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			To George and Rafael

		

	
		
		
			A few years ago, when my son was in middle school, he would every so often ask me an odd question:

			What’s your favorite apocalypse?

			What do you mean? I would ask, puzzled and a bit impatient. The apocalypse isn’t a color, or an ice cream flavor, or a band, or a book. It’s not the kind of thing you have a favorite of.

			If you had to choose, Rafael, my son, would say. I know you don’t want any apocalypse in real life, obviously. But if you had to pick one, what would it be?

			He would offer alternatives. Would I prefer an apocalypse of fire and explosions, burning forests to the ground and reducing cities to rubble? Or an epidemic: contagion spreading ruthlessly from person to person and nation to nation? Or would I choose his own personal favorite, a zombie apocalypse, hiding out in the woods with a stash of rations, building shelters from sticks, starting campfires with birch bark and twigs, on the run from legions of the living dead who march through the land with their arms outstretched before them, shredded skin hanging from their limbs, eyes rolled back in their skulls?

			His own eyes would shine as he described this last permutation of the end of the world, and I would know where his favorite apocalypse was set: at summer camp. For a few years, he attended an all-boys camp in the mountains of Vermont, trading his Brooklyn bedroom for a rustic cabin overlooking a lake. There were lessons in knife skills and fire-starting skills. There was a climbing wall, strenuous hiking and a fair bit of idling—at least that was what my husband, George, and I could discern from the very occasional letters our son wrote home. One time, we received a long letter in which he confessed to having accidentally set a patch of hillside on fire when he and a couple of other campers were playing around with a contraband box of matches. What could have been a disaster was turned into a cautionary lesson—the three boys had their fire privileges revoked for the rest of the season. The envelope was covered with penciled postscripts, scrawls of mortification, though later he would turn the story into a comic anecdote—that time when some real-life danger intruded into the highly curated pseudo-risk that the camp specialized in.

			The camp was intensely rustic, with no electricity in the cabins, and no flushing toilets. (A cup full of sawdust tossed down the black pit: that’ll take care of things.) There were bonfires and cookouts and thrilling mass games conducted by flashlight and moonlight. Every session ended with a banquet for which inventive counselors decked the dining hall with festooned greenery and papier-mâché sculptures, like a stage set, then dressed up in costumes like something from A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The camp had been founded on Quaker ethics, which had morphed by the 2010s into an observance of secular, progressive principles: campers and counselors stated their pronouns upon arrival. The environment offered an antidote to the popular culture in which boys like my son were daily immersed: electronics were forbidden, and there were no movie nights or candy Fridays, as there were at some of the camps his friends went to. At the same time there was also a highly intentional intensification of the contemporary currents of liberal parenting as they were observed in the part of brownstone Brooklyn in which I lived. Lord of the Butterflies—that was how I thought of the place. I was enchanted by so much about it; and at the same time, it drove me a little crazy.

			So it was clear where my son imagined his favorite apocalypse transpiring—there, in the sun-warmed freedom and privileged primitivism of a Vermont summer. Meanwhile, he got his apocalyptic ideas, his rich array of alternative end-times, from a culture saturated with entertainment that offered the enticements of incipient destruction and violent demise. At the bookstore, he’d be drawn to thick volumes with lurid cover images—a scythe-bearing, hooded silhouette, or the close-up quadrant of a young face that was not so different from his own, with brown hair flopping over a green eye, though the skin in the illustration was pallid and gray and the terrified eye was rimmed with rust-red shadow.

			When we rode the subway together, he studied the movie posters featuring cataclysmic images plastered on the platform walls: the White House in flames, helicopters circling overhead while a tattered American flag burned; a cityscape of scarred skyscrapers and crumbling bridges. There were images of square-jawed men equipped with exoskeletal body armor and guns so oversized that the combatants would surely stagger under the weight of them, like the kids who haplessly attempted to wield foot-long water pistols in summertime battles at the playground. There were images of good-looking teens advancing warily through dense forest growth, armed with improvised cudgels or lances and dressed in ragged sweatshirts, bearing camouflage-print backpacks like the one my son had insisted on buying at an Army surplus store and which he was forever filling with supplies for an impending evacuation or escape: a Nerf gun, a compass, a pocketknife, a notebook.

			The posters were alarming and beguiling. There was a glamour and excitement to the various catastrophes they portended—as palpable to me as it was to my son, even as I would attempt to steer him down the subway platform to a cozier poster from a cartoon or a comedy while deflecting his persistent questions about what was represented in these action-movie images, the firepower of their weapons and the volatility of their civilizations.

			

			—

			“We’re all going to die!” one of Rafael’s classmates shrieked excitedly when George and I dropped him off in the playground of his middle school, a few blocks from our house, the morning after the presidential election. Our son joined the throng of children competitively comparing notes on the night before—who’d seen the shocking result coming first, who’d stayed up the longest, whose parent had cried—while George and I went to walk in circles around the hilly, verdant park at the end of our block, turning over what had transpired as we passed beneath old-growth trees. For months, I’d been in a state of agitation, experiencing an anxious constriction that I knew only from the most grief-stricken moments of my life—during the serious illness of a loved one, or when a difficult work environment had curdled and become intolerable. The edges of my consciousness had turned shadowy. I felt as if my existence had contracted, shrunk down to a meager tunnel of survival. But I had anticipated that relief was inevitable, and that the shadows would begin to clear.

			Now, it seemed, the darkness was only at its beginning. We could leave, George and I started to whisper to each other as we walked through the park in the days and weeks and months that followed. Should we leave? When will we know whether we should or not? When will it be too late? We thought of George’s paternal grandparents, who fled their home in Vienna with my father-in-law, then eight years old, and his older brother only when they learned their names were on a list to be rounded up the next day. We engaged in our own apocalyptic imaginings, watching with despair that was renewed daily as the news unfurled. This isn’t that, we told ourselves. But what this was, we didn’t yet know.

			Periodically, my cellphone now sends me photographic reminders of those days: You have a new memory, it tells me, as if I have forgotten the march in Washington, with the tip of the Washington Monument wreathed in mist and the hordes milling on the Mall. The next day, I slumped in the passenger seat of my friend Nancy’s car on the return journey to New York, my son and her daughter listless in the backseat, their cardboard protest signs creased and shoved in the trunk. Nauseated, either from fatigue or fear, even before we set off, I vomited into a ziplock bag as Nancy drove, then gazed weakly out of the window into the imperceptible distance. Another memory: a rally a few days later, at the Battery in downtown Manhattan, my son’s face pinched beneath the hood of the blue winter coat in which he is bundled up, the sky clear and astringent, so cold that before the protest was over my feet were numbed through the thick soles of my boots.

			We’re going to spend every weekend marching, we said to ourselves back then, though we didn’t, of course. When I scroll through photos of that time, and the months that followed, I see ordinary life, too: images of Rafael dressed in an academic gown and gray V-necked pullover, improvised Hogwarts, for a literary-themed costume party at school—it was that kind of school—or grinning goofily with a friend on the waterfront at Brooklyn Bridge Park at dusk, the Manhattan skyline framed behind them and the wide East River glistening. There are images of Rafael with his arms gleefully thrown around his big brothers, George’s three older sons—all grown men now, though when I first knew them they were still a distance from adolescence, the oldest barely thirteen, the younger ones eleven and eight. There’s Rafael’s twelfth birthday party, held in a playground near our house, with water pistols and cupcakes and a gaggle of kids, wet-haired from the sprinklers and glowing in the early-summer heat. There’s an annual camping trip with friends to Fire Island, where the kids frolicked in the cold surf of the Atlantic by day and played after sunset on the shore, wheeling through the darkness with colored lights attached to their fingers. We adults drank red wine from plastic mugs and talked about the books that we’d been reading under our beach umbrellas that afternoon while doing our best to ignore the headlines on our phones. Inevitably, we would end up discussing the news anyway: the executive orders signed, then contested in the courts, then tweaked and signed again; the belligerent tweets and the xenophobic pronouncements—each proposed policy testing the limits of what, moment by changing moment, the law and the popular mood would allow, with a relentlessness as incremental and as erosive as the ocean’s encroaching tide.

			And there are shots of visits to England, where I was born and grew up, and where I lived until I was twenty-one and moved to New York for what I thought would be only a year, though it turned out I was still in the city three decades later. Here’s my son, swimming in the cold, clear water of the bay on which my seaside hometown lies, in the southwest of the country, the pebbles visibly gleaming beneath the calm surface. Here he is in the nave of the church just a few miles from my childhood home in which a seventeenth-century clergyman gathered a group of would-be settlers to sail to the New World, among them—the coincidence amazed me—one of George’s maternal ancestors. Here is Rafael again, lounging on the bulbous, modernist couch in the lobby of the fancy London hotel where we scored a discount on a room. The hotel was near Trafalgar Square, and we walked to the National Gallery, where we stood before the painting by Hans Holbein, The Ambassadors, which depicts two French noblemen, swathed in rich furs and silks, who have been dispatched to the court of Henry VIII. Beneath them is rendered a puzzling, distorted black-and-white smear, which, when viewed from the correct angle, resolves into the image of a skull. It’s a memento mori, George explained to Rafael. That means a reminder of the inevitability of death.

			The photo roll on my phone does not show exactly where in this progression of time our own fretful half-formed thoughts of leaving New York resolved into a more concrete image. It does not capture the conversations George and I started to have as we circled the park on our afternoon walks, the arguments we started to stack on one side or the other, as what had begun in a sickened impulse toward flight—we could always leave—began to press upon us as a compelling plan, even a hopeful one. If the steady, vile drip of our newsfeeds had something to do with our sense of destabilization, there were other factors at work, too. We were ready to be set in motion, to veer from what seemed to be the predictable path of our lives.

			For a while now, George and I had talked, or at least fantasized, about making a change. When we rode our bikes through different parts of the city, we wondered what it would be like to live closer to the river, or to occupy a glassy modern apartment instead of our creaking, dilapidated nineteenth-century house. We had once been seized with a feverish, weekend-long notion of getting a place out of town and drove a rental car to Long Island, where a realtor took us to see what was available in our very theoretical price range: a clapboard fixer-upper with sagging steps and an unconvincing roof; a bare-bones, open-plan cabin with an aspect onto its own gravel parking space. We drove home with that particular fever having broken, but a sense of restlessness remained.

			The restlessness was not really about moving house—although moving house, even from one part of Brooklyn to another, might have relieved the itch for a while. It was, rather, an increasingly urgent questioning of whether we could sustain the structure of the life we had built together so far, and whether we wanted to. For as long as George and I had known each other our plans and decisions had been more haphazard than not, influenced by impetuosity as much as by common sense, though we could often make plausible arguments for our choices in retrospect. Unlike some remarkably organized people whose habits I’d observed, we had formulated nothing so concrete as a five- or ten-year plan: here is when we will trade one domicile for another; here is how we will cover our rising health insurance costs; here is how we will pay for college; here is where we hope to end up, when our past extends back much further than our future looks forward. Rather, we had the habit of sorting through our situation in conversation moment by moment, probing alternatives and floating possibilities. We could do this. We could do that. But how about doing the other?

			As we circled the park, walking and talking, hitherto unspoken urges coalesced and were given utterance. There was a buried yearning, on my part, to endow my son with a real sense of his dual-national heritage—for him to know England not just as a fun place to go on holiday, but as a culture he could move through with ease and confidence, a place that was not just mine, but his. Rafael was still young enough to be moved and transplanted to a different educational system, but with high school around the corner, he wouldn’t be much longer. The chance would be lost if we didn’t take it now. There was a weariness, on George’s part, with the ever more burnished, ever more capitalistic glossiness of New York, a city which he had left and returned to multiple times in the decades before he met me.

			I still loved New York, the city for which I had fallen when on the brink of adult independence, and to which I had stayed faithful for far longer than to any romantic partner. But I was nonetheless seized with a melancholic sense of foreclosure. I did not want unthinkingly to let the next years or decades pass by and to discover that, having at one time had the drive to launch myself into the unknown, I had never been sufficiently brave to try it again. I did not want to shy from trying something new—and, although I had been born in London, living there as an adult would be a novel experience for me, so long had I been absent from the country, and so unfamiliar to me was the city. Once, when stuck with a difficult decision, I’d been advised by a friend to imagine the choice has been made on either side, and to see how I felt about the alternatives. When I tried this thought experiment, picturing myself having stayed in New York City or having left, I discovered that I wanted, decisively, to leave. George had his own reasons to weigh in the balance, but his conclusion was concordant with mine. We were energized by a new, shared determination. Neither of us wanted merely to subside—that was the word we returned to, as we imagined breaking out of the circle in which we were moving and setting ourselves onto a more erratic course.

			There’s something important we want to talk to you about, we told Rafael a few days into January, a year after we had marched and protested in the streets of Washington and Manhattan. We went to lunch at our favorite local restaurant, where we sat at a table by the window and ordered a plate of red and golden beets for us, a burger for him. I’d been unable to sleep the night before. Rafael also looked worried. Later he told me he’d been afraid we were going to announce a decision to divorce, though the opposite was true. In the crisis we had come to, George and I felt more unified, more married to each other’s fate, than we’d had reason to articulate in years. When we got the words out—we’re thinking that we might move to London, we said—Rafael’s face lit up. We’ll be able to visit Grandma more often, he said. We’ll be able to go to Europe for the weekend. Will we live in a house, or a flat? Where will I go to school? His buoyant enthusiasm was heartening, and it was concretizing. I wept with relief at the table, then laughed at the tears trickling down my face. I’m okay, I told Rafael, who looked at me with tender confusion. It’s just a very big deal.

			

			—

			When I scroll through the photos on my phone, different sorts of pictures start to appear in the stream from that time on. There are residential streets of terraced houses built from London stock brick, the familiar gray-yellow beneath the gray sky of an English winter. There is the low-lying concrete Brutalist structure of a public secondary school, built fifty years earlier during a boom in city-council-funded construction. There is a stretch of storefronts whose signs betray their British locale: a chemist’s, a launderette, a tea shop. There are images taken in Brooklyn, too, of outgrown playthings—a train set and a bag of model farm animals, ready to be deaccessioned—as well as photos of the interior of our house, the scruffy kitchen cleaned up with newly acquired mason jars arranged on a shelf and flowers on the table, and my son’s bedroom radically tidied, with books aligned and toys tucked away, ready for visits from prospective new owners.

			There are realtors’ contracts, and passports, and residency-application forms, and certificates from the vet confirming that our two cats are rabies-free: the time-consuming paperwork of voluntary, privileged exile. Then there are images that show the work of a removal team—the boxes stacked high before the emptied bookshelves in the living room; the old, torn, chenille-covered couch that I had bought twenty years earlier to furnish my apartment in Manhattan, long before I was married or a mother, and that had moved with me to Brooklyn when I first made a home with George. George took a picture of me, skinny from anxiety in old blue jeans and a beat-up T-shirt, sitting on the couch where it stood on the cracked bluestone of the sidewalk, beneath the wide boughs of the cherry tree, before it was hefted early the next morning into the crushing jaws of a trash truck, one armrest still hanging out of the back of the compactor as the truck pulled away and rounded the corner.

			There are pictures of partings, pizza dinners with family and friends. There are images from a final nighttime walk up the hill in the park at the foot of my block, my son scaling a lamppost on the plaza around the monument to the Prison Ship Martyrs, Americans who died in the war for independence. An image taken at dusk at the marina near the World Trade Center shows words from a poem by Walt Whitman cast into an iron barrier along the waterfront, picked out in gold paint: “Proud and passionate city! Mettlesome, mad, extravagant city!” An image shows my son shadowed by the cast-iron loft buildings of a SoHo street, looking over his shoulder at passing trucks and yellow taxis while before him is an assortment of wheeled suitcases and bulging duffel bags and a black plastic file box: two items per person, our family’s luggage allowance for the first one-way flight from New York to London that I have booked in decades.

			Then, at last, there are images of arrival: George on the towpath of the Regent’s Canal as it wends past Regent’s Park in Central London, a weeping willow bending to the water that is vivid green with a bloom of duckweed as thick as a carpet; Rafael atop Parliament Hill, a vantage point in North London from which we can see the city laid out before us under an enormous, cloud-dappled sky that is as beautiful as any I have ever seen on any continent. There are mundane snaps of the interiors of houses we are taken to by realtors, including one with a roof deck that overlooks a picturesque stretch of back gardens leading gently up a slope to what we don’t yet know, but will learn, is the site of the local hospital on the crest of the rise. There are images from Europe, where—with nowhere else to go, our next short-term lease in London not yet begun—we spend two manic weeks driving from city to mountain to seashore, barely aware of the borders as we cross them between Italy and France and Switzerland and back to France again, staying in a seventeenth-century abbey on a lakefront one night and touring the ramparts of a Gothic castle the next, gulping down European antiquity along with the wine, the fresh fish, the diverse languages.

			We end up in Marseille, a city we have never been to before, where we visit the museum of Mediterranean civilization, with its architecture that blends modernism and Moorish influences, and its exhibits telling the story of the ceaseless exchange and transit between the lands that edge these waters. We eat chickpea fritters at the old port and tell each other we love it here, we have to come back soon, there’s even a direct train from London. The holiday interlude ends with images of my son setting off for his first day at the Brutalist comprehensive school, grinning in a Nike hoodie and Adidas track pants—a self-conscious, semi-satirical emulation of the pictures I used to take in Brooklyn on his first day in pre-K, kindergarten, first grade, just as my father took one of me before my own first day at school almost forty years earlier, anxious in navy blue gymslip and bright red sandals.

			The last pictures I look at are images taken on a bridge that crosses the lake in St. James’s Park in Central London. There’s one of George with his arm around Rafael’s shoulder, and I’m struck by their strong resemblance: they have the same jaw, the same cheekbones, the same warm olive skin, though George’s hair is silver where once it was as dark as our son’s. And there’s one of Rafael and me, his expression bright, optimistic and open, his arm thrown affectionately around my shoulder, the gesture he has adopted only recently, in the months before this picture is taken. At last, on the cusp of adolescence, he is taller than me. After a lifetime of turning his face up to me as he holds my hand on the streets or the subway platforms of Brooklyn, he now looks down on me from what seems with each passing day to be a greater and greater distance.

			The time stamp is just after six in the evening in late September, half an hour or so before sunset. The last light is glinting on the water, and the blue sky is tinged with pink on the horizon beyond the roofs of Whitehall. The leaves of the trees have turned green-gold. It was, I remember, even without the phone reminding me, a breathtakingly beautiful evening. We were, I remember, slightly giddy—at the novelty of our surroundings, at the grandness of our gesture, at the prospect of our adventure. We felt the exhilaration of upheaval. Because while it is true that we were shaken by the shifts in the world around us, another truth is that we chose to rock our own foundations. We decided to bring the upheaval upon ourselves. We chose movement, because movement is a kind of freedom, too.

		

	
		
		
			It’s a bright, chilly morning when I get a text from John:

			Are you around locally? Need a quick chat.

			My heart sinks—not because I don’t want to see John, but because I am afraid of what he will tell me: that there’s a hitch. John is a carpenter, and for a few weeks he’s been building some bookcases in the house into which we will be moving a couple of days from now, more than six months after the garbage truck carried off my couch in Brooklyn. We’ve been shuttling from one short-term rental, friend’s apartment or hotel room to another, and while the displacement has been voluntary, it feels by now almost punitive. Our possessions, including 170 boxes of books, are aboard the Maersk Gairloch, a cargo ship whose mesmerizing progress from Baltimore across the Atlantic to the English port of Felixstowe I have been checking on a tracking website: one among hundreds of tiny ship-shaped icons tracing the seas along invisible channels of passage and return.

			I text John back to say I will meet him in half an hour at a greasy spoon on the Kentish Town Road, a traffic-choked thoroughfare in North London. The street offers a wide variety of commercial establishments: a craft coffee shop selling complicated filtrating instruments; a thoughtfully curated independent bookshop; and a Poundstretcher housewares store, where, the morning after we arrived at the first of our temporary London homes a few months ago and couldn’t locate the linen closet, in a rush I bought towels, which were black, the only available color, and utterly nonabsorbent. Using them was like trying to dry yourself with a piece of laminated paper. There are lots of thrift stores in the neighborhood, and an equivalent number of estate agents. The Middle Eastern grocery has shelves stocked deep with tahini and the spice mix ras-al-hanout, while the cluttered hardware store offers a baffling inventory of screws and hinges, indeterminate metal fragments glittering in the gloom like an Aladdin’s cave with its contents turned to dross. Best avoided is the bathhouse and spa that even I’ve been in the neighborhood long enough to have heard is a swingers’ joint. I’m meeting John at an old-school caff, its plate-glass windows streaked with condensation. When I arrive, he’s at the counter ordering a coffee and a bacon sandwich on sliced white bread, chatting with the guy behind the counter like an old friend.

			John is one of nature’s celebrities—one of those people you occasionally meet who is touched with irresistible charisma. He’s sinewy and muscular, a physique that belies his seventy-odd years, though his face is craggy, and the joints of his fingers are gnarled and misshapen. His eyes are animated, vivid blue, narrowing with a sense of humor and, sometimes, the suggestion of menace. I get a coffee and we sit down at a table, and John runs his hand over the surface, appraising the varnished finish. He’s a scrupulous craftsman, laboring over dovetail joints with the same effort I expend in turning a sentence, and with the same pleasure when it all fits together.

			I wait for him to give me the bad news: that he has another more pressing job to work on; that he’s stumbled upon a structural problem with the house; or, worse, that he’s run into private problems of his own. There’s going to be some reason why he can’t complete the bookcases that have slowly been materializing in what will be my living room but right now is a workshop full of plaster dust and wood shavings. I know people have their own troubles, and me being able to get my books in order is hardly the most important thing in John’s life. But dealing with the books has taken on an urgency beyond the inconvenience of construction: they have come to stand in my mind for the home George and I slowly built together and then swiftly dismantled. The prospect of shelving them again seems like a salve for our agitated domesticity.

			I’m wrong: John hasn’t got bad news. He lowers his head, then withdraws a folded piece of paper from his pocket. His gestures, as always, seem slightly wary, slightly coiled—I have noticed that John never takes up more space in a room than he needs to. He unfolds the sheet, and I see on it a couple of images: samples of metal mesh for the radiator cover that I have asked him to incorporate into the bookcase.

			“I was thinking we could use something like this,” he says, pushing the paper across the table to me. “What do you think?” He looks abashed, almost like he’s expecting rebuke.

			What I think is that I’m so grateful I could throw my arms around him, and when he suggests we go in his van to a place he’s heard about behind St. Pancras Station to see if we can buy supplies, I forget whatever else I intended to do this morning and say I’m ready to head off. We leave the café and go around the corner to the side street where John’s white van is parked in front of a row of tiny townhouses painted in pastel shades of pink and blue and lilac, bursting from the grimy streetscape of the Kentish Town Road like a crop of bright bulbs springing from wintry soil.

			John jerks his close-cropped silver head to the right, up the street. “My mum used to live just around here,” he says.

			I don’t know John very well yet—he was recommended to me on a neighborhood website—but he talks to me as if I know his family and his history, and in a sense, I do, because I’ve read about it online. Google my name and all will become clear, he texted me not long after we first met. I’ve been out of the game for many decades. I’m just trying to get my life back together. I tapped his name into my phone, and a headline from a few months earlier popped up: “ ‘You start getting bitter’: What I learned from forty-three years in prison.”

			I read on. Until recently, John had had the distinction of being Britain’s longest-serving prisoner, convicted of murder after settling a brawl in a pub in Hackney with a shotgun in 1975. A bouncer had slashed a friend’s face with a bottle, wounding him so badly that his eye was hanging out. John and another friend had taken the injured man to hospital, then returned, armed, to the scene of the fight. In the melee, John had shot the bouncer at close range. “I was really full of hatred, and, before it could fizzle out, I went and done the deadly damage,” the story read. “Obviously I wish we hadn’t, but there we go.”

			Eligible for parole after twenty years, he’d served more than two times that. The prisons in the 1970s were staffed with ex-Army grunts, he said: “hobnailed boots, bulging muscles with tattoos.” While in the segregation unit of Wormwood Scrubs, the Victorian institution in South London, he was beaten so severely that he thought he would die. In response he honed a table leg as a weapon and earned a reputation as someone not to be messed with. He’d repeatedly escaped from custody. Once, when being held in an open prison—a rehabilitative institution with minimal security—he walked off the premises without permission to spend two weeks with an older sister, who was terminally ill. Another time, John had absconded during a home visit to see his father, who had suffered a stroke. The article sketched John’s family history: his father, a plasterer, had served time in prison for stealing lead from a church roof; his mother, overwhelmed with young children to care for, had for a while sent John away as a toddler to a children’s home. John and his mother were greeted by a matron with a starched white collar, who offered him a red tricycle. He eagerly set off on it around the garden, only to return to where he had started to find his mother gone. (“I screamed blue murder.”) The children’s home had been followed later by time in a youth detention center, and then by a career as a bank robber, before the murder conviction at twenty-six.

			The article told John’s story at length, with not a little admiration for his enterprising spirit and self-defeating tenacity. Furloughed for a home visit, he’d slipped out of the toilet window of a pub the prison guards had taken him to and had got as far as Spain with the help of a contact with a private plane. He lived on the lam for two years. Then, after an altercation in a bar, he was rearrested, spending a year in a Spanish prison before being deported to the UK, where he ended up back in North London, in Pentonville prison. Having been denied a home visit to see his dying mother, only a couple of miles away, he’d one night scaled the wall, using a rope made from netting he’d pilfered from the prison gym. “Oldest prisoner ever to climb that wall,” he’d boasted to the writer of the article.

			Reading the piece had given me pause, as it was supposed to: John later told me he always informed potential clients of his past. As I got to know John better, I’d understand that he’d had no choice but to tell me, and I admired the delicacy with which he’d done it. He’d spent almost his entire adult life in prison—he couldn’t paper it over as an aberration, a few misspent years massaged away on an otherwise respectable résumé. Nor did he want to. His experience was his identity. It was the source of all his stories, the shaping of his character, and of his physical body, too. One day while I was putting the kettle on to make us a cup of tea, John complained about twinges of pain in his hand, and showed me his swollen, misshapen knuckles: Got those from cracking Moroccan heads, he said. Not recognizing what I thought must be an expression from carpentry—were Moroccan heads some kind of nail or screw?—I asked what he meant. John marveled at my denseness. Punching Moroccan guys in the head, he told me. Spanish prison was full of them.

			This morning as we set off from the café, though, I don’t yet know more about John’s history than I’ve read in the paper before hiring him. (He’d served his time, I figured, after he sent me the text alerting me to his history. And where better to hone your craft? He probably needed the work, we definitely needed bookcases, and the price he quoted was very reasonable. Plus, I liked him.) Before this outing, we haven’t talked about his past. Absurdly, I have found it indelicate to follow up on John’s discreetly finessed revelation, and he hasn’t brought it up either. Conspiring with classic English reticence, we have not broached the subject of his long imprisonment or its cause while we’ve shopped for timber and discussed architrave options.

			Today, though, John is voluble behind the wheel of the van—his tongue loosened, perhaps, by the combination of intimacy and distance that driving permits, as we both look ahead instead of at each other, eyes on the road. He starts talking to me unbidden about his time as a bank robber: He was the getaway driver, he tells me with undisguised pride, as we pull into traffic and head down the Camden Road. “I was a really good driver,” he says. “I could always outrun the police.” He tells me of the Aston Martin he bought, the thrill there was in “going to work,” as he calls it. He’s lively, playing this chapter in his story for its shock value, but also for its comic-caper aspect and gritty glamour, unspooling images from the movie that his life could easily be turned into. There’s a note of unrepentant nostalgia in his voice: he’s remembering his youth.

			I listen to his stories with queasy fascination, remembering my own youth as I hear about his. I was born in London, but all my childhood memories are of the seaside town on the south coast of England where I grew up. My town, Weymouth, lies on a sweeping bay, where sand turns to shingle and then to dramatic white cliffs. The road on which I lived dead-ended onto rough grassland on which my older brother, Matthew, and I, along with all the children of the neighborhood, were permitted to roam: an enticing wilderness, or so it seemed to us, overgrown with brambles and nettles, tall rushes indicating where the earth underfoot gave way to wetland marshes. A fifteen-minute walk on a narrow path led to a pebbly beach from which we could see the peninsula of the Isle of Portland looming blue-gray in the distance.

			Physically attached to my hometown but distinct in character from it, Portland is a rocky, craggy territory pitted with stone quarries, its small cottages huddled low against the omnipresent threat of blustering gales, a red-and-white lighthouse overlooking surging, perilous waves. Visible at the highest point on Portland was the outline of the Verne Citadel, a nineteenth-century military fortification that was later turned into a prison. My brother and I had once owned wooden tennis-racket presses turned out by the workshop there, where a friend of my parents was a carpentry instructor. I found it a disquieting gift, my concept of a prison inmate formed principally by what I’d read in the first chapter of Great Expectations, when Pip, visiting his parents’ graves, encounters the alarming figure of Magwitch, an escaped convict, on the marshes: “A man who had been soaked in water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, and torn by briars; who limped, and shivered, and glared, and growled.”

			My hometown’s setting is remarkably beautiful, surrounded by chalk hills that are still rural in character, with old stone farmhouses set amid green fields and meadows that are picturesquely grazed by cattle. A walker can hike for miles along a gorse-edged coastal path overlooking a sparkling sea. But then, as now, the town itself felt like an end-of-the-line kind of place—a scruffy resort where the smell of frying fish-and-chip batter fills your nostrils as soon as you get off the train, and the seafront is clogged with shops selling cotton candy and smutty postcards. Then, as now, the town was dependent upon a seasonal economy, with a string of Georgian guesthouses offering a full-English-breakfast package to senior citizens disgorged weekly from coaches pulling into the bus station from the Midlands or the North of England. An acreage of mobile-home holiday camps on the hillside at the edge of town catered to families who couldn’t afford to go abroad or were suspicious enough of foreigners not to want to. On a sunny day, holidaymakers would set up temporary encampments on the beach, hammering colorful canvas windbreaks into the sand and huddling behind them, eating gritty sandwiches. When it rained, they would fill the town’s many cacophonous amusement arcades, the damp condensing on their plastic ponchos as they dolefully fed the penny slot machines. The town, like the summertime tourists who visited it, was overwhelmingly white and tight for cash, with an edge of violence that especially manifested late at night after the pubs turned out.

