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1

Behind the stained-glass window I could see the grey shape of a tree, moving restlessly in the wind. Nine in the morning is early for a funeral: the autumn sun, I thought, must still be low above the ruffled North Sea. As the service wore on the light would come from higher above and that vivid shadow would vanish, leaving the bland, holy figures to cast their glints undisturbed on coffin and congregation.

For the moment, though, the branches tossed lively and untameable, surging with formless vitality behind the stuck, timeless saints. I fixed my eyes on them, forcing myself to accept the merciless ongoing life which mocks the ashy rites of death.

The vicar completed his dignified words of welcome – I saw his eye fall on me, alone in mid-pew, and caught a flicker of recognition and concern. I bowed my head to hide a helpless grimace. I hate pity. With a scrape and a rustle we rose to sing the first hymn, obedient, subdued voices requesting to be forgiven our foolish ways. And still beyond the glassy saints the shadow tree thrashed and danced, irrepressible. Let sense be dumb, let flesh retire; Speak through the earthquake, wind and fire—

No. Flesh does not retire, sense is never dumb. Life is merciless. The service flowed by; time stopped, as it often does for me these days, and when I blinked into awareness once more the sun was brighter, the colours fiercer. The tree was indeed diminished by the higher sun, but its few remaining branches flailed with wild life. O still small voice of calm, sang the congregation, but the tree in the window held me captive and calm eluded me. It was, as it happens, my second funeral in a week; a schoolfriend’s father in distant Malmesbury on Tuesday, and now this Friday interment of a neighbour. Sid Featherben was well on into his eighties and had lived for years in a home. He had lost his awareness of most things ten years back, but in his day he was a renowned winner of flower and produce shows and a faithful churchwarden. I was here for the sake of his daughter, a school-gate acquaintance of years ago. Tom had raised an eyebrow when I said I would go to the funeral.

‘Why? You hadn’t seen Sid for years, Jill wouldn’t expect you—’

‘That’s not the point. She’ll be pleased to have a full church. People are. Remember—’

My husband flinched, and shook his head with a kind of weary anger. ‘Well, go if you must.’

But he understood, however unwillingly. Tom does not react as I do. His griefs are different in quality: sometimes we are an ocean apart in feeling, and have to make effortful lunges to reach across the dark waters and acknowledge one another’s sorrow. But he knows as well as I do the great social irony of mourning: we have discussed it, even ruefully laughed about it. The paradox is this: the first year of your own bereavement is the time of all times when people would gladly let you off going to other funerals. Yet it is also precisely the time when you realize how much it means to the main mourners if the pews are full and the singing lusty. Thus, at the moment in life when you are least emotionally fit to confront coffins, bearers, black coats, graves, crematoria, ‘Rock of Ages’ and vicars going on about ashes, you find yourself at more funerals than you ever normally would.

Mostly it is fine. Uplifting, even. Sometimes, in the most unexpected cases, it is not fine at all and I have to hide my weeping from the properly and appropriately stricken mourners of a particular funeral. But still I go. I am in the Bereaved Club, a non-exclusive and ever-growing community.

At least this one was close to home, and fell on a windy, bright autumn morning with the brave sun rising from a milky sea. And I had liked chatting to old man Featherben when we first moved here years ago with our baby Samuel. He was one of the few proper locals in our commuterized village, and used to advise me about the garden with a bracing note of scorn in his voice. That was in the days when I had time and heart to garden, with my little boy beside me messing and prodding with his trowel in the heavy Norfolk clay. Sid was forever urging us to grow broad beans. We never dared tell him that we all hate broad beans in our family.

We all hate broad beans? I suppose, if I use the present tense, I should say – we both. For there are just the two of us now. No Samuel. He’s gone. Not much of a family now, me and Tom: just a pair of middle-aged housemates, really.

Deep breath, watch the last branch dancing beyond the sainted glass. Say it again: my son is dead. I apologize for so harrowing you this early in my tale, and hope that my situation does not make you flee my company as if I were contagious. It has, indeed, done this with a few of my friends, and I do understand it. But take heart: the loss of a child is not in fact contagious, but merely random and comfortingly rare. And I promise that if you – like me – can squarely confront the fact that my only son died at just 21 years old and that I am still here, sentient and articulate, it will be the last full-dress misery that I will have to impose on you during the strange, true, and not entirely edifying story I am about to tell.

Tom and I lost Sam in the stupidest of accidents. It was the eve of his twenty-first birthday, and he was on a high stepladder in the village hall putting up balloons for his birthday party. Turning to laugh at something rude his cousin Harry said about the balloons, Sam missed his footing, fell and caught his head on the projecting bracket of the fire extinguisher. The damn thing had been installed days earlier as part of a health-and-safety overhaul to keep the hall open. I had helped to raise funds for it.

