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Note

The title of this novel comes from a tune by Michael Gibbs. The description of Catharine’s music is inspired by the work of Theo Travis on his album Slow Life.


When the telephone rang Gill was outside, raking the leaves into coppery piles, while her husband shovelled them on to a bonfire. It was a Sunday afternoon in late autumn. She ran into the kitchen when she heard its shrilling, and immediately felt the warmth of inside enfold her, not having realized, until then, how chilly the air had become. There would most likely be a frost that night.

Afterwards, she walked back up the path towards the little bonfire, from which blue-grey smoke was spiralling into a sky already beginning to darken.

Stephen turned as he heard her approach. He saw bad news in her eyes, and his thoughts flew, at once, to their daughters: to the imagined dangers of central London, to bombs, to once-routine tube and bus journeys suddenly turned into wagers with life and death.

‘What is it?’

And when Gill told him that Rosamond had died, finally, at the age of seventy-three, he was unable to ward off a shameful flood of relief. He took Gill in his arms, and they embraced gently, in a silence broken, for a minute or more, only by the crackle of burning leaves, the call of a wood pigeon, the murmur of distantly passing cars.

‘The doctor found her,’ Gill said, easing away. ‘She was sitting up in her armchair, stiff as a board.’ She sighed. ‘Well, I shall have to go to Shropshire tomorrow and talk to the lawyer. Start fixing up the funeral.’

‘Tomorrow? I can’t come,’ Stephen said quickly.

‘I know.’

‘It’s the trustees’ meeting. Everyone will be there. I’m supposed to be chairing.’

‘I know. Don’t worry.’

She smiled and turned, her ash-blonde hair the only distinct part of her, bobbing down the garden pathway; leaving him, as so often, with a sense of having obscurely failed her.

∗

The funeral took place on Friday morning. The village, which Gill remembered from her childhood as being painted-by-numbers in vivid primary colours, was washed grey. The rich blue sky of those memories, still miraculously preserved somewhere on so many hundreds of transparencies, was reduced now to a sheet of perfect white, signifying nothing. Against this featureless backdrop, clusters of sycamore and conifer waved dark green and viridescent in the breeze, the rustle of their leaves the only sound to break in upon the imperishable noise of far-off traffic. In the churchyard itself there stretched a lawn of paler green, broken only intermittently by mossy and lichened outcrops of stone, where headstones rose up unassumingly, or sometimes jutted at curious angles, neglected. Beyond them, in that weak autumnal light, stood the tower of the Church of All Saints: reddish-brown, squat, ageless, the incongruously bright and burnished golden hands on its clock face pointing almost to eleven o’clock. The brickwork was jumbled and irregular, like ecclesiastical crazy paving. Rooks nested on the turreted rooftop.

Gill stood beneath the little wooden porch at the entrance to the churchyard, arm-in-arm with her father, Thomas, watching a steady trickle of mourners rounding the corner past the Fox and Hounds. Her brother David stood beside them. The last time brother and sister had come to this churchyard together, more than twenty years before, it had been to tend the graves of their maternal grandparents, James and Gwendoline. That had been an unsettling visit: Gill was prone (in those days) to clairvoyant episodes, intimations of the supernatural, and afterwards she swore to David that she had seen their grandparents’ ghosts: a vision, she claimed, glimpsed only briefly but with absolute clarity, of the two of them sitting on a bench, drinking tea from a Thermos flask and absorbed in sporadic but amicable conversation. David had never known whether to believe her or not, and today, somehow, it seemed tactless to mention the incident. Instead they stood in silent solidarity beside their father and nodded greetings at each new arrival, not recognizing most of them: there were elderly friends of the deceased, and distant relatives, long since forgotten or presumed dead themselves. Few of those assembled seemed to know each other. It was a curiously unsocial gathering.