			When I was a teenager, restless amid the sand-swept streets and coastal ennui, looking for ways to rebel, I dated a man a few years older than me—an autodidact with a mane of flowing hair and an engaging, epigrammatic manner that I later realized was pilfered from Oscar Wilde. He had an aura of danger and a taste for the illicit, telling stories of his run-ins with the authorities, spinning me a yarn, possibly even true, about a misbegotten effort to run off to join the French Foreign Legion. I was charmed, enchanted not just by his own wayward glamour but by the new light in which he allowed me to see myself: sophisticated in a manner not easily nurtured by my town’s provincial limitations. He drew my portrait in the style of Modigliani, narrow-faced with sober, kohl-rimmed eyes. He’d make me gifts of books, his name written on the flyleaf in an elegant, sloping hand, then airily explain that they had been shoplifted at his behest from the town’s small, ill-stocked bookshop by one of the would-be hard men with whom he was acquainted—an easy theft to get away with, because who on earth would want to steal literature?

			First love gets all the attention; but falling out of love also has to be experienced for the first time, and in this respect, he was my first. By my last year of secondary school, I was on a different path—preparing to go away to university, working my way through a long list of books while listening to endless hours of late-night radio, mournful anthems by the Smiths segueing into the mysterious sophistication of the Velvet Underground. I read Charles Dickens and Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf and Thomas Hardy, who had spent his own childhood in a thatched cottage less than ten miles from where I lived.

			Despite the passage of a century, the local area in which Hardy set his novels was still largely recognizable. I studied Tess of the D’Urbervilles, with its eponymous rural heroine beguiled and then raped by Alec D’Urberville, the wealthy young man in whose family home she is obliged to seek domestic work, the novel’s moral drama played out across a geography of hillside, ridgeway, woodland and plain. I could vividly picture the setting Hardy described as Tess’s home, “an engirdled and secluded region, for the most part untrodden as yet by tourist or landscape-painter, though within a four hours’ journey from London,” because her landscape was also mine. I wrote essays considering the metaphorical uses to which Hardy put the features of the natural world in which Tess is embedded, contrasted with the social world by which she is fatally constrained and judged. (“Was once lost always lost really true of chastity?” Tess asks herself, when the baby she conceives dies in infancy, and hope quickens of a life in which her soiled past can be forgotten. “The recuperative power which pervaded organic nature was surely not denied to maidenhood alone.”) As I wrote I rankled against my own unsought embeddedness within the very same land, impatient to leave this home where, Hardy warned, “an unguided ramble into its recesses in bad weather is apt to engender dissatisfaction with its narrow, tortuous, and miry ways.”

			I had grown weary of the demimonde attractions of my first love’s world. When he had money, which wasn’t often, he’d spend it at the bookies: he didn’t drink or take drugs, but he did gamble, and had a gambler’s irrepressible confidence, even as the horses he picked always seemed to lose. I was sick of knocking around town, spending hours at the department store café, dousing a single tea bag in endless pots of hot water to avoid paying for a new cup, or visiting the underheated flat rented by one of his friends in the seediest part of town near the railway station, where we’d sit on a ragged couch with the TV on as someone rolled a smoke or a joint. I was turned off, but I was also afraid. At eighteen I was schooled by Thomas Hardy more than by lived experience, and I was alive to the possibility of tragic reversal: fearful that through some irreparable action or misguided choice or momentary temptation—by messing up my exams, on which so much depended, or getting pregnant, the worst fear of all—I would be unable to embark upon a different life elsewhere. I was weeks away from giving my past the slip, but not yet through the gates.

			And as John maneuvers the van through the Camden traffic, talking about his early years and where they led him—the night in the pub with the gun—I’m reminded how the course of a life might turn upon a single act, one decision, an unrelinquished impulse. You wish you hadn’t, but there you go. John said that had he not sometimes gone over the wall or through the gates for those hard-won interludes of freedom, he’d have gone mad. As it was, he developed strategies for coping: not counting the days or looking forward to the possibility of release; not decorating his cell with photos of his loved ones, as many inmates did, because then he would be acknowledging that prison had become home, rather than a place in which he was merely existing for now, for however long now lasted. Once, he tells me, he was sent to an institution for a second time: he’d been locked up there thirty years earlier. “I felt like a ghost walking down the corridor,” he says, as if the dimensions of his endurance are as unimaginable to him as they are to me.

			In talking with him, I am calibrating my awareness of his violent past with his palpable vulnerability. There’s a way he sometimes shies his head, like an animal that’s been beaten. When he was fourteen or fifteen, John tells me, he asked his father for a tennis racket for his birthday. “But he gave me a pair of boxing gloves instead,” he says. “He sent me to the local club to get beat up.” John’s father could himself be violent, but John’s voice takes on a tenderness when he speaks of the older man. “It was the way my dad was brought up,” he says, while we’ve stopped at a traffic light. We both look straight ahead, as if something in the empty crosswalk were compelling us. “He was brought up to be a man, not to show emotion. But you love your dad, anyway, don’t you?”

			We pull up not far from a new commercial development, Coal Drops Yard, where nineteenth-century warehouses that dwindled into disrepair in the late twentieth century have been remade as a high-end plaza alongside the Regent’s Canal. The development is so new that it still resembles the architect’s hopeful rendering, its brickwork freshly cleaned, the once-overgrown towpath turned into a pleasant, peaceful waterside walkway. Drifts of wildflowers and ornamental grasses flourish in beds and planters, an aestheticized restoration of the fields that once spread underfoot here. A group of enormous steel Victorian gasholders have been converted into luxury apartments, with windows shaded by louvered aluminum screens. In a small landscaped park, the frame of another gasholder stands empty and sculptural, its circumference forming an open, ringed pathway fitted with mirrored struts, so that reflections of sky and trees and water and glass are cast in shards of shadow and light.

			John finds a spot for the van and pulls in smoothly. He’s right, I think, he is a good driver. I offer to pay for the meter, but he fumbles for his phone.

			“There’s an app,” he says, his gnarled fingers pressing the screen with deliberation.

			So much must have changed in the years you’ve been away, I say to John, thinking of the redevelopments, the money, the apps. I’m trying to see the city through his eyes, but I’m seeking—stumbling toward—a kind of kinship, too. For all the ways in which the course of his life is far beyond my imagining, we have in common the experience of being newly returned to a by now only partially familiar place of origin. So much has changed in the years I’ve been away, too.

			John, I will come to realize, is constructing his own sense of kinship with me just as surely as he is building my bookcases. “You’ll be able to put my book in here,” he announces one day when he drops round for coffee and a chat, after the shelves are finished and lined with our finally unpacked library. He’s working on an account of his own extraordinary life, he explains, though it’s emotionally exhausting, he says with a tilt of the head, this business of dredging up the past.

		

	
		
		
			My dad lived around here when he was a child, I said to John as we drove through the streets of Camden Town, façades of gray-yellow brick and soot-stained stucco flickering through the van’s windows. I didn’t tell John that something about him makes me think of my dad—and not just because my late father had a taste for true-crime nonfiction and would have regarded John’s story with the discernment of a connoisseur. No, it’s John’s voice that brings my father to mind: its Cockney vowels and glottal stops, the working-class accent that persists in the older generation of Londoners, though the younger ones speak in an entirely different register. In his voice I sense a vestigial trace of the world my dad was born into, the one I’m only a generation distant from.

			My father, Brian: a quiet man with a wary smile and perennially submerged emotions that would only occasionally break the surface of his otherwise subdued demeanor. He had a dry sense of humor when he chose to exercise it, and a surprising flair, discovered in middle age, for amateur dramatics, the rehearsal room and the stage being places where he gave voice to feelings that were left unspoken among us, his family. My father never stopped sounding like a Londoner, even though he lived the second half of his life elsewhere. He could always slip easily into the speech of the world in which he originated—part performance, part remembrance. He’d sing popular songs from his youth, or the youth of his own parents. “Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner,” he would warble in an exaggerated Cockney accent to my delighted son, a rambunctious American preschooler interrupting my father’s remote English quietude.

			We paid visits two or three times a year. My father was delighted by Rafael, with whom he struck up a playful camaraderie that I did not remember having shared with him when I was a child myself. They would watch car racing on television together, with my father sneaking my son bits of chocolate that he wasn’t supposed to have right before dinner. My father, who had some skill in drawing, would make pen-and-ink sketches of planes or tanks for my son, or would show him the brass remains of a military shell that his own father had brought back from his wartime service in France. But by the time my son was old enough to have a relationship with his grandfather, my father’s sphere was narrow. He could no longer travel any distance, nor could he walk very far. Mostly, his time was spent in the house he shared with my mother, and the garden they’d tended together over decades.

			When I visited with George, my father would discuss politics over dinner, usually excoriating whoever was in power while replenishing George’s wineglass with a shaky hand. When I visited alone, though, my father was more likely to be withdrawn, not mustering the strength to engage. It’s not quite a decade since my father died, after a very long, very slow decline—first a stroke, then heart trouble, clogged arteries, a creeping invalidism in which he grew ever more faded, ever more irretrievable, like a Polaroid photograph from which time has leached the color. My father was ailing for so long that it sometimes seemed he might ail forever without actually expiring—that he would endure, somehow, sitting in his armchair in the living room of the house in which I grew up, watching sports or documentaries on the television, reading the newspaper.

			He’d never been easy for me to talk with, even when he was younger and more sociable, before he became preoccupied by pain. Our greatest intimacy occurred when he taught me to drive on the country roads that cut through the rural outskirts of my hometown—Hardy country, Tess’s territory. We could skim on asphalt, though, instead of driving along in a rickety wagon as Tess does in the darkness before dawn at the outset of Tess of the D’Urbervilles, when an oncoming mail coach fatally gores the carthorse upon whom the family’s livelihood depends, and Tess’s demise is set into motion. During these driving lessons my father and I finally had a common interest, that of making sure I didn’t lose control of what felt like the car’s animal force beneath my hands on the steering wheel.

			My mother could not drive. Here was something my father alone could pass on to me. Gliding along hedgerow-lined roads over which the arching boughs of trees yearned toward one other, my father would calmly tell me when to shift from second to third to fourth gear, our eyes fixed on the road before us. My father and I exchanged no confidences on those drives together. He would advise on my speed, alert me to a blind rise in the road up ahead, warn me to be on my guard for unpredictable oncoming hazards. All other, more momentous, conversation was extraneous to the moment—deferred until a future at which, it turned out, we would never arrive. I remember nothing that we said to one another while driving together. Still, those times behind the wheel stand out in my memory as occasions of rare complicity with my father—moments of calm amid the storm of my own adolescence and what I could not then have identified were for him the quieter, but no less real, shifts of midlife.

			My father had become so spectral to me in his final years, and I lived such a distance away across the ocean, that when he did finally slip across the border from existence to nonexistence, I had, at first, the unsettling experience of his being hardly less present dead than he had been alive. Since I arrived in London, though, my father’s death has come unexpectedly to life for me. On the street one day I see ahead of me an elderly man with a dull green coat, traces of white hair peeking from beneath the flat cap on his head, shoulders hunched as he puts one foot deliberately in front of the other, and I feel a pang: his figure reminds me so much of my father, in part because he is just beyond my reach. In London, I am aware of my father’s absence in a way that is new to me. These streets to which I have returned form the landscape in which his origins lie—the environment which lingered in his intonation and phraseology.

			Only when George and I were quite far along in the process of deciding to move—after we had walked around the neighborhood we had chosen and been assured by the principal of the school that our son would be able to enroll—did I realize how precisely our search had brought me back within the ambit of my father’s birthplace. While house-hunting, I was taken spontaneously by a realtor to see an unconventional listing—a 1960s construction in a narrow, cobblestoned mews. I tried to imagine the three of us occupying the space, which had lots of bookshelves and Turkish rugs and looked to me like the home of retired professors, or psychoanalysts, or perhaps writers like George and myself. What would have been our bedroom, on the top floor, opened to a small roof deck with a view of trees and gardens and the backs of tall brick houses. The idea of living there was tempting, especially when I imagined waking up in the light-filled top floor with its vantage point over the older Victorian buildings across the way. But it was a little too far for my son to walk to school, and there was no park nearby, so I ruled it out. It was not until many months later, while consulting a satellite map online—zooming in and out above the streets, matching up trees and terraces—that I realized with a sense of vertigo that the mews property I’d viewed lay in a plot exactly abutting the backyard of the house in which my father lived as a small child: his very first home, on Camden Square.

			Camden Square was laid out in the mid-nineteenth century over a cattle-grazed hillside—a collection of pleasant villa-style houses surrounding a garden edged with lilacs and reserved for residents. At one end of the garden was the neo-Gothic church of St. Paul’s, consecrated in 1849. Camden Square was intended to attract upper-middle-class residents, the wedding-cake moldings and high windows of its houses designed to appeal to a more elevated social group than the occupants of the more cramped accommodations that had sprung up elsewhere in the new development of Camden Town. The square’s attractions declined in the 1860s, when new tracks were laid by the Midland Railway, which connected the Midlands and the North with the recently constructed St. Pancras Station. Some buildings were demolished. Those that remained were afflicted by vibrations from the tunnel bored beneath them, and by the noxious smoke that billowed from passing steam trains.

			“Houses were knocked down; streets broken through and stopped; deep pits and trenches dug in the ground; enormous heaps of earth and clay thrown up; buildings that were undermined and shaking, propped by great beams of wood,” Dickens wrote in Dombey and Son, drawing on his observations of a similar devastation, the first development of the rail link between Birmingham and London being laid to its terminus at Euston Station, just south of Camden Town, in the 1830s. In Dickens’s depiction, the coming of the railway to the neighborhood in which he had lived as a small boy was like the shock of an earthquake: “Carcases of ragged tenements, and fragments of unfinished walls and arches, and piles of scaffolding, and wildernesses of bricks, and giant forms of cranes, and tripods straddling above nothing.” Camden Square must have been blighted by something similar, and by the late 1920s, it was accommodating residents of lesser means than those for whom it had originally been intended—residents like my grandfather Sid, a commercial artist for Fleet Street periodicals, and my grandmother Ivy, whom he married in 1929.

			A black-and-white photograph taken on the day of Ivy and Sid’s wedding at the Church of St. Thomas in Camden Town shows the groom in a double-breasted pin-striped suit, with a knotted tie, a carnation in his lapel and a twinkle in his eye. He’s handsome, rakish even, with thick black hair rippling back from his hairline, as my father’s hair did before it turned gray, then sparse and white. Sid was forty-one when he married, having been born in 1888 in a village in Essex. In the wedding photo he looks older, though perhaps that is just how old forty-one looked then for a man of his station, when life was harder and shorter. Sid had a job as a butcher when he was in his early twenties, though by 1915 he was an infantryman in the Middlesex Regiment. He survived two years on the Western Front before seeking, and being denied, a promotion to the rank of lieutenant. “His appearance and manner are not up to the standard required,” read the report that turned his application down. “He appears to be sulky and discontented and has recently been checked for a gross case of voicing his opinion audibly on Battalion parade.” Before the war’s end he was promoted to the rank of captain, presumably because he’d outlived any other contenders rather than because he’d quelled his native instinct for subordination.

			Ivy, fifteen years his junior, is in a pretty, pale, knee-length dress with a tiered, drop-waisted skirt, as slender as a fashion illustration in one of Sid’s periodicals. On her head is a cloche hat, obscuring her eyes with deep, mysterious shadow. In one gloved hand is a trailing bouquet. Her smile is faint, barely perceptible; she looks nervous. There must have been a gulf of experience between Ivy, who left her childhood home on her wedding day, and who, despite her flapper attire, was certainly no bohemian, and Sid, a bachelor until his marriage. Sid was flamboyantly unconventional, wearing a green tweed suit and suede shoes at a time when nobody but artists dressed that way. He was the sort to answer back to officers and, after leaving military service in 1920, to try—and fail—to secure disability payments for a head injury sustained not on the battlefield but during an intercompany soccer match in Burscheid, near Cologne, where he was stationed after the war. “The pain in my head is still there—and I am almost deaf in the left ear, together with head noises,” he wrote in the only letter I have in his hand, a document that entered his military files. Perhaps that pain explains the appearance of premature aging in his wedding photograph. Or perhaps he looks older only because by his side my grandmother looks so young and so delicate, though she was a strong woman, with reserves of self-reliance she would be obliged to draw on before too many more years would pass.

			My father was born twelve months and two days after this photograph was taken. He spent his earliest years in Sid and Ivy’s first marital home: a two-room flat on an upper floor of a house overlooking Camden Square, with a small kitchen in the corner of one room, and a lavatory on the landing that was shared with the house’s other occupants. The family lived in that cramped flat, with my father sleeping first in a drawer and then in a cot next to his parents’ bed, until he was about three years old, at which point they moved to a bigger flat on a street not far away, close to Holloway Women’s Prison. And so, as I’d stepped onto the roof deck from the bedroom of the mews house the realtor took me to—fantasizing a life in which I’d emerge in the morning with a cup of coffee in my hand and survey the landscape of narrow gardens and the backs of houses before descending to spend the day at my desk—I’d unwittingly been looking directly across at windows from which my father had surely looked out as a young boy in the arms of his mother.

			Coincidence is irrational, embarrassing—as clunky and unsubtle as the plot devices favored by Victorian authors, like the turn of events that reveals Magwitch, the fearsome escaped convict in Great Expectations, to be also the mysterious agent of Pip’s prosperity, as well as the father of Estella, the coldhearted, unreachable object of Pip’s unrequited love. But coincidences happen even more frequently in life than they do in Victorian novels, and I have a taste for their numinous significance. To me, this collision of the past and the present on Camden Square—this invisible tracery in which the threads of my father’s life and mine have, against all odds, crossed and interwoven—is charged, if not exactly with meaning, then with wonder. I don’t know if my father would have marveled as I do at the story, though I doubt it. I can imagine giving him an account of my discovery as he sits in his armchair with the newspaper open in his liver-spotted hands while I perch on the couch opposite, animatedly explaining my findings. “Really?” he says mildly, before turning back to his newspaper, as ever not quite knowing what to do with me. (What I am sure of is that my father would have wondered at his daughter being in a position even to consider buying a house in the once-again affluent neighborhood where his parents stretched to afford a cramped cold-water flat—surpassing even the greatest of her own expectations.)

			My father’s gone, though, and I can no more tell him this story than I can ask him what, if anything, he remembers of that first childhood home. My family has little in the way of records or documents. We have none of the material that biographers of the famous or celebrated uncover and sort through in order to build a complete portrait from surviving shards and fragments. I have nothing like the storehouse of history that George’s mother saved in ziplock bags in her closets, letters and diaries dating back to the Boston of the early nineteenth century, where George’s great-grandfather James Jackson Putnam was an eminent neurologist—a friend of the Lowells, the Emersons, the Peabodys, a long-standing correspondent of Sigmund Freud’s.

			Among George’s family documents there is one I am especially drawn to: a journal belonging to Marian Cabot Putnam, George’s great-grandmother, wife of James Jackson Putnam. Bound in black leather, it contains an account of the short life of the couple’s firstborn child, its frontispiece inscribed in a careful hand: Charles Pickering Putnam; Born March 25 1887; Died March 25 1887. “They did not tell me our dear baby had died till the next morning,” Marian wrote, explaining how the infant had at first seemed well, but then had ailed and expired while she was still recovering from the birth, so that it fell to James to share the terrible news that they were new parents and, at the same time, bereaved. “I felt when Jim told me as if I had always known it must be so, and for a long time the wonderful feeling that Jim and I had had a child of our own with us, even for so short a time, and the thought of all the happiness we had had together, thinking of the baby’s coming, seemed to make it a beautiful, peaceful part of our lives, and it seemed a sacrilege to be very sorry,” Marian wrote. “But later it was very hard to bear.”

			I have nothing like this agonizing record, though my ancestors suffered their tragedies, too. If they recorded them, their accounts did not survive. Instead, I have only scraps to go on. There is the portrait of Ivy’s family taken in an Edwardian photo studio equipped with a brocade curtain in the background and deer hides on the floor. My great-grandmother Rose sits on a mahogany chair in a voluminous skirt and high-necked white blouse; my great-grandfather George, with his bow tie, satin waistcoat, smoothed-back hair and tidy mustache stands behind her. There is Ivy, age nine, with her hands folded in her lap, smart in a dark dress of pleated satin worn with black stockings and black boots; there is Ivy’s younger brother George, named for his father; and there is the baby, Terence, who wears knitted shorts and a sweater accessorized with a fancy brocade collar that must, I imagine, have been among the photographer’s props.

			I have a family tree painstakingly compiled by genealogically minded relatives, culled from centuries of bare statistics found in parish records—Johns and Thomases marrying Elizabeths and Annes, dating back to the eighteenth century. A few names are illuminated by the occupations of their holders, gathered by a long-ago census taker going door to door: John Mead, born 1794, wheelwright; John Thomas Mead, born 1834, carpenter; John Thomas Mead, born 1858, carpenter and wheelwright: all craftsmen who share my carpenter friend John’s name and, like him, would have known how to fashion a perfect dovetail joint. I have a handful of official certificates marking births and marriages and deaths, the equivalent of the bureaucratic pages captured in my phone’s photo stream: Terence Joseph Smyth, born January 10, 1908, died October 23, 1918—Ivy’s baby brother, Terry, a casualty at ten years old of the worldwide influenza pandemic. It must have been very hard to bear.

			The only other documents in my slender archive are more recent, and less official: a four-page memoir of my father’s youth that he wrote five years before he died, and a twelve-page account my mother wrote at about the same time. Neither of my parents was a writer. In all the long line of occupations of my forebears—descending from wheelwright and carpenter through policeman, barman, illustrator, to my father, who worked for forty years as a civil servant—I am the first to make my living this way. The pages of both my parents’ recollections, though, are alive with the kind of vivid detail a good writer takes note of. “I recall being scolded by the landlady for playing on the stairs and putting grubby hands on the wallpaper,” my mother wrote of the first home she remembered, two rented rooms in a house in the suburb of Acton, in West London.

			My father’s account of his youth is shot through with a melancholy humor, a note of regret. Of the youth club he joined at the age of fifteen, and which my mother also frequented, he wrote, “I joined to play table tennis, not to meet girls. But they had dancing at the club, and I was inveigled into learning to dance and my fate was sealed.” I hear his voice in the words, resignation cloaked in irony. My father’s earliest recollection, as he committed it to the page, was a sense memory: the pavement of Camden Square wet in the rain as Ivy propelled his pushchair past the church, singing a popular song from the 1920s, “It Ain’t Going to Rain No More.” On Saturday afternoons he’d go on outings with Sid, riding the bus down to St. Pancras or Euston to watch the steam trains puff in and out of the station, then winding up in a pub garden “with a pint of mild and bitter for him and a lemonade and a packet of crisps for me.”

			My father adored Sid, whose tenderness for my father and his younger brother David, who was born in 1936, I can discern in the only artwork of Sid’s that has survived in my family. It is a sentimental pencil drawing of my father at the age of nine, dressed in striped pajamas and kneeling in improbable prayer. The drawing looks more like an illustration for a picture book than a portrait of an individual. It is skillful, but generic. I don’t recognize the boy as my father, though I know it is him, because Sid has inscribed its title below, in impeccable lettering: “Brudder Brian.”

			Sid died from tuberculosis only a few years after making this drawing, when my dad was seventeen. The loss wreathed my father in a bereavement which he never entirely shed. Once when I was in my twenties—and, like everyone else I knew in New York, seeing a psychotherapist—I tried on a visit home to get my father to talk about his father. What was it like, I asked, to lose him that way? To my shock, my father’s eyes filled with tears before he could say more than a word or two: Well, it was awful, he said, and I abandoned my clumsy line of inquiry, upset and ashamed. A few weeks later, back in New York, I was visiting a couple with whom I had become friendly, and who belonged to the same generation as my parents—an elegant, accomplished historian and her husband, an eminent philosopher. I would sometimes go for drinks to their book-lined apartment overlooking Washington Square, where they would talk with an intoxicating familiarity about literature and psychoanalysis, and about other celebrated writers and intellectuals they knew. I told the anecdote with amazement: Fifty years later, I said, and my father still could not speak of his own father without weeping. The elegant historian listened, looking at me kindly but fixedly. “Fifty years is nothing,” she said.

			“I was shattered by the death of my father in 1948,” my father wrote in his four-page memoir, when, years later, at a distance, on the page, he finally answered my question. “I had not realized how ill he had become. I suppose my mother was trying to protect me from the truth. She refused to let me see him after his death, saying that I should remember him as he had been—a wonderful and loving father.”

			Tucked inside the folder of official certificates is a blurry DVD recording made at one of my father’s amateur-dramatics performances, an adaptation of Pride and Prejudice. It was produced when my father was in his late sixties—more than two decades after he had made his debut as the Demon King, a villain in a pantomime, for which I had perched on the arm of his chair when he came home in the evenings after work, reading the script and helping him memorize his lines. In the years that followed, when the dramatics society chose a play which called for a child in a role, I would sometimes audition, too.

			At thirteen, I had a role in The Roses of Eyam, a drama set in the mid-seventeenth century and based on a true story. With the bubonic plague sweeping through England, the inhabitants of Eyam, a village in Derbyshire, agreed when the disease bloomed in their midst to quarantine themselves and die, if necessary, rather than allow the epidemic to spread to the larger settlements beyond them. It was an epic production for an amateur society, with a cast of more than fifty, and after weeks of rehearsals had a three-day run at the Pavilion in town—a proper theater, with bulbs around the mirrors in the changing rooms, and a stage with complex ropes and pulleys and lights, and red velvet seats in the auditorium.

			A photograph shows the two of us in costume: my father dressed as a Puritan, in an austere brown jerkin with a white collar and knee pants, me dressed as a boy—all the girls’ parts were gone—in the same garb. My father’s arm is around my shoulder, and I’m smiling, though my part called for melodrama. What I remember most about the production is the black blotches, cut out from industrial sticky tape, that we wore on our faces and hands, to represent the buboes of the Black Death itself. On performance days we went to the theater early, for makeup and wardrobe. Then, at the play’s end—after my father, feigning death, had been dragged across the stage in a handcart, apparently naked beneath a bedsheet like Marat in the painting by Jacques-Louis David, though in the audience my mother would worry that the sheet would catch in the cart’s wheels and reveal my father’s nonplague-era underwear—we’d join the other members of the drama club at the theater bar. There, my father would be gregarious in a way I never otherwise saw him, socializing with his fellow actors, ordering a pint of bitter for himself and a glass of lemonade for me.

			The DVD of Pride and Prejudice captured what turned out to be my father’s last performance. After decades of participation, he was no longer confident of being able to memorize lines, though he acquitted himself well in this production as Mr. Bennet, the sensible, self-absenting head of the family. The audience had been delighted, chuckling every time he announced in carefully enunciated tones that if he were needed, he could be found “in the library,” before vanishing once more into the wings. At the time I received the DVD in a package from my mother I watched some of the recording, but I was busy with my own concerns and didn’t ever make it through to the end.

			Now, though, it is one of very few video recordings I have of my father. I watch it hungrily, hoping to catch a glimpse of the man in the character, as Mr. Bennet repeatedly removes himself with fond ruefulness from his family’s conflicts and concerns. In the play’s final moments, Mr. Bennet takes center stage, giving his assent to his favorite child—clever, ironical, noble Elizabeth—in her unexpected wish to marry Mr. Darcy. Here, finally, Mr. Bennet does not withdraw. Instead, he tenderly enters into the drama of his daughter’s life, expressing in his perennially reserved fashion the emotion and concern that he has felt for her all along, even when alone in his library with his books and newspapers. “I should hardly dare to refuse such a man anything, even my little Lizzy,” I watch my father saying gently as he takes his stage daughter’s hands into his own and smiles upon her with hesitant affection, until she throws her arms around his neck and buries her face in his frock-coated shoulder.

		

	
		
		
			“Do you want to borrow our apartment?” my friend Nick immediately asked when I told him that George and I were looking for a place to rent for our last few weeks in New York City. Our house in Brooklyn had sold more rapidly than we had anticipated. A couple who had just lost out on a different house nearby heard about it from their realtor and asked to see it even before it was listed. The photographs for which I spent days in exhausting preparation—cleaning the windows and polishing the mahogany bookcases and scrubbing the grout between the floor tiles in the bathroom and buying, as advised by our realtor, a set of new white towels for display purposes only—had not even been released onto the market.

			The prospective buyers arrived early on the appointed day to look at the house before I’d had a chance to absent myself, and from the window of my study on the top floor I heard a small group gathering outside: the realtor, a sleek-haired woman in a dark coat, a contractor with a clipboard in his hand. They looked up, appraising the brick façade as they stood beneath the bare boughs of the cherry tree that grew on the sidewalk. It had been a sapling when we moved in but had by now grown tall enough to fill Rafael’s third-floor bedroom windows with its brief, spectacular springtime display—lush pink blossoms that for a week every April arched over the sidewalk like a canopy at a wedding before tumbling like confetti to the cracked bluestone underfoot. As I grabbed my bag and made my exit, the young woman who’d lost out on the house around the corner stood a few steps below me on the stoop and acknowledged my passing with modest, grateful eyes.