Everyone did the right things, but my boy never regained consciousness. On the morning of his birthday, at around the hour of his birth and his first cry, he died. Tom and I were by his side in the intensive care unit; there was no sign that he knew we were there, but it seems to me there is no way that such a surge of love and reassurance, admiration and warmth could not have reached him. The bland, technical little room was during those minutes almost holy with love. Sometimes I wish I was back there in that moment, terrible as it was, because of the shared and utterly united feeling that ran between the three of us, two alive and one departing. Family love is one of the most powerful elemental forces on earth, and at that moment, our last moment as a unit of three, we rode a great, curling triumphant wave of it, all together. Death may have thought that he had won, but I think otherwise.

Tom and I stayed for a while with our boy’s cooling body, and I am glad. Not every parent in the world gets that chance, not in this wicked age when young men are daily thrown into the Tigris or blown to fragments into the desert filth. I remember looking down at Sam and thinking, numbly, how extraordinary a thing is a dead body. Whatever and whoever it represents, it is primarily just a fact. A big, solid fact, there in front of you. No pretence, no prettification, no ritual, no love can change it or delay its destiny. It is the most prosaically irreversible fact of all. Samuel had joined the vast majority of all human beings ever born: the illimitable, unknowable legion of the dead. I felt awe of him: my child had gone before, into some place of which I knew nothing.

It was a numb response, unrelated to the wild days and nights of shock and nightmare which followed, but it had its uses. His funeral was just as it should be, packed with friends of his generation who sang out for him. They came up to us with rough, awkward condolences in that same village hall, walking past that same fire extinguisher – drinking, indeed, the 21st-birthday beer. We were sensible, we were calm, we said things like: ‘We were all lucky to have him.’ We celebrated his life and lined the hall with pictures of him laughing and running and diving and playing tennis and graduating. We hugged and smiled and thanked our friends for coming so far at such short notice.

Especially we thanked the young, and did it with an extra pang, because that, too, felt like a farewell. We would not see much of them now. We would be the oldies in the end house; the bereaved wrinklies over fifty, poor old things huddling in the corner of life with only their tragedy and their curling photos and their greying friends for company. No noise, no mess, no life, no hope.

You may think me heartless to have considered our own social privation on a day when my son’s coffin lay before us, but grief is full of small, odd pockets of unpoliceable feeling. There is irony, detachment, even flippancy. And the privation felt real. Sam was a social creature, and so am I, and it was not by choice that we had only the one child. So ever since he was small his friends had filled the house, sometimes rather too obtrusively. In early years they romped and messed and demanded tea and broke things. In the teenage years they monopolized the video and slept in heaps like puppies on his bedroom floor. Later, in university vacations, our empty nest was refilled three times a year as old friends called by to catch up with him and he brought new ones home from Cambridge, generally preceded by a plaintive explanation – ‘Denny’s dad works in Dubai... Abeeku’s from Ghana, he only goes home in the long vac... they don’t mind sharing a room, in Ghana Beekie shares with his five brothers – and is it OK if Jackie dosses for a couple of weeks? She’s had a bit of a row with her crap dad...’

I liked his kindness and sociability, but almost equally I just liked being surrounded by young life. Not all my friends feel this way, I know; Sarah, my closest supporter during that time, couldn’t get it at all. She likes a tidy mid-life house, a bridge four, grown-up dinners and theatre trips and intelligent conversation. She finds the young adults messy and exhausting, with their giggles and big shoes left everywhere and their texting and weird social networks and addiction to wi-fi. Sarah would prefer small, biddable grandchildren, though heaven knows her equally academic daughter is thirty-two now and shows no sign of breeding.

Myself, I always enjoyed the young: I fed off their jokes and enthusiasms and savoured both their puppyish energy and their deep-sleeping langour. I liked their television programmes, too, and sometimes while Tom fled to his study I would sit in my chair, perhaps with a bit of sewing on my lap, as Sam and a couple of his mates lay around my feet on cushions watching The Simpsons. Or, if there were mostly boys there, it would be some incomprehensible sci-fi movie full of cod philosophy and stupidly jolting camerawork, and the sewing would progress rather faster. But still I stayed: I liked the sprawl of them, the long-limbed asymmetry, the invincible life.

My presence never seemed to inhibit Sam, either, at which my friends marvelled. ‘Annie can’t bear me round her friends, says I’m embarrassing...’ ‘Jake never brings them home except at one in the morning to clang around the kitchen heating up frozen pizzas. And when I say hello they just grunt.’ No, I was lucky; I had young company and was grateful for it. Apart from anything else, it made me more tolerant of the semi-numerate young workers I deal with in my comfortable, bland, part-time job, supervising the accounts of three small firms on the industrial estate. Sometimes, indeed, I even considered going back to my old trade as a magazine journalist in order to mix with brighter youth. I am, after all, one of the dwindling band of trained sub-editors who can spell and remember the Beatles. But I am tired now, and fifty, and cripplingly sad; and anyway the magazines I once enjoyed have become shrill and harsh and obsessed with celebrity nobodies. I would only depress the staff by hating all that. Best to stay in my dull jobs on the industrial estate, stay quiet. Out of everyone’s way.

