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free as the girls were, his life his own to
dispose of. And, after the accident, when
Delia had endured months and perhaps
years of suffering and rehabilitation,and
lost her hope of a career as a performer,
why would she have wanted to find out
anything about the family whose hap-
piness had been ruined along with hers?
She'd have wanted everything connected
with Clifford to fall behind her into
oblivion. Into the lead-gray sea.

Heloise talked all these possibilities
through with her therapist; she didn’t
want to talk to anyone else, not yet. The
therapist was wary of her excitement.
She asked why it was important for He-
loise right now to find a new connection
with her father, and suggested a link be-
tween the breakdown of her marriage
and her feelings of abandonment at the
time of her father’s death. “What did
you do, when this woman told the story
of her accident? How did you react?”

“Somehow I was all right. I'd drunk
a couple of glasses of wine, I was feel-
ing surprisingly mellow—for me, any-
way. And then, when I suddenly under-
stood who she was—or might be—TI felt
as if something clicked into place, and
T belonged to her. Or she belonged to
me. Everything belonged together. It
was probably the wine.”

Antony had called them in to eat, just
as Delia was finishing her story, and He-
loise had stood up from her cushion on
the stone bench, elated. She'd almost
spoken out then and there—but she'd
had more sense, knew that this wasn’t
the right time to open up anything so
momentous, not in company. However
well balanced Delia appeared, it would
be painful to have her buried history
brought back to life. So Heloise had gone
inside instead, ahead of the others, and
put her arms around Antony, who was
standing at the sink lifting a tray of veg-
etables from the bamboo steamer. Be-
cause of the kind of man he was, he wasn't
annoyed at her getting in between him
and the tricky moment of his serving up
the food, but put down the vegetables
and hugged her back, enthusiastically.
“Hey, what’s this in honor of?”

“Oh, I don't know. Just. Such a nice
dinner party.”

He said that she looked lovely in her
vintage dress with the Art Deco brooch,
like a learned Jewess from Minsk or Vil-
nius in the old days, and Heloise realized

that this was exactly the look she'd been
trying for. She put her outfits together, al-
ways, with the same effort she might use
in dressing a room for a shoot, working
toward some idea at the back of her mind,
like an old photograph or a painting.

For the rest of the evening, she'd been
more lively and talkative than usual, con-
scious of the extraordinary story of the
accident that she was hoarding inside
her, charged with emotion and as dra-
matic as an opera. Watching Delia, shed
enjoyed the way she held her fork, the
poised, elegant angle of her wrist and
her rather big brown hand; how she sat
up very straight and listened to the oth-
ers with intelligent interest, reserving her
own judgment. She did have Mediter-
ranean heritage, as Heloise had guessed,
though it was not Italian but Spanish.
Her politics were quite far left but not
doctrinaire; she was well informed and
thoughtful. As she grew older, Heloise
decided, shed like to wear clothes in De-
lia’s easy style, made of homespun wool
or linen, dyed in natural colors.

emima wasn't a musical prodigy, it
turned out. But she enjoyed the Su-
zuki classes and for a while, in the first
flush of enthusiasm, even carried her
tiny violin around with her at home,
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tucked under her chin, and bowed out
her answers to Heloises questions in
snatches of “Twinkle, Twinkle” or “The
Happy Farmer” instead of words. And
Delia in the different context of the
classes was a revelation: not kindly and
encouraging, as Heloise had imagined
her, but crisp and unsmiling, even stern.
Making music was not a game, she con-
veyed, but an initiation into a realm
of great significance. The children re-
sponded well to this, as if it was a re-
lief that something for once wasn’t all
about them. Unconsciously, they im-
itated Delia’s straight back, the flour-
ish of her bowing, the dip of her head
on the first beat of the bar; they were
carried outside themselves in the mu-
sic’s flow. Their parents, too, were in-
timidated and gratified by Delia’s sever-
ity. She liked them to stay to watch the
class, so that they could encourage good
practice at home during the week, and
mostly they obediently did stay.
Usually, Heloise sat through these
sessions with Antony, and toward the
end of the class one or the other of them
would go off to pick up the two older
boys—Heloise’s Solly and Antony’s
Max—from their football club. Through
the crowded busyness of the rest of her
week, Heloise anticipated with pleasure
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“For future reference, when God starts talking about how messed
up the world is, he’s really just fishing for compliments.”
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hen Heloise was twelve, in
1986, her father was killed
in a car crash. But it was a