			The buyers wanted to take possession of the house earlier than we were ready to leave it, so for a month we rented an apartment not far from the middle school where my son still had a few weeks to finish up. The apartment was close to the large, leafy playground where we’d celebrated Rafael’s early-summer birthday every year since he was in preschool, parties that had grown more and more riotous over the years, with hurling of water balloons and spraying of water pistols. On his thirteenth birthday we gathered his friends there for one last celebration—one last send-off—and the pack of them dominated the sprinkler zone and the jungle gym, hurtling down slides and swinging on monkey bars that, on any ordinary day, they would have considered themselves to have outgrown. My son and his friends were all on the verge of change, the boys with their deepening voices, the girls with their new curves and self-consciousness. But they romped for hours with the animal vitality of childhood, shrieking with incipient flirtation and unadulterated playfulness. Oblivious, they scattered littler kids whose mothers regarded me and the unruly crowd for whom I was nominally responsible with disapproval: this was their children’s playground now, and it was time we moved on. I ordered pizza to be delivered to us under the plane trees, handed out even more water balloons, and ignored the reproachful looks of the newer mothers. It was an awesome party.

			Yes, please, I told my friend Nick, we’d love to borrow your apartment. He and his husband were going to be in Europe for the summer, he told me, and it wouldn’t inconvenience them for us to stay in their place, in SoHo. I was grateful: rentals in our old neighborhood were hard to come by, and also expensive. Besides, I was ready to get out of Brooklyn now that the house which had held us for fifteen years was no longer ours.

			I had experienced the last weeks of our occupancy like a death—a long, drawn-out anguish. It was a big place with many closets and corners filled with possessions and papers that George and I, unsystematic archivists of our own lives, had been reluctant to throw out. I opened long-sealed boxes of letters, surveyed them, sighed, then closed them up again, marking them with Sharpie to be shipped. I found an unconscionable number of redundant coffeemakers shoved to the back of the closet in the dining room and put them out on the street in the open cardboard boxes which, several times I day, I would replenish with household items I couldn’t justify transporting across the Atlantic. I soon realized that our block was being frequently toured by a woman in shabby layers who pulled a small cart that she filled from the boxes. When I came across her as I was bringing out another armful, she engaged me in conversation about the merits of this vase or that skillet, as if we were both shoppers who happened to be browsing the same aisle at the department store.

			Sorting through the detritus of our lives was disorienting. Much of the time I felt dissociated from my actions, watching myself as if my life were a fiction and I a character in it with perplexing motivations. I dislodged the jammed drawer in the top of the dresser in our bedroom and worked my way through its contents, a mixture of valueless junk and precious objects. There were expired batteries and out-of-date medications jumbled alongside my son’s first pair of shoes—a tiny pair of blue suede lace-ups—and an engraved silver matchbox that my grandfather Sid had taken with him onto the battlefields of France during the First World War. My sleep was shallow, nightmare-troubled. Sometimes I was overcome with sadness, leaning against one of the scuffed walls we’d first had painted fifteen years earlier, sliding to crouch on the floor in tears. I felt as if I had slipped loose of the strictures of time—as if I had become my own descendant, clearing the house after my own funeral. In the evening, collapsed in our disassembled bedroom, sharing a glass of wine on the creaking mattress we would soon carry to the curb to be carted away, George and I reflected grimly that at least we had spared our children the burden.

			When we first bought the house, the year before we married, the top floor had been the domain of George’s three older sons, then fourteen, twelve and nine. We brought them to see it after we’d signed the deal, and they climbed the stairs and explored with mounting excitement. They were thrilled when they discovered they had a whole floor to themselves, and they were more thrilled still when we descended to the basement. In their eyes that was the best part of the house: a boys-only den, cobwebby and unfinished, that was shortly to be equipped with a TV balanced on a packing box and with beanbag chairs on the cold tile floor. They didn’t see it as I came to see it: a gloomy subterranean time bomb, filled with pipes that might burst (they did) and joists that might silently be hollowed out by termites (they were) and an ancient boiler that struck me as masculine and resentful, implacably powerful and forever threatening to withhold its labor. For years, I did my best to avoid the basement other than for absolutely necessary maintenance. Likewise, I barely ventured onto the boys’ top floor, which was littered with dirty laundry and Yu-Gi-Oh! cards and fuggy with sweat and hormones.

			But the boys had grown up and moved out, and although the closets were still stuffed with their old school notebooks and discarded plaid shirts, George and I had reclaimed the space. My youngest stepson’s bedroom, the smallest room in the house, had been fitted out like a ship’s cabin with a single bed and two sturdy shelves extending the room’s length, along which he’d arranged Warhammer figurines and Lego models. Now Zach, who I’d first known as a freckled, comical boy with an easy, infectious giggle and the deceptive air of self-reliance common among third children, had become a soulful, achingly empathetic young man who worked as a paramedic for the New York City Fire Department. He rented an apartment a couple of miles away, and I had taken over his bedroom as my study, installing a desk where the bed had been, and putting books instead of toys upon the shelves.

			Zach was the only one of George’s older sons who hadn’t left the city. The eldest, Yona, had fallen in love with carpentry and with a woman who was eager to join him in a move upstate. Under the tutelage of online videos and with the sweat labor of friends visiting from the city he was renovating the home they’d bought, a cabin surrounded by woods, overlooking a pond, where he competed with a colony of beavers for dominance over the territory. Tzvi, the middle son, was studying to become a social worker in Austin, Texas, having spent several years working and traveling in Latin America, learning Spanish and independence.

			They came back to Brooklyn for visits and for holidays, when I prepared meals in the kitchen with its peeling linoleum and rusted cabinets, features that we’d never quite had the ready funds, or the patience, to update. Our extended family—sons, partners, aunts, uncles, cousins—gathered around the long table in the dimly lit, book-lined dining room, George seated at its head. As the oldest of four siblings and the father of four children, George had, by dint of our capacious dwelling, been cast decisively in the role of paterfamilias, while I had the role of Brooklyn chatelaine. Apart from these occasions, though, it was just the three of us—George and Rafael and me—and the house felt too big, too rambling, too needy of upkeep. In it, our small family felt atomized. It was the vessel for a life we were no longer leading.

			Even the view from the window of Zach’s old room had changed. The window framed the tower of the Lafayette Avenue Presbyterian Church, a venerable institution with Tiffany windows and a radical history, once a link in the Underground Railroad. Rows of elegant brownstone townhouses were interrupted by the handsome bulk of an apartment building erected in the 1930s, with casement windows and crenellated rooftop terraces. Further off was the Williamsburgh Savings Bank building, once Brooklyn’s only skyscraper, a four-sided clock tower with Art Deco lines and a gilded cap. The view always gave me pleasure as I sat at my desk. It might itself have been designed by Tiffany, with an aesthetic arrangement of trees amid the layered buildings, a cherry and an elm through which I could mark the changing of the seasons, and an expanse of sky.

			In the last few years, though, new condominium apartments had started to crowd out the horizon. I watched the towers rising from week to week as if in a time-lapse video, orange construction netting slung over concrete gradually replaced by blue glass or brown stone. Birnam Wood was coming to Dunsinane, I thought. I had lived in downtown Manhattan for almost all of the first fifteen years I spent in New York, and although I had left the skyscrapers of Manhattan when I met and then married George, Manhattan was now coming for me. The only thing that hadn’t changed about my study, a decade and a half after Zach had gleefully taken ownership of it, was the arrangement of glow-in-the-dark stars that we’d stuck all over his ceiling. Sometimes on winter days I would turn on the overhead light to work through the late afternoon, and when I switched it off in the evening before descending to make Rafael’s dinner, I would be startled by the stars’ greenish, ghostly light, gleaming remnants of the room’s eclipsed earlier incarnation, when our home and our family were new.

			I hated showing the house to the realtor. I hated having her judge its dimensions, its light. I hated reducing the home we’d built into an investment we’d made, as if the place in which we had worked out the loving contract of our marriage was nothing but a material asset to be traded in. I liked the realtor, who had a streak of blue in her short blond hair, and who listened to our plans to uproot ourselves and move to England with a wistful manner. She too was British and spoke of her own longing to return to London, though the custody arrangements of her teenage son precluded it. But it pained me to have her measuring and assessing the home in which I had become a wife, a stepmother, and then a mother—where I had lifted my infant son to the window of our bedroom to show him the huge old elm tree that loomed over the high brick walls enclosing our small, sequestered garden. I loved that bedroom at the heart of the house, where I’d learned to tread lightly on the aged, unreliable floorboards because I knew where the weak spots were, where my once-new marriage had ripened and matured.

			We moved into Nick’s apartment in July, collecting keys from the super and staggering up a long, steep flight of stairs with our bags. Nick was one of my oldest friends, a coconspirator from college who, like me, had gone into journalism upon graduation. The loan of his apartment was a role reversal. For the first decade or so that I lived in New York, Nick would come to visit from London, where he’d grown up, or Eastern Europe, where he’d been working, and would sometimes stay at my place, on the pullout futon couch in my diminutive study. Out to dinner one night in SoHo with some friends at a fashionable faux-Parisian brasserie that had opened up across the street from one apartment in which I lived, Nick sighed: You were smart coming to New York. It’s the only place to be.

			Within a few years Nick was living in San Francisco covering the dot-com boom, offering me prescient story ideas. (“There is this new thing happening called blogging—you should write about it,” he told me, the first time I’d heard the word.) Not long afterward, Nick had decided he no longer wanted to report on a world he might just as easily become a part of, and he had moved to New York to set up the first of what would be a number of high-profile, controversial websites that traded in cutting cultural critique and discomfiting gossip. Nick had become one of those influential figures he’d have told me to write about if he weren’t my friend, and the profiles that were written of him in the following years perpetuated a perception of him as iconoclastic, analytic and ruthless. I recognized him in the profiles, though the journalists who observed him typically didn’t capture what I knew to be the generous and affectionate aspects of his nature, an oversight which served his professional purposes, though as a former reporter himself he couldn’t help being disappointed when his chroniclers failed to plumb him more deeply. As a character, Nick was an object of fascination among his friends; he had Gatsby-like charisma and ambition, in the shadow of which we were all Nick Carraways seeking to make sense of him.

			Now Nick was the one with an apartment in SoHo, a space that far surpassed the poky tenements in which he had first visited me decades earlier. His loft had dark-stained floorboards and a high ceiling supported by iron columns. Positioned on the corner of the building, the spacious living room had tall windows that looked down on a faux-Parisian brasserie below, a more ambitious iteration of the place I’d lived opposite twenty-five years earlier, operated by the same ingenious British entrepreneur.

			For years, Nick’s apartment had served as a party space for New York’s media industry as well as being his home. He’d hosted scores of gatherings to celebrate the launch of films or the publication of books. He’d once hosted a book publication party for me, a dizzying event with a guest list of names I mostly knew as bylines rather than real people. In a space off the main living room a photographer had set up a temporary studio, propping a large mirror opposite a couch that was illuminated by a bright spotlight. For each portrait the photographer sat beside or stood behind his subject, so that he captured his own camera-pointing reflection in the mirror, alongside that of the guest. The next day the black-and-white photos appeared on one of Nick’s sites and as I clicked through them I had the mysterious experience of seeing myself transfigured by glamour: a small, slim figure with folded arms and an amused expression captured in the silvery light, standing alongside tall, handsome, self-assured Nick, while the photographer appeared behind us as a grinning, animated figure between our shoulders, a one-eyed trickster with a nimbus of curly hair.

			It felt strange to be back in Nick’s apartment as a temporary resident rather than as a party guest, blocking his hallway with overspilling baggage containing the clothes and possessions we had kept out of storage, hunting in his kitchen for pots and pans. Though I had been invited to stay, I felt like an interloper—a figure from a fairy tale, Goldilocks or Snow White, who stumbles in need into the home of absent strangers who may or may not be welcoming when they return. Nick’s husband, Derrence, a generous, creative man whom I had witnessed Nick marry a few years earlier in a joyous and lavish celebration at the Natural History Museum in Manhattan, was even more physically substantial than Nick, and their apartment, like both of them, was masculine and imposing. The living room was furnished with two enormous, stylish curvilinear couches upholstered in dimpled black fabric; whenever I sat in one of them, I felt dwarfed and vulnerable, as if I were balanced lightly in the palm of a giant. In contrast to the hubbub and heat of the street below, the apartment was cool, with a gently purring air-conditioning system. Despite its high ceilings and polished floors, it had an atmosphere of dense, tranquillized enclosure.

			The space in which the photographer had set up his studio, concealed behind a heavy mirrored door that led from the living room, also served as the spare room in which George and I slept. It was soundproofed, with thick curtains that extinguished the streetlights and a bed with a sinking memory-foam mattress which, unlike the aged sprung mattress we had disposed of in Brooklyn, absorbed the sounds of its occupants’ movements rather than amplifying them. Lying there I felt weightless, insubstantial. It is as if we have died, George and I said to each other in the sepulchral darkness. Or it is as if we have been put under a deathlike enchantment, into a state of suspension, neither here nor there.

		

	
		
		
			Outside Nick’s apartment, SoHo was sultry, treeless and grimy to a degree to which, after a gentler decade and a half on a verdant Brooklyn street, I was oversensitized. The stink of garbage from the restaurants nearby, and of what seemed incontrovertibly to be human shit in a recessed entryway a few doors along the block, was a reminder of the overwhelming sensory experience of arriving in New York for the first time thirty years earlier, in the height of summer. Then, I was assailed by street smells: exhaust fumes, hot-dog smoke, watermelon, rot.

			I landed at JFK Airport with the two pieces of luggage my budget ticket permitted: all my possessions crammed into a pair of black duffel bags with green straps that cut into my shoulders as I carried them. I had graduated from college with a degree in English literature a few months earlier. As a student, I’d traveled as much in Europe as my limited funds would allow: taking the ferry and train to Paris, where a friend and I stayed in a hostel on the outskirts of the city and treated ourselves to gâteaux on the Rue de Rivoli; hitching a ride to Rome with another friend who was on a bursary from the university. In Rome, I found that my Latin studies proved inadequate to deciphering inscriptions from the empire that had once extended all the way to my provincial hometown, and got groped on the city bus by, perhaps, a descendant of a centurion.

			I’d taught English to Polish students in a summer school near Krakow, when the country was still under the influence of the Soviet Union. While there, I visited nearby Auschwitz, and surveyed the unassimilable evidence of the cataclysm—the displays of heaped-up shoes, of prosthetic limbs, of eyeglasses. But I’d never before been to the United States, which, in New York City at least, seemed to have taken Paris and Rome and Krakow and blended them together into something disconcerting and improbable: where massive civic buildings were adorned with Belle Epoque flourishes, where storefronts with Yiddish signage selling lingerie or leather goods were only a few steps from restaurants offering linguine with clams.

			I was enrolled in a graduate journalism program at New York University, and my first home in the city was in a dorm on the corner of Third Avenue and Ninth Street. I was assigned a peculiar triangular room on the fifth floor, a scrap of habitable space thriftily eked out from the building’s irregularly shaped footprint. There were two windows, one looking west toward the bustle of Third Avenue and the other facing squarely south, downtown. I had a view of the twin towers of the World Trade Center, luminous pink in the summer dawn, glittering with bands of light when darkness fell again. They were hard to look away from, twice the height of any other building rising upward from the outcrop of lower Manhattan. Their doubled presence seemed to be a kind of dare: why build one outrageously massive tower when you can build two? The twin towers were an exorbitant challenge in defiance of expectations, and so was the whole incandescent city.

			New York City thrilled me, and it scared me. Every day I walked a little further, mapping out the longitude and latitude of my new habitation. I went east, to Tompkins Square, where in the week before I moved to New York there had been a night of violent rioting after police descended on a tented city that had been established on the scrubby lawns of the park to shelter homeless people. The tents were gone, but the jittery sense of unrest remained. I walked to the West Side Highway and along the Hudson River, past the derelict piers that still served then as gay cruising grounds, up to the meatpacking district, where sex workers in impossibly high heels stalked cobblestoned streets that stank of blood. I walked uptown to Central Park, which seemed less like the stately green spaces I knew from London and more like an antic circus, with exuberant baseball games and determined joggers and its weekend gathering of roller-disco dancers, whose graceful and athletic gyrations I watched from the sidelines of the blacktop where they spun to music pounding from boom boxes, my own heart pounding with joy and envy at the sight of the dancers’ sheer, exhilarating disinhibition.

			I think my heart beat faster all the time, those first few months in New York. I subsisted on lentils and Café Bustelo, splurging on a slice of pizza or a falafel sandwich on St. Mark’s Place as a rare treat. When my parents sent me some cash for my birthday, one of the three American graduate students with whom I shared a kitchen remarked that now I could afford to eat twice a day. I scoured the racks of the Salvation Army store on Fourth Avenue, hoping to find the winter coat I knew I’d need before too long—the weather would get more brutally cold than anything I’d ever experienced in England—and hunting for boots to replace the shoes I’d worn out by walking everywhere to save the dollar it would have cost to take the subway. Most of the time I felt like the Little Match Girl in the fairy tale—except, I ruefully realized, that if I were to try to sell matches the immigration authorities would come down on me for violating the terms of my student visa. I was frazzled, exhausted, hyped up, sometimes so overwhelmed by the city that I felt as if I were transparent, as invisible and fragile as glass.

			Gradually, though, my life started to acquire a greater substance. I got an interview with the assistant to the editor-in-chief at New York magazine, who must have realized that by hiring me under the guise of a for-credit internship she could get an assistant of her own. Every day was an education. I did photocopying for the art department and made calls for the writer who covered advertising. I opened cartons of mail sent to one of the editors, an older woman with dyed blond hair and bright pink lipstick and an unswerving commitment to tent dresses. She told me that forty years earlier she’d taken a vow never to pay for a theater or movie ticket, and she went to see everything. She sent me off with passes to nightclubs and invitations to openings. She took me to the New York City Ballet—I’d never before been to see a ballet—and in the intermission she gossiped about which of the members of staff at the magazine were millionaires. I got roped into helping out in the fact-checking department, where I’d call boutiques to confirm the accuracy of the credits in a fashion spread: was that bracelet genuine ormolu? Did that bangle really cost fifteen hundred dollars? Intermittently, the magazine’s Bronx-born gossip columnist would mock my accent—“I’d like to chick some fecks”—from the neighboring cubicle.

			I had planned to return to England when my course of studies ended at NYU. I had even bought my one-way plane ticket through a discount travel agent and started to envision the vague outline of an immediate future: moving to London, finding a flat, looking for a job. But weeks before I was due to leave New York, an alternative presented itself. The magazine was looking to hire a permanent fact-checker, and an editorial assistant with whom I had become friendly was looking for someone to replace her departing roommate, in a fourth-floor walk-up in SoHo. And so, on a salary of $19,500 a year and a rent of $650 a month, with a bedroom window opening to a fire escape that overlooked staggered roofs topped with water towers, I took the first step toward claiming New York as my home.

			

			—

			Despite the blackout blinds and the sedative properties of the mattress in Nick’s apartment, I woke early during the weeks I stayed there, often taking long walks through the neighborhood and beyond, before the sidewalks became clogged with New Yorkers rushing to work or tourists wandering from coffee bar to boutique. Usually I headed west, through the blocks of elegant cast-iron loft buildings that, even when I first moved to New York, had not yet been entirely transformed into aeries for the rich. Next were the streets of lower-rise tenements where, when I had lived in the neighborhood, you could still hear the Sicilian dialect spoken by the elderly black-clad women who occupied the park benches that edged the basketball court in the dark of a hot summer night.

			Finally, I would reach the West Side Highway, where once-derelict piers had long before been renovated and repurposed into sites of family recreation, with ball fields, basketball courts, snack bars, ice cream stands. The riverfront that three decades earlier had been a run-down stretch of scarred concrete had been turned into a slender strip of greenery planted with what at first were spindly saplings. Now, it had been further transformed by the passage of time. A ribbon of lush parkland edged the river for miles, bikers and pedestrians channeled efficiently beneath the pleasant shade of mature, leafy trees. Buildings can rise in months, and they can fall much more quickly than that. But parks, like people, take years or decades to become what they are. It had been a long time since I had walked along the West Side Highway, and it was startling to see how the park had matured and changed, an irrefutable timepiece marking my own long years spent bounded by the waters of the Hudson River and the East River and the wide-open harbor of New York.

			It was not quite the case that I had never left New York before. In my mid-twenties, restless after a couple of years in the fact-checking department at New York magazine but with no immediate hope of being promoted, and with the terms of my visa preventing me from jumping to another publication, I was offered a job in London as a writer on a British newspaper. I had been ambivalent about the offer, which came about through the intercession of an editor to whom I had been helpful when she came to New York as a short-term correspondent. I did not feel especially ready to leave New York City, where I was starting to find my feet. I’d been equipping my apartment in SoHo with scavenged household goods, like the side table that a date bought for me for five dollars late one night from a guy who was hawking it at a bar in the East Village. I was delighted by the novelty of going out to drink beer and listen to punk tunes on the jukebox, only to return home having acquired a piece of furniture. That seemed like the kind of thing that didn’t happen anywhere else. But I was more than eager to be a full-time writer rather than an editorial assistant and fact-checker, where I was responsible for cleaning up other people’s mistakes on deadline. And I was tempted, too, by the idea of living and working in London—of returning to the challenge of real life, as it seemed to me then, rather than continuing what felt like a rootless and provisional, if sometimes charmed, existence in New York.

			In the rawness of early spring I moved to London, where I found a small, neat flat with terra-cotta tiles on the floor and a kitchenette that disappeared behind folding louvered doors, in the basement of a Georgian terraced house on a side street in Chelsea, just off the King’s Road. I’d found the apartment in a hurry, viewing a handful of places on a day trip to the capital, and I chose it largely by a process of elimination: this was the one place that didn’t have sinking floorboards, stained carpets, a smell of damp in a shared hallway. I didn’t know the neighborhood, and hadn’t realized how conservative and staid it was, occupied by bankers in navy suits and stay-at-home mothers who wore black velvet headbands in their smooth blond hair. It was nothing like the restless, animated neighborhood I had claimed as mine in New York. I started work at the Style section of the newspaper, covering parties and offering squibs of commentary and navigating what I soon discovered were the choppy seas of office politics.

			Almost immediately, I knew I’d made a terrible mistake. In New York, although I wasn’t American, I had started to get the lay of the land, politically, culturally and journalistically. I’d been dispatched to the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in Midtown, where I’d stood in the back of a ballroom crowded with dozens of television camera teams and scores of reporters and taken notes during a press conference at which a state employee from Arkansas named Gennifer Flowers played portions of her surreptitiously recorded phone calls with a presidential candidate named Bill Clinton. (“Did the governor wear a condom?” a correspondent from the Howard Stern radio show shouted over the hubbub.) In addition to reporting from the human zoo of the presidential campaign, I’d been assigned the task of writing about urban wildlife, learning of the rare sighting of a red fox on the outer borders of the borough of Queens, and interviewing an official from the city’s Department of Health about the prevalence of rats in New York: at the time, about seven million, roughly one per person.

			I’d written about the opening of nightclubs and the debuts of bands—coming home from a day of fact-checking at the office, changing into a shorter dress and higher heels, drinking a shot of vodka and an espresso in quick succession, then heading out to watch jazz-hip-hop at S.O.B.’s, or to squeeze onto a dance floor throbbing with techno music at the Limelight. Nightlife, I discovered, was a beat that could be covered while also holding down a day job, so long as sleep was not held at a premium. I’d had editors who’d encouraged me to write about the city around me, and I had assumed the identity of a New Yorker—which I was, if only of a couple of years’ standing, and less knowing than I pretended to be in print.

			In London, although I was British, I was clueless. At the newspaper I was expected to observe and dissect the goings-on of a slice of society in which aristocracy and celebrity mingled. But I didn’t know the terrain. I didn’t know, as it seemed I should have, which last names indicated that their bearers were heirs to baronetcies or were daughters of dukes. I didn’t know who had until recently been a government minister, or who was coming off a run as a star of a British television show. I’d been tuned in to a different frequency and didn’t know how to pick up the local signal. “His family owns half of Scotland,” my editor friend told me about one of our colleagues, a writer with a boyish air and a bulging address book. But how was I supposed to know what that meant, or any of the other posh arcana with which the pages of the section where I worked concerned itself? These were the kinds of facts that weren’t ascertained by scanning the index of a directory or making calls to the right governmental agency. This was knowledge that either one was born to or one might acquire only by long acclimatized immersion.

			Meanwhile, I was required to write a weekly column in which I dropped the names of baronesses and television executives, sprinkling references to private members’ clubs I’d never been to and courtly conventions I’d only just discovered. The newspaper maintained an editorial perspective in which a deference to and obsession with the goings-on of the British upper classes was combined with a scornful readiness to disparage. A few weeks after I arrived, the paper scored a coup with the publication of an account of the unhappy marriage of the Prince and Princess of Wales, an unprecedented exposure of the goings-on of senior members of the Royal Family later revealed to have been based upon interviews willingly given by Princess Diana herself. The scandal buoyed the paper, and in the department where I worked it gave even those of us who had nothing at all to do with its publication a frisson of excitement—a chance to find fault with the institution of the monarchy and the habits of those aristocrats upon which we, as chroniclers of the races at Ascot and the regatta at Henley, also parasitically depended.

			One evening I was sent to cover a party on the roof terrace of a fancy hotel in Knightsbridge, where I was introduced as a journalist to another guest whom even I knew enough to recognize: thirty-year-old Viscount Linley, a nephew of the Queen, the son of Princess Margaret, and, at the time, eleventh in line to the throne. We spoke only briefly at the party, but at the end of the evening I was waiting outside for a taxi when Linley, a keen motorcyclist, spotted me and offered me a lift on the back of his bike. Once I was seated, with his spare helmet buckled under my chin and my arms around his waist, he turned his head and asked me what exactly I did for the paper.

			I confessed. Then I asked if he’d like me to get off the bike. “No,” he replied. “It’s interesting to see what you’re like.” We set off along the edge of Hyde Park toward my apartment in Chelsea, where Linley dropped me off and went on his way, his curiosity about junior Style reporters presumably adequately satisfied. I descended the stone staircase to my flat in what would once have been the house’s kitchen and scullery. It was odd to imagine a scene around the breakfast table at Buckingham Palace or Windsor Castle or Kensington Palace at which members of the Royal Family swapped sections of the Sunday papers just like ordinary people did, and speculated about who we were—these distant, lowly, grubbing reporters who made a living from peddling our judgmental speculations about them.

			Sour and sarcastic on the page, I was increasingly miserable off it—especially during the short, leaden days of winter, when my flat got so little natural light that even at noon I had to turn on the lamp on my desk below the window, from which all I could see were the polished oxfords and dark-socked ankles of the bankers clicking by on the sidewalk above. I was consumed with my own discontent, reduced to lying on the bed in my flat and staring at the low ceiling for hours, unable to rouse myself enough to do my job. Less than a year after I’d left New York, I was offered a position back at New York magazine, higher up the masthead than I had been before, as a writer rather than a checker, and I returned to New York City.

			I’ll come back to England if something terrible happens, I told myself at the time—though what that terrible thing might be, and how, should the terrible thing happen, I might in some indeterminate future be able to extricate myself from New York, was something I didn’t dwell upon. I was exhilarated to be back, awoken and revived from London’s deadening torpor, with the cold, crisp air of New York’s streets under the clear blue skies of winter filling my lungs and aerating my mind, as if the city were breathing life back into me.

			

			—

			On my morning walks from Nick’s apartment, or on trips uptown to tie up administrative loose ends at the bank or the library, I retraced routes I had taken countless times. Not quite every street corner held a memory, but a sufficient number of them did that I felt as if my past were materializing about me, more concrete than the present. I was a ghost walking through the more solid reality of the vanished years. Here is the Catholic cathedral, where, on the day of my grandmother Ivy’s funeral, a little more than a year after I first moved to the city, I awkwardly entered and searched for an appropriate saint before whom to light a candle, finally settling on the Holy Family. Though I had never known her to go to church, Ivy was the daughter of a Catholic father, and his faith seemed to have exerted a final weak magnetism upon her. As she was dying in hospital, treated with morphine for pain in the damaged heart that would soon give up beating entirely, she had whispered to my father that when she closed her eyes, she could see a crowd outside a church. “Is Sid there?” my father had asked her, and she’d nodded. “Is he wearing that green suit?” my father asked, and she’d smiled.

			Here was the street corner where I’d rented the first apartment I lived in on my own, without a roommate, two levels above an old Italian bakery that at dawn filled the stairwell with the yeasty scent of freshly baked loaves. The bakery was gone, but I could still see above it the white-painted wrought-iron window guard that I had installed, a sensible and effective precaution against intruders. I was much less guarded with the apartment’s front door, which I opened to this man or that one during the long years before I met and married George.

			Despite myself—and despite all that psychotherapy—I seemed drawn to men with whom there could be no viable future. Even without a future, though, the present was frequently thrilling in its variety—spending the night in a fancy uptown hotel with this man, a foreign correspondent on expenses who was drinking far more than was really advisable for someone scheduled to interview a senator in Washington the next day; leaning into the body of this man, a slim, gentle musician, as we swayed in the back of a dark downtown club to the sounds of a Brazilian guitarist spotlighted on the stage. I was lonely often enough. I spent many days and nights wondering whether I’d ever find someone to stay with, who would want to stay with me. But the cycle of falling in love, being in love, and falling out of love repeated itself often enough to give me plenty of unsought practice at leaving and being left.

			Here is the hotel where, in the era before cellphones, I’d darted out of the offices of New York magazine to make a call from one of its old-fashioned telephone booths, sheltered within its mahogany and beveled glass enclosure, the air thick with the scent of leather and discretion: I was being offered a position as a writer for The New Yorker. Here is the stretch of SoHo sidewalk where, only a few days after September 11, 2001, I passed streets that were uncannily emptied of traffic and saw diners outside restaurants wearing surgical masks as protection against the acrid air while they examined their menus. Here is the park around which I walked alone in the half hour before George and I got married at the courthouse opposite, my heart beating with the solemnity of the undertaking, as vast and irrevocable as childbirth or death, though we did it quietly on a weekday, slipping out from work, witnessed only by George’s sons and a couple of friends. Here are the steps of the courthouse that we descended after the ceremony, a moment of disarray captured in a photograph that reminds me of a still from an Italian neorealist film, with George grasping an open bottle of wine, a satchel of books sliding from his shoulder, me pushing my hair back from my face with both hands, heavy-lidded in the slant sun of late afternoon.

