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  TAKE ME HOME, Ella said. I need to go home.


  At first, I thought that I might not have heard her properly. The wind was whipping at her words, tossing them over the side of the Aurora. What is it? I called.
  Are you not feeling well?


  We had just heeled over, at a good forty-five-degree angle. The spray soaked the two of us and small pools of water blistered across the deck. They glinted up at us, filled with late afternoon
  sunshine. We were in our element.


  Always at such times, wed grin at each other, winch in the sails, get ready to come about. Ella had been a fast learner: she took to the sea and the wind and my small sailing boat as
  though shed been born to it. I felt proud of her, proud to be her teacher. And it delighted me, the way the salty exhilaration of it all never failed to thrill her. Until now.


  She half-turned from me, pulling strands of wet hair away from her mouth. Suddenly, I saw that her fingers were shaking, her face pale despite the wind and our exertions on deck. Her cheekbones
  seemed even more prominent than usual, the spattering of freckles across her nose like dark exclamation points, startled question marks.


  I couldnt hide my alarm. Darling, have you hurt yourself?

  
  She shook her head. No. No, Im okay. But  I keep thinking somethings wrong. I
  dont know what it is  but I can feel it.


  Wrong? Wrong how? I didnt know what else to ask.


  I kept us on course as steadily as I could while I waited for her to say something  anything at all. But she held up both hands, as though pushing back the force of my unasked questions.
  I dont know, Patrick. I cant explain. Just take me home.


  My wife is a very considered person. Competent, calming: the sort of person who is good in a crisis. The sort of person I have always been glad to have by my side. I had never seen her like
  this. Never seen her distraught  it was a word that came to me, unbidden, unexpected, like a freak wave over the side. It startled me because it didnt fit her. I saw
  her press her fingers to her lips, trying to hide their down-turning. I saw her eyes fill. And I saw her turn away from me once more; all in an instant. I did not hesitate, not then.


  I pulled the cord on the outboard, and the engine roared into life. Take the tiller, I said. Head for home, Ill do the rest.


  She nodded, already far away. At that moment, I could feel her slipping out of my reach  as though she were falling and I couldnt catch her. I busied myself taking down the sails,
  tying them securely into place, making sure everything was stowed and safe and locked down. I even packed the rucksack that we had earlier abandoned in the cabin. It contained what was to have been
  our lunch. A baguette, some Camembert and fruit, a couple of bottles of beer.


  Weeks later  at least, I think it was weeks later  I came across that rucksack in the boot of the car, along with our oilskins. The smell had begun to puzzle me. The fruit and
  cheese had somehow melded together, rotting slowly, eating away at the fabric of the backpack. I didnt even open it, just tossed it into the bin, my chest a tight fist of grief.


  We arrived back at our familiar harbour in under thirty minutes. Michael was on the jetty, waiting to take the ropes. His ready smile faded towards uncertainty when he saw us. He looked from one
  to the other, but he didnt speak. It was clear that something was amiss. By then, an electrical tension had ignited between the two of us  a force potent enough to be sensed by
  others. I felt that the least I could do was acknowledge it.


  Somethings wrong, Mike. Tie her up for me, will you? Talk to you later.


  Ella was already running towards the car, yards in front of me, pulling impatiently at her oilskin, shrugging her way out of it as she ran. From that distance, she looked even smaller, her
  vulnerability emphasized by the oversized glare of the yellow jacket. Michael nodded, asked no questions, and I fled.


  Im cold, she said, as soon as I turned the key in the ignition. She tugged at the seat belt, clicked it home. I didnt bother with mine. She stared at me, her eyes
  glassy, bright blue and far away. I wondered if she even saw me. I turned on the heater.


  Can you tell me what youre thinking? I asked. I kept my voice quiet, calm. I felt that I now needed to be the one who was good in a crisis.


  Thinking? she turned to me, her whole face expressionless, as though it had suddenly frozen. No, no: not thinking. Feeling. She stopped. Her hands were pressed
  together tightly. To stop them from shaking? This was my wife. I no longer recognized her.


  Feeling what? I was tentative: part of me feared that she would snap if I pushed her. She seemed brittle, her eyes had darkened like seawater.


  Then she looked at me, her expression no longer vacant. She was present again, and I felt a sigh of relief take grateful flight, somewhere deep inside me.


  Fearful, she said. Cold and fearful. Thats what Im feeling.


  I pressed my foot harder on the accelerator. Sunday lunch-time, the dog days of September. The city was mercifully free of traffic. For once, I ignored the speed limits, broke all the rules. I
  felt that events were unravelling somewhere in a parallel universe, spooling ahead of me at the speed of light. I felt the growth of a momentum that would take my life beyond my control. The only
  thing I could do was try to outrun it, whatever it was.


  For the next forty-five minutes, neither of us spoke.


  Ella jumps from the passenger seat before Ive even cut the engine. She stumbles on the porch step, but I dont call out to her to be careful. She moves with the
  speed of one possessed. As I follow her, hurrying to keep up, I have the strangest sensation that I have been waiting for this moment, this day. It seemed to me then that sixteen  almost
  seventeen  years of the best kind of happiness, the uneventful kind, had finally started to slip away from me. It had begun to dissolve even earlier: in the grey, turbulent arms of the
  wide-sweeping bay. I dont know how I knew that back then, but I did, at some visceral, animal level that does not possess the language to articulate it.


  She flings open the kitchen door. Anyone home? she calls  her standard greeting, one that always brings us to wherever she is, drawn by the cheer, the affection in her
  voice. But now she keeps moving, keeps calling, no longer waiting for us to come to her.


  Sweetheart, are you home? The emptiness of the living room, the dining room, the TV room is her only answer. They all have that still, uninterrupted, slightly quizzical air that
  settles around everything when no one has been there for some time.