bit more complicated than that. He was
supposed to be away in Germany at a
sociology conference, only the accident
happened in France, and there were two
young women in the car with him. One
of them was his lover, it turned out in
the days and weeks after the crash, and
the other one was his lover’s friend. He'd
never even registered at the conference.
Didn't it seem strange, Heloise’s mother
asked long afterward, in her creaky, sur-
prised, lightly ironic voice, as if it only
touched her curiosity, that the two love-
birds had taken a friend along with them
for their tryst in Paris? The lover was
also killed; her friend was seriously in-
jured. Heloise’s mother, Angie, had found
out some of these things when she rushed
to be at her husband’s bedside in a hos-
pital in France: he lived on for a few
days after the accident, though he never
recovered consciousness.

That time was blurred in Heloise’s
memory now, more than thirty years later.
She'd been convinced for a while that
she'd accompanied her mother to France;
vividly she could picture her father, mo-
tionless in his hospital bed, his skin yel-
low-brown against the pillow, his closed
eyelids bulging and naked without their
rimless round glasses, his glossy black
beard spread out over the white sheet.
But Angie assured her that she was never
there. Anyway, Clifford had shaved off
his beard by then. “I should have known
he was shaving it off for someone,” Angie
said. “And why would I have taken you
with me, darling? You were a little girl,
and I didn’t know what I was going to
find when I got there. 've mostly blocked
out my memory of that journey—it was
the worst day of my life. 've no idea how
I got across London or onto the ferry,
though, strangely, I remember seeing the
gray water in the dock, choppy and fright-
ening. I was frightened. I felt surrounded
by monstrosities—I suppose I was wor-
ried that his injuries might be monstrous.
Once I was actually there and I saw him,
Twas able to grasp everything. I had time
to think. It’s a bizarre thing to say, but
that hospital was a very peaceful place.
It was connected to some kind of reli-
gious order—there were cold stone floors
and a high vaulted ceiling, nuns. Or at
least that’s how I remember it. I've for-

gotten the name of the hospital, so I cant
Google it to check. Probably it doesn't
exist now.”

“Did you see her?”

“Who?”

“Delia, the lover.”

“Delia wasn't the lover. She was the
other one. The lover was killed instantly,
in the accident, when they hit the tree.
They took her body away.”

Heloise and Angie were sitting drink-
ing wine at Angie’s kitchen table, in the
same skinny four-story Georgian house
in Bristol where theyd all lived long ago
with Clifford, in the time before the ac-
cident: Heloise and her older brother,
Toby, and their younger sister, Mair.
Angie hadn't even changed the big pine
kitchen table since then, although she'd
done things to the rest of the kitchen—
it was smarter and sleeker now than it
used to be, when the fashion was for ev-
erything to look homemade and authen-
tic. She and Clifford had bought the
table from a dealer in the early days of
their marriage; she had stripped off its
thick pink paint with Nitromors. And
then she'd worked with that dealer for a
while, going through country houses with
him and keeping his best pieces in her
home to show to customers. She couldn't
partwith the old table, she said; so many
friends and family had sat around it over
the years. And now she was seventy-two.

H eloise didn't have her mother’s gift
of lightness. Angie was tall and thin,
stooped, with flossy gray silk mingling
in her messy, faded hair. Vague and charm-
ing, she had escaped from a posh county
family whose only passionate feelings,
she said, were for dogs and property. He-
loise was stocky, top-heavy with bosom,
and serious, with thick, kinked tobacco-
brown hair and concentrating eyes; she
looked more like her father, whose
Jewish family had come to the East End
of London from Lithuania in the early
twentieth century. She didn't think her
personality was much like his, though;
she wasn't audacious. She had kept the
obituary that appeared in an academic
journal—Angie said she didn't want it—
which expressed shock and sadness at
the loss of “an audacious original thinker,”
whose book, “Rites of Passage in Con-
temporary Capitalist Societies,” was re-
quired reading for radicals. The obituary
didn't mention the problem of the lover.