The service was taken by the Reverend Tawn, whom Gill had met for the first time only that week. During their brief conversations she had found herself liking and trusting him, and although he had not been a close friend of her aunt’s, he spoke about her fondly, and well. Then, with the formalities over, a handful of mourners drifted haphazardly back towards the welcoming doors of the pub. Gill watched her father and brother walking down the lane ahead of her: she was, for some reason, inexpressibly touched by the sight of elderly father and middle-aged son walking side by side like this, the relationship between them so evident from their posture, the shapes of their bodies, their whole way of being in the world (she could not have put it any more precisely). Would it have been just as obvious to a stranger, she wondered, that the two slender, dark-haired young women trailing a few yards behind her were her own daughters? She turned and glanced at them. They had both inherited their father’s looks; but Catharine – temperamental, inward-looking, creative – nonetheless had something of her mother’s bearing, her hesitancy and shyness; whereas Elizabeth had always seemed far more grounded and confident, with a sardonic, unflappable humour that would see her through any crisis. Gill could look at them both sometimes and consider them entirely as alien beings; she would find herself baffled to explain how they had ever contrived to pitch up on this planet, let alone in her family. These occasional moments of detachment alarmed her – they felt like panic attacks – but they were fleeting and hallucinatory: all it took for the sensation to slip away was a gesture of closeness from one of her daughters: as now, when Elizabeth suddenly quickened her pace to catch up with her mother, and seized her by the arm.

Even before they had reached the doorway of the public bar, however, Gill disentangled herself from the embrace: she had spotted someone across the car park and needed to speak to her. It was Philippa May, her late aunt’s doctor, with whom Gill had been in regular telephone contact over the last few weeks. It was Dr May who had diagnosed Rosamond’s heart disease; had tried to persuade her (unsuccessfully) to undergo bypass surgery; had got into the routine of visiting her at home every few days, increasingly concerned about the possibility of a sudden deterioration; and finally, last Sunday morning, had arrived at the house to find the back door unlocked, and Rosamond’s body recumbent upon the armchair in which – by the looks of things – she had passed away at least twelve hours earlier.

‘Philippa!’ Gill called as she hurried over.

On the point of getting into her car, Dr May straightened up and turned. She was a small, efficient woman, with unruly grey hair and warm, confidence-inspiring blue eyes which glinted out from behind an old-fashioned pair of steel-rimmed spectacles.

‘Oh, hello, Gill. What a wretched business this is. I’m so very sorry.’

‘You can’t stay for a few minutes?’

‘I would have liked to, but…’

‘Of course. Well, I just wanted to say thank you, for everything you’ve done. She was lucky to have you – as a friend and a doctor.’

Dr May smiled doubtfully, as if unused to receiving compliments. ‘I’m afraid you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you,’ she said. ‘That house was full of clutter.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Gill. ‘I haven’t been there yet. I’ve been putting it off.’

‘Well, I tried not to disturb anything. There were one or two adjustments I took the liberty of making. The record player needed to be turned off, for one thing.’

‘Record player?’

‘Yes. She seems to have been listening to music when it happened. Quite a comforting thought, in my opinion. There was a record still going round on the turntable when I got there. The needle was stuck in a groove at the end of one side.’ She reflected briefly; and, although the tendency of her thoughts was clearly morbid, at that moment, she almost managed a smile. ‘In fact, I wondered at first if she’d been singing along, when I saw the microphone in her hand.’

Gill stared at her. This was quite the most surprising thing she had heard all week. Images of Aunt Rosamond brightening up her last minutes by staging an impromptu karaoke session fled through her mind.

‘It was connected to an old cassette recorder,’ Dr May explained. ‘A very old cassette recorder, I should say. 1970s vintage. The “record” button was still pressed down.’

Gill frowned. ‘What would she have been recording, I wonder?’

The doctor shook her head. ‘I don’t know: but there was a whole pile of tapes there. Photograph albums, too. Well, you’ll see it all soon enough. Everything should be just as I left it.’

∗

The drive home to Oxfordshire took more than two hours. Gill had been worried that both her daughters would want to travel straight on to London; but they surprised and delighted her by asking if they could stay the whole weekend. That evening they had what was, by the household’s normal standards, a noisy family dinner together; and after that, once Thomas had gone to bed, they fell to discussing the unexpected provisions of Rosamond’s will.

Rosamond had left no children. Her longtime companion – a woman called Ruth – had died some time ago, back in the 1990s. Her sister Sylvia was also dead, and there was no bequest to her brother-in-law Thomas. (‘You’re not disappointed, are you, Grandpa?’ Catharine had asked him that night, sitting at the end of his bed in the self-contained annexe which he had lately, and reluctantly, learned to regard as his home. Thomas shook his head, dismissing the idea. ‘I asked her not to,’ he said. ‘What would be the point?’ Catharine smiled and squeezed his hand and turned the radio on before she left. She knew that he always liked to listen to the news at eleven o’clock, checking up on the world – tucking it in – before he fell asleep.) Instead, Rosamond had divided her estate three ways: one-third each to her niece and nephew, Gill and David, and the remaining third to a stranger; a near-stranger, anyway, as far as they were concerned. Her name was Imogen, and Gill had no idea where she was to be found these days, having met her only once, more than twenty years ago.