			One evening I walked from Nick’s apartment down to the waterfront at Battery Park City and sat at sunset looking out over the marina. Embedded in the cast-iron railings was the line from a poem by Walt Whitman that I’d first seen thirty years earlier on one of my exploratory forays downtown. I sat down before it and took a photo on my phone. “City of the world! (for all races are here; / All the lands of the earth make contributions here),” it read. “Proud and passionate city! mettlesome, mad, extravagant city!” The city was still those things, but it had also changed, just as I had. New towers had risen, like the lovely, rippling, fluted aluminum of the downtown apartment building designed by Frank Gehry, dreamy and unlikely. Forgotten spaces had been found again, like the High Line park snaking above the heads of New Yorkers on a formerly abandoned railway, the iron staircases rising to it, portals to another dimension airy with wildflowers and overlooked by the homes of billionaires.

			Buildings around which I had navigated, that I had assumed were permanent and fixed points of orientation, had vanished, too. A few years before, St. Vincent’s Hospital, in the West Village, was shut down and sold to a real-estate developer, and during its subsequent partial demolition, I stared up at the building’s exposed innards, scanning for the remains of the consulting room in which George and I had been told by a pediatric cardiologist that our two-month-old son needed immediate surgery, that he should be transferred without delay to a newborn intensive-care unit uptown. “I can’t let you ride in here if you can’t be rational,” the paramedic told me firmly, as I wept while watching him and his partner carefully raise the small, box-like incubator into the back of the ambulance. I wiped my tears away and climbed in, rigid with grief and helpless amid the devastation.

			George and I spent days and nights in the pediatric intensive care unit, restlessly sleeping end to end on a banquette under a window overlooking upper Broadway, while Rafael lay on a hospital bed, his tiny body overwhelmed with tubes and wires attached to monitors. I scrawled in a diary, trying to capture as much as I could bear of the moment. “I feel guilty for not looking after him well enough. Can I be trusted with him? I am fearful of my instincts now,” I wrote; though the heart defect was random, a stroke of bad luck. I stared at my stricken reflection in the mirror of the hospital bathroom, rehearsing how I would describe myself, should the worst happen: I had a son, but he died. How could it vanish—that consulting room in which all the refracted, playful lightness of my years in New York was suddenly concentrated upon one crucial focal point, the fragile body of my infant son on an examining table, around which all else turned shadowy and black? But even catastrophes offer an afterlife. We stumble on through broken ground and rubble, trying to find a way forward.

			On our last night in New York, we went out to dinner with George’s younger sister, Elisabeth, and Zach, the youngest of my stepsons, to an Indian restaurant on Houston Street with exposed-brick walls and fashionable industrial lighting. It was an early night: Zach had to get up before dawn for a shift at work, driving his ambulance through Brooklyn. George and I were almost too depleted to speak. And what was there to say at a parting like that? We’ll see you soon, we said, as if we were all simply going our separate Brooklyn ways.

			That night, I dipped only briefly below the horizon of sleep before rising above it again. The next day, at afternoon’s end, with Nick’s keys handed back to the super, we stood on the sidewalk outside the apartment and waited for the car that then drove us away, past the snarled jewelry marts and branch banks and budget hotels of Canal Street, under the grimy triumphal arch that marks with incongruous grandeur the entrance to the Manhattan Bridge. We passed across the river, skimming the border of our old neighborhood as we headed further into Brooklyn, past car-wash joints and funeral parlors toward the airport and the Atlantic Ocean. I looked out of the window and watched as the disenchanted city fell away behind me. We boarded our flight in the early evening and landed in London in the early morning of the following day, and so while I can clearly state the date on which I first laid eyes on New York City—August 17, 1988—my leave-taking of it is more smudged and imprecise, loosened from time and place, transpiring in the air above the ocean, in the suspended moment between one day and the next.

		

	
		
		
			In the months before we left New York the British newspapers had reported, with what seemed to be a certain schadenfreude mixed into the sensationalism, that the murder rate in London had exceeded that of New York City. The digital alert I had set for our anticipated neighborhood occasionally sent me to articles in one or another of the well-informed local newspapers, where crime coverage was a staple. These offered accounts of teenage boys or young men being knifed in streets whose names I had not yet familiarized myself with, that lay within the sphere in which we were intending to settle. One evening only a few days after we moved into our first temporary home in London, there was a knock at the front door. George went to answer it, and when I joined him a few moments later in the hallway I saw over his shoulder two police officers standing on the steps. There had been a stabbing up the street a little while earlier, one officer explained. Was it possible that we had heard, or seen, something?

			The house, which we were subletting from a couple of retired academics who were on their annual sojourn in Italy, lay on a quiet street with very little through traffic, one of those finer capillaries of London’s circulatory system. Like most of the housing stock in the neighborhood, it was a Victorian row house, with rooms smaller than those we were accustomed to in Brooklyn, though it was of roughly the same era. It had short, zigzagging flights of stairs that creaked underfoot, porous walls, and floors through which we could hear each other from one level to another.

			The house had been carefully tended but little modernized by its longtime owners, and our first few days there were punctuated by visits from a pleasant young woman from the rental agency, attending to intermittent problems. There were some issues that she could remedy, like summoning a plumber to fix the dripping tap in the bathroom and supplying us with another key so that our son could let himself in after school without having to ring the doorbell as if he were a visitor to the house in which we were trying to contrive a makeshift normality. But there were others that were simply the unchangeable conditions of our accommodation, like the flimsiness of the elderly, single-glazed sash windows with their irregular, wavy glass. Nothing to be done about that short of complete refurbishment, explained the handyman as he descended a stepladder in the front bedroom, having ruefully examined the window that rattled itself open whenever the wind picked up, the upper sash sliding slowly down with an irresistible subsidence.

			The street we were on was not a dead end, but it felt like one, the few vehicles entering it being those belonging to the residents of whom we had become temporary neighbors, and whose yellow lamps and blue televisions we could see glowing through curtains. Domestic cats stationed themselves watchfully on the front steps of houses in a way that reminded me of how, in Brooklyn, we ourselves would sometimes sit on our stoop and watch the world go by. This had been common practice among the elder homeowners in our area, who were long accustomed to keeping an eye on the neighborhood. When we had first bought the house, fifteen years earlier, and had been carrying out basic renovations before we moved in, we were one evening examining the contractor’s progress when the doorbell rang. On the stoop was a tiny, elderly man, as wizened as a mummy, long thin fingers at the tracheotomy tube in his throat. We should tell our contractor to be sure to leave a light on at the end of the day, the man whispered. There were people who might not hesitate to jimmy the window if they saw the house was routinely unoccupied at night.

			He lived directly across the street with his daughter, he told us, and assured us he would keep an eye on our place. For a few years thereafter I was reassured by the flickering of the blinds in the gray-painted house opposite, although we rarely saw our neighbor outside, and it was his daughter, Janet, with whom we would sometimes chat when we crossed the street from our stoop to hers. When he died, I went to the funeral service in the church around the corner. Janet’s father lay in an open casket beneath the Tiffany windows, his collar and tie knotted high to conceal the surgical airway, his drawn cheeks and pursed lips tinted by the undertaker in a facsimile of the man he must have been long before he paid us his obliging call.

			The watchful cats in London were omnipresent. When looking for a place to rent I’d observed that the back door of almost every house was equipped with a cat flap to allow them to come and go without human intervention. Cats prowled the sidewalk or rubbed themselves against doorposts, meowing at us as we passed by. The chatty cats of London, we called them: they owned the place. Cats here were permitted a freedom of movement that in Brooklyn would have been regarded as morally questionable—cruel to the songbirds upon whom they might prey, but also reckless of the safety of the cats themselves, who might, it was said, get hit by cars or mauled by their feral cousins. Here in London the occupancy of the front steps was reversed. The cats were free to be outside at all hours of the day or night, while their owners darted in and out of their homes without lingering. Unlike our neighborhood in New York, these streets in which we had recently arrived were oddly empty in the later hours of the evening. It seemed as if everyone had turned in for the night by the time the ten o’clock news came on. The place was so stilled that it sometimes felt as if we might as well have moved to the suburbs.

			It’s so boring, my son said of the vacancy of the streets after nightfall when we first moved in, though his tone was agitated rather than lethargic. His bedroom in Brooklyn had been at the front of the house, a large room overfilled with toys that he’d been given or had inherited from his older brothers, and a spare bed for sleepovers with friends. The street was rarely overwhelmingly busy, but also never completely quiet, and so he’d fallen asleep each night to the sound of cars slowing down to stop at the traffic lights on the corner, the voices of passersby laughing or arguing as they made their way from bar or restaurant to subway filtering through his windows. Accustomed from infancy to the reassuring noise of the street, he found the silence of London disconcerting.

			While I was less attached than he was to the sound of late-night, high-spirited New Yorkers stumbling past my doorstep, or cars pulling up at the intersection blasting music from powerful speakers, I knew what he meant. When, at the age of thirty, I had saved up enough to move out of my tiny rented apartment above the bakery and to put a down payment on a place of my own, a realtor took me to see two apartments for sale in a building whose mid-century characteristics—low ceilings, horizontally oriented fenestration, wood-tiled floors—had not yet come back into fashion. One was in the rear, overlooking the gardens and trees of more desirable prewar buildings. The other overlooked Sixth Avenue, with a wide, east-facing window. I chose the front-facing apartment, which allowed me to lay eyes on my fellow New Yorkers all day and all night as they emerged from the side streets of SoHo or ducked in and out of the twenty-four-hour deli on the corner opposite.

			Why on earth would I want a view of dull, quiet gardens when I could otherwise commune with the city through my window? Standing close up to the glass, looking north, I could even glimpse the Empire State Building—its spire resolving into focus when seen from the right angle, like the skull-shaped memento mori in the Hans Holbein painting at the National Gallery in London. If my choice was partly a way of fending off loneliness, it was also a way of being affirmatively enmeshed in the city. When I shut the door to the apartment, I was alone, but I was also never isolated. Reading on the couch or working at my desk, I was reassured by the muffled murmur of pedestrians, and I fell asleep to the perpetual hum of traffic, four lanes surging ceaselessly along what only tourists called by its official name, the Avenue of the Americas.

			Sorry, we told the officers. We had been in the rear of the house clattering around in the unfamiliar kitchen when the incident occurred. We’d not been aware of any disturbance. They nodded, thanked us, went on their way, and we closed the door behind them. Whatever had happened, we had been oblivious. The next morning, the street was closed with yellow caution tape. A different police officer, a young woman, stood on the pavement with a clipboard, asking for names and marking down addresses. She was friendly and slightly lackadaisical, as if she already knew everything she needed to know about the incident, or as if she knew for sure there wasn’t anything useful that she would learn from us. Our son, who was in the midst of his second week at his new school, which lay a short walk away, ducked past the tape. This would be something to talk about in the playground with the new classmates among whom he was, as an American, an object of curiosity and also a presumed expert on school shootings and gun crime—comparative urban violence being, it seemed, a perennial subject of interest among teenage boys, as well as among newspaper editors.

			The statistics reported by the British press, that the murder rate in London had exceeded that of New York City, were narrowly accurate: it turned out that during a single calendar month, fifteen Londoners had died as a result of violent crime, while there had been fourteen murders in New York during the same period. But despite this fact, it was almost quaint to adopt New York City as a yardstick of murderous violence. The city’s reputation of decades earlier was apparently sustained in the popular British imagination, or at least that of the subeditor responsible for writing headlines at the Times. The New York that was being invoked was one closer to that in which I’d first arrived thirty years before. Around that time, the annual count of murders spiked above two thousand, the highest on record. New York magazine, at which I had recently started working, ran a hefty special issue titled “How to Save New York,” in which, amid advertisements for fur coats and boutique vodkas, a raft of high-profile commentators, overwhelmingly white and overwhelmingly male, proposed possible remedies for what were perceived as the city’s troubles. Try juvenile muggers and killers under adult rules “to keep more of these feral creatures off the street,” offered the editor-in-chief of a right-wing magazine. Recruit a private security force to patrol the city, suggested one developer. Legalize drugs was the surprisingly contrary but daringly progressive contribution of a society gossip columnist.

			The city was going through one of its cyclical periods of being characterized by newspapers as “unlivable,” but there was nowhere I wanted to live more. Every morning I walked from my apartment in SoHo up to the magazine’s offices on Second Avenue. Those evenings when I wasn’t kept late at work, I went out with friends, eating rice and beans or Thai food in cheap, divey restaurants, or dancing at downtown clubs from which I could walk the short distance home, even in platform heels. Occasionally, I even brushed up against the privileged world of those New Yorkers who could afford to designate unlivable the city in which they thrived. One evening, I was invited to a dinner party by a British banker with whom I was acquainted, a few years older than me. Having a very well-known father, the banker had liberated himself from the burden of paternal accomplishment by moving to New York to make a fortune, and the dinner was held in his apartment on the Upper West Side, a classic six that was decorated in the expensively fusty manner of the middle-aged burgher of Manhattan whom he, and most of his other guests, was already growing into.

			Aware that I had been invited to provide color from less sedate quarters, I dressed as if for the dance floor at the Limelight in a vivid pink, crushed-velvet minidress I’d bought on sale at the Betsey Johnson boutique downtown, and recounted an anecdote that my roommate had relayed to me—of an occasion a few months earlier when the grouchy artist who lived upstairs from us appeared angrily at the door, brandishing a gun and threatening to shoot if the music wasn’t turned down. This is what New York has turned me into, I thought: a person who trots out gunpoint threats for entertainment around a high-class dinner table. But it was the case that when one wasn’t directly afflicted by it—when one was still a recent arrival on a temporary visa, passing through for who knew exactly how long—the city’s volatility was cause for excitement more than occasion for alarm.

			In the decades after I first arrived in New York the reported incidence of violent crime diminished considerably. One afternoon in my final weeks in the city, I was walking through the pedestrian shopping streets of downtown Brooklyn when a sound down the block—pop, pop—sent passersby scrambling. “I’m from Greenwich! This kind of thing doesn’t happen there!” a young man in a business suit exclaimed as he looked around with wild eyes. But it didn’t happen much around here, either. The year before I left New York there were 290 murders, the lowest recorded figure, the newspapers noted, since the 1950s. That naked statistic would have offered no help to the murdered, and no comfort for the bereaved. A life lost was a life lost. But among the population that remained unscathed, the diminishing line on the graph was a cause for reassurance. The recent, lurid comparisons in the British press between London and New York revealed not so much that London had grown as violent as New York, but that New York had become, statistically speaking, as peaceable as London.

			What made the present violence in London especially horrific was the youth of so many of its victims and its perpetrators—minors, a lot of them, sixteen-year-olds and seventeen-year-olds charged with murder and possession of a blade, or memorialized on a street corner with candles and framed photos and empty bottles of liquor. The details of the stabbing on my street, when they emerged in the press coverage of the attacker’s trial, were appalling. The victim was a local twenty-five-year-old man whose femoral artery had been severed when he was assailed by a twenty-four-year-old acquaintance bearing a foot-long knife, in what was characterized as a drug-related robbery. I was shocked not only by the violence of the crime but also by my own obliviousness in mistaking my temporary place of residence to be a placid, untroubled corner. I hadn’t seen whatever was there to be seen, hadn’t realized how porous and conjoined were the different worlds of the city.

			

			—

			In fact, since we’d taken up residence of the house, the only unusual nighttime sighting any of us had made was of a fox that we’d seen strutting along in the middle of the street when we returned after a dinner out at a restaurant. Its long, bushy tail extended behind it like a rudder, its coat brown-yellow in the streetlight’s illumination. Squirrels we were used to, a population of which had scrambled perpetually in the old elm tree that grew at the end of our small backyard in Brooklyn, their voluble chittering echoing off the surrounding buildings. Rats were a not infrequent sight, as well, though they were mostly not cohabitants of our private spaces but denizens of the public places in which we had the city dweller’s share. One for every person in New York, I would inform my son as I held his hand on the subway platform every day on the way to his elementary school, while the rats skittered over the gleaming tracks below, tracing their own routes through the infrastructure conveniently provided for them.

			Spying a fox in an urban street was a novelty for us, though. It felt like a visitation by a charmed creature more familiar from children’s literature than from real life, even though we quickly learned that foxes were a familiar element in the living fabric of the city. Their presence has been noted in London since the 1930s, and, like human residents who made the same migration from countryside to city during the city’s rapid expansion in the nineteenth century, they have adapted to even the most improbable urban conditions, with thousands of them living at the ends of gardens, under sheds, in allotments. When London’s tallest skyscraper, the Shard, was under construction, a fox was found to be living on the seventy-second floor, surviving on scraps of food left by construction workers who gave him the incongruous name of Romeo before they reported him to the animal-control authorities, by whom he was restored to ground level and released.

			Foxes are originally rural creatures of ancient provenance in England, their longevity in the landscape traceable in Saxon place-names, like Foxham—“homestead with foxes”—or Foxton, “place inhabited by foxes.” Foxhunting persisted in England until Parliament finally outlawed the pursuit only in recent years, over the objection of those who held that the red-coated riders and baying hounds were elements of country life as traditional as the fox that was their bloody object. “Something rustled the dead leaves; not more than ten yards from where we stood, a small russet animal stole out on to the path and stopped for a photographic instant to take a look at us,” Siegfried Sassoon, the poet, wrote of his first childhood encounter with the creature in Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, a fictionalized account of his genteel country upbringing. “By the time he had slipped out of sight again I had just begun to realize what it was that had looked at me with such human alertness.” Hunting is the engine of the narrator’s maturity, though the first time he sees a fox, he blurts out to his companion a plea not to holler for the huntsmen—“Don’t do that; they’ll catch him!”—unable to suppress his affinity for his rival and prey.

			It may be the human-seeming alertness of the fox noted by Sassoon that grants the creature its enthralling aura, and that translates its ancient folkloric status into the contemporary equivalent, the human-interest news story. A few weeks after we arrived in Kentish Town, the national press covered the saga of a fox who had scaled the roof of a nearby block of flats and appeared unable to descend. The papers featured photos of the creature scrambling over the ridged clay tiles high above the pavement, offering readers an opportunity to root for its success as if it were the lead character in a high-stakes disaster movie. Around the same time, the newspapers reported on the conclusion of a three-year police investigation into the activities of a suspected serial cat killer in Croydon, a suburb in South London, where dozens of household pets had been found dumped near their homes, apparently bludgeoned and decapitated, their tails removed in a final indignity. After examining DNA on the cats’ bodies and CCTV footage, among other evidence, the police determined that the culprit was not, as had been suspected, a twisted individual who had been luring cats from their homes then mutilating them with a knife. Rather, they announced, the gruesome remnants were the work of foxes, who most likely had scavenged the corpses of cats that had been struck by road traffic, rather than killing them outright.

			There was a puncturing archness in the tone of the stories about the investigation, which was said to have cost several hundred thousand pounds. And there was also some skepticism at the police’s conclusions—a grumbling dissatisfaction at the revelation that the horrors, rather than being evidence of psychotic cruelty on the part of an individual were, after all, merely the evidence of nature taking its disquieting course.

			Like fairy tales or fables, the stories about foxes always seemed to me to be stories about humans, too. The creatures could be metaphors for individual resilience or ingenuity, like the Shard-dwelling Romeo, or the fox on the cold clay roof in Kentish Town. But the fascination with fox stories could equally be a means of grappling with darker fears—of metabolizing perceived threats of predation or invasion, especially from unfamiliar, unwanted neighbors.

			To me, the foxes were a thrilling interruption of the seemingly comprehensible city by something ancient and wild; but they were also a reminder of my newness here, my unfamiliarity with the place in which I had landed and my tenuous right of occupancy. To the fox, I was the interloper. He was more at home than I was. Working at the desk I’d claimed in our rental house, I’d sometimes notice movement at the foot of the garden and watch, spellbound, as a fox slunk low and sure-footed along the brick wall. Having once become aware of the creature’s confident occupation of this dimension, I now saw the view out of the window with a shift in focus. The walls between gardens were no longer merely boundaries established for the benefit of proprietorial homeowners. They were, rather, a network of conduits, elevated pathways and territorial borders—a liminal circulatory system for the city’s wild inhabitants. Though I’d signed a lease, was trying to provide the semblance of home for myself and my family, our tenancy of this space was only ever shared. Through the thin, wobbly glass of the window I would catch sight of a flash of russet fur and long doglike jaws, a small head turned toward me with erect ears and glittering, intelligent eyes. Our worlds were layered, one upon the other.

		

	
		
		
			As a temporary visitor to London in years past I would always use the Underground to get around, just as I rode the subway in New York City. With its diagram-style map, first introduced in 1931 and modified thereafter with the opening of new lines and stations, the Tube made miraculously comprehensible the task of avoiding the tangle of streets above. I could descend underground in one part of London and fifteen minutes later pop up in another, having been transported along clear lines of black or red or purple, and not really knowing how I got to wherever I was.

			The efficiency was not limited to the map, a masterpiece of design mounted in every carriage as if in a gallery. When we first arrived in London it took a while before George and I learned that we didn’t need to sprint down the stairs in order to leap onto the Northern Line train that we could hear standing at the platform, because another one would be along in just a couple of minutes to whisk us down to Leicester Square, Charing Cross, the Embankment. It seemed trivial to be so soothed by reliable public transport, but there it was. Not having to think about battling with the mounting delays on New York City’s subway system, which by the time I left the city were the worst they had been in decades, was, like not having to think about paying a bill after a visit to a doctor, one of those aspects of our relocation that revealed to me how constrained my idea of normalcy had become. If it was true—as I’d feared when I was a teenager, longing to escape my hometown—that one step, one turn, one choice, could lead to disaster, it was also true that one step, one choice, could provide an enlightening shift in perspective. Traversing my new, old territory of London, I felt liberated by the experience of movement, both across the city and across the ocean. I was imbued with a light-headed awareness that the way things are is not necessarily the way things have to be.

			No longer a visitor on assignment, but a resident learning my way around, I now preferred the bus to the Tube, at least if I could spare the time for a slower journey. Riding through London this way gave me the geography lesson that the convenience of the Underground had spared me. It taught me how the city’s circulatory system flowed, and it illuminated the centuries of transformation of a place like the Hampstead Road, a wide, unlovely street with Euston Station on one side and public housing on the other. Once, it was the route down which livestock would be driven from the grazing pastures of what is now North London to the Smithfield meat market. In New York, there were some streets whose name revealed the layered history beneath them, like Canal Street in SoHo, near which I had lived for so many years, and along which once flowed not a canal, exactly, but an often fetid drainage ditch, conveying water as sluggishly as the truck traffic that now rumbled along its former course. But the numbered grid system that largely prevails in New York made it easy to get around without thinking too much about the farmland or woodland that the streets had replaced, or about whatever else lay submerged beneath them. New York City was young enough for much of its surface to have been laid out diagrammatically and explicitly, while London offered an allusive tangle, the past inscribed within the present.

			Often, I took the bus from the stop near the end of my road, almost the northern terminus of its long route. I clambered up the steep staircase to the top deck for a better view, sheepishly claiming the front seat with its unobscured prospect as if I were an excited child on a weekend outing with my father. I was never bored on the bus. After thirty minutes of watching the changing scene from the window I would be at Oxford Circus, with its department stores and heavy foot traffic; in another ten I could be alighting at Trafalgar Square to go to the National Gallery. If I continued on, the bus would have taken me down Whitehall past the pageantry of the mounted guardsmen outside Horse Guards Parade, on to Parliament Square and the Gothic grandeur of Westminster Abbey. An hour’s ride from my door would take me all the way to the Tate museum at Millbank, overlooking the Thames. That was as far as I had ever gone on the route, though had I stayed on it after it crossed Vauxhall Bridge, I could have ridden all the way down to where the bus route ended, Clapham Common.

			I wasn’t sure that I had ever in my life been to Clapham Common, though I had acquired an idea of tree-lined avenues and flat, lamplit pathways from the pages of Graham Greene’s novel The End of the Affair. Its narrator, a jaundiced novelist named Maurice Bendrix, who is the author’s stand-in, lives in a bedsit on the unfashionable, inconvenient south side of the Common, where he writes five hundred words a day with an enviable regularity and discipline. His lover, Sarah Miles, lives with her civil servant husband, Henry, in a handsome Queen Anne house with a fanlight on the Common’s opposite, better side, which is where Greene himself lived from 1935 until 1940, when bomb damage sustained in the Blitz obliged him to leave. Since arriving in London, I had meant to ride the bus for its full length and walk across Greene’s common. I was reminded of the resolution every time the bus pulled into the stop, displaying its destination above the driver’s booth, but the intention would slip from my memory as soon as I had boarded and taken my seat by the window.

			From my neighborhood the bus descended what was once a coaching road to London, with fields and inns on either side. One such inn, now a popular pub, stood on the corner of my street. Where my house lay there had once been spacious gardens abutting a field through which a clear rivulet had flowed under a wooden bridge. A neighbor told me the tall sycamore tree that in the autumn casts its helicopter seeds over my small, north-facing garden and the willow that bows over the fence a few gardens down are what remain of thickly planted hedgerows. The hedgerows would once have formed boundaries between fields that rose up the hillside, on the crest of which the hospital now sits. In an instant I saw the gardens differently, not just as small rectangles cultivated by their owners, with rosebushes or lilac trees positioned to capture the maximum quantity of direct sunlight as it falls stingily over roofs and walls, but as a belated urban rearrangement of an older, slower, rural order.

			I could see how the former village of Kentish Town merged with the settlement of Camden Town, with streets that are named for functions now lost—like Angler’s Lane, where the Fleet River, which descended from Hampstead Heath to join the Thames at Blackfriars, ran in the open air, before it was channeled into an underground culvert through which it still flows. Closer to the center of the city, the evidence of deliberate town planning emerges in the shape of Regent’s Park, with its elegant avenues and lawns that were laid out in the early nineteenth century over what had been in Tudor times a royal hunting ground. An illustration from the late eighteenth century shows what the park replaced. Cows graze in the foreground, with the fields of what is not yet Camden Town stretching toward what is not yet my home at the foot of Highgate Hill.

			The park is named for the Prince Regent, later George IV, as is Regent Street, the wide shopping concourse which the bus descends. I find it a thrilling thoroughfare, with masonry façades that gleam brilliantly in the daylight, though they are no less spectacular when, on a rainy winter evening, they are illuminated by amber spotlights that reflect from wet pavements. At the intersection with Piccadilly lies the Café Royal, at one time London’s most celebrated restaurant, famous for its artistic and literary clientele.

			At this point on the journey my awareness of the breadth and depth of the city’s history resolves into something more personal and peculiar. It was here, at the Café Royal, that my great-grandfather George Smyth, Ivy’s father, was employed—as a bar manager, it says in the box labeled “Rank or Profession of Father” on Ivy and Sid’s certificate of marriage, though the story I remember being told was that he was a cocktail waiter. The characterization brings to mind images of gleaming silver, polished mahogany, light reflecting from the curve of a glass; the intoxicating rush of warm air scented with liquor and beer gusting from a door opening to an adults-only world; the hum of conversation muffled by velvet draperies, the glances reflected in pier mirrors.

			In the family portrait taken in the photographer’s studio in 1912, my great-grandfather is in his early thirties. He is a slight man—far less substantial than his wife, Rose, who has borne three children already and will bear three more before the decade’s end, and who sits with feet planted wide beneath high-waisted, floor-length skirts. My great-grandfather is in a pin-striped frock coat and trousers, with a white satin waistcoat buttoned over his high-collared shirt, and a bow tie fastened at his neck. He has gleaming hair, and a tidy mustache. The clothing renders my great-grandfather classless, at least to my eye. He could be a university graduate, or an off-duty Army officer, or an artist on the other side of the bar of the Café Royal.

			His voice, though, would have betrayed his origins: the son of a policeman, born in 1878 in what is now called Fitzrovia, a built-up part of Central London in the borough of St. Pancras. It would not have been an easy childhood: by the time he was twelve his father had died and George, the youngest of three children, was sent to St. Mary’s Orphanage in North Hyde, west of London, presumably because he was more than his widowed mother could cope with. Was he met by a matron in a white starched collar, like the one who received my carpenter friend John when he was sent to a children’s home as a toddler—who offered him a red tricycle to ride around the garden so that he would not notice his mother slipping away and leaving him there? It would, in any case, have been an austere existence for my great-grandfather, who was one of six hundred orphans or paupers at the institution in a former barracks left over from the Napoleonic Wars, established by the Catholic Church to keep children out of the workhouses, where it was feared their faith might be corrupted. The census entry for George reads “scholar,” though he was most likely taught a trade, something useful with which he could contribute to the family household when he aged out of the institution at fourteen.

			It seems unlikely that cocktail mixing was the trade George learned at St. Mary’s Orphanage, but that is what he was doing by the time the studio photograph was taken—mixing, too, with people who came from different backgrounds than he did, albeit from the distance of a service employee. A waiter or a barman is also required to be an actor: listening for cues, performing a delicate combination of formality and intimacy. In 1911, the artist Charles Ginner depicted the lavish interior of the Café Royal, “that strange, exotic place, where all is theatrical and transient,” as it was described by one critic at the time. Now in the collection of the Tate, the painting of thick impasto delineates the café’s high, ornate ceiling and its velvet banquettes. Seated at one of its marble tables, a pair of men in dark coats appear to be in desultory communication with a solitary woman at the neighboring table. There are no waiters clearly visible in Ginner’s painting, though in William Orpen’s almost contemporaneous depiction of the Café Royal, in the collection of the Museé d’Orsay in Paris, it is the waiter who is the central figure on the canvas. He is more formally dressed than the bohemian-seeming customers for whom he pours absinthe, its vivid green color contrasting with his white tie, black jacket and long white apron. His eye meets that of the painting’s viewer: watchful, discreet, perhaps even mildly reproachful, as he carries out his job, which is to supply and to please without ostentation or critique.