And there were no obituaries in any of
the big newspapers; Clifford would have
felt slighted by that, if hed been able to
know it—he'd have believed that it was
part of the conspiracy against him. Prob-
ably no one read his book these days.
Sometimes, when Heloise spoke to
her therapist, she imagined her father’s
death slicing through her life like a sword,
changing her completely with one blow;
at other times, she thought that, in truth,
she'd always been like this, reserved and
sulky, wary. She knew other children of
those brilliant, risky marriages of the
nineteen-seventies who were taciturn
and full of doubt like her. Her parents
had been such an attractive, dynamic
couple, so outward-turning; the crowd
of friends dropping in to talk and eat
and drink and smoke pot was always on
the brink of becoming a party. From the
landing on the top floor, where their
bedrooms were, or venturing farther
down the deep stairwell, Toby and He-
loise and Mair, along with strangers’
children put to sleep on the spare mat-
tresses, had spied over the bannisters on
the adults, who were careless of what the
children witnessed: shouted political ar-
guments; weeping; snogging; someone
flushing her husband’s pills down the
lavatory; the husband swinging his fist
at her jaw; Angie dancing to Joni Mitch-
ell with her eyes closed, T-shirt off; her
pink nipples bare and arms reaching up
over her head, long hands washing over
each other; Clifford trying to burn five-
pound notes in the gas fire and yelling
to tell everyone that Angie was frigid,
that Englishwomen of her class were
born with an icebox between their legs.
Angie called him “a dirty little Jew,”and
then lay back on her beanbag chair,
laughing at how absurd they both were.

B ut that was all ancient history, and
now Heloise was in her mid-forties,
divorced, with two young children, run-
ning her own small business from home—
finding and styling locations for photo
shoots—and making just about enough
money to live on and pay her half of the
mortgage. When she met a woman called
Delia at a dinner party, the name didn’t
strike her at first; it was just a name. It
was a late summer’s evening, and dinner
began with white wine outdoors in a
small, brick-walled garden, its smallness
disproportionate to the dauntingly tall
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this hour of enforced mute stillness,
squeezed up against Antony on the com-
munity-center benches, in the big, char-
acterless white room, with its missing
ceiling tiles and broken Venetian blinds,
feeling his companionable warmth along
her flank, buoyed up by the children’s
music. The room smelled of hot plastic
from the lights, and of sweat from the
Zumba class that came before Suzuki.
Sometimes, she and Antony bought
lunch together afterward at the café in
the center, depending on how wound
up Max was from football. None of this
would have been so straightforward if
Antony’s ex-wife, Carlota, the boys’
mother, hadn't gone back to Brazil. He-
loise couldn’t help feeling a surge of
selfish relief when she thought of it; shed
found Carlota abrasive and difficult.
When shed told Antony once that her
ex-husband, Richard, had complained
that she wasn’t spontaneous, Antony
confessed in exchange that Carlota had
called him an old woman. “Which was
kind of surprising, coming from her,” he
added, with the modest amount of owl-
ish irony he permitted himself, “as she
was supposed to be such a feminist.”

Heloise had told Antony years ago,
when they first knew each other, about
her father’s accident, although not about
the lover, because that had still felt sham-
ing then, private. Angie had always
wanted to tell everyone everything, as
a twisted, crazy joke: wasn't life just
bound to turn out like that! Now Helo-
ise came close, on several occasions, to
explaining to Antony her occult con-
nection, through the accident, with
Delia: a connection that might or might
not exist. Each time, however, the mo-
ment passed; Max threw one of his tan-
trums, or Jemima spilled her water. And
she hadn't said anything, yet, to Delia
herself—with every week that she de-
layed, it grew more difficult to imagine
bringing up the subject. The whole story
seemed so improbably far-fetched, and,
even if it had really ever happened, it
was a million years ago, in another age.
At the Suzuki classes, anyway, Delia was
too remote, impersonal: she belonged
to everyone; it would have been inap-
propriate to take her aside and make
that special claim on her.

Apparently, Antony was having viola
lessons with her, one evening a week.
Heloise hadn't known that he used to
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play when he was younger. She wished
she had some such privileged way into
intimacy with Delia; she was shy in the
face of the older woman's authority, her
self-sufficiency. Delia was always per-
fectly friendly, but she would never join
them for lunch; she rehearsed with her
string quartet, she said, on Saturday af-
ternoons. Heloise suspected that she
took in, too, with some distaste, the mess
at their shared table in the café: the chips
afloat in spilled water, the older boys
high with adrenaline from their game,
obnoxiously shouty, eyes glittering and
faces hot, hair pasted down with sweat.