‘I suppose Imogen would be getting on for thirty now,’ Gill said, as Catharine refilled her glass with a deep red Merlot, and Stephen stirred the fire back into flame. All four of them were circled around the hearth; Stephen and Gill in armchairs, their daughters sitting cross-legged between them on the floor. ‘The only time I ever saw her was at Rosamond’s birthday party – her fiftieth, that would have been – and then she can’t have been more than seven or eight years old. She was there all by herself. I talked to her for quite a while…’

‘She came all by herself?’ Catharine prompted, but her mother didn’t seem to hear. She was thinking what a strange party that had been. Not in Shropshire, this time. No, this was a few years before Rosamond had retired, once and for all, to the beloved county of her wartime childhood. In those days, she and Ruth had been living in London, in a substantial terraced villa, somewhere like Belsize Park. It was a foreign country, to Gill and her family. For the first time in her life, she had felt acutely provincial, and saw her parents in the same light. She had watched as her mother and Rosamond exchanged awkward, halting greetings in the basement kitchen (‘Fancy having a kitchen in the basement!’ Sylvia had marvelled afterwards) and wondered how it was possible for two sisters to be so distant, even with almost ten years between them. And while few situations ever seemed to disconcert her father, who was, apart from anything else, the most widely travelled member of the family, even he seemed ill at ease on this occasion: still handsome, then, in his late fifties, with full silvery hair and a complexion only just beginning to verge upon the florid, he had spent most of the afternoon examining the bookshelves before settling down in an armchair with a tumbler of whisky and a recently published history of the Baltic States.

As for Gill herself, she had stood alone (why was Stephen not there?) for what seemed like hours on the steps leading down to the tiny garden (‘You’re so lucky,’ she had heard someone say to Aunt Rosamond, ‘having such a big garden in this part of town’), leaning against the wrought-iron rail and watching the ebb and flow of exotic guests as they drifted in and out of the house. (Why had so few of them come to the funeral?) She could remember feeling angry with herself: angry at the thought that she was now in her mid-twenties, had been through university, was already married (and not only married, but three months pregnant with Catharine), and yet here she was, feeling as gauche and shy as any teenager, utterly incapable of striking up a conversation. Her wine glass was growing warm and sticky in her hands, and she was on the point of going inside to refill it when Imogen came out through the French windows behind her. She was being led by Aunt Rosamond, who was holding her gently but firmly by the upper arm.

‘This way, this way,’ Rosamond was saying. ‘There are lots of people out here for you to talk to.’

They stopped beside Gill on the top step, and Imogen reached out a tentative hand. Instinctively, without quite knowing why she was helping her in this way, Gill took hold of the hand and laid it on the railing for her. Imogen gripped the railing solidly.

‘This,’ said Rosamond to the little girl, ‘is Gill, my niece. You might not be aware of it, but Gill is also one of your relations. You are cousins. Second cousins once removed, if that means anything to you. And she has come a long way to see me today, just like you. Aren’t I lucky, to have so many people come to visit me on my birthday? Gill, are you enjoying yourself? Would you like to take Imogen down into the garden for a moment? Only she’s a little bit lost, with all these people, I think.’

Imogen was very fair, and very quiet. She had a strong, prominent jaw, three missing baby teeth with gaps where the new ones had not yet come through, and her blonde hair fell in a tangle over her eyes. Gill would not have guessed that she was blind, had Rosamond not whispered the information to her before she turned and disappeared indoors. When her aunt had gone, Gill looked down and stroked the little girl’s hair.

‘Come with me,’ she said.

∗

They had all fallen in love with Imogen that afternoon. She was almost twenty years younger than anybody else at the party, which of course already made her the focus of adoring attention; but beyond that, the very fact of her blindness seemed to draw the other guests to her. They were drawn through sympathy, at first, and then by the strange quality of stillness, of centredness, that seemed to surround the small, fair-haired child. She was very calm, and the half-smile upon her face appeared to be permanent. Her voice, on the rare occasions when she spoke, was almost inaudibly gentle.

‘How funny,’ Gill had said, ‘to think that we’re related, and we’ve never met before.’