			Founded in 1865 by a former coach maker from Burgundy named Daniel Nichols, the Café Royal for decades retained its preeminence as a place for artists and politicians to gather, enriching the entrepreneurial Nichols and his wife, Célestine, to such an extent that they were able to build a lavish country house with a gilded ballroom decorated with frescoes of buxom nymphs, a place they named, with a bold arrogation of status, Regent House. As a child, my grandmother Ivy went on holiday to the house of Madame, as Célestine Nichols was known to those who worked for her—a scheme for the families of employees, presumably, though Ivy likely lodged in the servants’ quarters, and may never have seen the ballroom with its shocking frescoes, which is probably just as well.

			The Café Royal has in recent years been converted into a luxury hotel and has lost its luster of literary and artistic celebrity; though perhaps, in the nature of such luster, it was always in the process of losing it. Graham Greene was a regular patron in the twenties, when he was younger and less well off than his writing later made him. He used to while away hours over a single affordable glass of lager in the brasserie. “Some ghosts from the nineties seemed to be there, conveying a suggestion of possible adventure,” he once wrote of the place. Today, the Café Royal offers tourists the confected tradition of afternoon tea at extraordinary prices in what is now called the Oscar Wilde Lounge, named for one of those ghosts of the 1890s.

			Though I have never been inside, for overpriced tea or any other purpose, I can well believe that it retains its allure as a locale for discreet assignations, something hotels are good for. The Café Royal is where, in The End of the Affair, Maurice Bendrix agrees to meet Sarah Miles when, two years after she has ended their liaison, for what remain to him obscure and painful reasons, she invites him to have lunch with her again. “I’m sorry. I came by bus and the traffic was bad,” she tells him when she arrives late. The Tube is quicker, he says. “I know, but I didn’t want to be quick,” replies Sarah, with the unassailable wisdom of a bus aficionado.

			It would have taken half an hour on foot, less by bus, for my great-grandfather George to reach the Café Royal from his home, in Clarence Gardens, a square to the east of Regent’s Park. Regent’s Park is edged by monumental neoclassical terraces, the grandest of which, Cumberland Terrace, was designed by John Nash, the Prince Regent’s favorite architect, and named for one of the Prince Regent’s younger brothers, the Duke of Cumberland. It looks in a contemporary engraving like a palace, with a monumental pediment at its center and columns topped with Ionic capitals, though in fact the building incorporated thirty-one extraordinarily elegant houses. On a property website I discover that for an astonishing $4.5 million one might buy a one-bedroom flat on an upper floor of Cumberland Terrace, in what would once have been the servants’ quarters. The flat’s small, square windows overlook the tops of trees to the west and a sprawl of city streets to the east, including the square of Clarence Gardens, where my grandmother Ivy was raised.

			Though also planned by Nash, Clarence Gardens was a far more modest development: part of what was originally intended to be a service area for the fashionable homes edging the park, incorporating housing for working-class residents as well as three marketplaces. Only one of these, Cumberland Market, was ever completed. It housed a hay market, in which fodder and straw were sold, as well as an underground icehouse. Clarence Gardens, which lay immediately to the south and was built in 1824, was originally to have hosted a vegetable market. Instead, it became a rectangle of green surrounded by narrow terraced houses.

			William Ratcliffe, a member of what was known as the Camden Town Group of artists, depicted Clarence Gardens as Ivy would have known it as a child. In the slant light of afternoon its brick houses form the backdrop to the principal element in the image, a tree with generously spreading boughs that dapple the yellow-green grass within the perimeter of iron railings, while the taller rooftops of the grander houses on Cumberland Terrace are visible beyond. While making sketches for the painting, which he completed in 1912, Ratcliffe might even have seen Ivy emerging from her house to run to the tobacconist for her father with a younger brother or two in tow—a small, bright-eyed nine-year-old wearing a dress that was bought big enough for her to grow into.

			Ivy might also have recognized the gloomier atmosphere of the square—the tree, the railing and the stucco façade framed in a blocky composition of dark green, gray and dirty yellow—as Walter Sickert, another member of the Camden Town Group, depicted it in 1920. When at the end of the nineteenth century the social reformer Charles Booth surveyed the streets to create a color-coded map of the distribution of wealth and poverty in London, he coded Clarence Gardens pink: “Fairly comfortable. Good ordinary earnings.” A few houses over, the color darkened, indicating more mixed findings: “some comfortable, others poor.”

			I am confident that the popular understanding of what is meant by “comfortable” has changed since Charles Booth’s day. Three separate households shared the narrow house in which my grandmother’s family occupied only three rooms, including a kitchen. Apart from the six members of my grandmother’s family, there were the Leonards—Frederick, a carman at a wax chandler’s, and young Charlie, who worked at a vinegar factory—and, renting one solitary room, Edward Thompson, a widower who worked as a messenger for a draper. My grandmother’s home was an intergenerational one. Her mother, Rose, had been born there in 1880. When Rose married George and he moved from Fitzrovia into his bride’s family home—with my grandmother Ivy born a scant forty-two weeks later, quick work on the part of the newlyweds—it must already have been close quarters.

			Too close: as a child, Ivy slept under the kitchen table, where she would hear her father come home drunk from the Café Royal late at night, his relationship with alcohol being not merely the professional, distanced one depicted by William Orpen on the canvas in the collection of the Musée d’Orsay. In the years just before the First World War, Walter Sickert painted a series of images of working-class domestic life in Camden, and I can’t help speculatively seeing them as stand-in images of the domestic life of my grandmother and her parents and siblings—too many people squeezed into too few rooms, pinched for cash to make ends meet. In Ennui, which Sickert painted in 1914, I see one possible version of Rose and George’s marriage: a man in a brown suit sits at a dining table smoking a cigar, while a woman leans against a shabby dresser, staring at the wall, apparently alienated and full of reproach. Off to the Pub, from 1911, shows a man exiting through a mustard-colored door while a woman, presumably his wife, looks resentfully on.

			I can plausibly imagine the man as George, heading out to the Sovereign, on one side of Clarence Gardens, or to the Duke of York, on the opposite side—public houses which perhaps resembled the Pontefract Arms, the tawdry resort of Maurice Bendrix in the opening chapter of The End of the Affair. There, the young landlady “leant her breasts against the bar with a look of contempt for her customers,” Greene wrote. “A little hilarious man darted in and called out, ‘Wot cher, everybody,’ and nobody answered.” The little man’s words indicate the social class of the pub’s regular patrons—different from that of Bendrix or of his creator, Greene, who grew up the son of a private school headmaster, in a household that included a nanny, a nursemaid, a gardener, a cook and ranks of housemaids. My great-grandfather, though, would surely have felt at ease in the company.

		

	
		
		
			The pavements of London have a different resonance than do the concrete sidewalks of New York. When my foot strikes the ground in London, I hear a hollow ring that brings to the surface of my memory childhood outings to the shops, when I would leap from one rectangular paving stone to the next, taking care not to step on the cracks between them or the lions would get me. In my first months back in London, traveling through increasingly familiar streets, I try to discern what would have changed, and what would have remained the same, since the footfalls of my long-dead relatives rang on these pavements. After so many decades in New York City, where my only history is that through which I myself have lived, I am captured by a fantasy of ancestry.

			George and I become friendly with Lee, a former horseman in the Household Cavalry who’d given up a royal career to open a fancy delicatessen near our home, where he displays house-made pesto and imported buffalo mozzarella and on Friday nights serves pizza blistered in a wood-burning stove. Chatting with Lee one day we learn that his last name is Smyth. We might be related, I exclaim, though the name is hardly an unusual one. Lee appears nonplussed at the coincidence. He grew up in the neighborhood, went to local schools and has lots of family members close at hand already: George and I have met his mother, who works with him in the shop, and his uncle, a contractor. He hardly needs another, spurious, relative—and, besides, his own elective affinities clearly lie elsewhere, with his comestibles imported from Genoa or Naples that are evidence of this small country’s reach and exchange beyond its limited boundaries.

			Exploring your family history—that proves you’ve become an American, George jokes. You’ve undergone a Lamarckian acquisition of the characteristic. He’s right: it’s only in my becoming a deracinated New Yorker that an interest in my own antecedents has been activated. Back here in London, my imagination is peopled by my dead forebears, whom I picture walking these streets like characters in search of a novel.

			My son, meanwhile, is learning in school how to analyze the structures of the society into which he has been transplanted. He is suddenly paraphrasing Durkheim and Marx at the dinner table, offering newfound opinions about education as an engine of social mobility and about the uneven distribution of cultural capital among students of different classes and backgrounds. He has developed a publicly educated student’s skepticism about private education, and is beginning to figure out where he, arriving from elsewhere, otherwise fits into the social order. For the time being, his American accent permits him a sense of detachment from the systems his teachers are training him to analyze. He may be in it, but he is not entirely part of it. I listen with interest to his newly acquired comprehension of his milieu, though it seems to me that class in Britain is less like a system and more like a miasma. It is an ungraspable condition of the environment, like rain upon the glistening pavements of Camden Square, through which my grandmother once pushed my infant father while singing him music-hall tunes, and through which I now follow them, listening with an atavistic ear for the echo of their footfall.

			

			—

			Ivy left her childhood home of Clarence Gardens at the age of twenty-five to marry Sid, whom she met one night at the New Bedford Music Hall on Camden High Street. At the New Bedford, a mostly working-class audience clustered close to a stage upon which popular singers of the moment performed. The theater was demolished long ago, lost to the budget supermarkets and chain clothing stores that dominate the street now. But it was immortalized by Walter Sickert, who also frequented the place and painted it over and over again, compelled by its stage-set opulence and gilded seductiveness: “my old love,” he once called it. In a painting from around the time of the onset of the First World War, he depicted its ornate boxes and plush velvet curtains, light reflecting from the polished banisters and flushed faces of its patrons. It looks like the kind of a place in which a man with the charm of my grandfather—with his artistic affectations of colored shirts and his garrulous good nature—might have turned even the sensible head of a woman like Ivy, whom I knew decades later only as devoted to my father and my family, who moved to my seaside town a few years after my parents did, so that she could be nearby.

			Ivy was a constant presence in my childhood, spending every Sunday teatime at our house, when she would give my brother, Matthew, and me each a fifty-pence piece as pocket money and bring us each a couple of hard candies from the jars she kept supplied on her highly polished sideboard. She babysat for us when we were small, and when I was a little older she patiently taught me to knit and to crochet, though I never approached the skill with which she generated a thrifty wardrobe out of balls of acrylic yarn, or fashioned decorative mats and pot holders and tea cozies.

			The last time I saw her, the Sunday before I set off for New York for the first time, we sat in the garden and I showed her the parting gift my parents had given me: a new Walkman portable cassette player. I fitted the headphones over her scraped-back, steel-gray hair and pressed the play button, and she looked startled and then amazed—the music sounded as if it came from inside your own head! Consumed with my own adventures, I didn’t ever think to ask Ivy about her own younger years, or to tell me about my grandfather. Sid was to me nothing more than a ghost, though everyone who remembered him—including my mother, who knew him from the days when she inveigled my father to dance at the youth club—recalled him as unusually vivid, hard to ignore.

			Sid, with his war service and his job on Fleet Street, was outgoing and experienced and, it must have seemed, sufficiently dependable; though he, like Ivy’s father, would sometimes stand a round at the pub on payday rather than bring his wages home intact. He was by all accounts a good husband—the only one Ivy ever wanted, though she was only forty-five when he died of tuberculosis, and she might have been tempted not only by the companionship that remarriage would provide but also by the income a new spouse might bring. Instead, she took a job after Sid’s death to support herself, as a porter and cleaner on the Tube.

			Like the New Bedford, the house on Clarence Gardens in which my grandmother was raised no longer stands. The area was heavily bombed during the Second World War, and in the 1950s it was slated for demolition. Photographs taken at the time by a surveyor for the local government, now in the Borough of Camden’s archives, indicate that Clarence Gardens had not been entirely reduced to rubble by the Luftwaffe, though it was certainly in a state of advanced dilapidation. One image shows that the Duke of York has been almost obliterated, and there is a gaping hole in the western aspect of the square, the view painted by William Ratcliffe, with the growth of foliage visible through blown-out ground-floor windows. But there are flowers displayed in window boxes in some of the houses, and the tobacconist’s shop on the northeast corner of the square is still open for business.

			Along the street from the house that I, by lining up images and counting front doors, guess was Ivy’s home—though of this, as of so much, I can’t be sure—there is a storefront with a sign reading a. h. williams sweep, outside which is parked a chimney sweep’s cart. Leaning against the doorway of the shop is a stout woman wearing a loose dress that reminds me of the blue nylon housecoat my always slender grandmother wore to keep her clothes tidy while she polished and vacuumed, maintaining the bungalow not far from my childhood home in which she lived for the last twenty-odd years of her life. The stout woman is regarding the photographer with what I can’t help imagining is skeptical suspicion, he the agent of her imminent dispossession.

			I don’t know if the trees that I can see now, when I get off the bus and walk across to the square of Clarence Gardens, are the same ones that the artists of the Camden Town Group painted in the years of my grandmother’s childhood, but it seems possible. They are certainly mature enough to have survived what the masonry of Nash’s terraces did not. The square now lies within the Regent’s Park Estate, which includes almost two thousand apartments. The estate, sprawling across thirty-two acres, was constructed in the 1950s, at the onset of what is regarded by urban historians as a golden age of public housing in Camden, when thoughtfully designed new homes for working Londoners, usually built on sites much smaller than that of the Regent’s Park Estate, were stitched into the fabric of the borough.

			The Duke of Edinburgh paid the ongoing construction a visit in 1955, where he inspected the “formal and informal playgrounds” that had been built near the site of the old Cumberland Market, and was invited to plant a tree to commemorate his visit. Silvery images taken of the estate emphasize the architect’s geometric, modernist, egalitarian vision—horizontal four-story blocks with a checkerboard pattern of panels and windows, juxtaposed against the strong verticals of a fifteen-story tower with a balcony for every household. Its design included interconnected closes and hardly any direct through routes, with paved areas intended for children’s play so as to preserve the grassed and planted areas for the pleasure of the tenants. The whole, according to a report issued by the Camden Council in 1955, was to form “a series of varied and linked places and squares which will provide ever-changing visual scenery and surprise to the pedestrian.”

			Earlier visions for the estate had been even more ambitious: in the 1940s, when it was first proposed that the area should be used to build bright, light, attractive new homes for London’s working population, one activist, Eric Cook, argued that the demolition should extend all the way to Regent’s Park. He said that the wrecking ball should be brought to bear not just on the ravaged blocks of the working class—there were still more than three thousand tenancies under way in Nash’s bomb-damaged terraces—but also on Nash’s homes for the wealthy on Cumberland Terrace. Knocking through all the way to the park would create what Cook called one of the finest building sites in England: “a great sweep of working-class flats, catering for the main bulk and backbone of our people.”

			That didn’t happen. The privileged border of the park was preserved, and as a result the Regent’s Park Estate feels quite cut off from the green space that gives it its name, or so it seems to me one late-summer day when I visit. There are few people to be seen—no children playing in the dedicated paved areas or even trespassing onto the grassed-over squares. The area seems quite desolate to a visitor, though perhaps the same might have been said about the streetscapes that the members of the Camden Town Group painted, where whatever vitality there was within doors was hidden from view.

			One dead-end corner of the estate is especially melancholy. Beneath a tree, a brick wall has been painted with a fresco-like mural: a figure dressed in a Nike shirt sitting on a bike, with angel’s wings on his back and a halo on his head. Positioned on the ground beneath the image are dozens of bouquets of flowers, half-burned candles, half-drunk bottles of Hennessy, and written cards and tributes: “If I’d known that it would be the last time we’d meet, I would have said more.” Stuck to the wall are dozens of photos of teenagers striking poses for the camera, one boy making an appearance in all of them. Here he is tough, with his arms slung around his mates; here being goofy with a girl, both with alert, digitally-filtered cat ears; here handsome in a suit and tie, dressed as if for church, or prom.

			A girl, aged about nine, with limp hair and snaggled teeth, stands at the door of a nearby flat, watching me as I look at the memorial. “My nan saw it happen,” she announces, with a child’s air of detached authority. “She saw them chase him. She didn’t see them stab him. As soon as she saw it, she went inside.” Later, during a trial, it will emerge that the boy memorialized on the wall—a sixteen-year-old Camden native who until a year earlier had been a student at the school my son now attends—was chased on foot by a group of youths, members of a rival gang, who cornered him and stabbed him to death with what the judge described as a “short sword.” One among the group, a nineteen-year-old who did not manage to flee the country in the immediate aftermath of the attack, will receive a life sentence. In the trial, it will be revealed that he himself almost died two years before this killing, after being stabbed on a street not far away.

			My forebears left Clarence Gardens before it could be bombed, before it could be razed, before it could be turned into an estate that was designed with the high aspiration of encouraging social equality, though the pedestrian precincts would turn out sometimes to be a deadly maze with insufficient pathways to an exit. In the early 1930s, my great-grandfather and great-grandmother moved to Perivale, in West London, where they lived in a three-bedroom, pebble-dashed, semidetached house with a back garden on a street called Francis Road. By then Rose was suffering from dementia, though she was only around sixty years old. She would sit in her armchair all day, rubbing her thighs until she wore holes in her skirts.

			The house was more spacious than the one in Clarence Gardens, but hardly less crowded: two of Ivy’s younger brothers, by then men in their early twenties, lived there with George and Rose. My father’s uncles were conscripted when war came, although Harold, the elder of the two, who had suffered a mental breakdown in his teens, deserted repeatedly. First assigned to provide canteen services to troops in France, he managed to get back to Francis Road before the Dunkirk evacuation. He found a temporary job in a bakery, returning home from work covered from head to foot with flour, looking like a ghost. The Army police were always banging on the door, looking to drag him back to barracks.

			Eventually he was sent to Gibraltar, the tiny British territory near the tip of the Iberian Peninsula where a military base had been blasted out of the rock. This was an outpost from which it was hard for even the most determined or damaged refuser to escape, and he remained trapped there until the end of the war. After being demobilized, he received electroshock treatment at Springfield hospital, a mental institution in South London, where his mother, Rose, had died in the first weeks of 1945, only months before the war’s end. He was discharged into the community and lived in a sheltered home, from which, when I was a child, he would sometimes come to stay with Ivy for a break by the seaside. I remember him as a silent, indecipherable man who wore dark broadcloth suits and smelled of the cigarettes that he smoked constantly, and of whom I was quite afraid, though the way my grandmother treated him, with the tenderness of an older sister to a vulnerable, beloved younger brother, showed me my fears were misplaced.

			My father’s parents had also decamped west from Camden Town, moving in 1938, when my father was eight, to Perivale, in order to be closer to George and Rose. Before joining the extended family in Francis Road, where my father’s family would for years occupy the rear downstairs room, Sid and Ivy rented a flat not far away. My father enrolled in the local school, which my mother already attended, though it would be some years before they met. His education was disrupted by the onset of war: whole days were passed in the air-raid shelter instead of the classroom. The nights must have been equally fraught. The flat Sid and Ivy rented was only a block or so distant from the Hoover factory, where production had been turned over to parts for aircraft, and which was a ripe target for the Luftwaffe. One night in 1941, Ivy threw herself across the bed in which my father and his brother were sleeping, fearing that the bomb she heard immediately overhead was meant for them.

			“Through the blasted doorway I could see the grey morning light and I had a sense of great emptiness stretching out from the ruined hall,” Maurice Bendrix recounts of the V-1 flying bomb that strikes the house in which he lives in The End of the Affair, a blow which precipitates the ruin of his love affair with Sarah Miles. “I realized that a tree which had blocked the light had simply ceased to exist—there was no sign of even a fallen trunk.” On an online map of bomb sites—red dots spread thickly across London like a contagion—I can see the spot indicating the bomb that my grandmother feared would take her life and the more precious lives of her children, which crashed to the ground a few hundred feet from their house, leaving them quaking but unharmed.

			Though it was cramped, the house on Francis Road was a step up from Camden Town, and it must have seemed to the Smyths to be the fulfillment of suburban aspiration: my great-grandfather George’s version of Regent House, the palatial country home of Daniel Nichols and Madame Célestine, whose patrons he served at the bar of the Café Royal. When he died in 1950 his effects, including the house, were valued at 1,817 pounds, 18 shillings and 2 pence—hardly Nichols-scaled riches, but an achievement, nonetheless, for a man who’d been sent away as a pauper child to an orphanage.

			The Smyths had made it as far as Francis Road: an accomplishment, even if they belonged to the class of people whom Maurice Bendrix would have carelessly disparaged, if he registered them at all. “Has she fallen as low as a Smythe in Cedar Road?” Bendrix asks himself in sour dismay, when he finds out the name of the man whom he believes to be Sarah’s latest lover and tracks him down to a flat on an unprepossessing South London thoroughfare. The reader is given to understand that the name—pronounced with a long i, like scythe—is hopelessly vulgar, throwing an unconvincing veil of pretension over the honest, workmanlike name of Smith, like a lacy doily of the sort my grandmother used to crochet laid atop a cheap sideboard in a futile attempt to disguise its deficiencies.

			Whatever my grandfather’s accomplishment, the Smyths of Francis Road could not aspire to the privilege of higher education. My brother, Matthew, who is two years my senior, and who spent a decade in corporate finance before moving across to work in venture capital, was the first in our family ever to attend university, he and I being the generational beneficiaries of Britain’s state-subsidized education in the 1980s. (We might almost serve as historical case studies in my son’s sociology curriculum. “ ‘Education is the most important engine of social mobility’: Discuss.”) Education gave us opportunities that were unavailable to any of our forebears, including, in my case, that of leaving the country and having the freedom to choose my career. In returning to London, I value the detachment and perspective that my long exile has granted me, even if it has rendered me a foreigner to my native city. I am unnerved, though, by the way in which I have circuitously and unexpectedly arrived in a place, and with a life, I once aspired to, and am fulfilling an ambition I thought I had forgone. My American opportunity has made me a writer in London, after all.

			Revisiting The End of the Affair, I am absorbed by the details that Greene, in the character of Bendrix, gives about his own working life: dispatching five hundred words before lunch, taken at a fashionable restaurant. As I sit at my desk in the mornings, I am lulled into a sense of writerly kinship. My resolution to go and walk around Clapham Common, as Greene did, is renewed. But as I turn Greene’s pages, I am also reminded of a different tie. I am aware of my inheritance from the Smyths of this world, with all their private griefs and all their hesitant social aspiration—characters in an unwritten novel, who wordlessly serve the author’s drinks and silently polish the brass of the Tube stations through which the author swiftly and obliviously passes.

		

	
		
		
			A few years back, roadwork being conducted in my neighborhood in Brooklyn uncovered a large boulder buried beneath the layers of gravel and tarmac. New York City marks the southernmost edge of the glacial advance that began two and a half million years ago. Having made it there, the ice gradually withdrew, leaving in its wake a slurry of rocks and boulders, just as the high tide in my seaside hometown leaves a lacework of broken shells and seaweed on the shore from which it recedes. The boulder in my neighborhood was one such prehistoric remnant that was deposited by the retreating ice eighteen thousand years ago.

			It is in geological terminology an erratic, derived from the Latin verb errare, which means “to stray” or “to wander”—a rock that had roamed, had gone off course. When the streets were laid out, in the middle of the nineteenth century, the boulder may have not seemed worth moving, or construction work may have not descended deep enough into the ground to uncover it. Having finally been revealed, it was extracted from the roadway and transported, with admirable civic imagination, to a position on the slope of the neighboring park. Installed there, its slippery sides offered a challenge to young climbers like my son, who learned to scramble up its eastern flank to the summit, where a flattened spot serves as a vantage point from which to declare victory over imagined enemies.

			For fifteen years my home was a block’s length distant from this hilly, elevated park, which was planned in the middle of the nineteenth century, not long after the green rectangles of Camden Square and Clarence Gardens were conceived across the ocean. Fort Greene Park was designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the visionary creator of Central Park in Manhattan and Prospect Park in Brooklyn. Upon the smaller canvas of Fort Greene, Olmsted created an idealized landscape, replicating in miniature vistas of the sort depicted by the painters of the Hudson River School, with pathways winding through shaded descents and grassy areas, the whole intended to uplift visitors mentally and morally.

			A hundred and fifty years later it was a joyful place, filled in the early morning off-leash hours by dog walkers, then later claimed by children and their caretakers, with toddlers being pushed back and forth in the scratched black plastic of the bucket swings, or warily descending the gentle slope of the slide, hands grasping its aluminum sides. When my son was small, he spent countless hours in this park. When snow fell in drifts deep enough to reach his knees I bundled him up in his snowsuit, boots, gloves and a fleece-lined hat with a pair of animal ears on top, dragging a sled to the top of a slope so that he could join the throngs of children careening down the hill, the course growing faster over several days as the snow packed into ice, then slower as it melted to mush, and the plastic sleds tore scars in the grass beneath. As a preschooler, my son could amuse himself for what seemed like whole summer afternoons by running around in rings in the dust bowl of open space where the grass had been worn away by informal weekend soccer games played there by energetic young men. He would circle the dust bowl, kicking up clouds of mica-filled dirt that was, in his imagination, the smoke of battle, his blue sneakers turning gradually brown-gray as the clashes and explosions unfolded in his head.

			The battles of my son’s imagination echoed the hill’s own history: before it became a park, it had been the site of a military fort, during the Revolutionary War. In 1776, American forces led by Rufus Putnam, a cousin of the revolutionary general Israel Putnam, took up their station on the hill to defend against fifteen thousand British troops who were advancing through Brooklyn from the shores of Coney Island toward the prize of Manhattan. The Battle of Brooklyn was a rout: Israel Putnam was unfamiliar with the territory and had failed adequately to fortify it. The Americans fled in haste across the East River as the British and their auxiliary forces swept through Kings County, filling the roads northward with troops who, according to one eyewitness, gleamed like sheets of fire.

			In the years after the war, as what was then the independent city of Brooklyn expanded, the fort was almost leveled to permit the further spread of the grid of streets like the one I lived in. My street’s varied housing stock revealed the fortunes and tastes of individual builders or of speculative developers. Here, there was a wood-frame house with a shaded porch and balustrade; there, a row of brownstones with showy pediments and decorative lintels, each façade a slightly different shade of earth or ocher, like blocks of watercolor paint lined up in a box.

			At the end of the block stood my house: one level of brownstone, with red brick rising above. Probably once there had been a decorative brownstone lintel above the now-shabby front door, and a cornice atop the façade. Both had long been sheared away, presumably after deteriorating so far that they presented a danger to anyone standing beneath them. As a consequence, my house was plain when seen from the outside, even disproportionate and slightly denuded, like a face with overplucked eyebrows. The beauty—I thought it beautiful—was inside, where delicate traceries of patterned molding were still visible on the ceiling of the vestibule with its spiderweb cracks in the plaster, and the wide-plank floorboards of the living room shone rich and warm under the sunlight that fell through our windows, filtered by the leaves of the elm tree in the garden in the morning, shaded by the street-side cherry tree in the afternoon.

			The street names thereabouts commemorate forgotten Brooklyn grandees such as Samuel Willoughby, an immigrant dry-goods entrepreneur, or are given in Anglophilic style after locations in London that have in Brooklyn been shorn of their aristocratic resonances: Portland, Oxford, Cumberland. The streets themselves are lined with long-established plane trees and are made all the more pleasant by the existence of the park, among the campaigners for which was the young Walt Whitman, the editor of the Brooklyn Eagle newspaper, a resident of the area and not yet a published poet. “Last Sunday evening, just before dusk, we were out on the old fort to see what was there,” read an editorial published in the Brooklyn Eagle in July 1846.

			
				A thousand people, hundreds of them children, were there. In the sweet marine breezes that come up thither even during the hottest days, those young creatures gambolled over the grass. Women and young men walked to and fro. At their feet lay stretched out the hot shingled roofs of the houses of Brooklyn. Around on every side could be viewed a surpassingly splendid scene. You counted six counties. On either side was a sweep of noble river, with the metropolis like a map beyond.

			

			Whitman’s expansive view would be built up and blotted out in the following century and a half, first by the ever-increasing sprawl of roofs, later by the efflorescence of luxury high-rises near the park’s southern edge—buildings from which, if you had an apartment high enough, you might see all the way east to Coney Island, where Brooklyn meets the Atlantic. The scale of Brooklyn had changed, and the pressures on the park had changed, too, with the expansion of housing into skies that had formerly been the territory only of the birds.

			It was George who brought me to Brooklyn. In the first few months we were getting to know each other I would take the C train from my Manhattan apartment, and we would walk around the neighborhood, threading the slopes of the park, a high, clear winter sky above the bare winter branches and spring bulbs dormant in the ground beneath our feet. Even in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Olmsted’s vision of creating a landscape in miniature for city dwellers to enjoy had been preserved. The park’s clusters of mature trees and slopes planted with shrubs provided a bucolic microcosm. From the top of the hill, a plaza offered a remarkable urban vista no less dramatic than the purple mountains and misted waters painted by Thomas Cole or Frederic Edwin Church. The blocky brown structures of the Walt Whitman Houses in the foreground gave way to the office buildings of downtown Brooklyn in the middle distance, and the tops of the tallest of Manhattan’s skyscrapers were visible beyond, glass façades blue and hazy in the reflected light of the now-obscured river.

			On these walks, George told me of his own family’s history: his Jewish father, exiled in boyhood from Vienna; his Boston-born mother, with her distinguished Puritan ancestors. There was another strange coincidence of geography: on his mother’s side, George was distantly related to Rufus and Israel Putnam, the commanders whose name the fort that stood on the hill beneath our feet had once borne, before it was renamed for General Nathanael Greene, a Revolutionary War hero who didn’t lose the Battle of Brooklyn.

			My imagination was caught by this sense of a connection to a strand of American history in the momentous events that transpired on the hillside beneath our feet, however tangential and tenuous the connection was. In the plaza at the top of the park is a memorial of the Revolutionary War: a fluted column topped with a bronze brazier, which was erected in 1908 to commemorate more than eleven thousand American prisoners of war who died after being incarcerated in prison ships that were moored by the British in New York Harbor. Before being impounded on the ships, captives were offered the chance to renounce the revolt and to serve under the British. It’s recorded that none took the offer.

