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Late afternoon. It was sunny and mild in the park. Nothing to buy, nothing to cook, 

nothing to plan. A pleasant amble. Pierre was asking his mother why his father 

wouldn’t move to France.  

“I don’t know. He just doesn’t want to leave here.” 

“But you do.” 

“I’m French and he's English. One of us has to lose.” 

“But why you?” 

“Because you two grew up here. It’s our family home.” 

“Can’t you take it in turns, a few years here, a few years there, now we’re growing 

up,” suggested David. “Besides, Dad’s close to retirement.” 

“It doesn’t work like that. You can’t rationalise yourself away from your roots. 

They're too strong. I will always want to be there. He will always want to be here. 

Perhaps we’ll get a flat in Paris if we can afford it. I'll spend a few months a year there 

and he can join me whenever he wants to. You too, of course." 

Thérèse still wore the look of a woman in her twenties, even though her skin 

betrayed her forty-seven years. It was in the studied casual way she wore her clothes, 

something in the quick movements of the body, the rapid smile that could disappear 

as quickly as it came. 

“Are you and dad… can I use the word?… happy?” asked David. 

“What sort of question is that?” 

“Just wondered.” 

“What are you saying? That you don’t think we are? Well, what is happiness when 

you’ve been together as long as we have? Our lives have meaning… our family life… 

which is happiness, isn’t it? Some other things begin to feel more pointless.” 

“Like what?”  

“Your father’s work. But it keeps us going financially, which is important. We always 

wanted a family. And he enjoyed it. Mostly. Now it’s a chore. He says he's not 

interested in that world any more. He’s even talked about converting.” 

“Wow. Do you mind?” asked David. 
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“No, of course not. We Catholics always welcome sinners into the fold.”  

She smiled. 

“Why do you say Dad is a sinner?” said Pierre. 

“Because we’re all sinners, stupid,” snorted David. ‘ 

“Oh…,” said Pierre vaguely. 

“Boys,” their mother pleaded.  

 

 

The hotel lounge. Rupert was staring into the fire, ill at ease. In his thoughts, he had 

looked for comfort in the controllable world of work, and had remembered that his 

deputy was trying to make himself indispensable in the eyes of the CEO as 

redundancies loomed. He also remembered that the CEO had asked him to come up 

with some figures that would vindicate the Board’s determination to embark on a 

risky merger.  

Jessica was nestled in a large old-fashioned armchair and was reading a fantasy novel.  

Samantha, fidgeting, yawning, thinking that she just might go back to her room, 

suddenly held herself still. 

“Daaaad,” she said, trying to sound casual. Rupert looked up slowly, unable to shake 

off disturbing thoughts. Jessica cast a glance in her direction.  “Tom and I will probably 

go abroad in the autumn. We’ve started to look for jobs.” 

“Why?” snapped Jessica more sharply than she intended. 

“Just to do something new. It’s a good time. Not too young and not too old.” 

Jessica went back to her book. 

Rupert rather despised the current fashion for travel for travel’s sake, but he 

understood it. The need for adventure, to get away from home. 

“It’s all a bit sudden.”  

“We’ve already applied for temporary work visas. In New Zealand.” 

Jessica looked up again. “You’ve not said anything.” 

“Well, I wanted to be sure. And now I am.” 

“What about your job here?” 
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“You know I hate the finance industry.” 

Rupert saw it so clearly. Nothing he could do, no lever he could pull, nothing would 

stop their family from falling apart. 

“I thought you might be annoyed.” 

“No,” and he shook his head feebly. “Have you spoken to your mother?” 

“I think it’s a daft idea,” snorted Jessica. 

In truth Jessica had once felt the same impulse, but lack of courage, inertia and a 

feeling of complacency at home had held her back. She pretended to carry on reading, 

looking at the same line over and over, determined not to show jealousy.  

 

 

Mia couldn’t wait for Louise to escape the pulls of her past. Without her she felt 

desolate. 

Hers was no ordinary love for it obliterated all else. Daily routines without Louise 

took place in a weird underworld of mist and half souls. Her love was luminous. It 

could look into the darkest corners of Louise's troubled soul and see the doubts that 

were rising up. She knew that her lover was holding something back and it made her 

desperate to please. If Louise wanted children, then so be it, whichever way she 

wanted it to happen.  

Mia had studied the history of art. One late autumn afternoon in a quiet corner of 

the University library, in semi-darkness, she had come across two Bellini Pietàs. In 

both, Mary was passionately and tenderly holding the body of her son. The paintings 

possessed her, and in the growing gloom she continued to see them in her mind's 

eye. She doubted whether that kind of mother’s love would never be hers. But Mary’s 

love was not just a mother’s love for a son. Her love for Him was both human and 

divine. Divine love is surely without bigotry. It would bless her love of Louise and the 

children they had together. 

Mia waited anxiously for Louise to return, and when the phone rang her excitement 

was mixed with relief. At least this was something. 

“Hi.” But Louise’s casualness almost made her faint with disappointment. 

Each said they missed the other and Mia was comforted. Louise told her what had 

happened, how she suspected that despite everything she felt her grandfather was 
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fond of her. They reconfirmed their love for each other, and Mia expressed her worry 

that Louise’s love was less absolute than hers, and was frightened. 

“We must talk,” said Louise before hanging up, leaving Mia full of foreboding. Why 

was she so keen to go? 

 

 

The light was fading and wisps of fog had started to gather over the river. None of 

them wanted to be trapped there, none had booked a second night in the hotel, 

everyone needed to get back. None of them spoke from their deeper selves. It was as 

though they were acquaintances, exchanging social information. Just the odd look, 

the odd tone, the odd phrase, gave away another self.  

Arthur sat waiting for them, depressed and irritated. Now I can’t hear them, they’re 

all having a go at me. Let them. What do I care?  