‘I don’t live with my mother,’ said Imogen. ‘I have another family.’

‘Didn’t they come with you today?’ Gill asked, looking around her.

‘We all came down to London together. But they didn’t want to come to the party.’

‘Well, don’t worry. I’ll look after you for a bit.’

Later that afternoon, Gill had taken Imogen upstairs to the toilet and then stood waiting for her on the landing near by. Soon Imogen found her again and took her hand and asked: ‘What are you looking at?’

‘Oh, I was just looking at the view. You get a good view from up here.’

‘What can you see?’

‘You can see…’ But for a few moments Gill didn’t know where to begin. All she could see, in fact, was the formlessness of jumbled buildings, trees, skyline. It struck her that this was as much as she ever saw. But she could not describe it to Imogen in those terms. She would have to look at it in an entirely new way, piece by piece, item by item. And start… with what? The haze which blurred the line of transition from rooftops to sky? The sky’s barely perceptible gradations of colour, from the deepest to the palest of blues? The weird collision of outlines where two tower blocks stood on either side of what she took to be St Paul’s Cathedral?

‘Well,’ she began, ‘the sky is blue and the sun is shining…’

‘I know that, silly,’ said Imogen, and squeezed Gill’s hand.

And even now Gill could remember it, so clearly, the pressure of those tiny fingers. Her first intimation of what it would be like, to have a daughter of her own. At that moment she had clutched to herself the knowledge that Catharine was growing inside her, and felt that she could hardly tolerate the fear and gladness.

∗

Thomas, as usual, was the first to wake up next morning. Gill made him some tea, poached a couple of eggs, then left her father reading the newspaper while she fetched twenty or so boxes of Kodak slides from the lower reaches of the old mahogany bureau in the study, and took them into the dining room, where there was more sunlight. She spread them out on the table and tutted when she noticed that most of the boxes were unlabelled. The task of sifting through them more or less methodically took almost half an hour, and when Elizabeth came to join her, dressing-gowned and tousle-haired, she had only just found what she was looking for.

‘What’s up?’ her daughter asked.

‘I was trying to find a picture. Of Imogen. Here, look.’

She handed Elizabeth one of the transparencies. Elizabeth held it up to the window and squinted.

‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘When was this taken?’

‘1983. Why?’

‘The clothes! The hairstyles! What were you thinking of?’

‘Never mind that. Your children will be saying the same thing about you in twenty years’ time. This is the party I was telling you about. Rosamond’s fiftieth. Can you see her, and Ruth, and me and Grandma?’

‘Yes. Where’s Grandpa?’

‘He must have taken the picture. We’ll go and ask him in a minute, see if he remembers. Now – you see the little girl standing in front of Aunt Rosamond?’

Elizabeth held the picture up to a patch of brighter light at the top of the window. Her attention was drawn, at this moment, not to Imogen but to the infinitely strange, infinitely familiar figure standing at the far left of the grouping: this ghostly projection of her mother’s younger self. It was what people might have called a ‘good photograph’, in the sense that it made Gill look attractive, beautiful even. (She had never thought of her mother as beautiful before.) But Elizabeth wished that it told her more than that: wished that it could tell her what her mother might have been thinking, or feeling, at this momentous family party, so soon after her marriage, so newly pregnant. Why did photographs – family photographs – make everyone appear so unreadable? What hopes, what secret anxieties lay behind that seemingly confident tilt of her mother’s face, her mouth slipping into its characteristic, slightly crooked smile?

‘Yes, I see her,’ Elizabeth said, finally, turning her attention back to the little fair-haired girl. ‘She looks pretty.’

‘Well, that’s Imogen. That’s who we’ve got to find.’

‘Shouldn’t be difficult. You can find anybody, these days.’

To Gill this sounded over-confident; but Catharine, when she joined them at the breakfast table soon afterwards, agreed with her sister. Neither of them was much impressed with the solicitor’s plan of action, which was to place an advertisement in The Times. Catharine thought this was ludicrous – ‘We’re not living in the 1950s, and besides, nobody reads The Times any more, do they?’ (‘Least of all a blind person,’ Elizabeth added) – and offered to start searching on the internet at once. By ten o’clock, she had presented her mother with a list of five possible candidates.

Gill drafted a letter that afternoon, posted five copies on Monday morning, and then settled down to the uncertain wait for a reply.