			The conditions on the prison ships were unspeakable: broiling on the unshaded decks, the interiors cramped, damp and filthy. Bodies were sometimes left rotting for more than a week on or below the ships’ decks. Corpses were thrown overboard unceremoniously, washing up on the shore of Wallabout Bay, now the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where locals gathered them for interment nearby. This American monument commemorated a shameful episode in British history, too. “Meager and sad and scorch’d with heat below / They look like ghosts ’ere death had made them so,” wrote Philip Freneau, the revolutionary poet who survived six weeks of imprisonment on the hulks, and afterward wrote an epic excoriating the British, “this selfish race” who “pant to stain the world with gore, / And millions murdered, still would murder more.”

			We bought the house a block away from the park before we married. That act was the solemnizing of our commitment to one another, more than the ceremony in the courthouse a year later, or the wedding party that we held at home to celebrate, at which our friends danced in the living room, where the furniture had been pushed to the sides to expose the scarred floorboards, and we drank wine in our garden until the early hours of the morning. Having already raised three sons, George knew how grateful we would be for the proximity to the park if we were to have a child together; and after our son was born the park was indeed Rafael’s most familiar territory, the home scene of his childhood. He came to know which trees were best for climbing, which slopes the best for sledding, which face of the erratic boulder provided the easiest ascent, and then the most challenging. As he grew up there, I found it stirring to think that through threads of history and memory—through the strange intervention of coincidence—my son had a subterranean connection to the landscape in which he was growing up, and that through him, I could claim one, too.

			The usual metaphor for establishing a home is of putting down roots, and I suppose I did what is meant by that: befriending neighbors, becoming part of a loose community of parents and children for whom the local playground was on a warm summer evening a serendipitous meeting place, like a square in a small provincial town in Italy, with kids shooting baskets while the adults sat on benches and talked. But I did not feel rooted there so much as I felt richly, intricately enmeshed. A relationship with a place, like a relationship with a person, is made up of many threads of connection, and perhaps what it means for a place to become a home is that those threads have been woven into a fabric that has tensile strength and integral beauty. Home is not merely where one lives, still less is it simply where one comes from. It can also be the place that one has carefully, imaginatively made into one’s own. And if you were to ask me what place first comes to mind when I hear the word, it is that hilly park, that street of multifarious houses, that cherry tree on the sidewalk and, beyond the front door encrusted with thick brown paint, those light, enfolding rooms.

			

			—

			Most days now in London I walk to the top of a hill ten minutes from my front door from which I can look across the open fields of Hampstead Heath down over the city. It’s almost five miles from the top of this hill to the center of London—twice the distance between the top of Fort Greene Park and the rocky outcrop of downtown Manhattan bristling with skyscrapers. The vista is correspondingly wider and more open. Around on every side can be viewed a surpassingly splendid scene, just as Whitman saw when he ascended the Brooklyn fortifications that he would help turn into a park. From one vantage point, the peaks of London’s own towers appear to be strung along the horizon like a mountain range, with the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral discernible in the foothills. Dozens of enormous cranes hover, angled over the skyline like a mathematical drawing, lit up from dusk until dawn by red lights, like the plot points on a graph. Below the horizon lies an expanse of green—a field that runs down from the top of the hill on which I stand to the railway track where the streets begin. Above the buildings along the horizon rises London’s mutable sky—on some days brilliant blue scattered with cumulus clouds illuminated by slant sunlight, on others haloed with a mist that dissolves the field, city, sky into a layered abstraction, as mysterious and transcendent as a canvas painted by Rothko.

			The past that’s layered beneath this hill goes deeper than that in Fort Greene Park—deep enough that it’s proverbial rather than strictly historical. Heading north, away from this view over the cityscape, a ten-minute walk across open fields and wooded pathways will bring me to an oddity: a mound atop which grows a cluster of fir trees and overgrown bramble bushes, all enclosed by a staked iron fence. The mound is marked on the local Ordnance Survey map as a tumulus, though it’s also popularly known as Boadicea’s Grave, named for the ancient British queen. Now known as Boudica, she was a noblewoman of the Iceni people who led an uprising against the Romans almost two thousand years ago in a battle that the historian Tacitus recorded as costing eighty thousand British lives—no doubt an exaggeration, but one that indicates the bloodiness of the conflict.

			In the late nineteenth century, an archaeologist named Charles Hercules Read led a dig of the site, hoping to find relics related to the burial of the queen. Boudica’s legend had grown throughout the nineteenth century, linked in the public imagination with the nationalistic pride and imperial ambitions of Britain under Queen Victoria, whose name was fortuitously connected to that of her predecessor. (The root of “Boudica” is the Celtic word for victory.) Boudica was most famously celebrated in a long poem by Alfred, Lord Tennyson, the poet laureate, who wrote of her defense of this “isle of blowing woodland, isle of silvery parapets.” Crowds gathered on the heath to watch the progress of the archaeologists as they dug and sifted, “with an interest so keen that it may almost be called feverish,” The Morning Post reported at the time.

			The iron fence ringing the mound indicates that it is a scheduled monument—the oldest form of heritage preservation in Britain, instituted in the mid-nineteenth century when archaeologists sought to protect ancient figures on the landscape like this one. Scheduled monuments include stone circles, prehistoric barrows and Iron Age hill forts like Maiden Castle, which lies just outside my hometown. At Maiden Castle, ancient Britons built concentric rings of ditches and rises upon the slopes of a high, saddle-backed hill, with labyrinthine entry points so that when it is seen in aerial photographs, the site resembles the maze toy my son once had, a wooden disk cut with circular grooves, through which he tipped and twisted a steel ball bearing. When I was growing up Maiden Castle was a destination for family days out, on which my brother and I would run up and roll down the tussocky hillsides. On one occasion when our usually mild climate was surprised by a fall of snow, my father drove us to Maiden Castle and Matthew and I traded off a floral plastic tea tray—the closest thing we had to a sled—on which we propelled ourselves down the slopes until our jeans were soaked and icy water had leaked through our inadequate sneakers and knitted gloves, turning our fingers and toes red.

			Ancient Britons battled Romans on this slope, at least according to Mortimer Wheeler, the archaeologist who in the 1930s excavated Maiden Castle and who discovered fragments of Roman weapons and a mass grave that he characterized as a “war cemetery.” It contained the bones of ancient Britons who died, Wheeler wrote, in a violent clash with the invading legions. Among the skeletons recovered from the mass grave discovered by Wheeler was one unfortunate ancient Briton whose spine had been pierced by the point of an iron arrowhead. From this discovery and its context Wheeler had spun out a narrative of what took place at Maiden Castle, where, he said, “the infantry advanced up the slope, cutting its way from rampart to rampart, tower to tower…under the rising clouds of smoke the gates were stormed and the position carried. But resistance had been obstinate and the fury of the attackers had been roused. For a space, confusion and massacre dominated the scene.”

			Wheeler’s description of what transpired at the site, published to great acclaim in 1943, by which time he was a well-known public figure, has been brought into question by more recent scholarship. It has been plausibly suggested that his own history as a veteran of the First World War, during which he fought at Passchendaele and rose to the rank of major, influenced his interpretation of his findings. He sifted the fragmentary evidence and arranged it into a narrative that so compelled him—that so spoke to his imagination, as well as to his scholarship—that he told it as if it were incontrovertible truth. Charles Hercules Read, Wheeler’s Victorian precursor, explored the barrow on Hampstead Heath with his own compelling story in mind: that an ancient British queen might be discovered and commemorated in the reign of a contemporary one. He, though, found nothing in the mound apart from some pieces of charcoal. Its myth was dispelled, and its origins remained obscure.

			As I walk past the barrow that is not Boudica’s tomb, on which a cluster of Scotch pine and oak grows, I think about the fact that for thousands of years, other observers must have walked past this bump on the hillside and noted it as distinct, different. From ancient Romans to nineteenth-century academicians to today’s dog walkers, there must always have been passersby who asked themselves how the mound first arose, and who speculated about who or what lies beneath it—layering their own meaning upon what is, to the eye, nothing but earth and rough grass and bramble. Even Boudica herself, had she passed this way while urging her followers to rebellion and rampage, might have paused to wonder about its origins. Archaeologists now know that the mound, or barrow, dates to the early-middle Bronze Age and was probably constructed between 1500 and 1100 b.c., which means that it had already been there for well over a thousand years when Boudica burned London—then the Roman settlement of Londinium—to the ground, and this ancient, enduring city was destroyed for the first time in its history, but not the last.

		

	
		
		
			On a bright sunny morning in September almost a quarter century after I first arrived in New York, I set out from my house early and walked briskly down my street to the park, where the dogs were still running off leash in the dust bowl and the prework joggers were still pounding in circles around the park’s perimeter. I climbed the hill, winding through Olmsted’s tree-edged paths to the paved plaza at the peak, then descended the wide staircase that leads down to the park’s northern border. Traffic was heavy along Myrtle Avenue, one of Brooklyn’s oldest thoroughfares, which had begun as a plank road through farmland and was now a busy street clogged with grinding trucks and wheezing buses. It was early fall, one of those beautiful warm days that come after the heat of summer has dissipated. Fall was my favorite season in New York: the time of year in which I had first got to know the city. Disoriented, I walked its streets in a flimsy dress and sandals, exulting over the fact that in England I would already have been bundling up in boots and sweaters. The fall in New York was a time of promise, of beginning. Much more than spring, it was the season in which I felt my own spirits rising.

			As I headed to downtown Brooklyn that morning, though, I was anxious, jittery, unsure whether I was over- or undercaffeinated. I crossed Flatbush Avenue, named for a Dutch farming village in the seventeenth century, now an arterial route through Brooklyn that leads all the way to the ramp of the Manhattan Bridge, and headed west toward downtown Brooklyn. I had an appointment at the Federal Court Building, where, in a large, windowless room on the second floor, alongside several hundred strangers, I would that day become an American citizen.

			During the more than two decades I had lived in New York, the question of whether or not I might ever take American citizenship had mostly been an abstraction—a far-off decision that might never need to be seriously addressed. Having arrived on a student visa that was converted into a series of temporary work visas, one of which granted me the delicious title “Alien of Extraordinary Ability,” I eventually qualified for a green card. My green card was actually pink, with the words “Resident Alien” in blue lettering across the top, and with a photograph in three-quarters profile in which I looked angular and severe. It granted me permission to live and work in the United States for as long as I liked, but it also granted me more than that. It gave me the freedom to remain uncommitted—to maintain a distance from the city and the country in which I had chosen to make my home.

			For a long time, that lack of commitment suited me fine. I had arrived in New York not as an aspiring immigrant, but as a temporary visitor. While my stay in America had become more and more definitive and purposeful as the years passed, the traditional immigrant’s dream of becoming an American had never kindled within me. I certainly didn’t share the struggles typically associated in the popular imagination with the immigrant experience. I worked hard for long hours at my first job in America, but I was an editorial assistant, not a janitor. Though in my first years in New York there were periods when I was broke, I wasn’t ever poor. I wasn’t huddled. I wasn’t yearning to be free, either—I was already free.

			As a native English speaker, I didn’t have to struggle to be understood, and in the media industry in which I worked my national origin was, if anything, a help, not a hindrance. When I first arrived in New York it was remarkable to discover that the British accent, which I had come by without any conscious effort, was regarded as an asset. It was as if I had been waiting to board a plane for which I was holding a ticket for a middle seat in economy class, only to be called to the desk and given an upgrade to first class, with a seat that reclined to a flat bed and a glass of champagne before takeoff.

			In England, my accent not only indicated the region of the country I was from but also revealed clues about my class background and my level of educational attainment. How I shaped my vowels went some way to indicate the kind of person a listener might expect me to be. To most New Yorkers, those nuances were indistinguishable. When I discovered that in New York I could open my mouth and be read as simply, blandly, English, it was an unexpected relief from a burden I didn’t even know I was carrying. More than that, I spoke with an accent that was, broadly speaking, viewed positively in the United States. This must be what it’s like to be beautiful, I thought: people can’t help warming to you, even though you’ve done nothing to deserve it. A friend’s five-year-old daughter, stumbling over her words, once described it as an “English accident,” which just about nails it.

			I was in no hurry to remedy the happy accident of being an Englishwoman in New York. I preferred to be an outsider. My temperament was one of watchful detachment rather than passionate involvement, and I had found a way to make a career of my congenital inclination for observing and listening and thinking and describing, all useful qualities in a writer. My reporter’s notebook granted me license to go to places I’d never otherwise have been and to enter rooms that would otherwise be closed to me—to write about architects and museum directors and fashion designers and philosophers and, for one especially weird interlude, the proprietor of a New Jersey barbecue joint who was a self-appointed emissary to the North Korean government.

			I interviewed people who had loomed large to me for decades, like Lou Reed, the singer from the Velvet Underground, who notoriously hated talking to the press, and who was surly and difficult—“How much do you weigh?” he asked me, irrelevantly, before I could stammer my first question—although when he noticed that my hands were shaking so much from nerves that my espresso cup was rattling in its saucer, he became positively kindly. I was sent to write about a legal brothel in Nevada, where I interviewed sex workers and also interviewed the cook who provided them with hearty stews to keep their strength up. I persuaded my editor to send me to write about the cashmere industry in Mongolia, where, having interviewed a herder in his yurt out on the steppe, I was invited to take a barebacked ride on one of his horses, clinging to the animal’s mane as it cantered across the frozen ground, hoping not to discover what a Mongolian emergency room was like. I wrote about the Los Angeles Laker Shaquille O’Neal, whose thirtieth birthday party I attended at his home in Beverly Hills, a massive pile that was decorated with a Superman theme: a red carpet on which Superman symbols were projected in spotlights, a birthday cake decorated with a cardboard cutout of Shaq in Superman attire. I brought home the party favor for my then young, basketball-loving stepsons: a fat cigar with the words happy birthday shaq printed on the paper band around it. That got me some points.

			My work was fun. I loved to write, and there was so much to write about. By maintaining a semidetached relationship to the country in which I lived, I occupied a kind of charmed, irresponsible space. I didn’t mind not being able to vote, and I was relieved to be ineligible for jury duty. I had become a New Yorker through longevity of residence; but I didn’t see the need to formalize my buoyant love affair with the city by making the weighty commitment of becoming an American.

			But having made the commitment of marriage to George, and having established our home together in Brooklyn, I found that the question of becoming a citizen began to loom larger. What exactly was I waiting for? My son, born in New York City to a British mother, was eligible for two passports, and not long after his birth, I began to think it would be wise for me to hold the same passports as he did. I told friends that I didn’t want my son one day to be able to live in a country where I didn’t also have the right of residence; but any humor in my characterization of myself as an overbearing mother was also grounded in a dimly perceived awareness that my comfortable circumstances could change. Immigration laws can be revised. Given the creeping rise of nationalist sentiment that coincided with my son’s earliest childhood, it seemed possible that the provisional rights I enjoyed as a holder of a green card might be eroded. The path to citizenship that I always assumed I would have, if I ever chose to take it, might become closed off to me. And what if a future crisis were to cause America to close its doors to noncitizens, and I found myself on the wrong side of the ocean, with no right to return? It seemed unlikely, but it was certainly not impossible. Citizenship might give me a sense of security, as marriage had done: the confidence of knowing that my feet were on solid ground.

			Still, I was hobbled by procrastination. I would print out the application only for the documents to become buried in a pile of papers on my desk, then stuffed between books on a shelf during a clear-up, then rediscovered two years later during a book cull. By then, the papers would be crumpled and dog-eared: material evidence, should I need it, of how deep my equivocation ran. Finally, a decade after I first became eligible to apply, I printed the forms out again, and this time I submitted them. The bureaucratic wheels were set in motion, and I was summoned one Friday afternoon to an office in the neighborhood of Borough Park, in Brooklyn, to have my fingerprints taken. I emerged from the subway to find the sidewalk busy with members of the neighborhood’s large Orthodox Jewish community readying themselves for Shabbat. Afterward, with still-inky fingers, I stopped in at a small grocery selling canned goods from Hungary, and a bakery offering dozens of different kinds of rugelach, and a greengrocer where I bought a bag of apricots for what, compared with the prices in my local twenty-four-hour deli, seemed like virtually nothing. The neighborhood itself was a foreign country compared to the one I inhabited only half a dozen subway stops away.

			Over the coming weeks, I waited for notification of the next stage in my application: a citizenship test, for which I had to study dozens of questions. What did the Declaration of Independence do? What do we show loyalty to when we make the Pledge of Allegiance? Who was the first President of the United States? I had thought of acquiring citizenship as a practical matter, with an American passport little more than a flag of convenience. Studying for the test, though, was a more thought-provoking experience. I read question 58 (“What is one reason colonists came to America?”) and question 60 (“Why did the colonists fight the British?”) and I memorized the correct answers that were listed: the colonists had left for political liberty, economic opportunity, religious freedom; they had fought the British over high taxation without representation, and because they didn’t have self-governance. But surely the human truth would have been more complex, I thought. Among those men and women who had left my old country in favor of my new one, were there none who had left simply because they were restless—who wanted to roam as much for roaming’s own sake as for the rational reasons listed in my booklet from the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services? Surely there were some among those early settlers who were erratic Americans—who might have listed all sorts of arguments for leaving their homes in England, but nonetheless couldn’t have said exactly why they were turning their lives upside down.

			

			—

			Beyond the wish to secure the right to live in the country I had long called home, there was another motivation behind my wish to become an American: the possibility that my family and I might, one day, leave. As a green card holder, I had only a provisional right of residency in America. As a citizen, I would be able to leave the country and have the right to return at any time. Even before our son had entered school, George and I had begun to talk about alternative places we might want to live, at least for a while—cities or towns where our son would be exposed to a different culture and language, and we, too, would have the adventure of learning something new. It wasn’t impossible: we were both writers, work we could in theory do anywhere. George’s older sons were well on their way to adulthood, with even the youngest close to being fledged. A restlessness began to set in, and the idea of roaming farther lay on the border between fantasy and real possibility.

			For a while, we fell in love with the idea of Trieste, that melancholy city of exile on the Adriatic—at least, that is how we imagined it, neither of us having actually been there. Our idea of the city was formed mostly by the inspiring example of James Joyce, who fled stultifying Dublin at the age of twenty-two and landed in Trieste, where he made a living as a teacher of English, while privately reimagining Dublin on the page. In the afternoons, the stage of the day when concentration faltered for both of us and the internet beckoned irresistibly, George and I would trade links to Italian property websites offering apartments in Trieste for sale or rent. The listings lacked the slick staging tricks common to American realtors. There were no fresh flowers on the tables, and no crisp white linens on the beds—an approach which seemed to us promisingly down-to-earth. The apartments were so elegant, with high ceilings and tall windows, and they seemed so cheap by comparison with New York prices. One day, I found a rather more costly listing, for a villa on the outskirts of the city. It had eleven rooms and large grounds within which grew lime trees and cedars—and, we both read with heady excitement, had once been the summer retreat of Italo Svevo, the modernist novelist who had been Joyce’s language student before becoming his good friend. Conceptually at least, it was irresistible, and we were tempted to bust the imaginary upper limit on our imaginary price range, and to inhabit its poorly photographed rooms in our minds.

			The summer before Rafael entered kindergarten we actually visited the city, squeezed into the easternmost corner of Italy, between Slovenia and Croatia and the sea. We walked among the rubbly remains of its Roman ruins, unremarkable by comparison with those in other Italian towns, in fact not so much more spectacular than those that could be found in the environs of my hometown in England. We wandered its nineteenth-century avenues, where, but for the glimpses of the Adriatic, we could have been in a suburb of Vienna, the hometown of George’s father, for which Trieste had indeed served as a seaport until the decline of the Austro-Hungarian empire. We passed by once-busy railway tracks that were seeded with weeds and wildflowers in a picturesque raggedness of the sort that contemporary park designers in New York and London drew upon to create their own staged simulacra of neglect. We plucked ripe figs from trees that overhung the stone stairways up the hillside we climbed to the cathedral. We joined the locals in swimming off the rocks that line the road along the seafront, laying white hotel towels on the concrete path beneath the dappled shade of skinny trees.

			On the vast Piazza Unità d’Italia, with its grand civic buildings and its hotels and cafés boldly overlooking the sea, a vendor with an elastic-band slingshot expertly flicked light-up toys into the air, after which they fluttered on helicopter wings back down to the ground. We bought a handful to take back to the playground in Brooklyn, then retired to a café for aperitivi. The city, once splendid, had through an accident of history become provincial. Despite the grandeur of its buildings, the salt smell of the sea reminded me of my childhood hometown, prompting me, as that atmospheric sharpness always did, to a mildly morose restlessness. We were on holiday, not making a serious recce for a prospective move. But we kept Trieste in mind. As much as anything, the city functioned for us as a metaphor—the half spurious, half serious destination into which we projected an unpredictable future, a change of course from the path we had taken so far.

			

			—

			One of the reasons I had hesitated about becoming an American citizen was that to do so required me to declare an affirmative embrace of principles about which I remained ambivalent, being a skeptical person from a kingdom traditionally united by ironical skepticism, if sometimes by little else. The oath required me to “absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty, of whom or which I have heretofore been a subject or citizen.” I felt no particular affection for, or loyalty to, the Queen of England, but it seemed ridiculous to suggest that in becoming American I could somehow shed my Englishness, as if I were a butterfly that has emerged from the confines of a dull, old-world chrysalis to flutter its starry, stripey wings. I could no more renounce my identity as an English person, or my compromised, distant fidelity to the flawed country from which I came, than I could decide to become five inches taller.

			The oath also required me to declare that I would support and defend the Constitution and the laws of the United States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic, and that I would “bear arms on behalf of the United States when required by the law”—a comically unlikely prospect, admittedly, but not something to swear to lightly. Becoming a citizen, it seemed to me, was like converting to a religion: one was required to avow beliefs and commitments that an individual born to the faith, or to the nation, might never actively have to consider. To the best of my knowledge my American-born husband had never been required to state out loud, with his hand on his heart, his willingness to bear arms on behalf of his native land. If the prospect of him being called up was just as improbable as that of me being drafted, he at least had never sworn his willingness to comply. But George, better read in U.S. and European history than I will ever be, set me an example of the kind of American I might be: one who belongs to the country while also being profoundly questioning of it. I could convert without being a zealot. Despite the necessity to make an affirmative declaration, I didn’t need to become a blindly jingoistic American. I could become a wary, critical one.

			George offered to come to the swearing-in ceremony with me, but I told him not to bother, and when I arrived at the Federal Court Building and saw the swarm of excited almost-citizens, individuals and family groups, all dressed in their best clothes, I was relieved I had come alone. The atmosphere was serious, but happy, like a wedding or a graduation. As in the moments before my own marriage ceremony, I felt solemn, overwhelmed by the responsibility of making such a large and decisive step. Until now, my journey from my seaside hometown had been a prolonged wandering. Even if I were to move countries again, there was a sense in which, by taking U.S. citizenship, I was finally acknowledging that I was not roaming any longer. I was accepting a new identity, if a bifurcated one, split between the country of my birth and the country in which I had made my home. I was settling where the withdrawing tides of happenstance had flung me.

			The ceremony lasted for hours, and as the morning wore on, I fidgeted in my seat near the back of the room like a child during a church service, just wanting it to be over. Eventually we swore the oath in unison. I did it with mumbled self-consciousness, as if I were in a house of worship for a faith of which I was not a member, reading an unfamiliar prayer. We watched a video message from the President, in which he congratulated us and reminded us of our responsibilities as new Americans. We were to play our part in civic life, according to the principles of opportunity, equality and liberty enshrined in the nation’s founding documents. “You’ve traveled a long path to get here,” the President said. “You can help write the next great chapter in our American story.” Eventually I was free to depart, and I walked back home to Fort Greene with what was now my land under my feet. My freedom to remain and to leave were joined in that ceremony.

			

			—

			Despite all my ambivalence about taking citizenship—all my delays, and doubts, and rationalizations—I found over time that, having done it, I experienced surprising surges of new patriotism, as unfamiliar and as authentic as the new sensation of maternal love. Walking in circles around Fort Greene Park, up to the monument at its peak, beneath which lay the remains of those Americans imprisoned on foul, terrible ships by British soldiers, I was glad to have claimed allegiance with the right side in that fight for liberty. Seated by the window of a front-facing left-hand seat on Amtrak’s Empire Service to Albany, I was stirred by the grandeur of the wide Hudson River bordered by cliffs and by the cool mountain ranges rising in the distance, scenes of sublimity like those that had once inspired Thomas Cole. From the passenger seat of the rental car that George would drive to the Adirondacks, where his New England ancestors had spent their summers more than a century earlier, I was struck by the difference between this majestic American landscape and the part of old England in which I had grown up, with its hedged-in fields grazed by sheep, its low stone buildings, and its narrow, habitual ways of life that seemed as long established as the public rights-of-way that predated modern mapmakers. Driving unencumbered on open roads, I was always grateful for the sense of spaciousness, physical and mental, that becoming an American had granted me.

			I was proud to have become part of this heterogeneous nation, and to play whatever limited part I might in its civic life. The first time I was eligible to vote, I joined the line waiting outside my local middle school with excited anticipation, my heart beating slightly faster when one capable-looking poll worker found my name, checked me in and directed me to the booth with its unfamiliar voting apparatus, and then another watched as I submitted my completed ballot. It was a powerful feeling to be one among millions participating in the practices of American democracy, even if my vote, cast as a Democrat in an overwhelmingly Democratic city, seemed unlikely to tip any electoral outcome. It was enough merely to enact my rights as a citizen, and to know that I had no less claim to those rights than did my American-born husband with his line of maternal ancestors extending back to before the Revolutionary War.

			I was bound up with the history that lay beneath my feet in Fort Greene Park not because of a tenuous coincidence of my husband’s past, nor because it was there that combatants from my old country and my new one had fought a battle over the inspiring principles laid out in my booklet from the United States Citizenship and Immigration Service. It turned out that taking citizenship didn’t require a kind of impersonation, as I’d feared it might, nor require me to conform to some narrow definition of what an American is. Rather, it proved that the definition of an American was expansive enough to include me.

			And yet, the possibility of movement was still there—probably not to Trieste, if we were honest with ourselves, but to somewhere else that the idea of Trieste had stood for. Becoming an American also gave me the freedom to opt for a future different from the one that seemed, at that moment, to stretch inevitably before me, just as the vista of Brooklyn roofs and Manhattan skyscrapers extended before me whenever I climbed the hill at the top of the park at the end of my block and surveyed the landscape that lay below the monument to the dead.

		

	
		
		
			I make a trip to the seaside city of Brighton, which lies about fifty miles directly south of London. It’s an easy journey by train from Kentish Town, threading via cuts and tunnels down to the Thames. A glass-walled station, Blackfriars, sits dramatically upon a rail bridge, and there, the train hovers for a minute over the river’s bright, breeze-whipped wavelets. The elegant dome of St. Paul’s lies on the north side of the river, the spiky crown of the Shard skyscraper to the south, and, downstream, the threshold of Tower Bridge, beyond which the river flows past the docklands of East London before widening its course and emptying into the North Sea. Of all the thoroughfares in London, this is the most impressive and the most significant—the course along which trade with the rest of the world has been conducted for millennia, so that London, while being about fifty miles from the sea, is nonetheless entirely a maritime city, the navel in England’s belly umbilically connected to the rest of the world by the sinuous blue-brown cord of the river.

			My destination of Brighton has a long-standing reputation as a raffish resort for Londoners, the hideaway in the early nineteenth century of the Prince Regent, later George IV, who met here with his mistress Maria Fitzherbert, and who in 1815 commissioned from John Nash a palace which remains the city’s most spectacular landmark. The Royal Pavilion looks from the outside like a Mughal temple, with minarets and domes; inside, all is decked out in opulent chinoiserie. With its fantastical incorporation of styles from Britain’s trading partners and colonial conquests, the palace not only expresses the lavish and theatrical tastes of the King but also gives concrete expression to Britain’s status by the early nineteenth century: a small island nation that, through the flow of traffic into and out of the Thames, had become a global power, appropriating the aesthetics of other nations no less ruthlessly than it plundered raw materials and labor. Even the palace’s capacious kitchen is a reimagination of some fruitful far-flung territory, its ceiling supported by four towering copper columns that are topped with painted replicas of palm leaves fashioned from copper, as if enormous, fecund trees not native to England had burst up from the soil beneath the tiled floor to supply the royal kitchen with purloined shade.

			I have come to Brighton not, as the Prince Regent did, for decadent escape—though the louche atmosphere of the place, with its daytime drinkers spilling from lively pubs and its street corners wreathed in the scent of weed, suggests that it can still be found for those looking. I am here for a different kind of self-indulgence: to be alone with my thoughts and with the alluring sea. It is late autumn when I visit, and the hours of daylight are diminishing rapidly. When I walk first thing in the morning along the paved promenade, strewn with pebbles by vigorous high tides, I can see the sun rise, breaking through low clouds over the water that now lies still and calm. As the day progresses, the sun travels in a low arc through the clear, cold sky before descending by late afternoon once more below the watery horizon, never making landfall.

			Brighton is not close to my hometown, which is more than a hundred miles to the west, but if I close my eyes and listen to the waves raking over the pebbles of the shoreline, I might as well be there. The year I turned eighteen, when I was readying myself to go to university to study literature, my father made me a gift of an Oxford anthology of English verse from 1250 to 1950, bought from a mail-order book club to which he belonged, which he inscribed and dated on the flyleaf in his spidery hand. Its most thumbed page—a page that has become creased down the middle by repeated openings and careless closings—is that on which the poem “Dover Beach,” by Matthew Arnold, appears. In the poem, written in 1851, Arnold describes the raking sound the sea makes over the shingle:

			
				Listen! you hear the grating roar

				Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,

				At their return, up the high strand,

				Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

				With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

				The eternal note of sadness in.