“Hello, Dad,” said Emily cheerily, the first in. “It’s starting to get foggy again.” 

Arthur just smiled at her weakly. 

“Oh, it’s cold out there,” said Kate. 

Arthur just looked at them. 

“I think we must go,” said Kate. “We’ve a long drive. Can I get you something, a cup 

of tea or something?” 

Arthur just shook his head. He was used to coping on his own. Everything he wanted 

was at eye level, nothing out of reach. 

“I’ll get the coats,” said Charles. And there was eager movement all around to get 

going. 

But Arthur wasn’t having it.  

“Why did you marry a Catholic?” he muttered to Charles, half-afraid, but willing himself 

to be heard. “And why did you marry that wet of a man?” he said turning to Kate. 

All busying stopped. They couldn't move.  

“Sorry?” said Charles, distractedly, thinking he must have imagined it. 

“What! Why do you say these things?” said Kate, anger rising within her. 

“Dad,” said Emily weakly. Louise just looked on, afraid. 
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“Because I haven’t long to live, and I don’t care anymore. I just want to tell the truth.” 

The party hat on his head slipped a fraction. 

“I’ve nothing against her as a person. I just wanted you to marry an Englishwoman. 

Somebody who wouldn’t take you from yourself.” 

“You can’t dictate to people like that. It’s nothing to do with you.  What do you know 

about taking me from myself?” 

Arthur stared at him, beginning to sense the ridiculous. “You mustn’t take any notice 

of me,” he said weakly. 

Charles accepted Arthur’s retreat immediately, but not Kate. 

“You can’t say those things and then back away from them.” 

“Are you saying I’m a coward?” Arthur pulled himself up in his wheelchair with all 

the attempt at dignity he could muster. The hat fell to the ground. He starred viciously 

at Kate, and even she was intimidated. 

“I just don’t think it’s fair. We don’t attack you for things we don’t approve of.” 

“Oh, yes you do. And you want to get me into a home. Well, let me tell you, and 

read my lips, I’m… not… going… into… a… home.” 

“All right, all right. Let’s forget it,” said Kate. 

“What things don’t you approve of in me, young lady?”  

“Oh, Dad,” pleaded Emily, afraid. How she hated fights, and today of all days. “Please 

let it drop. We really must go. The fog’s closing in.” 

Kate bit her lip, torn as to whether to take up the challenge or not. 

“Nothing you don’t know,” she said in a spirit of compromise. Maybe she had lost 

this battle, but it wouldn’t go away, she knew it wouldn’t. 

“Go on,” said Arthur, his eyes fixed on her. 

“I don’t really want to bring it up now. Another day.”  

“There might not be another day. Go on.” 

“Dad, are you trying to keep us here. Is that why you’re trying to pick a quarrel?” 

interjected Charles. 

“I’m not trying to pick a quarrel. Sometimes I just want to tell the truth. It’s like that 

when you know you’re going to die soon. Go on, young lady.” 
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“You know the things that used to upset us,” Kate responded, looking down, almost 

inaudible. 

“Kate…,” pleaded Emily. Louise had plonked herself in an armchair her eyes fixed on 

the carpet, desperately wanting to get out of there. 

“Go on,” Arthur persisted. 

“About how you used to treat Mum,” said Kate still almost inaudible. 

The pause, the silence, crackled, until the inevitable explosion came. 

“What!… What!” but Arthur couldn’t at first get the touch-paper to light. 

“It’s nothing, Dad. Come on, Kate, let’s go,” ventured Charles. 

“What did you say?!” Arthur persisted. 

“Nothing, Dad, nothing. Come on, let’s go,” said Kate to no-one in particular. 

“I want you to explain what you said.” 

“No, let it go, Dad,” pleaded Charles. 

But Kate had started to regain her courage. 

“You talk about telling the truth, but there’s also the truth that you denied Mum 

many of the things she wanted when she was alive, and that when she died you got 

them for yourself, material things like getting a decent car.” 

“Kate…” pleaded Emily again. 

“And you denied Mum her long-held desire to move closer to her sister. I’ve told 

you that before. It’s nothing new.” 

At first it looked as though Arthur were going to lift himself out of his wheelchair 

and, on his remaining leg, strike out at her. But then some light came into him, a 

remembered guilt, a grudging acknowledgment that something of what Kate said was 

true. Besides, if he had lifted himself out, he would have collapsed on the floor in a 

humiliated and humiliating heap. He slumped back in his chair defeated.  

“We had our bad times like everyone else,” he muttered dejectedly. “I wasn’t an 

easy man, but then your mother wasn’t an easy woman.” 

Everyone was relieved – even Kate. The wall of sentimentality around him was being 

rebuilt and they’d be able to get out of here. The thought of having to stay the night 

was making the situation desperate. 
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“Go on, get along with you. Thank you for coming,” he said, exhausted. 

They all shuffled their way, awkwardly, towards the door, looking down, hoping that 

was it.  

Charles went out and held the door open for others, no-one looking back, the 

strained sounds of ‘Bye, Dad’ and ‘Bye, Grandad’. Suddenly the strangest gurgling 

sound, a muffled cry and the slump of a body falling to the ground. 

“Dad!” screamed Kate, “Oh, Dad, no!” and rushed to the heap on the floor.  Louise 

and Emily were paralysed. Charles rushed to help. 

“Phone for an ambulance, Charles… quick, quick!” 

 

 

Thérèse had left the boys at home and made her way to her church, even though 

there was no Mass on Christmas evening. Making her way through the cemetery, she 

felt a shudder of fear, not because of what she might find in the dark and cold of the 

churchyard, but because of some premonition of disturbance to their settled family 

life. The old gravestones, blanketed with the eerie sulphur light of the street, 

reminded her that we all perish in time. How hard it is to believe that we might one 

day gain the happiness of Heaven. 