∗

Meanwhile, she decided that there was no point in deferring the task of visiting Rosamond’s house, sorting through her effects and putting it up for sale. It would no doubt be a tiring and complicated process. Having divined, from his silences, that Stephen wanted to have nothing to do with it, she braced herself for three or four days alone in Shropshire, packed a small suitcase and drove back there on a bright, windy and ice-cold Tuesday morning.

Her late aunt’s house was hidden off one of the many mud-encrusted lanes which lay between Much Wenlock and Shrewsbury. The approach always managed to take Gill by surprise. Dense banks of rhododendron announced that you were nearly there, for behind them, she knew, stretched Rosamond’s shady, sequestered garden; but after that, the driveway slyly declined to reveal itself, and instead sidled out on to the carriageway at a preposterous angle which only the smallest car could turn without involving itself in awkward pirouettes and reversals. Once you had found this driveway, it soon narrowed to a rough, pebbly track, and the trees on either side closed in and entwined their serpentine branches overhead until it felt as though you were passing through a vegetable tunnel. Emerging, at last, blinking, into the autumn sunshine, you expected to see at the very least some crumbled baronial hall; but what you found was a modest grey bungalow, built some time in the 1920s or ’30s, with a greenhouse leaning up against one side and an air of absolute quiescence which could be quite unnerving. This had always appeared to be the main feature of the house, from the outside, even when Rosamond was alive and now, in the knowledge of her final absence, Gill stepped out of her car that frozen morning to be enveloped at once in a loneliness more complete than any she could remember.

If the silence of the house and its grounds seemed almost unearthly, the cold inside was even worse. Gill could tell, without being morbid or fanciful, that it was more than a question of room temperature. This was a dead person’s house. Nothing could take the chill off it: no matter how many radiators she turned on, boilers she fired up, fan heaters she retrieved from forgotten cupboards. She resigned herself to the idea that she would have to work with her coat on.

Gill drifted into the kitchen and looked around her. The sink was full of cold washing-up water: on the draining board a knife and fork, a single plate, two saucepans and a wooden spoon had been laid out to dry. These relics of Rosamond’s final hours made her feel sadder than ever. More cheeringly, she saw a coffee-making machine and, standing in readiness next to it, still vacuum-sealed, a packet of fresh Colombia roast. At once she broke it open and brewed up a generous helping, and even before she had taken her first few sips, she felt revived by the companionable noises of bubbling and frothing, and the rich, walnutty fumes that filled the kitchen with aromatic warmth.

She took her mug with her into the sitting room. It was lighter and airier than the kitchen: French windows looked out over a pretty but overgrown stretch of lawn, and Rosamond’s armchair had been placed to take advantage of this view. Around the chair, just as Dr May had informed her, were stacked a number of photograph albums – some recent, some almost antique – along with three or four plastic boxes containing transparencies and a small battery-powered device for viewing them. There was something else, too, which gave Gill a jolt of recognition when she noticed it leaning up against the chair: an unframed oil painting, a portrait of the young Imogen, which she had certainly seen somewhere before. (Perhaps – though she could not be sure of this – at Rosamond’s house in London, at the fiftieth birthday party?) On the little table next to the chair was a tape recorder, a small microphone – the connecting wire now neatly coiled up and tied around itself – and four cassette jewel cases, standing in an orderly pile. Gill examined these curiously. There were no inlay cards describing the contents, and there was nothing written on the tapes themselves: all she could see were the numbers one to four, which Rosamond appeared to have cut out of cardboard, and then glued, in sequence, to the plastic cases. Furthermore, one of the cases was empty: or rather, instead of housing a tape, all it contained was a sheet of A5 airmail paper, folded up tightly, upon which Rosamond had scrawled the words:


Gill —

These are for Imogen.

If you cannot find her, listen to them yourself.



Where, then, was the fourth tape to be found? In the machine itself, probably. She pressed the eject button and, sure enough, there was another cassette inside. It appeared to match the others, so Gill slipped it into the empty case and took all four of them over to a writing desk which stood in the corner of the room. She wanted to put these tapes out of temptation’s way, immediately. In the writing desk she found a large manila envelope; she dropped the tapes into it, sealed the envelope with a couple of quick, decisive licks, and wrote ‘Imogen’ on the front in capital letters.