eloise’s brother, Toby, was over

from L.A., where he worked in
the music business; he came to spend a
few days in Bristol with their mother.
Richard had the children on Saturday
night, so Heloise went to have supper
with Toby and Angie at the old kitchen
table. Toby was like their mother, rangy
and tall and thin, with silky graying red-
dish curls; he had the same rawboned
sex appeal that Angie used to have—
indolent, indifferent to what anyone
thought about him, scratching carelessly
at the hollow white belly exposed under
his too-short T-shirt, leaning back in
his chair and stretching his long legs
under the table, so that his big feet in
scruffy Converse trainers intruded into
Heloise’s space. He and Angie were mes-
merizing when they exerted their allure,
auburn like angels; and then sometimes
they were unabashedly ugly, ill-tempered,

with their pale-lard coloring, blue eyes
small with exhaustion, the sex-light
withdrawn like a favor they were bored
with proffering.

Angie was happy because Toby was
there; she was girlish and gauche, clown-
ing. In honor of the occasion shed made
something ambitious for supper—en-
chiladas that had to be assembled and
fried at the last minute—and then Toby
mixed L.A.-style Martinis, which she

said made her too drunk to cook safely.
He had to fry the enchiladas, with a lot
of flame and noise, under her laughing
supervision, as she hung on to his shoul-
der. Heloise thought that her mother,
despite her fierce feminism, actually pre-
ferred the company of men, powerful
men. Women's winding approaches to
one another, all the encouraging and
propitiating, made her impatient; shed
rather be up against men’s bullishness,
their frank antagonism—she had even
enjoyed sparring with Richard. And
Angie liked the way Toby made fun of
her radicalism, as if she were some kind
of Trotskyite firebrand extremist, while
she accused him of selling out; they had
this teasing, challenging rapport. Still, it
was notable that he'd chosen to live thou-
sands of miles away from her.

Heloise had thought that she might
speak to them about Delia. Perhaps her
mother could tell her something that
would make it clear, at least, whether
this was the right Delia. But she was
surprised, once she was inside her old
home, at her reluctance to mention her
discovery. She could imagine Angie
taking Delia up, inviting her round to
talk, celebrating her, the pair of them
growing close, bound together by their
long-ago disaster. Or Angie might be
scathing, and recoil from making any
new connection with those days. So,
when Heloise told them about Jemi-
ma’s Suzuki class, she didn’t mention
the teacher’s name. Angie loved the idea
of Jemima communicating through her
violin. She was an inspired, enthusiastic
grandmother, throwing herself into her
grandchildren’s world, siding with them
and seeing everything at their eye level,
also fretting to Heloise and Mair, when
Toby wasn't there, about the teen-age
son he had in the U.S. and never saw,
from a marriage that hadn't lasted a year.
Mair complained that Angie had rein-
vented herself over the decades. “You'd
think now that she was some kind of
hippie earth mother, dedicated to her
offspring. Which isn't exactly the child-
hood T remember.”

Inevitably, they talked about politics
in America; Toby knew a lot, in his la-
conic, disparaging way. Watching out
for totalitarianism, they said, everyone
had been oblivious to the advent of the
illiberal democracies. And what did it
mean for the world, if America’s com-
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TRANSPIRATIONS

Leafing branches of a back-yard plum—

branches of water on a dissolving ice sheet—

chatter of magpies when you approach—

lilacs lean over the road, weighted with purple blossoms—

then the noon sun shimmers the grasses—

you ride the surge into summer—

smell of pifion crackling in the fireplace—

blued notes of a saxophone in the air—

not by sand running through an hourglass but by our bodies igniting—

passing in the form of vapors from a living body—

this world of orange sunlight and wildfire haze—

world of iron filings pulled toward magnetic south and north—

pool of quicksilver when you bend to tie your shoes—

standing, you well up with glistening eyes—

have you lived with utmost care?>—

have you articulated emotions like the edges of leaves>—

adjusting your breath to the seasonal rhythm of grasses—

gazing into a lake on a salt flat and drinking, in reflection,

the Milky Way—

pass was no longer set to liberal? But it
had never really been set there in the
first place, Angie protested. Toby played
them his latest music, then went hunt-
ing upstairs in a cupboard for a box of
cassette tapes from his youth, and came
down with a quiz game and a cricket
bat. He tried to make them play the
game, but too many questions referred
to TV stars and football contests they'd
forgotten—in fact, to a whole vanished
world of perception. Heloise told awful
stories about Richard; there was such
relief in not having to defend him to her
family any longer. By eleven o'clock,

—Arthur Sze

Angie was drained, done for. This was
something she had to get used to, she
said, now that she was an old woman.
Weariness came rattling down all at once
in her mind, like a metal shutter across
a window, peremptory and imperative,
so that she had to go to bed. “But I wish
that you'd really begin to be an old
woman!” Heloise joked, placating her.
“It’s about time. Shouldn't you be knit-
ting? You're meant to be tedious and re-
petitive by now. With a nice perm.”