  She runs towards the back of the house and takes the stairs two at a time. I notice, again, her surprising agility for a woman of fifty. She has always been slender, fine-boned, always light on
  her feet. As I try to keep up, I become more keenly aware than ever of my twenty years head start on her. Some knowledge, some intuition tells me to recall all the details of this day, that
  I will need them later to help me untangle what is about to happen. That I will need memories in order to make sense of whatever it is I still dont know.


  I notice, for example, that the wallpaper at the top of the stairs is newly scuffed; that the umbrella-plant on the landing needs water; that the towels are folded neatly over the banisters. I
  notice all of these things. I want to crowd my mind as much as I can. I want to cram it full of irrelevancies as quickly as possible, to stop it from being gripped by the chill tentacles of dread
  that reach back to me from my wifes hurrying form.


  She opens a bedroom door: Daniels bedroom. At first, I cannot see what I am seeing. The door swings to the left and reveals a dimly lit interior. The curtains are still closed, which is
  odd. Its lunchtime, and our son is an early riser. Besides, he left before we did this morning, rucksack swinging as he mounted his bike for the short journey to Edwards. A wide grin,
  a backward glance, a wave. Then the crunch of gravel, and he was gone.


  But now, as we watch, shapes begin to form themselves out of the shadows. At first, they have no familiar contours: I try to grasp at their meaning. We stand there, in that timeless space until
  pictures begin to emerge, one after the other. My mind becomes a camera, the shutter speeding and clicking as it captures the images before me.


  I grapple at the switch on the wall to my left and light floods the room. We stand there: a mother, a father, blinking in the sudden glare.


  Uncomprehending.


  The boy is somehow suspended in mid-air. He sways slightly as our stumbling entrance disturbs the eerie stillness. And then I see it: the open trapdoor in the ceiling, staring down at us. The
  rope, creaking slightly under the boys weight. The expertly constructed noose. That is what I remember: that is what is burned forever onto the retina of my minds eye.


  And the chair. The blue chair, now on its side, like a rebuke. My boy always loved blue.


  And then Ella screams and screams and I wake. The stillness shatters around us, tossing shards of sound, slivers of light everywhere. My body is catapulted forwards, astonished into action by
  the force of her anguish. I rush for the boys legs, lift him up, try to release the murderous grip of the rope. My rope. The rope from the Aurora. But I know by the weight of him
  that he has already gone. My son, my Daniel, was weightless, gentle. He left no footprints; this boy is heavy, cold. A stranger.


  I struggle with the noose, all the time lifting, lifting, trying to free the boys neck, to breathe life again into those blue lips. But he falls against me. I stagger under his sudden
  weight: I can feel my knees begin to buckle.


  I cannot fall. The thought is made of ice: cold, clear, unforgiving. I must not fall. I finally gain control and pull my son into my embrace. His arms sigh by his sides, his head
  nestles onto my shoulder.


  And now Ella has fallen, too. She kneels, rocking back and forth, keening a high-pitched cry. It is a sight I have seen often in the Middle East, in Asia, women tearing at their hair like that,
  their grief heedless, unearthly. But never here, never in an ordinary bedroom, not in my life. Not like this.


  I hold my son close, whisper to him, soothe him from his mothers cries. But there is another voice that I dont recognize. A hoarse, choking sound that for a moment, I think comes
  from him. I stroke the hair back from his forehead  that unruly cows lick that he has inherited from me. I close his blue eyes. And then I know it is not his voice but mine. My grief,
  my sobs.


  Even at that moment, I know that the best part of my life is over. One instant, and the present becomes the past. That is all it takes: one instant, and the future is born. We hurtle headlong
  into a life that is not ours, one that does not belong to us. And we cannot find a foothold, no matter how hard we try.


  On that afternoon, the only question  an inchoate, insistent one  is why? What has made our lovely boy abandon us? What has made him leave all the joy, all the bright
  promise that was his?


  I can still see the three of us. The suddenly stooped and elderly man; the lifeless boy; the keening woman. A pieta`, of sorts.


  But here there is no resurrection possible.


  


  Part One: Stories


  


  Patrick


  TODAY, THURSDAY 21ST MARCH, 2013, is my seventy-fourth birthday. Three and a
  half years have passed since Daniel left us. Three years and six months, almost to the day.


  Later on this evening, my wife and my daughters and my grandchildren will all gather together again in the living room and I shall pretend to be surprised by the cake, the candles, the
  champagne. The children enjoy that sort of thing. My wife enjoys the children. My role, I believe, is to stay out of the way until then.


  This evening, however, is a significant one. It marks a kind of twin celebration  although I am not entirely comfortable with the notion of unrestrained joy that the word seems to imply.
  Acknowledging the passage of years is one thing; coming to grips with the past is another. And celebrating this . . . this new future that has suddenly presented itself to us: that is
  something else again. However, I have promised myself not to let my story run away with me.


  I make no claim to be a writer. I am  or have been, at various times in my life  an engineer, a photographer, a sailor. But those active days are gone, and not just for reasons of
  physical limitation. Perversely, the less active I become physically, the more of my attention my mind demands. Memories have become particularly troublesome of late. It was Ella who suggested I
  write them down, untangling their threads with pen and paper. I agreed, partly because I believe that, recently, I have become too curmudgeonly even for my ever-patient wife, testing her endurance
  to the limit. And so I have taken myself away to the attic, to that place designated as mine many years ago.