Next, Gill went over to the record player, which sat on top of a stained and weathered rosewood cabinet. Again, just as Dr May had told her, there was a record still resting on the turntable. She raised the perspex lid, carefully lifted the record – taking care not to touch the surface – and examined the label. Songs of the Auvergne, it said: arranged by Joseph Canteloube, sung by Victoria de los Angeles. Looking around, Gill saw both the sleeve and the inner sleeve lying on a nearby shelf. She put the album back in its sleeve and knelt down to open the cabinet, guessing that Rosamond would have kept her records there. There were about a hundred of them, neatly alphabetized. No CDs, however: the digital revolution seemed to have passed her by. But there were also, on the top shelf of the cabinet, a few dozen more cassettes, some blank and some pre-recorded, and standing next to them, something else, something quite unexpected – enough to make Gill draw in her breath sharply, so that her gasp rang out in that silent house like a scream of distress.

A glass tumbler: just a few drops of liquid at the bottom, giving off the unmistakably peaty smell of an Islay malt whisky. And next to it, a small brown bottle, the contents of which were spelled out on a label in feeble dot-matrix printing: Diazepam. The bottle was empty.

∗

At three o’clock in the afternoon, Gill phoned her brother.

‘How’s it going?’ he asked, cheerfully.

‘It’s miserable here. I can’t stand it. How did she stand it, for heaven’s sake? I’m sorry, but there’s no way I’m going to spend the night in this place.’

‘So what are you going to do? Drive home?’

‘I can’t face it. It’s too far. Stephen’s away in Germany till Friday anyway. I…’ (she hesitated) ‘… I was wondering if I could stay the night at yours.’

‘Of course you could.’

∗

No, she would not tell anyone. She had made up her mind about that, now. What she had seen in that cupboard was not conclusive, after all. Perhaps that bottle had been there for months, years. Dr May had expressed herself satisfied as to the cause of death, and had seen no need to refer it to the coroner. Why upset things, then, why cause anyone any needless distress? And even if Rosamond had taken her own life, what business was it of Gill’s, or anyone else’s? She had known that the end was not far away; the angina had been causing her pain; and if she had chosen to release herself from that pain, who could blame her?

Gill was doing the right thing: she was quite sure of it.

David’s house was in Stafford, little more than an hour away. The last few minutes of daylight found her driving through the eastern parts of Shropshire, towards the M6. The route took her not far from the church where Rosamond was now buried, but Gill had no desire to stop. She entered a sort of trancelike state, and drove slowly, never faster than forty miles an hour, unaware that impatient cars were queued up behind her. Her thoughts were drifting randomly, dangerously, floating and untethered. That music her aunt must have been listening to, when she died… Gill had never heard Canteloube’s Songs of the Auvergne, but she had visited that part of France herself, once, many years ago. Catharine had been eight years old, Elizabeth five or six, so it must have been 1992: quite early that year – April or May… The girls had not come with them on that trip, anyway. The whole idea had been to leave them behind, staying with their grandparents. Gill and Stephen had stumbled into a crisis in their marriage (was that putting it too strongly? She remembered no arguments, no infidelities, just a sort of wordless distance opening up between them, a sudden, bewildered awareness that somehow, without anybody noticing, they had become strangers to one another) and their hope, presumably, had been that a few days in France together might help repair the damage.

