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The drumming of the rain grew faint and instead there was a voice, a voice soft and crooning, sing-song, almost chanting. I strained my ears to hear more clearly – it had become vital that I hear it distinctly for the voice, I knew, was an echo from my childhood, the source of all my newly found security.

The voice was everything.

It was a summer voice: a droning of flies behind hot windows, a wood pigeon’s hollow call, a warm murmur of content. Scent of honeysuckle and new-mown lawns hung on the air. Deck chairs and sandalled feet and orange squash to drink at tea-time. Through every bliss the voice was weaving and every nerve in my body was caressed by those crooning tones.

I looked up, half expecting to see beyond the window pane a swag of full-blown roses and a sky of hazy summer blue …

Nothing.

Just the leaden grey of winter rain. Cold. Bleak. The voice was fading. In something approaching panic I looked down once more at the fabric of the window-seat but the pattern too was growing dim, bleached, lifeless, ordinary once again.

The voice had vanished. The golden globe of safety shattered and splintered all around me and I was vulnerable and cold. A man’s voice, Archie’s, I knew from the fear that flushed through my body, was being poured on my discomfort like oily black smoke.

“Fern, do you remember your cousin Gerald?”


Prologue

Swift winter twilight blurred the gaunt outline of the house on the hill: a white tide of mist was stealing up from the valley below and the night would bring frost. The cold evening air was so still that the inhabitants of the house, had they listened, could have heard the faint stirring of the trees that bordered the orchard. And in the copse at the far end of the garden an owl called to his mate before starting off to hunt along the hedgerows. A single beam of light shone from the house across the darkening lawn: it came from an upstairs room where, surrounded by his family, an old man lay dying.

It was to be a surprisingly peaceful death, a quiet releasing of the life on which he had maintained such a grim and determined grip. It had long been expected, and there was no one who would mourn his going, but even so, the formalities must be observed.

The nurse had called them in, and now they stood ranged about his bed in awkward, shifting silence: his second wife, his son and his grandson, each one a prisoner of their own memories as they regarded that face, bleached and humiliated now by long illness, and yet still displaying that granite egotism which had held them captive for so long. In each one the hope now flared that as his tyranny was ending so each would gain their share of his long-awaited fortune.

Archie, his son, had borne the shackles of the dependent son into middle age. Too weak to stay and fight the old man, too greedy to turn away, he had seen his self-esteem eroded by a lifetime of petty tyrannies and humiliations; but now, at last, he saw the coming of his manhood.

Tillie, the dying man’s second wife, watched and waited patiently by his bedside as she had done through the days and months and weary eternity of her marriage, her expression impassive, betraying nothing. She had endured the boredom of sickroom routine, the fretful nagging of sleepless nights down all the years that had seen her fragile charm eroded by bitter lines and twisted hopes, but today, at last, the reward of freedom was within her grasp.

Gerald, the grandson, watched confidently; he was still young enough to be certain of his share simply because he had been a favourite, and spoiled. Fascinated and revolted by the mechanics of death, the lonely intimacy of dying.

The harsh breath of lungs that will soon be stilled for ever filled the room and the emptiness of death gathered around the old man in his huge bed. But still he was to be granted one last shaft of clarity: without opening his eyes he could see the scene around him and he knew what each was thinking. He had always known.

His grey lips twisted into a smile. There had been a child, a small dark-haired girl who had played for a short while on the big lawns about the house and brought daisy chains to his chair, before disappearing for ever from his sight. The vision faded. He could feel the insistent pulse of the three gannets about his bed, but even now, as he died, he would not let go his mastery over them. He had cheated them.

Surrounded by his family, and a smile stretching his lips, the old man drifted finally into oblivion. The nurse, a sentimental lady who had not known the family many days, declared, with a tear in her eye, that it had been a beautiful death.

A few months before, there had been another death; white, sterilised and impersonal. In a hospital within a hospital the two nurses watched occasionally for the end, the second death in a life which had been broken many years before. The face on the pillow was that of an old woman, although she was not yet fifty. Her former beauty, like her youth, obliterated by years of insanity.

“She won’t last the night,” said the staff nurse.

“Poor thing. It’ll be a release anyway.”

It was past midnight and the ward for once was quiet.

“I didn’t expect her to go so fast,” said the staff nurse, “I should have informed the next of kin.”

“Her daughter? She can hardly have known her, poor girl.”

The two nurses went away to look at the rest of their patients. In the stillness of the darkened room the woman, so long silent, stretched out for speech. “Fern …” she murmured, “Fern …”

When the nurses looked in again the woman was dead. And the room was filled with moonlight.
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