  This large space once housed my darkroom. I find that ironic now. It is, once again, a dark room; but for different reasons. Every morning, I sit in my old swivel chair  one of the few
  things I brought with me from my other life  and I write at the gleaming mahogany desk that once belonged to my father-in-law, Dan: a man who, sadly, I never met. As part of my new
  start-the-day ritual, I run my hand over the tooled green leather of the desks surface, and the more I sit here, the more I feel as though the old man and I are connected at some bizarre
  molecular level. To me, it feels that a connection exists between us apart from my wife, or from Daniel  my son, his grandson. Ella has always spoken of the likenesses shared by Daniel and
  her father. A likeness that depended not so much on their appearance, but on certain active similarities. The way they buttered bread, for example, or held a glass, or swifted a paintbrush
  over paper.


  Around me are all my old cameras, lenses, framed photos and drawings  some of them by Daniel  and nautical bits and pieces: all the paraphernalia of a different, more emphatic
  life. A more youthful, less resigned life.


  Lately, though, my memory draws me inexorably back to one particular day, more than twenty years ago. It seems to me now that so much had already been decided by then. My trajectory had already
  been mapped, the pathways signalled, just like the navigation lights around a harbour. Here, I imagine, is the light that illuminates the end of my old life: that horrific morning when Cecilia
  died, shattering my universe, scattering shrapnel across all the years of my future. My first wife; my wife for a full quarter of a century. My friend, my lover, my companion. I still mourn
  her.


  And here, here is the brightly coloured beginning of that new and unexpected life: that strange, hopeful evening when I met Ella for the first time. I have always regarded myself as particularly
  fortunate in that regard. I am one of the lucky few who are gifted a second chance. Spread out before me, I see so many bright moments of significance: this day, that night, this meeting, that
  coincidence.


  The afternoon of which I now wish to write  that glorious August day in 1993 when my grown-up daughters met Ella for the first time  is perhaps the most significant moment of them
  all. I was nervous that afternoon, and had been for weeks beforehand. Sometimes, my eldest daughter, Rebecca, made me feel that I was the recalcitrant child, she the disapproving parent.
  Shed always been Cecilias daughter, first and foremost. I was just the also-ran. My daughter would see it differently now, I am sure; but then, let her tell her own story. As
  Ive already said, this is mine.


  About two years after I met Ella  or rather, two years after we began seeing each other outside her role as therapist  I felt it was time for my daughters to meet her. Ella was
  somewhat reluctant. She was acutely aware of the competing dynamics within a family when a parent has died, particularly the mother. Children, she said, can often feel abandoned  no matter
  what their age.


  We need to take things slowly, Patrick, she said. You dont want to alienate them. Your daughters have a perfect right to feel ambivalent about me.


  We were standing in my kitchen, the buffet lunch spread out all around us. Chicken, poached salmon, salads  we had been working hard all morning. In just under an hour, Frances and Sophie
  and Rebecca and their respective menfolk would all be on my doorstep. Ella and I had had this conversation before: about my daughters, about their ambivalence, about their rights. Too many
  conversations; too many times.


  Its more than three years since Cecilia died, I said quietly. Dont I have the right, also, to pick up my life again? Dont forget: my daughters were the
  ones who arranged counselling for me. I smiled at her. None of us expected this happy result, but there you are. I kissed her on the forehead, lightly. But she would not be
  distracted. Instead, she sighed.


  Just dont make too big a deal out of today. Let them get to know me gradually. And remember  I wont take any hostility personally, and she smiled.
  Its the idea of me that must be hard for them. They will feel resentful  theyll see me as someone whos trying to take their mothers
  place.


  I made to protest and she took my hand and held it against her cheek. Just promise to introduce me as Ella. No talk of anything else  no wedding, no future, no plans. Not yet: let
  all that emerge over time. Promise me, Patrick. Please. We are not in any hurry.


  Ah, but I was. I wanted to put our relationship on a proper footing. I was twenty years older than Ella  perhaps my sense of mortality was a little more finely honed than hers, even then.
  And, if Im honest  which is, after all, the whole point of telling my story  a bit of me was afraid that unless I captured her then and there, someone younger, more vital, less
  encumbered, would claim her as his own. I was almost fifty-four at that time, a newish widower with three grown-up daughters, at least one of whom was likely to spell trouble. I didnt feel
  as though I was the best prospect in the world.


  Okay, okay, Ill do as you ask. I held her, surprised all over again at the depth of the affection, the tenderness I felt for her. I hadnt expected ever to feel like
  that again.


  I had not always been a model husband to Cecilia  a fact that Rebecca made sure to mention from time to time. As the eldest child by a good five years, she had become privy to some
   shall we say  difficulties between her mother and myself that had been resolved long before the twins were born. Rebecca had always been an observant child, although Cecilia used to
  insist that all children see and understand way more than we give them credit for. Listening at doors, creeping around late at night, sitting at the top of the stairs overhearing their
  parents heedless conversations: oh, yes, children hear far more than they are intended to. And Rebecca had probably had more opportunity than most. Always precocious, shed ruled the
  roost for all that time before the arrival of her sisters. Mothers tended not to work outside the home in those days, and so Rebecca had had Cecilias undivided attention for, arguably, the
  most formative years of her life. As a result, she had become her mothers champion very early on and remained so until Cecilias sudden and untimely death.


  I remember, and I suspect that Rebecca does too, that one seminal moment in our fatherdaughter relationship. As I write this, I realize that it must be all of forty-three years ago. It
  was certainly Christmas Eve and Rebecca was still only four, although within a few months of her fifth birthday.


  I am ashamed to say that at that time, I had been captivated by a willowy young woman, a secretary  or personal assistant, as political correctness would have it now  who had come
  to work for me, for my business partner Matt and me, to be precise, about six months earlier. I know now, of course, that Cecilia suspected our affair, and that my absence from the bosom of my
  family on such a special day must have confirmed it.