It hadn’t worked that way. Stephen was being flown to Clermont-Ferrand for a conference, and his days were entirely spoken for. Gill had been left to wander alone for hours through the bars and sitting rooms of their empty, newly built, characterless hotel, until she had finally decided, on the third day, to assert her independence. This had involved hiring a car and driving out into the countryside. She retained only a few hazy memories – grey skies, an unexpectedly rocky landscape, a desolate lake surrounded by pine trees – and one other, very clear one: something she had not forgotten in all the intervening years. She had been driving back to the hotel, towards the end of the day; it was late afternoon, and the road she had chosen was narrow, winding, hemmed in by patches of densely planted and rather sinister woodland. Rain was falling in fits and starts, thinly and unpredictably. And then, as the forest at last fell away and Gill emerged on to an open road that was almost eerily flat and lunar, there had been a loud, sudden thud on her windscreen. A black shape bounced off it, then on to the car bonnet and then on to the road, where it lay unmoving. Gill braked to a halt in the middle of the road, ran back to see what the shape was, and found herself looking at a dark blot upon the asphalt – a dead bird, a young blackbird. And on the instant of seeing that lifeless shape another thud fell, leaden, upon her heart. She had turned off the car engine, so that the hush upon the road was now oppressive and shocking. No birdsong anywhere. Gill approached the dead object almost on tiptoe, picked up the small body gingerly, by the edge of one wing, and then placed it gently on a bed of moss under the branches of a lone shrub at the roadside, thinking to herself as she did so, ‘You know what it’s supposed to mean: a death in the family.’ The thought, unbidden and treacherous, caused her heart to start racing, and she drove at reckless speed into the next village, the village of Murol, where, upon finding a callbox, she jammed a handful of francs into the slot as fast as she could and telephoned her parents’ house in England. Her mother came to the phone after what seemed like a lifetime, but she sounded perfectly composed and cheerful, if a little surprised to have heard from her daughter at that time of day. ‘No, the girls are fine,’ she assured her. ‘Why are you asking? They’re in the dining room right now, doing one of your old jigsaws. How’s your holiday, are you having a good time…?’ And so Gill had driven on to Clermont-Ferrand, shaken but thankful. And had tried to explain to Stephen, that evening, why she had been so frightened, only to find herself blocked by his habitual wall of amused, indulgent scepticism. ‘It seemed such an unpropitious omen,’ she had said. ‘So very strange…’ ‘Oh, you and your omens,’ Stephen had laughed, somehow managing to sound, as was his annoying way, entirely dismissive and yet not unsympathetic. And the next day they had returned home, the marital crisis unresolved and the omen unaccounted for: except that Gill had been forced to accept, on this occasion, that her anxiety had been fanciful. She allowed the incident to remain undiscussed, after that, but it left her with one more itch of dissatisfaction: a nagging awareness that she had allowed herself to fall in (as so often) with her husband’s more prosaic way of thinking.

That itch had never really left her: Gill could feel it even now, years later, as she drove along the Shropshire road which in her childhood she had travelled at least twice every month. As a family, they had always taken this route to visit her grandparents, and although the memories associated with it had long lain dormant, today it came home to her that these fields, these villages, these hedgerows, were still inscribed upon her memory; they were the very bedrock of her consciousness. She looked around her and wondered how she would attempt to describe them to a blind person; to Imogen. The sun, which had been so dazzling this morning, had long ago been hidden behind thick banks of grey cloud, bulbous with the threat of snow. The whole world was monochrome now: everything was black, white or some shade of grey. Trees black and brittle against a grey sky, like charred bones; rough stone walls fuzzy with layers of grey moss; the fields, rising and falling in gentle undulations, English and undemonstrative, and grey as the snow-heavy sky itself. And now the flakes started to fall, thick, spiralling flakes, big as autumn leaves, and Gill, shivering convulsively, realized that the cold in her car was gelid – raw as the cold in her aunt’s house, or even worse – and the heater still wasn’t working properly, and she suddenly found herself wondering, in a kind of fury, why it was that she still clung to this country, why it was that to tear herself away from it would feel like an amputation, when it never seemed to have nourished her, never given her what she wanted. The feeling came out of nowhere, knocked her sideways, as she cast bitter reflections over some of the conversations she’d had with Stephen recently, conversations about all the things they could do now that the girls had left, all the different countries and places they might visit or even choose as a new home. And she understood, at that moment, that those conversations had not been real; that she had been talking to herself, that what she had said to her husband had sounded, to his ears, like meaningless noise, while she babbled on like someone who is decribing last night’s dream over the breakfast table to a listener who is bored witless by the details of something which he can never himself experience at first hand.

∗

On a Wednesday morning in February, four months after she had made that journey, Gill took a train down to London. In her suitcase was the envelope addressed to Imogen, still unclaimed and unopened. Of the five letters she had originally sent, three were never answered, and two were answered by people who turned out not to be the woman they were looking for. Advertisements had been placed, repeatedly, in every newspaper and magazine. Gill had contacted the Royal National Institute for the Blind, but they had no record of Imogen. Searches on the internet threw up tens of thousands of results, all of which turned out to be irrelevant and misleading. Gill’s ideas were about to run out, and she was beginning to wonder if it might still be possible, even today, for someone to vanish without trace, into the ether. Finally she had decided (with her daughters’ eager collusion) that it would now be sensible to listen to Imogen’s tapes, if only in the hope that they might contain a clue to her whereabouts.

She checked into her hotel and then walked across Regent’s Park towards Primrose Hill, where Catharine had recently found a small flat to rent. When she arrived, slightly shell-shocked as usual by the traffic noise and the pace at which everybody in London now seemed inclined (or compelled) to live, both sisters were waiting for her.