To her surprise, the latch gave way and the heavy door opened. So dark, she could 

just make out the pews from a few small lights on the crib. Kneeling there in the 

darkest part of the church, she asked for forgiveness for any resentments she had 

harboured towards her father-in-law and thanked the Eternal Father for His gracious 

protection. She opened herself to her sins and weaknesses, and resolved to confront 

them. The small amount of light from the street faded. How we delude ourselves with 

the things of this world, which are nothing. And yet our lives here are the first step to 

eternity. How is that we are dead to this glory? In the eyes of those that people our 

streets she saw only dead souls, not lives preparing for eternity. She must struggle, 

through love, to keep that kind of death out of her family. A cloud in front of the moon 

parted and she was illuminated there on her knees. The vague feeling of some future 

upheaval had not left her but she no longer dreaded it. 
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A blankness had settled over them around the bedside. Arthur was in a deep sleep. 

The doctors had said there was nothing more that could be done, just hope. Kate was 

looking agitated, but fixed, unable to move, Charles looked heavy-eyed, drained of 

feeling, Emily sat on a chair in the corner looking out of the window, and Louise looked 

down at the floor, rigid as if in a school assembly. They all wore coats, with scarves, 

hats and gloves stuffed into their pockets, and Kate fiddled with her car keys. Along 

the corridor the sound of carols being sung to a large ward, jovial bantering. The 

nurses were passing through the wards, washing the patients, changing the sheets. 

Occasionally a mad-sounding scream from one of the patients, a defiant willed 

ejaculation against the regime they were being forced into, jolly tones to try and calm 

them down: Now, now, we have to give you a nice wash – we don’t want you to be 

smelling for your sister when she come, do we?  Arthur’s few things that Charles had 

got together before they rushed off, following the ambulance, piled on the little bed-

side cabinet, and Charles, glad of something to do, started putting them away. 

Kate said there was nothing more she could do, and had to go. “I’ll phone in the 

morning. I’ll get Louise back to London. This is no place for her.” 

Charles said he’d stay on another night and sleep at the bungalow. Emily said she’d 

stay for when their father woke up. Charles said he’d take over in the morning. 

Emily noticed the decorations coming away from the ceiling, and smiled. There’s 

nothing you can do about time. But the thought of our lives growing and fading away 

also gave her a curious pleasure. 

After they’d left, she sat on the bed looking at her father. Was this the man that so 

terrified her as a child? Where are those eyes that once had drilled through her, 

murderously, when she said what she really felt? Now shut tight, the face of death. 

Arthur breathed softly. An occasional faint cough to clear his throat. Her fear of him 

gone, the hand of death passing over. 

He was a different generation, matured between two world wars, hardened by the 

second. The privations of the ‘40s and ‘50s had made him severe and mean. He too 

was trapped. Now she pitied him, and with it came love, of sorts. She recalled the silly 

gifts he used to buy her, cheap worthless objects, bought from a catalogue, as though 

that was all he could afford. And when Grace died, the things he tried to hand down 

to her – a string of fake pearls, a cashmere coat many sizes too big. Her pity then 

mixed with irritation. How inadequate it made her feel. It had taken her years to 

accept her own imperfections and weaknesses, and find the strength to seek his 



30 
 

friendship. Would he now be able to love her properly, without sentimentality, 

without ego? Not just her fey charms but her wayward life. Was he open enough, free 

enough? Was she? 

“How is he?” 

It was just before dawn. The sister’s head had popped round the door. Emily just 

smiled. “Has he woken up?” 

Emily shook her head. 

“I remember him. He was here earlier in the year, terrible chest problems. We 

thought it was pneumonia.” 

She felt his pulse, checked some figures on the drip, and looked to see whether he 

had soiled himself. 

“Difficult man. He talked badly to some of my nurses. I got him to apologise. He had 

a twinkle in his eye. The things he told me about his life in the force. You’d never 

credit that sort of thing went on. Have the others gone?” 

“What will he be like if he gets out of this? Will he be paralysed?” she asked. 

“You never know with strokes. Maybe partially. And he may have difficulty speaking.” 

Emily thought to herself it might be kinder if he just died. His time is up. What good 

would it be to him or to anyone else if he were mentally dead? Pointless trying to 

keep the body going at all costs. 

Kate was on the phone. “Hang on, I’ll go out into the corridor... No, there’s no 

change, but the signs aren’t good. Best not come till there’s something definite.” 

Then Charles rang. “Couldn’t you get a room at the hotel?” she said.  “All those 

medical smells, and our rubbish. Come up here after breakfast. I’ll go back and tidy 

up when you arrive.”  

 

 

Charles had thrown himself onto the sofa in the dark, half afraid to turn on the light, 

not wanting to see all the things that made the room familiar. He knew where 

everything was – the dusty oak dresser, the display of willow-pattern plates, the long 

bookshelves cluttered with history books, the family photos, the unopened mail, the 

parcels stacked up. With no living presence there, he couldn’t bear to look. Was it 

really only a few hours ago that they were all here for their dutiful celebrations? The 
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younger spirits had fled, leaving behind the shadows of two strangers. The two 

strangers who had brought him into this world. 

Reluctantly, heavily, he pulled himself up and groped his way to the only room with 

a bed. Turning on the light, there it all was – the raised bed, the cushions for the 

wheelchair, the night vests, the creams and bandages, the smell of iodine, the smell 

of mothballs, a grip for picking things up from the floor. In the cupboards, the clothes 

hanging, piled up, most never worn, the sheer excess, bought and hoarded not out of 

greed, but out of fear – just in case, everything was just in case, the great bourgeois 

imperative in case of material ruin. Why would he want to hang on to a life like this, 

a proud man with a suffocating sense of his own dignity, why not just give up.  