			

			At eighteen I didn’t need Matthew Arnold to tell me that the repetitive pull of the sea is as melancholy a sound as exists. I can neither hear the sound of the sea over stones without thinking of these words, nor read the poem without being carried back to my restless adolescent self, walking along a desolate beachfront in the off-season, looking out over the water and wondering where the tides of my future would bear me.

			Arnold wrote the poem on his honeymoon, and it is among the saddest love poems I know. This is not because of what it suggests about the love between the poet and his bride: “Ah, love, let us be true / to one another!” he writes, with tenderness. It is, rather, because of what the poem portends about the inevitable sorrows of the future. The world “hath really neither joy, nor love; nor light, / Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain,” Arnold writes. The newlyweds—along with all of us reading these verses—are lamentably vulnerable: “And we are here as on a darkling plain / Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, / where ignorant armies clash by night.” If I have seized George’s arm once and delivered a garbled version of those lines—not quite committed to memory in my teens, but apparently committed to some other, primitive recess of my brain, the part that gets triggered by alarming headlines—I have done so a hundred times.

			Ah, love, let us be true to one another; but I have come here to write and to think away from my duties and responsibilities as wife and mother. I have rented an apartment in Hove, Brighton’s somewhat more sedate, immediately adjacent neighbor, on an elegant Regency crescent overlooking a small public garden that faces the sea. Through the tall windows of my living room—what would have been the house’s parlor, with the marble fireplace and wooden shutters that would have been known to its original occupants—I can see landscaped greenery and the glistening water beyond. The crescent, laid out to an orderly design that adjoins another square to the north, bespeaks nineteenth-century grandeur and confidence.

			This corner of Hove has a more tumultuous history than its current composure would suggest, having once been the site of a short-lived but notorious building called the Anthaeum, which in 1830 was very briefly the largest indoor botanical garden in the world. The project was conceived by an ambitious banker turned botanist named Henry Phillips, who had in mind a dome of glass topped by a glass cupola and supported by iron ribs. It was to encompass an area of more than one and a half acres, and to be heated inside by coke-powered boilers that would replicate the conditions of the tropical climes from which its shrubs, trees and rare flower species were to be sourced. In a contemporary drawing the Anthaeum looms incongruously above what looks like open pasture, like an enormous bowl turned upside down. It was “of a curious design,” a mid-twentieth-century historian, H. G. Stokes, reported. “It was in fact a dome, but unlike that of St. Peter’s which it exceeded in diameter, this dome rested on the ground, so that although its grandeur and beauty impressed all beholders the whole effect rather resembled half a gigantic orange.”

			The Anthaeum’s original blueprint, drawn up by the architect Amon Henry Wilds, provided for a central iron pillar to support the giant orange’s segments, but during construction that supportive element was abandoned. Wilds was so dismayed by this adjustment of his plans that he resigned from the project, as did the chief engineer, with the result that the final stages of construction were left in less qualified hands. The building was scheduled to open to the public in the summer of 1833, and according to one contemporary account crowds gathered around to marvel at the almost-completed edifice, “all admiring the boldness of mind that had projected it, and the marvellous skill with which it had been reared.”

			But when work began on dismantling the scaffolding, it became clear that the boldness of vision had exceeded the skill of execution. The iron ribs began to bow. The evening before the opening ceremony was due to take place, a deafening crack was heard overhead. The head gardener, at the time the only individual still within the building, fled in a panic, running to safety only moments before the structure crashed to the ground in a snarl of twisted iron and shattered glass. There’s no sign of the Anthaeum’s remains now, but as I pass through the square on my walks around the area, I imagine the soil beneath the manicured lawns and pruned shrubs, seeded with splintered glass and thwarted, overreaching aspiration.

			The straight, pebbly shoreline which my rented apartment faces is nothing like the wildness of the shore across the Atlantic that I know from summer visits to Fire Island, with its dunes and fine sand and immensity. The beach here is divided by groynes: wooden structures first installed in the eighteenth century and running perpendicular to the beach wall to mitigate erosion, like loose tacking stitches that have been sewn along the flared hemline of a skirt. I’ve been told that at a certain groyne, near a string of brightly painted beach huts, an informal company of year-round swimmers gathers to go in the water in the safety and solidarity of a group. Day after day I go out, carrying a bag of cold-water swimwear, in the hope of finding them, just as in Brooklyn my son used to bounce his basketball down the street to the court, hoping to encounter a friend or stranger to shoot hoops with.

			I’m not familiar with this beach. I don’t know how steeply the shore shelves, or whether there are riptides. I’m not willing to chance immersion without company, however glancing the acquaintance may be. One day, I time it right, and there, gathering on the shore, are some swimmers: middle-aged women flapping in their insulated robes like seabirds. I join them and huddle against the groyne to change before descending with the flock to the water.

			It’s early still, and calm. I walk in almost up to my waist and then plunge forth. The water is very cold, and there’s no easy transition between being above the surface and being immersed. The only way is to submit. Wary of the tug of the tide, I swim close to the shore, head above water, looking around me, alone in spite of the company. The sky is pearly and mottled, the sea milky and unrippled. On the distant horizon, where sky and water meet, the distinction in shades is only a matter of a few degrees: a world of lapping gray beneath a lucid, dissolving dome.

			

			—

			In recent months, swimming has become an almost daily habit for me—not so much a passion as an unexpected compulsion. When I first moved to London some of my new neighbors asked me if I was planning to swim in the ponds on Hampstead Heath, which are famous, though I had not heard of them before. There are three in which swimming is permitted: the Ladies’ Pond, the Men’s Pond and the Mixed Pond, all dug as reservoirs in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and fed by the waters of the Fleet. They have been used as swimming holes for centuries, though their more formal use as single-sex sanctuaries dates back to around the beginning of the twentieth century.

			The first time I ventured to the Ladies’ Pond was one bright day in spring. Located off an unpaved pathway, the pond was fringed by reeds and overhung with trees. A yellow-green willow bent over the water as gracefully as a Pre-Raphaelite maiden with fair hair unloosed—Ophelia right before she tumbled into the brook. The water was not exactly what I might formerly have thought of as inviting. It was so dark and murky that as I climbed down the metal ladder my feet and calves and knees became invisible before the rest of me was even submerged. It was so cold that when I pushed off into its depths, I couldn’t help but gasp, as my shoulder muscles constricted and my clavicles and ribs felt ready to shatter. After a few minutes I recovered from the initial shock of immersion, discovering that the cold had not actually killed me, and circled the pond, eye to eye with the ducks that nest along its banks, the reflected light from the water seeming to sharpen my visual perception of even distant trees.

			I’m a competent swimmer: throughout my life I have swum in pools for exercise and in the sea on summer holidays. Growing up by the coast, I swam there, too, though only on those relatively rare occasions when the breezes abated and the temperatures rose high enough for me to stretch out a towel and sunbathe on the pebbly shore, a transistor radio at my ear, suntan lotion at my side.

			For years while I was living in Manhattan, I rarely found my way to the shore; but in Brooklyn we made regular outings on hot summer days to the neighborhood of Brighton Beach. From the sweltering subterranean subway platform at Atlantic Avenue, clutching bags of towels and buckets and spades, we’d board a frigid air-conditioned car on the Q train. Forty minutes later we would step onto the platform of a rattling elevated station suspended over Brighton Beach Avenue, with its busy storefronts offering international calling cards and passport photography and its Russian grocery shops selling caviar and smoked fish. On the hot sand of the beach, we’d set up our sunshade at a decent distance from the extended groups of Russians who gathered under encampments of multiple umbrellas. We went so often that we were on a nodding acquaintance with some of them. I’d descend into the cooling water, ignoring the bobbing shreds of Styrofoam and the bubbling foam that the retreating waves deposited on the shore. I would swim up and down between the boulder-built jetties, feeling strong and alive, literally buoyant.

			Brighton Beach—the New York neighborhood having been named for the English resort by its developer in the late nineteenth century—doesn’t bear close scrutiny. There is too much broken glass in the sand, too much garbage overspilling its trash cans at the end of the day. Car-owning friends preferred to drive up the coast a bit, to suburban beaches that were less city-soiled. But we didn’t own a car; and anyway, I loved going to Brighton Beach, especially on those days when we could persuade friends to join us, and after a few hours lazing or chatting or reading on the beach, dipping in the water when the temperature felt too scorching, we would remove to our favorite Russian restaurant on the boardwalk. The adults would sit at an outdoor table and eat borscht and herring and drink Czech beer while the children played on the nearby jungle gym set into the sand.

			I was rarely happier in New York than on those afternoons, which felt like an enchanted combination of holiday and homecoming. After decades in the city, I had found a portal to a small, provincial seaside town hidden within it. With salt air on my salt skin, Brighton Beach reminded me of the place in which I had grown up; but, with its warmth and its sense of freedom, it also felt a world away. The sound of the waves rushing onto the sandy littoral of Brooklyn was different from the tremulous cadence of my hometown’s pebbly beach—the grating roar beginning, and ceasing, and then again beginning. A day at the beach in Brooklyn left me light-headed, replete, unafflicted by melancholy.

			

			—

			Swimming at the Ladies’ Pond, I have discovered, is another experience altogether. Even at the height of summer the barometer in London rarely reaches the sultry heights of an ordinary New York August day, and the water of the spring-fed ponds is reliably cool even when the air temperature rises. Outdoor swimming in England requires a shift in my understanding of what swimming is, or what it is for. It is not, any longer, an activity for lighthearted recreation on a warm, dry, sunshine-filled day. It becomes a daily discipline, performed irrespective of the temperature outdoors. As the late summer turns to mid-fall, I walk to the pond bundled up in a warm coat and boots, a knitted hat pulled down over my ears to preserve my body’s heat before immersion. Following the example of women who look like they know what they are doing—some of them apparently in their seventies and eighties—I buy neoprene gloves and booties. These stop my fingers and toes from becoming painfully numb, while the sensation of frigid water on my exposed arms and legs reminds me, counterintuitively, of the burning too-hot sun of Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach.

			It is important to become, and to remain, acclimatized, the ladies say. The only way to endure the cold of year-round swimming is to embrace it regularly, no less than three times a week. As the temperature drops incrementally, I keep going back to see how long and how cold I can stand it. To my surprise, I do not discover a limit beyond which I cannot go. I swim around the pond’s margin, circling a ring from one of its bobbing buoys to the next, the circuit growing smaller when, in midwinter, the water temperature drops below forty degrees Fahrenheit. In the Ladies’ Pond changing room, a Scandinavian-style hut where women stand in basins of hot water to warm their feet after a swim on particularly cold days, I overhear swimmers talking about how the activity boosts the immune system against colds and flus. And it is true that when in the depths of winter George falls sick with a strange, severe cough—one that feels, he says, like he has splinters of glass in his lungs, and that leaves him feeling flattened for weeks—the virus, whatever it is, seems to pass me by unscathed.

			I swim on mornings when the surface of the pond is milky with morning mist. I swim under lowering gray skies, and occasionally in rain, watching the pinpricking drops upon the surface increasing and then ebbing in intensity. When a chill wind chops the pond into stinging wavelets, I learn that it is better to be in the water than out of it. At moments like that, the elements are harsher above the surface than they are below, where all is as still and cold and dark as the interior of a cathedral.

			As the ladies have advised, I am becoming acclimatized to the cold. I am even, as they promised, starting to appreciate the rigor of the experience, though I can’t say that I enjoy it, exactly. I do not feel the surge of euphoria that some swimmers say has helped them relinquish other addictions. I do not find myself seized by an epiphanic coming to terms with my time of life, like those described by memoirists whose books I have flicked through in the bookstore, narratives of how swimming helped them through menopause or the end of a marriage. My mood is not elevated so much as focused. Just as my vision seems clearer in the water, so does my mind.

			As I circle the pond day after day, an idea sharpens into focus: that this unforgiving process of acclimatization is not merely adjusting to the experience of being in cold water. It is a way of adjusting to the experience of being in England itself, with all the renunciation and loss that my three-person family’s move across the ocean has demanded of me. From my perspective here, immersed in the water’s Gothic darkness, the liberty and vitality of the summertime shore of Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach, and all that it represented to me of my American freedom, is unimaginable. The consciousness of how much I have surrendered and forgone is almost overwhelming. At times, it feels as if the sadness might sink me. And then, as my thoughts circle, I remember that despite those sunny memories, we finally left New York because it seemed to us the dome had cracked, and that the life we’d built was at risk of splintering into shards around us. Loss did not only follow our departure, it preceded it as well.

			Swimming in the pond embodies my sense of renunciation. But I also experience it as a reconciliation—a coming to terms with something grave and essential about this chilly, reserved country in which I was born, which I left, and to which I have now returned. As I become more confident in the water, I feel a creeping sense of mastery, like learning the grammar of a new language. At moments I am exhilarated: I have found a secret key. I have laid claim to an inheritance I would never have thought to possess. Though I might wish these waters to be warmer than they are, I cannot will them to be so—any more than the unfortunate Henry Phillips in Hove could will the girders of his Anthaeum to stand firm. I can only learn to accommodate myself to the environment—to immerse myself with the hope that I can adapt, learn to move within it and, to whatever extent possible, find myself at home in it at last.

			I can certainly appreciate its austere beauty. Austere: this is the word that rises in my conscious mind when the days are at their shortest and I am still swimming for a few minutes each morning or afternoon, with golden disks of fallen leaves gently floating on the water’s surface, and the pale sun barely rising above the tops of the trees’ denuded branches: bare ruined choirs. The experience is severe and sobering. I am in new territory. Sometimes, my heart beats faster with a sense of panic at what I have voluntarily undertaken, where I have found myself, suspended here above the black depths. As I traverse the bowl of the pond, I am acutely aware of being unsupported, without a scaffold—held up only by the strength of my own untested limbs. I’m not at all sure that I won’t crack and collapse. Tremulous, I calm myself by slowing my breathing, concentrating only on the tide of air that my lungs draw in, and then release, begin, and cease, and then again begin.

		

	
		
		
			George and I go to a gallery in Marylebone for the opening of a show by an American artist, Spencer Finch. Spencer makes work that is concerned with the interplay of light and color: painstaking poetic-scientific investigations into optics, and meteorological and seasonal change. He is in demand as a maker of public art, the only artist commissioned to create a work for the September 11 memorial museum at the World Trade Center site, Trying to Remember the Color of the Sky on That September Morning, for which he filled a forty-foot-high wall with a grid of almost three thousand small paper squares, one for each death, that he painted by hand in minutely varying shades of blue. For New York’s High Line, the elevated park that threads through the rooftops of a stretch of Manhattan’s west side on what was once a railway track along the Hudson River, Spencer made an installation called The River That Flows Both Ways. It occupies a covered passageway in which mullioned windows have been glazed with stained-glass rectangles whose colors are derived from photographic images of the surface of the river, taken once a minute over the course of more than eleven hours: blue, milky white, soft pink and a surprising, bruised purple, imbuing the passageway with a transporting, ecclesiastical calm.

			In the gallery in London, Spencer’s works are on a more intimate scale: as light and ungraspable as the phenomena they seek to depict. On a wall is an installation called Falling Cherry Blossoms, a delicate cascade of folded paper lightly traced with watercolor. Color Notes (Winter) is a sequence of twenty-five small framed squares upon each of which Spencer has deposited three swipes of paint—inspired, he explains to me and George, by the color theory of the early-twentieth-century artist and historian Emily Noyes Vanderpoel. Pencil inscriptions indicate the sources of the colors: “sunset/water tower/truck” on a square in which a milky cream pools into dull gray and raspberry pink. The works are beautiful and deceptively simple. Depicting seasonal change, they induct the viewer into the practice of paying precise and focused attention, noticing what she has been too busy to see.

			I have been primed to appreciate Spencer’s work the more by being back in England, where I have become close to obsessed with light. I remember from adolescence the brevity of the English winter’s day: the way my brother and I would leave home for school when it was still dark and emerge eight hours later with the sun already having set. There is a full hour and a quarter less daylight at London’s midwinter than in New York City, and when the evenings start to draw in, intimations of twilight already appearing in the sky in early afternoon, I feel a rising sense of panic in anticipation of the coming deprivation. I urgently insist to my naïve American husband and son, accustomed to more forgiving latitudes, that if we are going anywhere, doing anything, we have to get out of the house by late morning, otherwise the day will be over.

			I am attuned to seasonal change here to a degree that I never was in New York City. In my twenties, when I would spend long hours each day at the office, it was easy to miss the transitions between seasons—even to miss seasons altogether, in those years when the winter snow lingered late into April and the onset of summer heat came in a stunning wave in May. Spring could come and go; on deadline, I wouldn’t notice until suddenly I was dressing in tank tops again, basking on the sunny side of the street. Here in London, walking daily on the heath, through the streets, I have been immersed in the austerity of the English winter: the relentless damp, with the sidewalks underfoot never quite drying out, and the pallid sun barely rising above the tops of the trees. But even in January there are bulbs pushing up through the soil of my neighbors’ gardens. I feel a new kind of gratitude at the unfolding of the English spring, incremental and reassuring, with what were yesterday the bare branches of the weeping willow today gently gauzed with new leaf: a swipe of yellow ocher, cadmium green, cerulean blue.

			I’m not an early riser by nature, but in spring, as dawn receded earlier and earlier, the cracks of light illuminating the edges of the blackout blinds in our bedroom would move me not to groan and reach for an eye shield, but to get up and get out, heart lifting as I walked through the meadows of Hampstead Heath, where wildflowers were pushing up through the grasses. On midsummer’s day I was awakened by the first light appearing in the sky a little after four in the morning; not long after, I was dressed and climbing up the crest of the hill where a throng of about a hundred people were gathering to watch the imminent sunrise. A group of young women were sitting on a blanket, woolly hats pulled down over their heads—the temperature was still cool—and thermoses of coffee in hand. A man played the bagpipes, accompanied by a boy of ten or eleven on the fiddle. We all faced east, where a band of purple cloud rested on the horizon, and the remains of a partial moon declined in the sky opposite. An unprepossessing man with sandy hair and glasses turned toward it and howled like a wolf.

			The first sight of the sun was a red crack in the sky, illuminating the copper dome of a church on the flank of a hill. “Happy Solstice!” someone shouted, and one of the women who had been sitting on the blanket leapt up to improvise a highland reel, loudly and laughingly apologizing to the bagpiper for cultural appropriation. I descended the hill to one of the ponds, this one usually reserved for frolicking dogs rather than bathing humans, where two young women were stripping off their clothes to run splashing into the water. It was probably a dare, but it looked like a rite, something pagan and druidic.

			

			—

			After Spencer’s show, we are invited to join a party at a dinner in a nearby restaurant. Before me in the line for the coat check is Sacha, a woman who has an air of being at home in the general company, and who greets me with familiarity: “Are you the one who wants to know where the best charity shops are?” She is an art curator a few years older than I am, and seems to know everyone, if not necessarily to know everyone’s names—she calls everyone “babe,” including, before long, me. She’s heard, she explains, there’s a guest at the dinner who is newly transplanted to the city from America and is interested in vintage shopping, in which Sacha is something of an experienced hand. She’s wearing a fitted blue dress and a pair of knee-high boots with pointed toes and stiletto heels that came, she tells me, from the Red Cross shop on the King’s Road in Chelsea—the best shopping strip to find deaccessioned trophies from affluent closets.

			I’m not the guest whom Sacha has heard about. Having relied on thrift stores for basic necessities when I first arrived in New York City, I quickly lost any taste I once had for vintage shopping for its own sake, and I was thrilled when, finally, I could afford to buy things that were new rather than used. The bright red cashmere swing coat I bought on sale for $350 at Bergdorf Goodman was imbued with as much significance to me as a white wedding gown might have been to a different twenty-four-year-old woman. It was daring and youthful and mobile, swirling around me as I strode along Forty-Second Street on my way to the office, the thrilling costume of my independence and ambition. It’s been decades since I’ve thought to enter a charity shop to buy anything, rather than to donate castoffs—including, somewhere along the line, the red swing coat, though if there were any garment I now wish were lying boxed in tissue paper under my bed, that’s it.

			Sacha sets me thinking, though. Since arriving in London, I have been struck by the stylishness of women I see on the streets who are no longer young, women like Sacha, whose clothes seem to display individual taste rather than industry-mandated conformity. They seem at ease, not acting as if they were obliged to cede the field to the young. Inspired by Sacha’s example, a few days after the dinner, I drop into one of the charity shops on the Kentish Town Road. I skim the racks in a desultory way before discovering an unexpected prize: a soft, unlined cashmere coat, the woody green color of split-pea soup. It wraps around me, light, but warm—perfect for the English climate. The garment is the negative image of the confident scarlet coat of my twenties, muted and subtle instead of bright and bold, and I wear it with a pleasure that feels excavated from the past.

			I’d been in my early forties when I’d first become aware of the strange onset of age-related invisibility. When I was riding the elevator at the World Trade Center to my office, a younger colleague, male or female, would get on after me and not notice me standing in the corner, unless I said hello. At a bar, I’d wait in vain for the attention of the bartender, who was not so much ignoring me as simply failing to see me. It wasn’t my vanity that was wounded on these occasions, but my sense of humanity: I had ceased to register physically in the world. I no longer showed up as a shifting, mobile red shape on the heat map of the city. Rather, I was blue, as good as lifeless, passing ghostlike through the streets in which my vibrant youth had been expended.

			Or if I was visible and heated it was only in unsought ways. Menopause kicks your ass, a yoga-instructor friend in Brooklyn told me as we sat together on a bench in the playground where our sons were shooting baskets, and she despairingly dabbed her upright neck. If you can’t handle it, even with your meditation and your practice, where does that leave the rest of us? I thought to myself. By the following summer, I was afflicted, too—overcome by creeping, infuriating surges of heat. On holiday in Sicily I copied the locals, dressing in airy black linen and using a paper fan as I sat on the terrace of a café, or even as I stood within the cool of a marbled church interior. Back in New York, I bought a handful of paper fans at a store in Chinatown and started carrying one at the bottom of my bag alongside my wallet and notebook, drawing it out with aggrieved embarrassment on the subway or in a restaurant, feeling like an ancient Sicilian hag.

			The experience was not just uncomfortable; it was also humiliating. I was irrationally ashamed of this involuntary betrayal, especially when I was working. I would be conducting an interview, a delicate engagement in which I would try to induce my subject into saying something he—it was usually an accomplished he—hadn’t said, or perhaps even thought about, before. Then I would suddenly feel overcome by the sensation of flushing, nauseating heat, of being made visibly vulnerable. I felt like I was being rendered supernumerary in real time, conspicuous and pitiable.

			At home with my family, it was even worse. Over a period of time that had developed so slowly I had barely been aware of its onset, I had become moody—afflicted by nightmares, suddenly overcome with fury and frustration in a way I could not remember being since I was a hormonal teenager. I could be volcanically triggered by the smallest thing, like my son flailing about the bathroom while he brushed his teeth or dancing around on the landing outside his bedroom long after his light should have been out. My patience would suddenly evaporate, and I’d find myself screaming at him—giving my anger the rein, relishing the release of it. He’d look at me, horrified by the monstrous transformation, and I would storm out of the house before I did any worse damage, hands shaking as I locked the door behind me, head bursting with violence. Then, as I walked around the park at the end of the street feeling the surging fury dissipate, I would be overcome with remorse and self-loathing. How could I behave this way? It didn’t occur to me that my anger might be caused by changes in my own brain chemistry, not justly provoked by the egregious actions of my family members. I only felt resentful of the people I loved the most—put-upon and burdened by their needs, wanting to be left alone to find a mental equilibrium that seemed perennially elusive.

			Experts advise against making big life changes during perimenopause: don’t walk out on your husband, even if you feel like it; don’t abandon your children, even if they drive you crazy; don’t quit your job, even if you couldn’t hate it more. Don’t up and leave the country even if you’re waking every morning with heart-palpitating agitation at what the news of the day will bring—this injunction might also be added to the list of rash actions best postponed until they can be reconsidered at a more even-keeled moment.

			But the fact that I felt intermittently unhinged in my last years in the United States did not mean that the country wasn’t also roiled with eruptive, unpredictable, dangerous heat. One unprecedented headline was followed by another: an enraged gunman opening fire at a congressional baseball practice session; tiki-torch-bearing white supremacists marching on the University of Virginia. Each week, sometimes each day, brought an outrage more lurid than the last. The sense of instability and violence wasn’t something that existed only within me. Volatile anger was the pervasive mood of the country, from the top of government all the way down. The whole fucking place felt deranged: this was one way I might phrase an answer to a polite inquiry—like the one Sacha made at the dinner for Spencer, after we’d discussed her spectacular boots, and where she bought them—about why I’d decided to leave New York.

		

	
		
		
			It’s said that nowhere in the United Kingdom are you ever further than seventy miles from the sea, a fact I recall whenever I hear seagulls croaking overhead in North London’s streets. Wherever you are on this island, you are near its margin, a coastline that is estimated to extend for about eleven thousand miles—though the measure is necessarily imprecise, since the coast is in many parts frilly and dizzyingly fractal, its dimensions multiplying the closer you look.

			The closer I look, the more paradoxical seems the relationship of this country to its waters and what lies beyond them. On the one hand, the sea engenders openness. In London, the maritime traffic that once flowed in and out has diminished, but the city’s character has been formed by its history as a place of cosmopolitan exchange. This is the London that attracts me, and in which I can imagine coming to feel at home—a place entirely connected to continental Europe, where I can get on a train at St. Pancras in the morning and be in Amsterdam by early afternoon, having traveled through four countries before lunchtime. After decades in New York, where a similar length journey would only get me as far as Baltimore, the proximity to foreign cities is intoxicating, as well as useful for my work. Within the space of a few days, I am sent on assignment to Luxembourg City, with its dramatic topography and satisfied bankers; to the Italian city of Bologna, where I lunch on handmade tortellini in brodo; and to the northern French town of Rouen, where I drop into the cathedral, which I have formerly only ever seen in paintings by Monet.

			Within the cathedral’s cool depths, I find the sarcophagus of Richard the Lionheart, the twelfth-century king of England who was also the monarch of several French provinces. He is represented by a crowned marble effigy, the figure depicted with hands folded in pious prayer and wearing robes that appear weirdly to defy the force of gravity, falling stiffly as they would if the figure were vertical rather than recumbent. Encased within it is the King’s famous heart, embalmed with herbs, flowers, lime and frankincense. Richard’s reign now leaves little to admire: in England his ascendancy unleashed violence against Jewish residents of London and elsewhere, while overseas his legacy was one of conquest and crusade. But the presence of the tomb of an English king in this vast Gothic cathedral, set amid streets and squares of five-hundred-year-old half-timbered buildings, does remind me of the way in which Britain’s connection with its closest European neighbors has not always ended at the shoreline. Borders and nationalities are not, as they might appear to be, fixed in stone, like the unrealistically rendered draperies of a medieval tomb. They can be mutable.

			The British public has recently, narrowly, voted to make its borders more definitive, but the legislation that will effect that change has yet to be determined, and the country is in a state of suspension. For the time being, it feels hard to imagine that London, at least, will cease to feel like an international, open city. I make my way home via Paris, where I stop off at a fromagerie near the Gare du Nord to shop at lunchtime for this evening’s dinner, then return to London’s cosmopolitan streets, within sight and sound of the flowing Thames, the British capital not just an English city but also—surely?—definitively a European one, and beyond that, a city of the world.

			Elsewhere, though, England is insular and moated. The waters by which the country is surrounded have historically given rise to defensiveness rather than openness. My hometown has what the local tourist authority promotes as one of the best beaches in the country, with fine sand at one end giving onto a shallow, safe bay, and a promenade lined with well-preserved Georgian terraced houses that are now almost all bed-and-breakfast hotels, decked with bunting and flower boxes. The town was popularized as a seafront resort by King George III, the father of the Prince Regent, whose regal contributions are commemorated in a garishly painted statue that shows him standing between a white unicorn and a gilded lion and bears an inscription to the monarch from grateful inhabitants.

			The beach is an inviting place, at least when the weather is compliant. There are kiosks selling ice cream and cotton candy, and a narrow red-and-white-striped Punch-and-Judy booth that since Victorian times has been entertaining children with grippingly brutal glove-puppet shows. Mr. Punch is a scabrous, cynical figure who speaks in a distinctive squeaky voice: “That’s the way to do it!” he cries, as he tricks and cheats and batters his rivals. He and Judy, his long-suffering wife, have their origins in the Italian commedia dell’arte and were imported from the continent to England in the seventeenth century. Flourishing in this country as a seaside entertainment, Punch-and-Judy shows developed within the English vernacular, with rote plots that invariably end with violence: Mr. Punch and Mrs. Punch battering each other with a stick, or Mr. Punch thwacking back an attack from a crocodile, then being assailed by the crocodile itself. The routines are so reassuring in their formulaic familiarity that it’s easy to overlook their essential brutality.

			The passersby on the promenade are similarly changeless: a sprightly pensioner with her cardigan buttoned against the breeze; a tired-looking young mother pushing a double stroller from which pudgy limbs—a leg, an arm—emerge from a tangle of pink fleece blankets; a man in a Royal Marines T-shirt, the lower half of the Union Jack swelling over his belly, his arms decked with blue-green smudges of tattoo. In the summertime many of the men on the beachfront peel off their shirts to reveal sunburned, decorated expanses. There are hearts, Celtic crosses, old-fashioned mermaids, and—spotted on one occasion when I was visiting from New York, as indelible in my memory as subcutaneous ink—the words “Arbeit Macht Frei” rendered in Gothic script across meaty shoulders, a sight that made me pull my son closer to my side.

			Until the town was made fashionable by George III, who first traveled there for doctor-recommended sea bathing in the late eighteenth century, it did not stretch showily along the shorefront as it does now. Before the development of the Georgian esplanade, the beach had been nothing more than a dumping ground for trash. For centuries the town had huddled around the safety of the harbor, turning a wary shoulder to the sea. No wonder: the threatening tides brought danger often enough. Even within living memory of its oldest residents, my hometown’s beach was barricaded with barbed wire to defend against the threat of a land invasion during World War Two.