  When I finally arrived home, at around eight in the evening, I had a store of excuses ready. Last-minute drinks with colleagues; the difficulty, as the boss, of extricating myself from the
  raucous seasonal celebration; the impossibility of getting a taxi anywhere in the run-up to Christmas: you know the kind of thing. As it happened, I had spent the afternoon in Janets flat,
  specifically in Janets cramped and uncomfortable bed, and left when her tears had become tiresome.


  My affair with Janet, I have to confess, had followed a pattern that by then had become all too predictable. The initial, delicious shock of mutual discovery; the heady potency of secret trysts;
  and finally tears and clinging and the inevitable plea for commitment. I should have known better; indeed, perhaps I did. That day, it seemed to me that I was merely playing a role, but one that
  had finally taken on a life of its own. And so, as I extricated myself later on that evening, it was with a feeling composed almost entirely of relief. A small amount of regret, perhaps, but
  nothing that could dampen my sense of having escaped.


  In fact, I did have considerable difficulty getting a taxi; I even had difficulty making my way along the crowded footpaths, pulsing with shoppers and gawkers and drunken youths. I arrived home
  some two hours after I had planned to, dishevelled and irritated.


  Rebecca met me in the hallway. And she was angry. She glared at me, both fists clenched by her side. Before I had time to say hello, she marched towards me and unfurled one small
  hand. I bent down to lift her, to hug her, to swing her in the way that she liked, but she moved faster. She smacked me, hard, right across the cheek. For a moment, I was speechless. All I could
  see was her furious face, her brown eyes already beginning to fill.


  You made my Mummy cry, she said. I hate you. And she fled upstairs, slamming the door of her bedroom behind her.


  I stood in the hall, helpless, looking after her small figure, still seeing her white socks as she disappeared around the turn in the stairs. All my irritation leached away. In its place, a
  searing sense of my daughters vulnerability began to flood me, making the light dance in front of my eyes. Those small white socks, the determined hands, the tears trembling on her lower
  lashes. And, for the first time in many years, I felt ashamed. It was as though that slap had loosened all that was decent in me, all that had lain dormant for far too long. I made up my mind there
  and then. Now I understood St Paul on the road to Damascus. But mine was no thunderbolt: rather a calm, single moment of clarity, a moment that unpicked all the seams of my life, tearing
  the fabric in two. There was before, and there was after: it was as blunt, as simple, as clearly illuminative as that. On that evening, I became transformed into a man with a new and urgent sense
  of purpose.


  I walked into the kitchen where Cecilia was sitting at the table, a cup of tea in front of her. Her eyes were reddened, her face lined with unhappiness. I pulled her gently to her feet, took her
  in my arms. She resisted and I held her more tightly. I needed to speak and I needed to speak now. I could not let this moment pass.


  Its over, I said. I promise you, its over. She meant nothing to me, nothing at all.


  How many clichs can one man utter? The fact that it was true, that it was all true, what I had said and what I was about to say, didnt make it any better. As I stood there,
  holding Cecilia as she battled a fresh storm of weeping, I did indeed discard Janet  if I had not already done so earlier that afternoon. Forgive me, Cecilia, please, I said.
  It wont happen again. Youre the one I love. Ill make it up to you, I promise.


  She stepped back from my embrace. I could feel her slowing down her breathing. Her hands, just like Rebeccas, were now clenched at her sides. I cant do this any longer,
  Patrick, she spoke over my shoulder, her gaze averted. You have to decide. Her voice was choked. Her pain was an almost physical presence between us as she struggled to form
  the words. Its us or the others  you cant have both.


  I was startled. She saw me flinch. Her eyes filled with challenge, widened in disbelief. You think I didnt know? You think you were so clever, that you hid your tawdry little
  affairs? You think you fooled me? She was suddenly alight with all the pain of my betrayals.


  I had no reply other than the one that still makes me cringe, even all these years later. I never meant to hurt you. I made to move closer to her, both arms already open in
  supplication.


  But she stepped away from me, her hands on my chest, pushing me back. I could feel the white heat of her contempt through my shirt. Choose, Patrick, she said. Despite her distress,
  her tear-stained face, she stood up straighter, lifted her defiant chin. Choose now. Either you pack your bags and leave or you decide to be a proper husband and father. I am not
  living like this, nor will I have my daughter live like this.


  She moved even further away from me. I was frightened then. I felt that if she left the room, I would have lost her, that she would have made the decision for me. But she stayed. Her face was
  now closed; I already knew the anger that lived there. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet, but it was impossible to ignore the steel in her tone. Youve always wanted a son, or
  so you say. She paused, looked directly at me, her expression almost puzzled, as though she was trying to figure out something particularly stupid that I had said, or done. Has it
  never occurred to you why we have no more children? Dont you even ask yourself why there hasnt been another baby?


  I opened my mouth to reply and closed it again. Clearly, she was going to tell me and I wanted the full force of her rage. I welcomed it. I felt it might cleanse me.


  Because I will not bring another child into . . . she spread her hands to indicate the kitchen, as though everything around us was further, sullied, proof of all my
  treacherous impulses, my lack of faithfulness to her. Into . . . this. She wiped tears away angrily. Decide and decide now.


  I did. I stayed, of course. I may be many things, but a fool is not one of them. It was a very strange time in my life. I see it now through the prism of all my lived years as a discrete
  episode, bookended by Cecilias and my wedding day  some five years earlier, in the summer of 1964  and by the Christmas Eve to which I now refer.


  It seemed to me  even at the time and certainly in retrospect  that no sooner had I committed myself to one woman for life than all the old shackles of fidelity and buttoned-down,
  stifling suburban lives began to fall away all around me. The world was in turmoil: it was changing beyond all recognition. Certainties were being felled like ninepins, beliefs were being stripped
  bare, traditions shorn of their falseness. I loved Cecilia, never doubted that I loved her, and she me. But it seemed to me then, as a man in my early thirties, that my marriage had been the result
  of the worst possible timing on my part. Just when all the world was breaking free, I had made myself a prisoner. A square. A victim of . . . well, whatever the prevailing rhetoric was at the time
  around governments, the patriarchy, the stifling noose of conformity.