He knew why not, because he had the same will inside himself, the will to keep 

going. To go to work every day on time, never miss a day, save and move to a better 

house, keep the family together, stay married to the same woman. Arthur as the 

family patriarch, giving little drops of money to grandchildren in return for attention, 

sending birthday cards, routine phone calls.  

Charles was exhausted. He went back to the sofa and, with a deep sigh, found sleep. 

 

 

When he got back to the hospital, he saw Emily curled up asleep in a chair and Arthur 

sitting up eating breakfast.  

“What’s so funny?” asked Arthur. 

“Nothing. It’s just typical,” he said lightly. “You never miss breakfast.” 

All the same, he felt uneasy. This could go on and on.  

“Sit down,” ordered Arthur. “Look at her. Still fast asleep. Where are the others?” 

“They had to get back. They stayed for a while. They’ll be amazed. Look at you. How 

are you feeling?” 

“Not too bad. Terrible pain first thing. No, no, don’t sit there. Already pressed this 

button. They didn't take any notice. Bring that tray forward. And pass my glasses. Oh, 

and go back home and get me some more pants and vests, and another watch.” 

“Another watch!” 

“The battery might go on this one. Why did the others go? When will they be back?” 

“I don’t know. Do you want a drink?” 
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“In a minute. Don’t rush me. Move that tray forward. There’s a terrible pain just 

here. An Indian-looking chappie popped his head in and disappeared. I must have 

fallen asleep. Make sure it’s the watch with the big clock face. In case I lose my 

glasses...” 

“How come you’re still in a single room?” 

“MRSA. I wonder what’s for lunch.” 

“I didn’t know you had that!” 

Arthur explained he’d had it for years. They can’t cure it. It was probably the reason 

they ignored him this morning. “When I woke up there was this huge Caribbean-

looking woman standing over me – gave me quite a fright – couldn’t understand a 

word she was saying…” 

“Dad…” 

“Then another nurse came in and they started to wash me and change the sheets. 

But they didn’t ask me the obvious. As soon as I was cleaned up, nature called and 

they had to get a hoist. They weren’t best pleased but why didn’t they ask me?” 

“Do I need to know all this?” 

“They just treat you like a thing here. You never see the same person twice. There’s 

a sister on in the mornings, thinks a lot of herself. We’ll end up having an argument. 

You’re a good lad, a bit of a rascal in your younger days but you’re all right, and Emily 

here’s all right too – a bit flaky – but she’s kind. But that Kate. All she wants to do is 

to get me into a home. Well, I’m not going into a home. When the doctor comes 

round, I’ll tell him to get me some physio. I want to get my strength back. I’m going 

home.” 

“Has anybody actually said what happened to you?” 

“You can’t get any information around here.” 

Arthur no longer talked of not having long to live, the talk was all of action, the 

mission to get back home. Not even a battle with Kate would deflect him from the 

war with his health and the looming war with the hospital, all of which excited him. 

When Emily woke, and got over her astonishment, she beamed at her father. And 

loved him. 
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Mia held Louise tightly in her arms, not able to let go. Louise stared at the ceiling, 

trying to summon up the will to get out of bed and roll herself a cigarette.  

“What are you thinking about?” asked Mia, distractedly, looking at the early 

morning sun settle on Louise’s shoulders. She was fantasizing that she had thrown 

back the bedclothes and was standing at an easel painting her exposed nakedness. 

“Nothing much. I hope he’s still alive.” 

“Do I detect a new note of sympathy for your less-than-friendly grandfather?” 

“Yes, I suppose so.” 

“I thought he was a boring old homophobic middle-class racist bully who only loved 

money.” 

Mia’s tone irritated her. 

“Maybe, but he’s still my grandfather. I’ve sensed of late he’s trying to see more in 

us than he did before.” 

“Oh, just love me, and hold me tight.” 

Louise turned and kissed her passionately on the lips. 

“I do love you. But we need more than just ourselves, you know we do.” 

“But I need you… you...” 

Louise tore herself away and went in search of her tobacco. 

“I’ll never be enough for you, will I?” said Mia, self-pityingly. 

Louise stood at the window rolling herself a cigarette, the light playing on her body 

as she moved. 

“Come back to bed,” pleaded Mia. 

“I think…,” began Louise.  

“Don’t say it, don’t say it. Just come back to bed. Please.” And with a weary slump 

of the shoulders Louise looked down away from Mia’s gaze and obeyed. 
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Kate sat over a late breakfast, looking drawn. Samantha suggested they cancel their 

holiday. Kate told her to wait until she’d spoken to Emily. Jessica felt so low she could 

hardly speak. 

“I don’t think we can go,” said Rupert. 

“Wait till I phone the hospital,” snapped Kate, not meaning to snap. 

Silence. Kate finished her coffee. When her phone rang, she went into the hall to 

answer it.  

Returning, she had a defeated look, but willed a smile. 

“He’s recovered and is eating breakfast. I can’t believe it.  He was at death’s door.” 

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” enthused Samantha. 

“Really? Wow!” said Jessica. 

Rupert guessed Kate's mixed feelings. Relieved that she could escape the post-death 

routines, relieved that her father hadn’t died but irritated that he hadn’t just got on 

with it, and guilty that she felt like that. 

“Dad tells me you’re thinking of working abroad, and a long way away,” she said, 

turning to Samantha. “Do it now while you can. We can always come and visit.” 

“I think you should go back and see him,” said Rupert. “Either we cancel the trip, or 

we go and you fly out later." 

Kate thought about this and knew Rupert was right, damn him. 

 

 

The nurses had all gone, the washing and changing and doctors’ rounds all finished. 