“Toby thinks I'm tedious and repet-
itive already.”

Angie couldn't help flirting with her

son, wanting his reassurance. Cruelly,
Toby smiled back at her, implacable.
And she did look old at that moment,
under the bright kitchen light, despite
her lovely, careless dress with its zigzag
print: the loose skin on her face was pa-
pery, her shoulders were bowed, her skull
shone through her thinning hair. He-
loise couldn't help wanting, whatever
Mair said, to deflect her mother’s atten-
tion from certain hard truths. She asked
if there was a copy anywhere of Clifford’s
book; Angie stood blinking and absent
from herself, as if she had no idea what
Heloise meant. “Whose book?”

“Dad’s book. “The Whatsit of Con-
temporary Capitalism.”

“Oh, that book. Good God. I've no
idea. Why? You can't seriously be enter-
taining the idea of reading it?”

“Tjust thought suddenly that I never
have.”

Toby said that there was a whole
box of them, under the bed in his old
room. “They’re a bit mummified, sort of
shrunken and yellow.”

“You can have all of them if you want,
darling,” Angie said. “Get rid of them
for me.”

“T don’t want all of them. I only want
one copy.”

When Angie had gone to bed, Toby
asked why Heloise wanted the book any-
way, and she said that she'd been think-
ing about their father. He rumpled her
hair affectionately; in childhood games,
shed been her brother’s faithful squire,
in awe of his glamour as he advanced
ahead of her into life, knowing all the
things she didnt know. ‘T thought I went
with Mum to France,” she said, “after
Dad’s accident. But she told me no.”

“Why would you have gone?” Toby
said. “None of us went. We had to stay
with that ghastly family, the Philipses,
and they were sanctimonious and sorry
for us. I got drunk for the first time on
their bottle of gin, really sick drunk, threw
up all over their stair carpet, and they
couldn’t even be mad with me, under
the circumstances. I can remember think-
ing at the time—this is awful, really, con-
sidering that Dad was dying—that from
now on,under the circumstances, I could
get away with just about anything.”

Heloise said she'd been convinced,
though, that she'd seen their dad in the
hospital. “He looked so peacefully asleep,
without his glasses: you know, how he
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“He thought the creature seemed more conciliatory of late.”

was never peaceful in his life.” It was
awful to think, she added, that their
mother had travelled all alone to France.

“She wasn't alone. She had her boy-
friend with her.”

“What boyfriend?”

“Terry? Jerry? That guy who kept
his furniture here to sell it. I couldn’t
stand him.”

“T'd forgotten about him. But that was
just a business relationship—he wasn't
her boyfriend.”

“Oh, yes, he was.”

Toby said that he'd once come across
Angie “doing it,"as he put it, in his mock-
ing, slangy drawl, with the stripped-pine
dealer; this was in Clifford and Angie’s
bed, before the accident. Heloise was
shocked and didn’t want to believe it;
but probably that sex scene was the kind
of thing you couldn’t make up, unlike a
picture of your dead father at peace. And
she did remember vaguely that Toby had
fought with the furniture dealer, at some
point in that awful time after Clifford’s
death—a real physical fight, fisticuffs,
here in this very kitchen. Toby said that
effectively he'd won the fight, although
Terry had knocked him down. Because
it didn’t look good, did it? Big beefy
macho bloke beating up a skinny weak
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kid, his girlfriend’s kid, making his nose
bleed. Angie hadn't liked it. They hadn’t
seen much of Terry after that.