  Even though Cecilia and I had enough money, more than most young couples because her father had seen to that, and even though we enjoyed the same things  books, theatre, music: Cecilia
  was a superb pianist  I became instantly restless. That whole decade had been a restless one. The blossoming of free love, flower power, the exuberant loosening of all those burdens that had
  defined our parents small and meagre existences. I wanted a slice of that freedom for myself.


  Overnight, I felt trapped by the husbandliness of my life, and soon by the demands of fatherhood. And so I strayed. Tawdry little affairs, Cecilia had said. She had no
  idea how close to the mark her description was. I seemed to seek out in that parallel life things that I would neither tolerate, nor even contemplate, in my real one.


  Later that evening, Cecilia went up to Rebeccas bedroom, and brought the unwilling child downstairs with her. We did a reasonable job, I believe, of placating her  or at least,
  Cecilia did. I kept a physical distance from my daughter that night. I thought it right to respect her anger. We said all the usual things parents tell children in situations like this  that
  sometimes mummies and daddies fight, even when they care for each other. That we both loved her very much. That Daddy had promised not to make Mummy cry ever again. I repeated that promise to my
  small daughter, carefully, slowly, until I judged that she was ready to believe me. It was a solemn moment that eventually ended in a hug  albeit a wary one on Rebeccas part 
  and several bedtime stories.


  I kept my promise. From those very rocky shores, Cecilia and I forged a long and loving relationship. I never cheated again.


  A psychologist might make much of this, I suppose. That I had kept on and on doing what I was doing until I was found out, that at some level I wanted to be found out. That it gave me
  permission to return to my life: a life that had been waiting patiently in the wings, waiting for me to grow up. That my parallel life had become tired and meaningless, as much of a burden as the
  one I believed Id been trying to cast off.


  All Id wanted, in the end, was to come home.


  I told Ella most of this, of course, during our early therapy sessions. Not everything: some observations about my perfidy I kept to myself. But the truth is, that in the immediate aftermath of
  Cecilias sudden death, and before I met Ella, I could not forgive myself for what my wife had so generously forgiven me, all those years before. The world darkened around me. Even the four
  walls of my home were nothing other than constant, crowding reminders of all the ways in which I had failed Cecilia  and of all the ways in which I was now condemned to be alone.


  And it was this psychic aloneness that terrified me: that sense of alienation from the world that descended upon me in the wake of Cecilias death. Part guilt, part terror, part
  self-loathing: I felt that I would never again create a meaningful connection with another human being.


  My twin daughters were terrified by the storms of weeping and creeping lethargy that they saw in their normally active and purposeful father. They took charge of me. Six months after
  Cecilias death, Frances sought out Ella. She had been recommended to her as one of the best counsellors in the country  and one who happened to have a consulting room in the city
  centre, a mere twenty-minute drive away.


  Initially, I resisted. I was determined that I would endure my punishment like a man, that Cecilia deserved nothing less than a long, protracted period of self-flagellating mourning. I see now
  how close to some precarious edge I had travelled. It would not have taken much to push me over into an abyss from which I might never have returned. I felt useless, worthless. I felt that I
  belonged nowhere in any real, authentic way.


  Finally, my three daughters enlisted the help of my GP, Eugene, in order to overcome my resistance. Eugene was a serious and thoughtful man, one who had seen me  seen all of us, Cecilia
  and the girls  through the myriad health worries that befall the normal family. I trusted him.


  Your daughters are perfectly correct, Patrick. Enough is enough. He spoke firmly, if not sternly. I had no wish to meet his gaze. I have a duty of care to you, and I insist
  that you seek help. We can work on this together: Ill prescribe antidepressants if necessary, but only in tandem with bereavement counselling.


  Eugene then leaned closer, forcing me to look at him. He must have been conscious, as I was, of my daughters silent presence behind the closed door of the kitchen. He lowered his voice.
  You are causing Rebecca, Frances and Sophie to suffer even more than they already are. They have just lost their mother. He paused and looked at me closely. He seemed to be
  judging the effect of his words. Do you want them to lose their father as well? Theyre still young, and youre placing a huge burden on their shoulders. Do you really want
  that?


  Somehow, it was Eugenes use of the girls names that startled me into awareness. In my own wallowing, I was barely conscious of them as individuals; they were simply my daughters,
  out there somewhere on the periphery of my life. Frances and Sophie, in particular, now looked after me, taking up where their mother had left off. Sometimes they arrived home together, sometimes
  separately. They took charge of the domestic things: washing, ironing and so forth. They also made sure I was fed, on at least four nights a week. Those are the things that I do
  remember.


  At that time, the two girls shared a flat, close to the university. I dont think I gave too much thought in those days as to how I had suddenly colonized their lives. I was aware on one
  level, of course, of their studies, their part-time jobs, the social whirl that most young students inhabited. But my needs were greater. I was the one suffering, after all  I had lost my
  wife. They still had their partners: Rebecca had her brand-new husband, Adam, the other two their boyfriends. They were mere onlookers. I was the main event. That was how I saw things back
  then.


  As it transpired, Eugenes words were enough of a catalyst. I suddenly saw myself through my daughters eyes. I understood that this state of affairs could not continue. And so I
  agreed, reluctantly at first, that I would accept help. Almost at once, and to my surprise, I began to feel a lightness settle around me. I now had something to do, something to come to grips with.
  I had a purpose at last. I called my three girls to my side and apologized to each, one by one, for hurting them, however unintentionally. Rebeccas forgiveness was perhaps a little less
  emphatic than her sisters, and I was reminded all over again of how far short of her expectations I always seemed to fall. Nevertheless, I embraced the three of them, and in that embrace I
  felt that a tightly pulled knot had somehow begun to loosen inside me, that somewhere out there, hope might lie in wait.