Emily sat with him alone. 

“A lot of pain in the night, my dear. They thought I’d had a stroke and gave me 

oxygen. But I’m not paralysed. Look, I can move my arms.” 

“So what is it, then?” 

“They don’t know. A heart attack of some sort, I suppose.” Then he whispered, “Get 

me out of here. I want to go home. If I’m going to die, I want to die at home.” 

“I can’t, Dad. You know that. This is the best place for you.”  
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Emily walked to the window and looked out at the half-light of the morning. She 

imagined all those bodies waking up, oblivious to their own ebbing away, not 

preparing themselves for the final moment. She heard him breathing heavily and 

knew he was looking at her. 

“Do you still hate me?” she heard him whisper. “I’m sorry. Very sorry.” 

Emily turned and saw him lying back very pale, crying. 

“Please go away.” 

“Dad…” 

“I know I wasn’t always a good father.” 

“Dad.” 

Emily turned away again and watched a redwing pecking in some rough grass, 

keeping itself alive. Nearby, a few silver birches and shrubs, beautiful, in stillness, in 

harmony. Then she caught her reflection in the window and saw the sorrow in her 

face. Where was that smile that she could offer as love to her father? Why did 

everything suddenly feel so wrong? 

“Dad, you want to die or do you want to live?” 

Arthur stared at her searchingly, almost aggressively, like the old Arthur. Then the 

face relaxed knowing he could pretend nothing in front of her.  

“I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “I want to go home.” 

“Why don’t you rest?” she said caressingly, putting her hand on his. 

“What about the others if I am to die here?” 

“Don’t think of anything, Dad. Just rest.” 

And suddenly she found a smile and he shut his eyes, and she saw a shadow pass 

over his face. Take his soul gently, she thought.  

 

 

The funeral seemed to come and go so quickly. Charles and Kate had rushed around 

organizing everything. Kate, her faced set hard, got everything sorted for the wake, 

made sure the very few friends still alive knew, made sure the distant relatives knew. 

Rupert and the girls had flown back but she hardly noticed. She wanted to get on with 
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sorting and arranging, without worrying about them. Charles, distracted and 

preoccupied, dealt with the undertakers, the crematorium, the notices, and the 

obituaries. Only Emily allowed herself to pause, and nobody minded.  

She thought back to the fear in his eyes as he realized he was dying, and her worries 

about it not being quite right, dying there in that place without the rest of the family. 

Wondering about his soul’s final images. Oh, father, rest in peace. 

Kate, however, was relieved. Relieved that the battle of wills between them was 

over. She knew it could never have been resolved without the complete capitulation 

of one or the other. Perhaps at the last he could have surrendered his will, if she had 

been there. 

This thought troubled her, but it never quite took hold. All she wanted was to get 

the funeral over with, restart life, and become cheerful. Go back to work. Or at least 

something.  

 

 

Charles was troubled by the lack of resolution, and release, in their relationship. In 

those final days Charles had sensed that Arthur’s unease mirrored his own. Early in 

life both had a decisiveness, and a way of getting things done, quietly and efficiently. 

Arthur never doubted that everything he did, thought and said was right, until he 

retired. Charles getting close to retirement had come to regard his own workplace 

energy with suspicion, but he still needed to provide material support for his family, 

which meant that the quest for a meaningful inner life could only happen after work. 

His father may have regretted his life-long dedication to material sufficiency but had 

little idea how he could have lived differently-. Charles wished he’d made time to talk 

to him about these divisions of self, for both their sakes. 

His father had been the last in the family to have been born in the early years of the 

twentieth century, survive the Great Slump and the Second World War, crawl himself 

up the social scale, and put aside a good sum for later. He had seen his country’s power 

in the world drain away, and its moral standards decline. He hated the media, its chewing 

up the weak and helpless, the obsession with fame, the lack of common decency. 

What he didn’t see, Charles thought, was that social decay and an emptiness within 

were one and the same thing. Politeness and honour, Arthur’s common touchstones, 

had traditional beliefs behind them. 
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With that generation gone, Charles felt some responsibility for his own, and 

powerless. 

 

 

The funeral. The functional chapel in the crematorium. The families lined up near 

the front, a few old work colleagues at the back. The work tributes - Much of his life 

given over to duty…. The personal memories - Could be trying and difficult… Loved his 

grandchildren… The psalm from the vicar - Even though I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death. The reading - Believest thou not that I am the Father, and the Father 

in me? The committal - In sure and certain hope of the resurrection into eternal life... 

And it was all over. No more Arthur, except as a memory. The curtain came round. 

Nobody wanted to imagine the rest. Everyone thanked the vicar, then sidled off to 

look at the ‘floral tributes’. The catch-up chatter, arrangements for the wake. The next 

funeral congregation trooping into the chapel, the two sets of undertakers trying not 

to be too pally with each other, for form’s sake. 

“Where’s Emily?” asked Kate. 

Louise found her sitting on bank in the cold winter sunshine holding some 

snowdrops. She asked what the matter was. 

“It’s awful, the way the whole thing is just like… I don’t know… mechanical.” 

Louise rolled herself a cigarette.  

“Those last days... my brother and sister bickering around him." 

Emily put her hand on hers. 

“I used to hate him. He frightened me. He had to be invulnerable. But when he 

started to express his feelings, I stopped hating him.”  

The sun went behind a cloud and the short winter day started to fade. 

“What a farewell. All the sincerity of a police force parade, only quicker. Perhaps he 

would have approved. After all, form was preserved.” 

“Now, now,” said Louise. 

Emily smiled. 

“In the end my love was unconditional, which I’m glad about.” 
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Louise drew hard on her cigarette and only half-heard Emily. Emily thought about 

the need to give as well as to take. Louise stood up and watched the day darken.  

