the
         dockyard buildings and the grey water.
      

      
      ‘When do we see Daddy?’ Paula asked.

      
      ‘Soon.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow?’

      
      ‘A few days. Twelve days, they say.’

      
      ‘Twelve days is for ever.’

      
      Dee’s parents had come down to see them off. There was a restrained parting, the pecking of cheeks, the assurance of mutual
         care and concern, the impatience of Paula to be off. ‘You look after your mummy now,’ said Dee’s father to his granddaughter,
         and Paula, who seemed happy to play the games of adults, agreed that she would.
      

      
      Soldiers humped kitbags on to their shoulders and filed up the gangways, turning and waving to the crowd. ‘A Life on the Ocean
         Wave’ changed to ‘Will Ye No Come Back Again?’. Women wept.
      

      
      ‘Why are they crying?’ asked Paula, who had never before seen adults in tears.

      
      ‘They’re crying because their husbands are going away. Like when Daddy went away.’

      
      ‘But you didn’t cry.’

      
      ‘I tried not to. But I was very sad.’

      
      ‘And now you’re not sad. Because we’re going to see him.’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      Officers and their families boarded by a different entry port from the men: different gangway, different cabins, different
         decks, different worlds. Dee and Paula climbed up to where a sailor and a white-coated steward stood at the port. They might
         have been entering a hotel: inside it was all wooden panelling and mirrors and brass fittings, and a desk with uniformed receptionists.
         Only the plan on the wall – the various decks, the muster stations marked in green, the restricted areas in red – betrayed
         the fact that this was, in fact, a ship. That and the plaque that showed the vessel in bas-relief sailing into a bronze sunset.
         Apparently, she had once been the Königin Luise of Bremen, launched in 1925 as part of the Norddeutsche Lloyd passenger fleet. But now she was the Empire Bude, and British voices were raised loudly beneath her ornate plaster ceilings, the voices of the victors.
      

      
      The purser was magnificent in navy blue and gold braid. He checked their names against a list, and presented Dee with the
         keys of the cabin as though she had won some kind of trophy. ‘Welcome aboard, Mrs Denham,’ he said. A steward led them along
         the deck and up a companionway, down a narrow corridor, past rows of doors almost like cells in a prison.
      

      
      ‘Here we are, ma’am.’ He opened a door with more of a flourish than the cabin deserved. It was narrow and claustrophobic,
         little bigger than a sleeper compartment in a railway carriage. A window looked out on to the promenade deck and the davits
         and underside of a lifeboat.
      

      
      ‘Will we go rowing?’ Paula asked.

      
      ‘I hope not.’

      
      They unpacked excitedly, finding neatly hidden cupboards to stow clothes, putting out their washing things neatly round the
         sink, folding nightclothes under pillows and hanging Dee’s dresses – few and cheap – in the narrow wardrobe. The bathroom
         was next door. ‘I expect we have to share it with other cabins,’ she told her daughter.
      

      
      ‘Will there be other girls for me to play with?’

      
      ‘Perhaps. Now let’s go up and watch while we set sail.’

      
      ‘Is it a sailing ship?’

      
      ‘It’s a steam ship, but that’s what you say – set sail – even if it’s a steam ship. You say different things in a ship. The
         floor’ – she tapped with the toe of one shoe – ‘is the deck. And this’ – she pointed to the ceiling (she could actually touch
         it, if she stretched), and her tone was less certain on the point – ‘is the deckhead.’
      

      
      A voice came from the Tannoy in the corridor outside, calling all visitors to return to shore. ‘Now come on, let’s go and
         see. We can wave to Grandpapa and Grandmamma.’
      

      
      They hurried on deck. Her parents waved from among the crowd, where families of officers and other ranks were muddled together,
         because the quayside was the territory of civilian democracy rather than military rank. The moorings – great hawsers of woven
         steel – were cast off. The distant, submarine rumble of engines rose in pitch and volume and made the deck shiver beneath
         their feet. Around the stern, where the soldiers were lined up, seawater was churned into the whiteness of dirty washing, while above their heads, from the side of the yellow smokestack, a siren blew like a call for the dead to
         awaken.
      

      
      ‘Wave!’ she cried to Paula. ‘Wave at Grandpapa and Grandmamma! Goodbye, Grandmamma! Goodbye, Grandpapa!’ And Goodbye, England,
         she might have added. Goodbye many things. She felt a childlike excitement, an emotion that quite matched anything Paula might
         be feeling. There were two kinds of foreign travel, and until this moment she had experienced neither. There was ‘abroad’
         and there was ‘overseas’, and the latter was much the more exciting of the two. ‘Abroad’ could be nothing more than a day
         trip to Calais, but ‘overseas’ was Empire. What they were doing now was supremely overseas.
      

      
      ‘Wave!’ she cried, waving herself, and making out the diminutive spots of her parents’ faces, the two of them stripped of
         feature by distance and yet, like out-of-focus photos in a newspaper, incontrovertibly those of her mother and father. Faces
         that she had known and loved and that had always been there when she needed them. Almost always.
      

      
      ‘Where are they?’ Paula cried, as though seeing them was somehow important, vital even. ‘I can’t see them. I can’t see! I
         can’t see!’
      

      
      Dee pointed. ‘There. Over there.’ And then, quite suddenly, she couldn’t make them out either. Maybe they had turned away.
         No, surely not. Surely they would still be waving as, to the trumpeting of its own and other invisible sirens ashore, the
         Empire Bude edged out into the Solent. Somewhere a band still played. ‘Rule Britannia’, that absurd and bumptious tune.
      

      
      ‘I can’t see Grandpapa and Grandmamma,’ Paula said. ‘They’ve gone.’

      
      Clouds hung above the docks like damp, grey blankets over basins of dirty suds. Gulls wheeled and tilted behind the ship and the quayside where they had embarked diminished as though
         they were looking at it through the wrong end of a telescope, until it was no longer dry land inhabited by waving, weeping
         people, but had become a mere underscoring of warehouses and cranes, a boundary between the grey sky above and the grey water
         below.
      

      
      She held Paula’s hand tightly. Her eyes stung with tears, but whether they were tears for the parting with her parents, or
         tears at the absence of Tom, or tears of sadness that she did not feel quite guilty, wasn’t at all clear.
      

      
      They stood at the rails to watch the coast slide past, the oil refinery at Fawley, the Isle of Wight away to the left, which
         was, Dee pointed out to Paula, ‘port’.
      

      
      ‘What’s port? The port’s what we’ve just left.’

      
      ‘That’s right. Left is port.’ Dee laughed. It seemed absurd. Paula laughed too, perhaps at the sight of her mother laughing. ‘On a ship,’ Dee explained,
         ‘you leave the port, and left is port. Maybe that’s how you can remember. Left is port and right is “starboard”.’
      

      
      ‘Starboard
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