  It did. It resided with Ella and her therapy, in that sense of safety I encountered at last, right from the first moment we met. A sense of safety that blossomed serenely inside me as I sat,
  surrounded by the walls of her office. It grew alongside the quiet intensity that inhabited our weekly meetings and it deepened with the relief I felt each time I arrived and each time I left.
  Eventually, I grew to accept that my wife had forgiven me, and that my daughters no longer saw me as a burden.


  All this took time, of course, and perhaps I did project my own wishes somewhat onto my daughters attitudes. And now, on that bright August afternoon, these same daughters were about to
  arrive, back to their family home, back to where their father awaited them, transformed at last. Daughters who had been born and brought up in the safety of that home: the one Cecilia and I had
  created together after the events of that long-ago but always momentous Christmas Eve.


  I think its time to open the wine, I now said to Ella, glancing at the clock on the kitchen wall. Rebecca is always early; we can depend on that. We folded
  some more napkins, polished some more cutlery, set out more serving spoons. Anything to displace the nervousness that we both were feeling. And then the doorbell rang. I looked at Ella and smiled
  with a reassurance I didnt really feel. Ready?


  She nodded, her elfin face paler than usual. I loved how she looked: slender, her bones finely wrought, her hair glossy and dark. Even in my mid-fifties, I was still a big man: tall, robust,
  with no suspicion of the stoop that would later develop  but there are reasons for that, reasons other than the natural processes of ageing.


  I answered the door. Rebecca and Adam stood there, he holding a bottle of something or other, she with a large dish covered in tinfoil. I had always felt a little sorry for Adam 
  although, as events later transpired, I should have tempered my sympathy somewhat. It turned out to be misplaced.


  Come in, come in, I said. I could hear my too-hearty tone, but there was no time to wince.


  Hello, Dad, Rebecca said, giving me her usual perfunctory kiss. Weve brought a salad with us. Will I leave it in the kitchen? Rebecca took after her mother:
  tall, vigorous, competent, with a mane of russet curls and those startling brown eyes.


  I felt a small itch of annoyance. I had told all three of them not to bring anything at all, that Ella and I were happy to prepare everything ourselves, delighted to treat them to lunch. But I
  think I hid it well. Fire ahead, I said, cheerfully. And then, as a deflection, This looks wonderful, Adam  Ill put it in the fridge straight away. I
  hurried after Rebecca.


  When I reached the door, I saw Ella make her way towards her, one hand outstretched. Hi, she said, with one of her shy smiles. You must be Rebecca. Im
  Ella.


  Rebecca shook hands. Its nice to meet you, she said.


  And you. Ive heard so much about all of you.


  Really? This time, I could hear the slight edge to Rebeccas voice. Time to intervene. I crossed the room and stood beside Ella, facing my daughter. I rested one hand lightly
  on Ellas shoulder.


  Ella was very interested to hear about your PhD, I began. Your fields are quite closely related. It was awkward, and it didnt come out as I meant it to. There
  was only the most tenuous of connections between psychotherapy and conflict resolution, but I was grasping at straws here.


  Oh, its kind of been on hold for the last while, Rebecca said, looking at both of us. She allowed a long silence to develop, one that seemed to stop all of us in our tracks.
  Particularly Adam, who stood in the doorway to the kitchen, one foot across the threshold, the other not. He looked uncomfortable, as if he was holding his breath, apprehensive of whatever grenade
  his wife might toss in our direction next. Having secured everyones undivided attention, Rebecca spoke again, this time holding my gaze. I havent really had the heart for it
  since Mum died.


  So there it was, out in the open already. Another unfurled hand, another slap across the face.


  It takes time, Ella said, gently. Concentration returns slowly after such a profound loss. And sudden death is always devastating.


  For a moment, I could see that Rebecca was taken aback. Before any of us could respond, the doorbell rang again, and there stood Frances and Sophie. I could make out their shapes through the
  glass. I felt giddy with relief at their timely arrival. Frances is open and kind and full of good humour. Sophie is more reserved, but friendly and thoughtful. I had never been so glad to see
  them.


  Excuse me, please, I said, and hurried to let them in. I was aware that I was leaving Ella and Rebecca alone together, but I had no choice. I glimpsed Adam as I passed, slinking
  his way back into the living room again.


  I threw open the front door. Come in, come in, come in, I said, hoping that in some absurd way the warmth of my greeting would make up for what had just transpired in the kitchen.
  Where are your men? I asked, responding to my daughters hugs and kisses in the hallway.


  Theyll be along shortly, said Frances, throwing her eyes up to heaven. Someone, somewhere in the world is playing cricket, so theyre glued to the telly.
  Weve given them half-an-hours grace.


  I didnt believe it. Martin, Francess partner, wouldnt know sport if it came up and bit him. Peter, Sophies boyfriend, was a bit of a fan, but I had never known him to
  be stuck on cricket. I thought that this was a kindness on Francess part, and I was moved by her gesture. It meant that Ella would not be overwhelmed. Even at twenty-two, Frances displayed
  all the emotional intelligence that her elder sister seemed to lack.


  Hi, Dad, Sophie said. She took my hand. Great to see you. You are looking really well.


  I found that I couldnt speak. I squeezed her hand in reply, my eyes suddenly moist. Thats two in my corner, I thought. And I felt a surge of gratitude, a great welling of love for
  both of them.