“Oh, there you are,” said Kate running across to them. “Everybody’s off to the pub. 

Come on, it’s getting late.” 

 

 

An old police colleague, pint in hand, half blind, one eye askew, limped from 

sandwiches to chicken bits. 

“What’s this stuff?” he asked Charles. 

“Satay sauce. It’s got peanuts in it.” 

“Ugh. It’s sweet!” he said, licking his finger. “Not sausage sauce at all.” 

“Satay sauce!” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Arthur’s cleaner was trying to balance a full glass of wine and hold on to a plate of 

soused herrings, avocado dips, rabbit patés, and runny cheeses. 

“He was such a lovely man. Difficult. Liked to wind me up. I wouldn't put up with it.”  

Emily smiled. 

“Careful with that wine. Here, let me take it.”   

A lump of paté fell onto the carpet. 

“Jessica, go and separate Sam from the wine bottle. I can hear her from here.”  

Jessica returned, saying she’d been told to mind her own business. Kate stiffened. 

“Where’s Dad?" asked Jessica. "I thought he was a bit distant this morning. Problems 

at work?” 

“I don’t know. He hasn’t told me if he has.” Rupert wasn’t as open with her as he used 

to be. The other day, when he saw her, he quickly put an end to a phone call. She didn’t 

quiz him. He was afraid of her, and she didn’t want to hear lies. Was there someone 

else? Most unlikely, but nevertheless things weren’t right, and she was anxious. 

There were clusters of drinkers near the bar and a huddle of smokers outside, 

neither group worrying much about food. Kate went and sat with the drinkers and 

forgot about her husband. 
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Thérèse was making conversation with the wife of an old friend of Arthur’s. 

“Where’s Dad?” interrupted David. 

Since his father’s death Charles had started drifting off, physically and mentally. 

These days she was never quite sure where he was. 

“I don’t know. Ask Pierre if he’s seen him.” 

In fact, Pierre had seen him, from the window, ambling across the grass, uncertainly. 

And he had seen Rupert, sitting on a wall at the end of the lawn. Neither man seemed 

aware of the other.  

 

 

Thérèse and the boys were in the car waiting, looking out of the window, in silence. 

Where was he? Why had he disappeared? Thérèse felt that she was losing the security 

of expected behaviour. Her husband was separating himself, and the boys noticed it. 

Not that there was any ‘unpleasantness’ (a Grace term)… no rows or infidelity… just 

a sense that he was retreating from his family self into his self self. Thérèse was 

irritated with him, and feared destruction, but blamed herself for her deficiencies. 

Pierre’s eyes were blank but intense. David drifted off into sleep, luxuriating in the 

warmth of just the right amount of alcohol. 

 

 

 “Let’s go.” 

“Where were you, Dad?”  

“Oh…” and Charles drove them off into a dark country lane. 

The road ahead opened out. He found himself behind a car and two lorries. Waited 

patiently for an opportunity to overtake. A stretch of straight road ahead. Veering to 

the left. Was it clear? No lights coming. Moving to the right. No lights. He started to 

overtake, went past the car, then halfway past the first lorry when there were two 

lights in his eyes, flashing. 'Where the fuck…?' ‘Dad!’ and Thérèse screaming. He 

rammed his foot down, just past the first lorry, tucked in behind the second. A car 

sped past, hooting and flashing, and the lorry behind flashed in his rear-view mirror. 

God, what was going on? 

“You’re drunk!” shouted Thérèse. 
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“I’m not. There must have been a side-road, and he came in.” Charles shaking, trying 

to hold himself together, dreading the driver behind. What if he started something? 

He would have to say it was his fault – to everyone, the lorries, the oncoming car. Ah, 

a roundabout and took a narrow turning. The lorries went on. The second driver sat 

on the hooter. Charles stopped in a lay-by. 

“I’m sorry. It was my fault, my mistake.” 

“We were nearly all killed. What’s the matter with you?” 

The boys still terrified said nothing. 

“I don’t know,” he said stifling a sob. Only two glasses of wine, the emotion of the 

day, not eating enough, or perhaps just everything. 

 

 

A few weeks before. 

It was the quality of stillness that Rupert had first noticed as she was lining up the 

ophthalmoscope. She gave off a rare quietness that bewitched him. Everything about 

her suggested a superior wisdom to his own, and for a moment he fancied that the 

thing she was looking through could see behind his eyes, even perhaps into his misery. 

“And the other one,” she said in a matter-of-fact way. 

The joy of no idle chatter, the sense of absolute passivity. She is so beautiful. The 

skin has the look of burnt honey, the eyes are so dark and steady and clear. 

“Don’t blink. Keep still.” 

For you I will, he thought. 

“That’s fine. Let me just make a few notes.” 

He stared at her neck, which made him weak. 

“Right. Go to the reception and make an appointment for six weeks’ time. That’ll be 

the final check.” 

“I’d like treatment on the right eye sometime.” 

“You can discuss that with the doctor when things have settled down.” 

And then she smiled at him, fatally. The rest was a kind of dream. He made the 

appointment but for when?  
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By the time he went back for the next appointment he had hatched a plan – a 

fictitious story about research into community attitudes, for his Rotary Club. In the 

waiting room, a moment of panic. What if it was a different optometrist? That would 

be it. And such relief.  

No need for deception, no need to dread the consequences. But it was her, it was 

her, and his head started to spin. 

“Come in.” 

He let her go through the routine, looking into this eye, then the other, getting him 

to read the letters. But today she seemed a stranger. She was colder and more 

remote, and her beauty frightened him. It was just plain silly, he thought, to expect a 

boring, ageing family man to be of interest to a younger woman, and an Asian. But as 

he was leaving an uncontrolled will took over and he started to shake. 