H eloise began reading “Rites of Pas-
sage in Contemporary Capitalist
Societies” as soon as she got home that
night. She seemed to hear her father’s
own voice—which she hadn't even real-
ized she'd forgotten—right in her ear, ur-
gent and confiding, This sense of Clifford’s
closeness made her happy, just as it used
to when she was small and he read to her
at bedtime, or told her stories about his
family or from history—she understood
only years later that hed never really been
to Kiev or Berlin or Moscow. He hadn't
censored these stories or tamed them to
make them suitable for a child; hed called
her his little scholar. His good moods
couldn't be trusted, though; he would
come storming out of his study, ranting
at the children if they made any noise
when he was trying to write. Didn't they
care about his work, or believe it was im-
portant> Now Heloise was reading the
actual words hed written, describing the
barrenness of life under consumer capi-
talism, the loss of the meaning that was
once created through shared belief and
ritual. And she seemed to see through

the words, with miraculous ease, to the
flow of her father’s thought.

When she picked up the book again,
however, over her coffee the next morn-
ing, while she waited for Richard to bring
back the children, she got bogged down
in its technical language: “the signifi-
cance of changing notions of value for
the development of a capitalist econ-
omy,” or “the process of differentiation
makes sense if we see it as a continuous
process of negotiation.” It would take a
huge mental effort on her part to even
begin to master Clifford’s ideas, and she
wasn't convinced, in her daylight self,
that it was worth it. She was afraid that,
as the years had passed, the relevance of
his formulations might have slipped away,
as relevance had slipped from Toby’s
quiz. The book’s pages had an unread,
depressing smell. In the end, she lent it
to Antony: he was better with that kind
of writing than she was. If he felt like
dipping into it, she said, shed be inter-
ested to hear whether he thought it was
any good. She liked to think of Antony
having her book in his safekeeping.

Then, one stormy Thursday morning
in half term, Heloise turned up unan-
nounced at Antony’s house with Solly
and Jemima. She had rung to ask him if
they could come round, but his phone
was switched off; in desperation, shed de-
cided to take a chance, drive over anyway.
It had rained every day of the holiday so
far, Richard was away, and Heloise had
given up inventing things to do; often the
children were still in pajamas at teatime.
Rain came sluicing across the big win-
dows of their flat, the conifers thrashed at
the end of the garden, wheelie bins blew
over. The rooms were like caves inside
the noise of water, either greenish and
spectral or bleak with the lights on in the
middle of the day; the children crouched
over their screens, whose colors flickered
on their faces. Jemima accompanied back-
to-back episodes of “Pet Rescue” on her
violin; Solly played his Nintendo until he
was glazed and drugged, shrugging He-
loise off impatiently if she tried to touch
him. The idea of Antony’s ordered home
‘was 2 haven in her imagination. He would
be struggling to keep up with his work
while at home with his children, just as
she was; only he was better at it, better
at everything. His boys at this very mo-
ment, she thought, would be making art,
or laughing at an old film. When An-
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tony saw her, he'd know that she'd been
trying her best, that the dreary shirtdress
shed put on was meant to be domestic
and sensible. She thought that it was time
to make some offer of herself, to find a
way to express how she wanted him.

His front door was down some stone
steps, in a narrow basement area crowded
with bikes, and tubs planted with herbs
and shrubs; the muscular gray trunk of a
wisteria wound up from here, branching
across the whole front of the house. He-
loise was worried—once theyd rung the
bell and were waiting in the rain, which
splashed loudly in the enclosed stone
space—at not hearing the children inside.
She didn't know what to do if Antony
wasn't in. She was counting on him. Then
the door opened and Delia stood there,
in a gray wool dressing gown and nice
red Moroccan leather slippers. She had
those weathered, easy looks that are just
as good in the morning, without makeup;
she seemed taken aback when she saw
Heloise, and, for one confused, outraged
moment, Heloise thought that Delia’s
dismay was because she'd been caught
out—Antony and Delia had been caught
out together—in something forbidden
and unforgivable. She knew perfectly
well, in the next moment, that there was
nothing forbidden about it. Antony could
do what he liked. He didn't belong to her.

“Delia, it’s you! Is Antony home?”

“He just popped out to buy bread for
our breakfast. I thought you were him,
coming back.”

“Breakfast! Gosh, we've been up
for hours.”

Heloise knew how absurd she sounded,
accusing them. “Where are the boys?”