  Come and meet Ella, I said, leading the way into the living room. As I crossed the threshold, Ella was standing with her back to the window. August sunlight streamed all around
  her, making her hair shine, her face glow. Rebecca was off to one side, but it was obvious to me that she had just spoken. For a moment, the scene looked frozen, with something suspended in the air
  above them, and then it was over. Our arrival seemed to release energy into the room. Everyone moved towards everyone else, there were handshakes, hugs, words of welcome, glasses of wine were
  poured.


  And then the afternoon proceeded pretty much as such afternoons will do. Ella was bright and friendly, and I could see that both Sophie and Frances were taken with her. I was glad to see that
  Martin, in particular, was attentive to Ella from the moment he arrived, and I felt grateful to Frances all over again. I could see her hand once more in this: that talent she had for making people
  comfortable, putting everyone at their ease, something she had inherited from her mother.


  Even Sophie, whose reaction had also concerned me  but for different reasons  seemed calm, responding with warmth and humour to Ellas lively conversation. She was my
  youngest by twenty minutes: a fact that used to incense her when she was a child. She hated being the baby. She and Frances had been barely nineteen when the cataclysmic events of
  that awful day shattered all of us.


  Sophie had come to visit her mother and me during her reading week in January, taking a rare day off from her studies. It was she who had discovered Cecilia, slumped forward in the conservatory
  over the morning newspaper. Id gone out to pick up the dry-cleaning. It haunted me afterwards  and still does from time to time  what if I had been there, at Cecilias
  side? What if I had been the one to discover her? Might there have been a different outcome?


  Absolutely not, Patrick, Eugene had been very firm. It was a massive heart attack. Even if shed been sitting in my surgery, theres nothing I could have done
  for Cecilia. Death was instantaneous.


  Nevertheless.


  Id returned home, several plastic-covered garments swaying against me as I struggled with the front-door key. At first, I thought that the wailing I heard was something on the television,
  or the radio. Then Sophie appeared in the hallway, her face streaked with tears. What then flashed across my mind was that she and Cecilia had had another set-to. They had been known to go at it
  head-to-head from time to time.


  Shes gone, Dad! Mums gone!


  Gone? My initial response was an inappropriate irritation. What do you mean  gone? Gone where?


  The rest is a blur. Disbelief. Shock. The police calling. The burly ambulance men, whose kindness eventually made me break down. Sophies strength on that day had impressed me, and it
  impressed me all over again on the August afternoon of which I write. She looked over at me, catching my eye on several occasions, and smiled. She could not have been more articulate had she
  spoken. I was glad  proud and glad.


  But Rebecca angered me. Perhaps nobody else noticed, but I did. I saw the monosyllabic replies to Ellas questions, the polite rebuff of all attempts at conversation. Ella handled her well
   didnt pay her too much attention, chatted easily to the others, laughed at all the usual sisterly lore that is spread out like the family silver on occasions such as this.


  Rebecca and Adam were the first to leave, at around six. I wasnt sorry to see them go, could read the future plainly in my daughters cool goodbye to both of us. Adam looked vaguely
  embarrassed, and as he turned to go  instead of my usual sympathy  I felt a flash of anger. Be a man, I wanted to shout at him. Stand up to her. Stop doing your passable imitation of
  a doormat. I simmered for the next hour or so, mulling over all the things I was now determined to say to her. Frances and Martin were the next to leave, and finally Sophie and Peter. It was almost
  eight oclock and, frankly, I was anxious to be alone with Ella. Nevertheless, I would not have wished Sophie to catch my furtive glance at my watch. She deserved better.


  She stood up at once, nudging her boyfriend. Come on, Pete  its time we were off. Another Monday morning looms. The ironing awaits!


  Peter groaned and grumbled good-naturedly. Dunno which is worse. Monday mornin or the bloody ironin.


  I liked Peter. He was solid and unimaginative and devoted to Sophie. He was just what she needed. He was a good five years older, too  closer to Rebeccas age, in fact. I felt that
  he was a steadying hand; I knew that he would look after her well: my youngest, gentlest girl. As she was leaving, Sophie hugged me close, whispering into my ear. Shes a sweetheart,
  Dad. Dont let her go. And never mind the Wicked Witch.


  I grinned. Ive no intention of letting her go. And Ive no idea to whom youre referring.


  She laughed. Wicked Witch was Sophies childhood nickname for her older sister. It was years since Id last heard it. Okaaaaaaaaaaaay, she said, waving
  back at me over her shoulder as she and Peter walked down the driveway, hand in hand.


  I stood in the porch, looking after them, watching until they disappeared from sight. Her words about Ella had touched me deeply. I waited until the wave of emotion had subsided, and then made
  my way back to where Ella awaited me on the sofa, her feet curled under her in the way that I loved. Without a word, she handed me a snifter of brandy, and we clinked glasses.


  That went well, she said. The twins are very like you, in all sorts of ways. She leaned towards me, kissed me on the cheek. And thank you for keeping the
  afternoon so low key. Today was not the day to spring surprises on your family.


  I had to ask her. Something happened earlier with Rebecca, didnt it? When I was answering the door to the others?


  Yes, she said, without hesitation. I loved this directness of hers: this belief that, no matter how painful something is, it is better to look it in the eye, to articulate it, give
  it a shape. She often reminded me of a jeweller, intent on examining all the facets of a stone, careful in judging its authenticity.


  What did she say to you?


  Ella smiled. Pretty much what I had expected, given your excellent preparation.


  I could feel something inside me begin to fall, as though from a great distance. It was hope, I realized. I had wanted desperately that Rebecca would give Ella a chance; give both of us a
  chance. I should have realized, should have known. I waited for Ella to continue.