“By the way, I wonder if you could help. I’m a Rotarian…..” She looked at him quizzically 

but she smiled and he relaxed. She agreed to an interview at the end of the day. 

 

 

Sam had had too much to drink during the wake and was feeling ill. Jessica sat 

looking out of the car window, angry that someone so flighty and loose-tongued as 

her sister could talk of upping sticks and disappearing without a job to go to. She was 

also angry that neither her parents had condemned her for it.  

“How is Louise getting back to London?” she asked to no-one in particular. 

Kate was driving slowly, keeping her eyes firmly on the road while Rupert pretended 

to sleep. The intensity of Louise’s relationship with Mia no longer bothered him. He 

was more concerned with his own duplicity. 

What duplicity? Nothing had ‘happened’ with Shobha. All he had done was meet her 

a couple of times over coffee. And yet he knew the track he was on, and the 

consequences. Even if he took it no further and managed to keep it all within himself, 

the excitement had stirred something in his cautious accountant’s mind that had 

disturbed his comforts. It would never have happened twenty years ago. He had been 

too much under Kate’s spell. Perhaps it was just an age thing. If not Shoba, then 

someone else.  

Or perhaps the changing family situation and his changing nature. He knew there 

were moral choices to be made, and yet he was in the grip of inevitability, which 
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seemed to make choice impossible. Kate was already suspicious and would find out 

something, and would assume that it was even more than she’d found out.  

“It’s weird he’s not around anymore,” said Jessica, thinking about her grandfather. 

 

 

Emily switched off the engine and sat calmly, waiting. Irritated drivers had accepted 

the inevitable. This traffic was going nowhere. A crash probably. A woman on her right 

screaming into her phone, a man in front getting out to see what was going on, a 

family on her left squabbling. Very eerie. Emily, the ‘flake-head’, one of Arthur’s pet 

names for her, tried to meditate but couldn’t find the peace she was after. She 

thought of her sister, who had come to ‘accept’ her, but was sometimes jealous. And 

Charles, too, who, as their father had got closer to death, had become dislocated from 

the form of life he had chosen. What did it all mean? She saw other dissatisfactions 

around her – Rupert wasn't as content as he used to be, and his daughters seemed 

unsure of themselves, allowing drift to move them more than belief. Even Louise saw 

no form of a life for herself beyond her love for Mia. And what about her own 

insecurities? Was she being self-indulgent, as Kate thought? 

Emily lived in a top floor flat on the south coast, which she bought when she was a 

primary school teacher. For some time now she had been working as a freelance care 

worker, renting out a room in a flat, and giving yoga classes in a local health club. She 

had given up any idea of having children. Her last relationship was with a teacher, 

who spent most of the school holidays in silent retreat. In the main, she was content 

to be on her own and spend time, when she chose to, with like-minded friends and 

acquaintances. Mocked sometimes for her ‘alternative’ lifestyle, she saw it as fairly 

conventional. 

Her mind drifted back to her father, who as he was dying had started to judge his own 

life harshly, with less sentimentality, regretting his own hardness and lack of warmth. 

He came to realise that in so many ways he’d got it wrong. And her mother too, Grace, 

who had died a lingering death from cancer, came to regret the resentment she had 

for her husband. In those terrible final moments, did she ever regret the unconditional 

love she gave her children, in opposition to him? Oh, the pity of it all. 

The car in front started up, and the traffic jerked forward, slowly. Emily stopped 

thinking and put on some music. 
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During the fake interview Rupert had kept to the proprieties. His plan was to 

‘accidentally’ bump into her in the street afterwards, say he really liked her and ask 

her if they could meet again. All of which he did. But she was suspicious, not believing 

that the meeting was accidental. He was old, and white, and from a different world. 

Probably married. The whole thing was silly, and dangerous.   

“Please leave me alone. I gave you your interview. We must leave it at that.” 

But there was something in his eyes, in the disappointment, his shyness, that held 

her for a second. 

“Well, maybe a cup of coffee, but not around here. In the town centre.”  

They agreed a time for the next day, and she walked off briskly. Rupert looked 

around. This was her world, he thought. The wind was cold and blew bits of rubbish 

in his face. He sauntered through the Bus Station, past the boarded up pub, down the 

narrow road of terraced houses, past the shops.  

Arabian Perfume, News ‘N’ Booze, Asian Looks, Jewellery, Used Fabrics, Vehicle 

Graphics, Wholesale Bargain Centre, Indian Spices, Pay All Your Household Bills Here, 

Claims4U Accident Management Specialists, Mr Clutch Auto Centre, the minarets of 

the mosque sticking out above the shops, the Ariana Business Centre, men with 

keffiyehs round their necks and old women in saris. This was Shohba’s world, so much 

more varied and colourful than his, a community, and yet to him, an outsider, it felt 

desolate. A consequence of colonialism and his forefathers’ drive for wealth.  What 

was he doing here? 

And then he remembered that clear, dark look in her eyes, the chariness and the 

intelligence.  

He had initiated a chain of events. He had to go on, whatever the cost. 

 

 

After the funeral Louise had gone back to London. She had forced herself to face up 

to the growing strains in her relationship. Of late, some awkward truths were coming 

out and she, in particular, was not prepared to paper over the cracks. When they 

talked openly, the intimacy was intense and magical, the frictions disappeared, but 
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when the moment passed the chinks became obvious, and they felt themselves 

drawn towards a final descent. The passions they had for each other were volatile and 

exciting but they were unable to bring them together into a form of love which would 

survive a lessening of intensity. Both rejected civil partnership and marriage as 

something for older people and decidedly unromantic. 

Mia was looking at her longingly. She wanted her, wanted her in her entirety, body 

and soul, and yet Louise was holding back. She sensed her lover’s coldness and her 

heart sank.  