‘Did you bring it?’ Elizabeth asked, answering the door without even saying hello.

‘Of course I brought it. Lovely to see you too.’

They kissed, and Elizabeth led her up four flights of stairs to the attic rooms, where all Catharine’s familiar chaos was laid out. Gill looked around approvingly, still enjoying a thrill of recognition – more than that, of inexplicable relief – whenever she saw these books again, these pot plants, the scattered clothes and magazines, the music stand and flute left lying carelessly by the window, the old pine desk strewn with sheet music and scraps of manuscript paper. Taking it all in with a rapid, expert glance, she also scanned the flat for signs of Daniel, the boyfriend she instinctively mistrusted, for no reason that she could explain to herself or anyone else. Although she could hardly stop Catharine from seeing him, she was firmly against the idea (which had more than once been mooted) of him moving into this flat. But there were no stray underpants or electric razors or textbooks on literary theory; none that she could see, anyway.

‘Hi, Mum,’ said Catharine, coming over from the sink in the corner, with soapy hands. ‘Did you bring it?’

‘Is that the only thing you two can think about?’ Gill reached into her bag and took out the manila envelope. ‘It’s here, OK?’ She laid it on the coffee table, and both her daughters leaned over to inspect it, as if they suspected their mother of trying to deceive them. ‘A cup of tea would be nice,’ she added.

While Elizabeth attended to this, Gill asked her elder daughter: ‘Are you nervous about tonight?’

‘Not really,’ said Catharine. ‘I don’t get nervous any more. Besides, it’s only in front of friends.’

But Gill didn’t quite believe her.

∗

The afternoon light soon faded. It took Catharine a long time to prepare what seemed to be quite a simple lunch, and at three o’clock they were still sitting amidst its debris, beneath the muted, greenish glow cast by an overhead lamp. Gill, who did not normally drink wine at this time of day, felt her perceptions beginning to dull, and found herself staring intently, for no reason, at the gleaming bell of her wine glass, mesmerized by the peculiar paleness of the golden liquid as she swirled it gently in her palm. Outside, an ochre sun would soon be washing its last tired light over the North London rooftops, and the sky would purple into darkness: the topmost branches of the plane tree in the front garden pattered feverishly against the windowpane. Another kind of light began to glint: the flash of Elizabeth’s blade as she deftly peeled and quartered an apple. She wordlessly passed the pieces around. It was some minutes since anybody had spoken. London seemed quiet this afternoon: even the inevitable police sirens were distant, unaffecting, like rumours of war from a country you knew you would never visit. Finally Gill rose to her feet and fetched the manila envelope from the other side of the room. She placed it on the table between them without ceremony.

‘What time will we have to leave, do you think?’ she asked Catharine.

‘The concert starts at eight. So I suppose seven o’clock, to be on the safe side.’

‘Right. We’d better get on with it, then.’

Gill took the fruit knife, wiped it on a paper napkin, and slit the envelope open. Then she took out the four tapes and stacked them on the table, neatly, in numerical order.

‘Four C-90S,’ said Elizabeth, thinking aloud. ‘If each of these are full, that means six hours altogether. We won’t have time to listen to them all now.’

‘I know,’ said Catharine. ‘But at least let’s get started.’ She stood up and added: ‘I’ll make some more coffee.’

Gill took the first tape from the top of the pile and squatted down beside Catharine’s stereo system. She hesitated, bewildered by the minimalist chic of the fascia, until Elizabeth crouched beside her, took the tape from her confused fingers and quickly set it up to play.

Gill and Catharine sat side by side on the low, saggy old sofa. Elizabeth sat opposite them, on a red hi-back swivel chair that Catharine had picked up cheap from an office sale a few months ago. They clutched their mugs of coffee, feeling the heat of the liquid transmit itself into their chilled and stony fingers. Catharine picked up the remote control, turned the volume up loud, and the first thing that they heard, after a few seconds, was a surge of hiss, followed by the boom and crackle of a microphone being turned on and then adjusted, scraped along a hard surface upon its plastic stand. Then there was a cough, and a clearing of the throat; and then a voice, the voice they had all been expecting to hear, although that did not make it any the less ghostly. It was the voice of Rosamond, alone in the sitting room of her bungalow in Shropshire, speaking into the microphone just a few days before she died.

The voice said:
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