  Rebecca was quite straight with me. She said, I will never accept this, you know. My mother was an exceptional woman and my father does not know what he is doing. He never
  has. Ella took my hand. We knew that this was likely to happen. Now it has  so we know what were dealing with. Shes angry, and shes grieving. We
  have to give her time.


  And if time doesnt work? I felt furious, being held to ransom like this.


  Then we accept it. Ellas voice was quiet. We cant make her like our relationship, but maybe shell come to terms with it in her own way.
  Eventually.


  I thought about my daughters words. Yes, her mother had been an exceptional woman: I have cause to know it and I would never dispute it. And while I accept that there have been times in
  my life when I clearly did not know what I was doing  other than, in Rebeccas words, making my Mummy cry  I resented her summary dismissal of me, the contempt
  that fuelled her words.


  Loving Ella was my second chance, at a time in my life when I thought that love and sex and intimacy were all over for me, that I would live out my days a sad and lonely and bereft old man,
  enduring dutiful visits from my daughters, being shopped around from one to the other at Christmas and Easter, like some latter-day King Lear. Ella had saved me from that. And I loved her for
  herself, too, of course: for her quiet presence, her sensitivity, the exquisite emotional articulacy that she displayed, first as a professional, and afterwards as a lover. I was a fortunate man,
  and I knew it.


  But Rebeccas words stung, and I know that Ella, too, had hoped it would be otherwise. But it was beyond us, in all senses.


  The only thing we could do was wait, and continue to hope.


  But I am not very good at waiting.


  


  Rebecca


  FRANCES AND SOPHIE must both be idiots. Either that, or they are cowards. Personally, I tend towards the latter view.


  Our father  or in this case, my father, given that the other two do not share my opinion  has finally lost the plot. And last weeks sham little happy family
  get-together has only reinforced my long-held view of him. He is a selfish man, both shallow and spoilt.


  I have never understood what a woman like my mother saw in him  never. All I can remember throughout my early childhood is her tears, her suffering; his bad behaviour. He made me furious,
  even then. Frances and Sophies memories are different, of course. Well, they would be. I think that by the time they came along, our father had at least learned to be circumspect. They still
  try to persuade me that our parents doted on each other, that our father had been a model husband and dad. That, as their childhood had been idyllic, my memories have to be suspect. Weve had
  far too many conversations on the topic.


  And my sisters still refuse to accept that each child, notwithstanding the fact that they belong to the same family, has different parents. But in this case, in this firmly held belief, I am in
  a minority of one.


  I have never fully trusted my father. I still retain a shadowy memory of a promise he made when I was a small child: an undertaking of good behaviour given after I had slapped him when he
  arrived home late one Christmas Eve. I remember my mother sobbing by the Christmas tree, on her knees as she tried to find the one faulty light that was preventing all the others from working.


  At first I was frightened: mummies dont cry. I know better now. But the sight of her tear-stained, swollen face told me everything I needed to know. My father had promised to fix the
  lights, to be with us on that special day, to make everything right for his best girls as he called us. But he hadnt. The lights still werent working and he still
  wasnt home. It wasnt hard to put two and two together  even as a small child. Children have, I believe, inbuilt antennae. They track down lies and broken promises faster than
  you can change a light bulb.


  Im sure my mother tried to say something, to give some explanation; if she did, I wasnt listening. Or I have forgotten that part. What I have not forgotten is the rage I felt. Had
  I been older, I might have articulated it thus: there goes my Christmas. At almost five years of age, however, all I knew was that things were not as I wished them to be: and I knew who
  was to blame. And so, the giving of that slap is a recollection that is not at all shadowy. I can still feel the intense, sharp satisfaction of my small hand on the smooth, always-smiling plane of
  his face. And his reaction, too, of course. That is not to be forgotten. I can still see the astonishment. For once, someone else had, quite literally, got the upper hand.


  I have remained watchful ever since. My teenage years in particular were suspicious, and not without good reason. I am still convinced of that. My father was away a lot  Africa, India,
  South America: long absences that I welcomed. The house was always calmer without him. There were no sudden flurries of tidying up, no elaborate dinner rituals to endure, when he wasnt
  around. We were all somehow less on high alert when he wasnt home. My mother missed him, I know, as did my sisters. I did not.


  He has always been a charming man, my father, smooth, articulate . . . seductive. He had the kind of clichd good looks that made women fall for him: the tall, dark, broad-shouldered
  kind. I recognized seductiveness in him even then, although I might not consciously have understood it, or known the word with which to name it. As I grew older and got to know the world a little
  more, I did not believe that my father denied himself female company during all those times he was away from home. And I still believe to this day that he was not what he claimed to be,
  despite his tearful assertions to the contrary shortly after my mothers death.


  You know that I was faithful to Cecilia for all these years, he said. I need you to know that. You above everyone. We were standing in the kitchen of my old home
   that same kitchen since colonized by another woman  and it was shortly after Mums funeral. My father had followed me from the front room, where we had all gathered after the
  brief, almost brutal ceremony at the crematorium. When he stood beside me in the kitchen, I felt for just a moment that he was going to reach out and take my hand. He didnt, but the room
  around us filled with silence: it was one of those strange lulls in an otherwise crowded, intensely emotional day. Although he and I were alone for just a moment or two together, I remember feeling
  the oppressive presence of so many unsaid things between us. The whole kitchen felt inhabited by ghosts, swirling around us, offering tempting little morsels that might now be spoken. I felt panic
  gather, like millions of atoms clustering at the base of my throat. I tried to make my getaway, laden with yet another tray of sandwiches. I had almost made it to the door when he chose that moment
  to speak.


  You know that, dont you? I loved your mother. I kept my word, he said.


  Even I could not bear to see his ravaged face. I was filled with a mixture of fury and compassion, and could hear Mums voice inside my head, urging me towards gentleness. Of course
  I know that
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