“They dispatched him very quickly. It was so mechanical,” said Louise. 

A long, long silence. 

Mia sensed her thoughts, the threat they contained, and tried to rally her. 

“Don’t you realise that without you I am incomplete, unable to function?” 

“Yes, I do. And it frightens me.”  

More and more, Louise wanted to be alone. Why couldn’t she live like Emily, give 

herself up to passing passions, and then go back and be alone. 

“Frightens you! Why? Are you scared of love?” she mocked. 

“No, but we are losing something. Balance, I think,” Louise replied. 

“Balance!” sneered Mia. “But it’s you. Simply that. You. You’ve changed. You’ve 

forgotten how to give yourself, that’s all.” 

And Louise wondered whether there wasn’t some truth in that. 

 

 

The cold wind hurled itself against all those on the street, tearing through Rupert’s 

winter coat. His scarf waved and tickled his frozen cheeks – how could such a silly 

thing keep your neck warm! – and he had to hold on to his cap to stop it taking off 

into the traffic. 

The sky was an ambiguous grey. Indifferent.  

Ah! There she is. He opened the door of the café, was met by a luxurious blast of 

warm air and nearly fainted. 

Their first meeting was awkward and decorous. Both had been nervous of the 

arrangement and were shy. Rupert had kept telling himself he was a fool, and at his 
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age after years of conformity and constancy, wondered what was he doing. Shobha 

kicked herself for agreeing to meet a non-Asian in this kind of way. Perhaps because 

he was so much older and felt sorry for him. All the same, why do it? In every way it 

could be dangerous. But because she'd said she would, she did. 

“Why did you want to meet?” she asked, staring into her coffee. 

“Because… I don’t know. I like you,” he said. 

“Are you married?” 

He gave a short laugh, and felt himself reddening. “No. No. No, I was once. Until 

recently. I got divorced last year.” He felt the fool. Something was corroding inside. 

“Children?” 

“Yes, three, but they’re grown up and left home.” 

Silence. His stomach tightened. The wire was high and he had no head for heights.  

“I still don’t see…” 

“I just wanted a chat, that’s all,” he interrupted, relieved. “That’s all. Nothing more. 

I thought you were a nice person. Don’t worry. We can finish our coffee and leave it 

at that. I’m sorry.” Somewhere at the back of him was the fear of Kate – what if she 

walked in, what if someone who knew him walked in, what if… And he saw angry eyes 

tearing through him. 

“OK.” 

They talked. He asked her about her life, her family, her job. 

“Why the Rotarians? Didn’t you say you were with the Rotarians?” 

“Oh, yes. Yes, yes… we meet regularly. We believe in world understanding.” 

She looked at him quizzically. 

“Are you having me on? You are with the Rotarians, aren’t you?” 

“Oh, yes, yes. Sorry. No, I was thinking about what you said about your father.” 

“My father?” 

“How is always cleaning around the house, and making your mother laugh.” 

She looked at her coffee and stirred it a few times. 

“You said you were an accountant. Tell me about your children.” 
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And he gave her an edited, reshaped account of his family. Louise had been going 

out with an older man, Jessica was married to a Frenchman, Samantha was living in 

Australia, and Kate and he had fought so much that they split up two years ago and 

got divorced. His pulse raced, hoping desperately to hold on to the details of this 

account. He had stepped further along the wire and there was no going back.  

“The truth is,” he said truthfully, “I’m tired of being an accountant. You try 

reconciling balance sheets for twenty years and you’d be tired of it too.” He laughed 

nervously. It was a long time since he’d been that sort of accountant. 

“Only twenty years. What did you do before that?” 

“Oh, no it’s more than twenty years. I can’t count!” he said, and laughed. 

“I’m glad you don’t do my tax returns!”  

Throughout the exchange he just about managed to hang on to the stories he’d told 

her. Only when Kate was mentioned did he realize he must say very little, frightened 

of his own fear and near to panic with guilt.  

“You say you had an unhappy marriage.”  

“Well, there were good times, of course but oh… I don’t really want to talk about it. 

Can I say… no, I’d better not…” 

“What?” 

“Well, you’re a very nice person.” 

“Meaning?” 

“You’re different from other people I know.” 

“In what way?” 

“I’m too embarrassed to say.” 

What he wanted to say was romantic gush, that she had the softest skin he’d ever 

seen, that her eyes shone with life and beauty, that her directness had a simplicity 

and truthfulness he had never known before. True and not true. His presence there 

was founded on lies. Even his bodily movements were self-conscious and false.  

“Are you sure it’s not simply because I’m Asian and something exotic for you? Is 

something wrong? Why are your eyes so wide?” 

“Oh, I’m fine.” And he tried to relax his strained body poses into something more 

natural. 
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“Are you sure? How are you going to spend Christmas?” she asked, and he almost 

blurted out that his wife was going to spend Christmas with her father, who probably 

hadn’t got long to live, and he was going to a hotel with the children. 

“Oh, eh, I’ll probably spend it with my mother. She’s very sick.” 

“How old is she?” 

“Ninety-seven… You don’t celebrate Christmas, do you?” 

“No, no… Ninety-seven. That’s extraordinary. Is she still at home?” 

“No, she’s in hospital.” 

“So you’re going to be by her bedside. That’s very kind of you. A lot of men wouldn’t 

do that.” 

“Does that make me a bit of a freak?” 

“No, no, not at all.” 

She looked into his eyes and what she saw was a rather dull late middle-aged, 

middle-class man, terribly insecure, somebody who seemed completely adrift from 

himself. Why had she come? It is so silly. It doesn’t feel right. And yet when she looked 

at this very awkward creature across the table, old and laughable, and he asked her 

whether he could meet again the following week, she surprised herself by agreeing. 

 

Third instalment next month 