The boys were with Antony’s mother,
not due back till after lunch. Heloise had
blundered into what should have been a
lazy lovers’ breakfast: fresh rolls, butter,
honey, scrolling through the news with
sticky fingers, sharing stories. Imagining
it, she was stricken with longing. Her
children had been counting on their visit,
too: Jemima, whining, pressed her snotty
face into Heloise’s thigh; Solly kicked at
the wall and swore. “I £new there was no
point in driving over.”

“Youd better come in,” Delia said. “T'll
make coffee.”

“You don't want visitors. We're the
last thing you want.”

“But youd better come in. We ought
to talk.”

Heloise still thought that Delia meant
they should talk about whatever was
happening between her and Antony. The
children were squeezing past her already,
shedding wet coats, dropping to the floor
in the hall to tug off their Wellingtons,
making a show of their eager compli-
ance with house rules. Solly would
be relishing the prospect of playing
Max’s games without Max; Jemima was
in a phase of exploring other people’s
houses—she could spend hours staring
into their cupboards and drawers, touch-
ing everything inside carefully, one item
ata time. When Heloise followed Delia
into the kitchen, she saw Clifford’s book
on the table. Delia stood facing her, with
her hand on the book, in a gesture that
was almost ceremonial.

“If this is your father,” Delia said, “it
makes a strange connection between us.”

t some point later, Heloise told her

mother the whole story, though not
about Delia moving in with Antony, not
yet, in case her mother guessed that shed
had hopes herself. “There was no tree,”
she said. “Apparently they spun across
two lanes and smashed into a lorry com-
ing the other way. Delia doesn't remem-
ber this, but it’s what they told her. You
made up the tree. And it was Delia, after
all,who was the lover; it wasn't the other
one. The other one died.”

Angie sat listening stiffly, cautiously,
as if there were something bruising and
dangerous in this news for her, even after
all this time. “So what’s she like, then,
the lover-girl?”

Heloise said that she was hardly a girl.
She wanted to say that Delia was cold
and shallow and selfish, but she couldn't.
“She’s pretty tough. She’s made a life for
herself. I like her—she’s a survivor.”

“What does she look like? Is she
scarred? I hope so.”

She wasn't scarred, Heloise said, as
far as she could see.

D elia has never been able to remem-
ber anything from the time she and
Clifford and Barbie set out for France
until she woke up in hospital. Or just
about woke up—into a long dream of
pain, in which she was the prisoner of
enemies speaking some alien language
that was neither English nor French.
Slowly, slowly, she'd come back from the
dead. And now, after all these years, she

can scarcely remember Clifford, either,
or why he once seemed essential to her
happiness. A few things: that he was over-
exuberant when making love, as if he was
anxious to impress. That he was moved
to tears when she played Brahms, though
he argued that it was all up for nine-
teenth-century music. And the soft cleft
shape of his chin, revealed when he shaved
off his beard, disconcerting, as if a third
person, younger and more tentative, were
in the bed alongside them. They had met
at a concert: he was a friend of the father
of someone she knew from the Guildhall.

But she can remember getting ready,
in the flat she shared with Barbie, that
morning they left for France. Clifford
was expected any moment, and Barbie
was still packing, holding up one after
another of the big-shouldered satiny
dresses she wore, splashed with bright
flower patterns, deciding which looked
right for Paris, where she'd never been.
Delia was anxious at the prospect of being
without her violin for three whole days.
She hardly thought about Clifford’s wife
and children; she discounted them—she
was unformed and ignorant and very
young, used to discounting whatever got
in the way of her music. Was Delia sure,
Barbie worried, that it was all right for
her to travel with them? Didn't Delia
and Clifford want to be alone together?
Barbie promised to make herself scarce
as soon as they got to Paris.

Delia wanted Barbie to come. Per-
haps she was beginning to be tired of
Clifford. Or perhaps she wanted to show
off her grownup lover to Barbie, who
hadn’t met him, or to show off Barbie to
Clifford, have him see what lively, attrac-
tive friends she had. Barbie wasn't a mu-
sician; she was a primary-school teacher.
She was a voluptuous blonde, efferves-
cent and untidy, with thick calves and
ankles, always in trouble because of her
no-good boyfriends, or because she drank
too much, or fell out over school policy
with her head teacher. Climbing up onto
the bed now, she was holding one of her .
dresses in front of her, singing and pre-
tending to dance the cancan. In Delia’s
memory, the window is open that morn-
ing in her bedroom, it’s early spring, she’s
happy. The slanting low sunlight is daz-
zling in her dressing-table mirror. ¢
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