Sam had no particular girlfriend, at least none was ever announced to us as important. I simply enjoyed the ebb and flow of his amoebic, ever-changing circle and asked no questions. So there they all were at the funeral, kind and sorrowful and shocked and shining with life, singing the hymns and signing the book. And afterwards we went home, Tom and I, and looked at one another in the tidy empty house and wept.

All this was back in the spring, seven months before the Featherben funeral, and we have walked through the minefield of loss with, I think, decent and dignified care. I waited a due time before going through his things, made decisions on respecting his privacy where letters and notes were concerned, sweeping them into a couple of shoe-boxes and taping them up. I cancelled his email and spent a foul half-hour online to a recorded message and banging rock music as I dealt with the morons on the ‘Vodafone bereavement team’. I squared my shoulders to dispose of some clothes, for there is a limit to the number of tattered T-shirts and terrible surf-shorts that even a mother can cherish. A few went into sealed plastic boxes, being too iconic to part with. I had his laptop’s hard disk wiped clear before giving it to a local teenager to take to university, and offered his sports kit to his cousin Harry.

I found that there are milestones in the never-ending journey of mourning. There is the first day that you can bear to watch television or read a newspaper without feeling a sense of betrayal at the frivolous, uncaring tone of the world. There is the scattering of the ashes; and there is the terrible moment when you first travel any distance from home and are surprised to realize, stupid with grief, that his absence is not only permanent but geographically universal. He is not here either; he is dead everywhere! I stood at a service station on the A14 in helpless tears one day, as if until that moment I had been kidding myself that he was only dead at home, in the village, in the house. Dead here, too... dead everywhere on the planet, everywhere in the universe. For the first time in twenty-one years I had no idea, no idea at all, where my child was.

Well, that was one milestone. Then there is the moment of going back to work, and the gradual degrees of renewed exposure to outsiders’ scrutiny. What will people think, if you smile and laugh about some normal matter? Will they think you have no heart? Contrariwise, there is the strange and tiring duty of making other people feel comfortable with your loss and your new status as a tragic person. You have to mention your lost child in the first few minutes of any conversation, with a smile and a cheerful memory (‘Sam always loved those Matrix films, I could never see the point’), so that people do not spend the next ten years tiptoeing round the subject, afraid to mention their own young, treating you like an invalid or an imbecile.

Small explosions in the minefield rock you: I hated the date of his death – also, of course, of his birth – as it came round every month, and could not bear a calendar saying 16th. I would tear off two pages at once. To the bereaved there is something toxic about dates: at every milestone some small, mad, magical part of me was thinking ‘OK, I have learnt the lessons of grief, I have been patient and kind and sensible, I have had to grow new strengths in order to bear it. I have done all that, I have passed the fairytale test and ordeal. Now can I have him back, please?’

But worst of all, and horribly private, was my dread of the nine-month mark. It was still two months off, on that day of old Sid Featherben’s windy funeral. I woke on that morning, though, from a vivid dream of pregnancy and realized that what I was dreading was no less than pregnancy’s negative: nine months for Sam to grow inside me, nine months for my motherhood to wither away again. The baby bones and teeth in whose interest I drank all that calcium-rich milk (I hate neat milk) were burned and ground to ash. The body I nurtured so carefully for two decades, fretting about vaccination and balanced diet and dentists’ appointments, was no longer feeling any benefit from any of it, and never would.

I do not think Tom had these exact same feelings: I am not a father. His loss and mine are both different and the same, so we each had our own inner path to tread, and understood early on in the switchback of misery and acceptance that we should never drag one another down. So most of the sharing we did was of good things: sudden memories of our good, kind, gentle, happy-hearted boy, and of the eerily frequent messages we seemed to receive from him. Together we appreciated his crocuses which bloomed unexpectedly on days when we were saddest, the sunsets blazing over particular scenes he loved, the forgotten birthday cards in childish writing which suddenly appeared at the back of dresser drawers. We talked a little about the other child we lost – a miscarriage long ago when Samuel was three – and regretted together, soberly and without hysteria, the fact that we had never managed to conceive another. We both made a great performance of being thrilled about other people’s grandchildren, and the great-nephew who was born to my niece and given Samuel as a middle name. Dear Carla wanted to call him Samuel right out, but Tom vetoed this, with more distress than he had ever openly showed. ‘I won’t have him replaced,’ he kept saying, shaken out of his usual composure.

Anyway, we soldiered on. Diminished, lonely, but able after a while to read, go to the cinema, eat with friends and listen with real interest to the doings of their thriving families. I had feared that I would hate other people’s healthy, lucky sons, but that never happened: none of them, after all, was a patch on Samuel. I didn’t want their Donny or Dave or Matt or Paddy, not at any price; so I could sponsor the living boys’ marathons or advise them on their first tax returns without any emotion beyond a faint, friendly interest. I suppose it was, in my mind at least, the sort of detached benevolence you might meet with from a very old nun making small-talk in the convent parlour. I became that starched old figure of humility: ageing, childless, benign, sad, sensible.

And that was how it was in the first months, which brought me to the hard pew at old Sid’s funeral on that windy autumn morning. I did not know, as I sat there striving sensibly for acceptance, that the day was not only an ending but a beginning.
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