			Sometimes, the traffic on the water brought devastation more stealthy and yet far more deadly. The town has the dubious distinction of having been, in 1348, the port of entry into England of the Black Death, via a ship aboard which, according to a contemporary chronicler, was a sailor who “had brought with him from Gascony the seeds of a terrible pestilence.” Whether the original carrier of the plague was a sailor from Gascony or, more likely, flea-infested rats that scurried ashore, the pandemic swiftly spread to London and thence across the entire country, killing more than a third of the population of Britain in a little over a year.

			Relics of the threat from across the water can be found all along the coast. There are cement pillboxes left to decay on the shoreline, with dank interiors into which children like my son can climb, pretending to spy for enemies. A bulbous sea mine that was dredged from the bay is now displayed on the esplanade across from a rattling amusement arcade, painted red with a white band, like a benign, portly teapot. More archaic traces of the threat from the sea sometimes come to light. A few years ago, a new road was built through the chalky ridgeway that curves in a crescent above my hometown. This ridgeway forms a natural barrier and land defense. Its crest is marked with dozens of Bronze Age burial mounds like that in which Boudica is not buried on Hampstead Heath, while the route into my hometown still largely follows a straight path that two thousand years ago was first paved with flint gravel by the Romans. During initial excavations for the new road—which was built in anticipation of my hometown’s role as the host of the Olympics sailing events in 2012, for which the town would need to welcome the world with more robust infrastructure than was then available—archaeologists discovered in a disused Roman quarry a mass grave of more than fifty decapitated human skeletons.

			The remains, some of which had been dismembered, lay jumbled in a pit, femur bones and shattered vertebrae tangled with empty rib cages, spread out like a platter littered with the remains of a dinner of bony fish. To one side, the fifty-odd skulls had been separated out and stacked together. Many of them were damaged, with slashes and cuts to the cranium or jawbone, even apart from having been severed from the necks that formerly bore them. Analysis of the bones revealed that all of the dead were male, and most of them were young—aged from their late teens to their mid-twenties, though there were a few who were as old as fifty.

			It was also discovered that they were all of Scandinavian origin. They had died around the end of the tenth century or early in the eleventh century—right around the time of Viking raids that were conducted along the south coast of England by swift, shallow-hulled, devastatingly effective warships manned by crews of about fifty warriors. Presumably, the corpses thrown unceremoniously into the gravel pit were raiders who had, for once, been on the losing side, defeated and then defiled by the local Anglo-Saxon population. There are more skeletons in the pit than there are skulls in the pile, leading historians to theorize that the Anglo-Saxons may have skewered the heads of the highest-ranking of the Viking invaders on pikes and stuck them into the ground. Displayed as trophies, the severed heads would warn off invaders or, more likely, would hearten the locals as they carried on their lives while keeping one eye on the inconstant sea.

			

			—

			A coastal path is under development that will, it is promised, enable one to walk on public footpaths around the entire margin of the United Kingdom, connecting the English coastline with the path that already exists around the perimeter of Wales and with the right-to-roam paths that walkers in Scotland have long enjoyed. The very first section of the England Coast Path officially to be thus designated a decade or so ago happens to be in my hometown, the stretch of coast from the Isle of Portland to Weymouth Bay, including Mr. Punch’s sandy pitch. Since then, sections of the path have opened piecemeal around the coast, in the southwest of England, Cornwall and Devon, as well as in Northumberland and Yorkshire. When I learn of the opening of a new ten-mile stretch in the northeast of England, I catch the train at King’s Cross to arrive three hours later near Stockton-on-Tees, County Durham, where local dignitaries gather at a bird sanctuary.

			After speeches citing the contribution to the local economy that it is hoped the path will generate through tourism, there is a ribbon-cutting ceremony, held for convenience in the bird sanctuary car park, rather than on the path proper, which would involve shepherding the assembled guests across a road. When the ceremonies are concluded and the car park starts to empty of vehicles, a young official from Natural England, the governmental body that oversees the construction of the path, offers me a ride back to the train station. He looks surprised when I point out that I am wearing hiking boots: I intend to walk the newly opened path to the town of Hartlepool, seven or so miles away. I’ll be the first one on it, I say.

			Hartlepool is the kind of place to which journalists from the South of England set out when trying to diagnose the straitened economic and social conditions of the North. Lately, it has been one of the places in which journalists have sought to explain the outcome of the referendum over Britain’s membership in the European Union: more than two thirds of the votes cast here were in favor of leaving, helping to tip the national balance. A former thriving center of the shipbuilding industry, bolstered for decades by the steel industry, Hartlepool has suffered from the loss of both. Dignitaries of the sort who attended the ceremony in the bird sanctuary point to signs of regeneration in Hartlepool: an award-winning maritime museum; a newly pedestrianized plaza around the town’s art gallery; the old post office refurbished as a loftlike hub for start-ups in the creative industries. Still, the energy of renewal is not felt everywhere. The town was hit hard by austerity, the name given to policies instituted nationally in the wake of the global financial crisis. In the name of austerity, local spending in Hartlepool—on hospitals, schools, police, libraries, youth centers and other social services—was cut by a third. In a recent report measuring indices of deprivation—access to employment, levels of income, standards of health and education, and the incidence of crime, among other factors—Hartlepool ranked among the most deprived local authorities in the country, its people among the most luckless in the nation.

			This stretch of coastal path south of Hartlepool, I have learned from the speeches, has been among the most complex so far completed. The area around the mouth of the river Tees is flat, marshy and tidal, with nature reserves that have been established in recent years abutting fenced-off industrial zones, chemical works and oil refineries. For a considerable stretch the coastal path is situated several miles from the coast itself, the landscape between it and the sea bristling with towers and pylons.

			I pass through Seal Sands, where there is a nature reserve with a viewing platform from which one can, allegedly, see common and harbor seals basking, a colony having returned to the area in recent decades, no longer discouraged by industrial pollutants. With my unpracticed eye I can’t actually distinguish between seal and sands, both being inconspicuously mud-brown and indistinct at a distance. More visually arresting is a decommissioned oil rig from the North Sea balanced on a dock, hulking and rust-colored, spiky with pipes and chimneys. Raw and monstrous, it looks almost animate, as if it might rouse itself and lumber toward me. Further off on the horizon lies a nuclear power plant, Hartlepool Power Station: an assemblage of massive windowless boxes, sculptural and implacable, blocking sight lines to the sea.

			Derek Jarman, the late British artist and filmmaker, wrote a diary about the garden he created at his seafront home, Prospect Cottage, on the south coast of England, in Dungeness. It was itself within sight of a nuclear power plant, which he described as resembling “a great ocean liner moored in the firmament, ablaze with light: white, yellow, ruby.” Jarman bought the cottage in 1986, the same year that he tested HIV-positive, and lived in it until his death, in 1994, at the age of fifty-two. The diary, published as Modern Nature three years before his death, is a hybrid, unclassifiable work. It weaves together a gardening notebook (“the first wild rose came out this morning; the sage is in bloom, and wild poppies blow and scatter their petals by lunch”) with recollections of his childhood as the sensitive offspring of a rigorous Air Force officer. Throughout, there is the immediate account of the storm of AIDS blowing unchecked through Jarman’s community, and through his own body. “The shadowy black bats of breathlessness swarm through the evening, roost in my lungs,” Jarman writes from his hospital bed when suffering from AIDS-induced pneumonia.

			The power plant squatting on the Dungeness headland is also part of modern nature, another element in Jarman’s meditation on memory and mortality. “I live in borrowed time, therefore I see no reason in the world why my heart grows not dark,” he writes, in a passage that conjures a tempest whipping up the waves on the shingle nearby. He alludes to England’s shrouded Anglo-Saxon past by evoking a fragment from The Wanderer, a tenth-century poem about exile and impermanence: “Now throughout the world stand windblown halls, frost-covered ruined buildings, the wine halls crumble, kings lie dead, deprived of pleasure, all the steadfast band dead by the wall.”

			As the coastal path passes Hartlepool’s nuclear power station it joins a sidewalk next to a road, where I notice that the scrubby margin of grass is dotted with singular items of trash, unlikely as the blooms of mutant wildflowers. A used condom; an infant’s sneaker: modern nature. It’s not until almost my journey’s end that I reach the coast proper at Seaton Carew, a forlorn seaside resort whose most distinctive architectural feature is a curved, concrete Art Deco bus stop—a handsome building, though the frequency of buses stopping at it diminished with the cost-cutting onset of austerity. I buy fish and chips drenched in vinegar and snowed with salt from a take-out counter at the Almighty Cod, and eat them while sitting on a bench overlooking the wide yellow sand. I can make out Hartlepool in the distance, with its oldest settlement, the Headland, jutting into the North Sea. The walk has been draining and the landscape strangely compelling—though it’s hard to imagine, as the local boosters at the bird sanctuary suggested, that tourists who usually frequent the craggy, picturesque cliffs of Cornwall will choose to come instead for a week’s holiday to walk along this more aesthetically austere coastline. It is best seen, I think, through a Jarmanesque eye, with an appreciation for the perverse beauty of degradation and regeneration.

			The highest point in Hartlepool is the twelfth-century church of St. Hilda, which is, I will discover when I visit it the next day, set on a magnificent spot overlooking the harbor, facing a public garden and surrounded by a spacious graveyard in which stand uncrowded quantities of weather-beaten headstones. The church has an imposing tower, with what is called an embattled parapet, notched as if for the placement of firearms. The structure is flanked by massive external shoring walls and, on one side, flying buttresses. These reinforcements, when seen head-on, from the public garden, give the church a peculiar asymmetry that shows how effortfully its stability has been achieved.

			The church was built on the site of a Saxon monastery that was constructed in the mid-seventh century and was one of the first Christian establishments among the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms into which England was divided at the time. Saint Hild, for whom the church is named, was a Saxon princess born around 614 and raised in the court of the Northumbrian king. She converted to Christianity in her teens, and thereafter became a nun—and, it turned out, a formidable leader and administrator, being placed in charge of the monastery on the Headland in 649. Hild also founded Whitby Abbey, almost thirty miles to the south in North Yorkshire, where in 664 she hosted the Synod of Whitby, a foundational event in British Christianity, when bishops decided to align their practices with the Church of Rome rather than maintain the Celtic practices hitherto observed in the Kingdom of Northumbria.

			I have been told about the life of the impressive Saint Hild by Gill Alexander, one of the dignitaries at the bird sanctuary, an official with the local council who also happens to be an ordained minister in the Church of England. She has a cleric’s collar, an intelligent face and, it turns out, a gift for speaking in parables. Our ongoing relationship with Europe and the rest of the world goes back to the time of Saint Hild, she tells me. It has been a constant negotiation. We are not just alone, a set of islanders who have our own way of doing things. We have had moments when we realize that we are part of something that is much bigger than ourselves. So much of our conception of who we are comes from our sense that we are defended by the sea; but the sea is also a gateway to other cultures and other worlds. As a country, she tells me, we need to get into a conversation with the sea, and about how the sea has helped shape who we are.

		

	
		
		
			Like a Viking in reverse, I make raids upon the English coast from my central perch of London. We go on holiday to Cornwall, where we hike up and down craggy cliffs thick with the growth of heather and blackberry brambles, and see the ruins of the castle at Tintagel, in legend the seat of King Arthur, whose historic existence scholars now treat with skepticism, but whose folkloric status as a Briton defending against foreign incursion endures. We visit Norfolk, where we walk through extraordinary salt marshes stained purple with sea lavender, part of the estate of the Earl of Leicester, whose severe Palladian mansion is set amid twenty-five thousand acres of coastline and farmland.

			All this because a long-ago ancestor did something to please a long-ago monarch, I grumble to my American husband and son, though I know too that the enduring beauty of these environs is due to their preservation under the exclusive ownership of successive earls. The first of them, Thomas William Coke, was an agricultural reformer born in 1754 who, as a Member of Parliament, was also a supporter of the colonists’ cause in the American Revolution. The most recent of them, the eighth Earl, is a conservation-minded steward of his inheritance. In the car home, we listen to the audiobook of a memoir by Anne Tennant, Baroness Glenconner, the eldest child of the fifth Earl of Leicester, who grew up on the estate but who, as a daughter rather than a son, could not inherit it. In impossibly plummy tones, the author, now in her late eighties, describes how a footman would carry raw eggs in a bain-marie from the kitchen to the distant nursery: “By the time they arrived, the eggs would be perfectly boiled.” More eggs: Lady Glenconner gives an account of how she and her younger sister would climb trees and steal jackdaws’ eggs, “which were delicious to eat, rather like plovers’.” I am simultaneously rankled and amused by the offhanded implication that her readers will be familiar with the delicacy. I’ve never tasted a plover’s egg in my life.

			The landscape in which I grew up is also marked by the persistent power of inherited wealth. As a child, I was intrigued by one peculiar local landmark, visible from the backseat of the car as my father drove my family through the countryside: a wall extending for more than a mile along the edge of the road, blocking a clear sight into what appeared to be woodland and farmland beyond. The wall, made of worn red brick, is reputed to be the longest of its kind in England, its immense length broken only by several ornamental gates, including one that has, atop it, a lead statue of a stag. The stag has massive antlers and, strangely, what look like five legs—limbs that my brother and I would struggle to count as the statue flashed by the car window.

			The wall was built by a landowner named John Erle-Drax, who sat in Parliament for almost a quarter of a century between 1841 and 1880, switching off the seat with another local landowner. It borders Charborough Park, a substantial acreage of deer park and woodlands, with gardens including a splendid collection of rhododendrons and azaleas. Charborough Park opens to the public a few days a year to raise money for charity, but otherwise it is reserved for the private enjoyment of the Drax family. The Draxes have been an important family in the area for hundreds of years, though the manor of Charborough dates back even further than the family does, its existence recorded in the Domesday Book.

			The family is currently headed by Richard Grosvenor Plunkett-Ernle-Erle-Drax, the pileup of names indicating generations of privilege. As well as being the master of Charborough, Richard Drax, the abbreviated version by which he goes, is the local Member of Parliament for the town in which I grew up. Before becoming a Conservative backbencher, but after serving as a British Army officer, Drax worked as a journalist, and he still writes a regular column for the local newspaper, in which he often fulminates against his party’s leadership for being insufficiently devoted to principles of freedom and free enterprise.

			It is through Drax’s own writing, in a post on his website, that I discover an explanation for the five-legged stag over the gateway at Charborough. The fifth leg is not, in fact, a leg, but only a strut added to support the statue’s stability. Drax gives what he characterizes as his favorite false explanation for the anomaly: that one of his ancestors gazed out of the window and, able to discern only three legs, commanded a fourth to be added. That story partakes of the frequent attribution of eccentric charm to members of Britain’s plovers’-egg-eating upper classes. So does another anecdote recounted by Drax, of his ancestor John Erle-Drax’s single intervention in the House of Commons during his many years on the backbenches: a request that the Speaker of the House might open a window.

			Unmentioned in Drax’s piece is a more shameful element of the family heritage: the ownership of a sugar plantation in Barbados, worked by 189 enslaved men and women. An archive that has recently been analyzed and made public by scholars at University College London contains documents related to the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833 which reveal that in May 1836 John Erle-Drax, the mute MP, was granted 4,293 pounds, 12 shillings and sixpence to compensate for the loss of enslaved labor. The formerly enslaved got nothing. The sum has been calculated to be the equivalent of about three million pounds today. With that kind of money, you could build as much wall as you liked.

			Reliably, I disagree with Drax on everything he writes in his columns, though were I still a voter in his constituency I would be in the minority: he commands almost 60 percent of the local vote. There, the interests of the moneyed, landowning class merge with the political conservatism of that class of people who own very little or nothing. A recent report has placed Weymouth and Portland at the very bottom of England’s social mobility index, which measures the likelihood that children born to disadvantaged social backgrounds will better their circumstances as adults in terms of jobs, income and housing. Another recent study ranked Weymouth and Portland the nation’s tenth worst place to live, according to standardized measures of life satisfaction. This finding led the town’s mayor to scoff in the local newspaper: “It’s got problems, but what town doesn’t? It’s not just the beach, you go five miles up the road and you’re in the countryside.”

			I’m no statistician, but the finding, which gave the town seven out of ten on the satisfaction scale, strikes me as flawed, too. The residents of my hometown, whether through a moderate capacity for contentment or through chronically low expectations, strike me, at the very least, as what nonstatisticians might characterize as happy enough. Many seem quite delighted by the place, especially when the weather’s good. Still, when I visit my hometown, I recognize the same raw, aimless discontent that so often characterized it when I was young. The schools don’t do especially well in national rankings. The job prospects are limited, with little to the local economy beyond low-end, bucket-and-spade tourism. I watch today’s teenagers loitering on the promenade, leaning against the blue-and-white painted railings, the boys in Adidas and Nike track pants and hoodies, the girls in flimsy summer dresses, which I know, from having worn very similar dresses while leaning against those same blue-and-white painted railings, are insufficient to the stiff sea breeze. The teens radiate awkwardness masked with bravado—the too-loud laughter from the girls as they bend their heads together, the boys’ reflexive smoothing down of hair that is immobilized by gel, the positioning and repositioning of feet, hips, hands, a choreography of self-consciousness.

			The local Member of Parliament when I was the age of these teenagers came from an even grander lineage than that of Drax. He was Viscount Cranborne, now the seventh Marquess of Salisbury, the descendant of generations of Conservative politicians, including Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, the third Marquess of Salisbury, who served three times as prime minister. That the voters of my hometown would mark their ballots in favor of a hereditary peer to represent them in the House of Commons seemed to me when I was a teenager to be a contemptible example of anachronistic, cap-doffing deference.

			I was a regular at meetings of the Young Socialists, the youth wing of the Labour Party. On Saturdays we gathered in the town center on the pedestrian main street outside Woolworth’s and tried, mostly without success, to persuade passersby to buy copies of a newspaper called Socialist Worker. On Sundays, we’d gather at the local Labour Club, where downstairs, in the beery, smoky social club, retirees played pool and listened to 1950s love songs on the jukebox. We met upstairs in a small, windowless room to lay plans for the revolution, about which members spoke more or less ironically. We’d spend an hour or so listening to a discussion of the campaign for disinvestment from banks that funded the apartheid regime in South Africa, or debating a motion expressing support for the PLO, championed by one of the more stalwart members, whose self-presentation of long hair and combat jacket was styled upon that of Che Guevara.

			There had been riots in English cities, in Brixton and Toxteth, the example of which prompted several members of the group to experiment in anticipation of further unrest, hurling practice Molotov cocktails on the deserted shingle of Chesil Beach, the stony stretch edged by crashing waves that connects Weymouth with the Isle of Portland. I didn’t take part in those rehearsals, but I did work on a short-lived fanzine, Pravda-A-Go-Go, for which I wrote about pop music through the lens of leftist issues. The fanzine was masterminded by one member of our group who took his revolution more ironically, a young man who, in the fashion of the time, wore flouncy, piratical shirts and let his blond hair flop in a long fringe over his eyes. Pravda-A-Go-Go had even fewer takers outside Woolworth’s than did Socialist Worker, but it was fun to produce. Mostly, the Young Socialists was a venue in which to practice being older, and to imagine being somewhere other than my hometown. After the meetings on Sunday evenings, we would all retire to the pub down the street for a pint. I was too young to join the party officially, or to drink in a pub for that matter, which made the whole enterprise feel all the more thrillingly subversive.

			

			—

			These days, I can’t stop watching a music video online of “Everyday Is Like Sunday,” a late-eighties song released by Morrissey, formerly the front man of the Smiths. The band’s rise coincided precisely with the onset of my adolescence—the moment at which one is most porous to music, as my son’s current infatuations with rappers from Miami and Houston reminds me. The trap music my son listens is built from catchy hooks and flat, mesmerizing beats; its lyrics celebrate a kind of nihilistic hedonism, the consumption of drugs and alcohol, the acquisition of money and cars and designer clothes and compliant women. When I crankily complain that the music of my youth was outspokenly political—the artists we followed wanted to demolish capitalism, not partake of its most egregious excesses, I scold—he looks at me with something like pity for my advanced years.

			My youth never feels more creakingly archaic than when I explain to my son the limitations of the technology that was available to us to listen to music. Instead of streaming services, we had only the late-night radio show hosted by John Peel to listen to, hovering over the buttons on the cassette-radio player ready to press record when a sought-after song came on. I spent my spare time and my spare money at my town’s one independent record store, Handsome Dicks, which my peers and I treated less like a shop and more as a youth club. We would hang out in the small storefront, or on the damp pavement outside, dressed in long black coats salvaged from dead men’s wardrobes by way of thrift stores, with our hair gelled and eyes ringed with liner, girls and boys both: self-conscious and hungry for sensation.

			I found voice for all those emotions in Morrissey’s lyrics, which were sardonic, melancholic and literate. He referenced Middlemarch and Oscar Wilde. “I dreamt about you last night / and I fell out of bed twice,” he sang, quoting A Taste of Honey, Shelagh Delaney’s 1958 play about working-class life in a suburb of Manchester, which continues to be part of the English curriculum assigned to my son—his lessons more distant in time from the Smiths than Morrissey, a Manchester native, was from Shelagh Delaney. Morrissey gave voice to disconsolate youth: those of us who felt misunderstood and were resentful of authority, and, more than all of that, who longed to be loved.

			When I was slightly older than my son is now, I saw the Smiths play live at the university where my older brother was a student. A fan site that I find on the internet tells me that the gig was not the best of the tour, which followed the release of the band’s first album. Concertgoers spat at the band and shouted abuse, seemingly throwing Morrissey off his game so that he changed lyrics and dropped verses. I don’t remember any of that, though. What I remember is pushing to the front of the crowd, my lower body pressed up against the stage, only feet away from the band as Morrissey whirled with a spray of gladioli stuck in the back pocket of his jeans. The next morning, I was drained and exhilarated as if in the aftermath of an erotic adventure, with blue-black bruises on my hip bones that changed over the coming days through purple to yellow, stigmata of the night’s pleasures.

			It has been decades since I’ve listened to a new Morrissey song when I read a story in the Guardian newspaper detailing his support for a marginal right-wing political group, For Britain. The article links to an interview he has given. “Diversity can’t possibly be a strength if everyone has ideas that will never correspond,” he says in it. “If borders are such terrible things then why did they ever exist in the first place? Borders bring order.” I do an image search online—I’ve lost track of what Morrissey looks like—and a patchwork of squares opens on my screen. There’s Morrissey as a young man, arch and slim and beautiful in a loose shirt and a knowing smile, a look that, when I was a teenager, half the boys, as well as some of the girls, sought to emulate. Here’s Morrissey as he appears now: craggy-faced and solid of torso, performing at the Hollywood Bowl wearing a sleeveless shirt with a slogan on it reading fuck the guardian. He looks seedy and curdled, like someone’s middle-aged uncle singing along to an oldies station on the radio, eyes half-closed and head tipped back, pretending to be Morrissey.

			The Guardian story sends me back to the Smiths—to long-neglected tracks, of which, it turns out, I can remember every single lyric. The video I can’t stop watching is shot in the run-down seaside town of Southend-on-Sea, which lies on the Thames Estuary in Essex—though with its amusement arcade, its pleasure pier and its pockmarked sand, it might easily be my hometown. It doesn’t feature Morrissey directly; he is seen only on the cover of his latest album, which is on sale in the town’s record store, and on the multiple TV screens displayed in the window of a discount electronics store. Instead, the video’s protagonist is a teenage girl with cropped, gelled hair, dressed in a shapeless black coat. She wears red lipstick and has a yellow Walkman Sport cassette player hooked to the belt of her jeans. I watch her looking with disgust through a butcher’s window—her T-shirt bears the slogan I Don’t Eat My Friends—and slouching at a seafront café, attracting the scorn of a pair of older women, overdressed and over-made-up, as they primly drink their tea. I see her walking through a grim shopping plaza, coat swinging, and sitting on the bench of a Victorian shelter on the promenade that overlooks a vacant sea, while Morrissey sings: “This is the coastal town / that they forgot to close down; come, Armageddon! Come!”

			The experience of watching the music video is uncanny, so precisely does it seem to have mined the details of my teenage experience, even down to the Walkman and the shade of lipstick. I can’t square what I’ve read of its author’s present politics with what the song means to me, but I can no more give up my affinity with it than I can give up my past. When I was a teenager, I thought Morrissey was rejecting the narrowness of English life: come, Armageddon, come. Now, I find something else in his words—an attachment that is as inevitable as the incoming tide and as reflexive as breathing, a perverse love for the desolation of the English coast. The song expresses an ebb and flow—the repulsion from, and the irresistible gravity of, this austere, vulnerable margin. Even now, it offers me the unexpected relief of feeling understood.

			“That’s me,” I tell my son when I play the video for him on my phone, and he grants me a couple of minutes, watching with genial interest almost to the video’s end before turning back to his own music. My son has visited my hometown innumerable times, and all the things about it that make me melancholy—the desperation of low-budget holidaymakers on a rainy day, wandering through the cheap chain stores of the main street with its empty storefronts and cellphone outlets—are imperceptible to him. He loves the deafening amusement arcades and the toy shop and the awkward dioramas of Victorian soldiers at the history museum.

			As a native New Yorker, he does, however, notice some things about the town that were invisible to me when I was a child. Everybody here is so white, he said to me on one occasion when he was still in elementary school and we were walking along the seafront. He was right. I looked at the children gathered on the sand for the Punch-and-Judy show, rapt by the activities of the antic puppets in the booth above their heads: one blond little boy and fair-haired little girl after another, blue-eyed and pink-shouldered from the sun, looking like the offspring of Angles and Saxons and Norsemen. “That’s the way to do it!” Punch squeaked, as he battered a crocodile puppet to death with a stick, while the children laughed uproariously, sharing their delight in the traditional, reassuring, familiar brutality.

		

	
		
		
			My mother comes to visit me in London, making the trip by train from Weymouth, where she still lives in my childhood home. At the station she descends from the carriage determinedly, mouth set, gripping the vertical handrail, deliberately placing one foot, then the other, on the concrete of the platform. She is dressed up: pink lipstick, a sweater in the emerald color she has adopted in recent years—in order, she tells me, to be visible in her old age, the neutral beiges, creams and blacks of her former wardrobe now a liability.

			I see in my mother’s features a stronger version of my own, the forceful planes of her cheekbones and her jaw my physiognomic destiny. Hers is an iteration of the facial characteristics of her own mother, Ellen, who lived until she was 101 years old, though the last seven or eight were endured in a state of disorientation and frequent distress, nothing to be aspired to. My mother, Barbara, is close to ninety, and shows no sign of intellectual diminishment: she is engaged, interested, humorous, blunt, infuriated by the condescension delivered upon those in very old age. She hated turning eighty, she told me at the time. It was the onset of the old-dear years, when people, even your own children, started talking to you as if you were a child again.

			My mother seems to me both monumental and fragile. I was always a small child, and even in adulthood never grew as tall as her. But she has shrunk with age, meeting me on the way down and then passing me, as if she is in a descending elevator and I am in an ascending one. My mother, far more than my father, was engaged with my day-to-day growing up. It was she who patiently oversaw my hours of crayoning or cutting out, who read me fairy stories and encouraged my own writing. She seemed to me sometimes frighteningly omniscient. My mother looms so large in my thoughts, which is mostly where I encounter her, that to find myself looking down on her physically is profoundly disorienting. When I begin to conduct her through the streets from the station to my house, a ten-minute walk, I am fearful that some hurrying, oblivious passerby, failing to notice her in spite of the emerald green she’s wearing, will come too close and knock her off-balance, that she’ll fall and shatter. I dance around her, trying to create a distance between her and anyone else on the sidewalk, attempting to shield her within a bubble of protection. Irritated, she reproves me. “You’re treating me like I’m a hundred,” she snaps. “I’m all right by myself.”

			Mostly, she is. She’s been by herself since my father died, just under a decade ago, when after sixty years of marriage she found herself living alone for the first time in her life. My mother cared for my father in his last years with a forceful tenderness. After his first heart attack he underwent a bypass operation that left him like a wounded animal, shrunken and withdrawn. He wants to be treated like a baby, my mother told me helplessly. Despite the doctor’s firm instructions that he was to walk and to cough—that he had to actively rebuild the strength in his limbs and the resilience of his chest—my father behaved as if the speed of his recovery had nothing to do with him. “He doesn’t have any fight in him,” she told me, angry and frightened. He slowly recovered from the physical effects of the surgery, but he was frightened, too: haunted by the ghastly knowledge of his rib cage having been breached, the beating of his heart surgically stilled while the surgeon sliced and stitched, and then convulsed back to life with a jolt of electricity. He had been put into a death-like suspension from which part of him, it seemed, never quite came back to life.

			When he died, she grieved quietly and privately. She took careful measures to manage her sadness, renovating the bedroom with a new coverlet and cushions and floor rug, so that it looked like her new room, and not his old one; sitting in my father’s habitual armchair when she watched television in the evening, so that she wouldn’t have to countenance it empty; enlisting Matthew, my brother, to sort through and explain the accounts and finances that my father had always taken care of. I found her ability to deflect sorrow in the aftermath of my father’s death remarkable: a year of practical thinking. She felt his presence everywhere, she told me, but she didn’t mean it in a spiritual or supernatural sense. It was only because they had dwelled together in the house for so long, and together through years of nurture had cultivated their cherished garden, that she could not stop sharing them with him, even in his absence.

			She was also liberated by his death. A burden of anxiety and care was lifted. She was responsible for no one but herself. My mother bloomed in widowhood, like the climbing rose she and my father had trailed along a trellis outside the kitchen window, which she would prune back aggressively after its first spring flowering, so that new buds would form amid its thorny branches for a second, near-autumnal show. She could now do things she’d wanted to do and had never had the chance. She joined a history-of-art class, went on organized coach trips to galleries and stately homes, braving solitude and dismissing the sympathy of strangers who thought they understood her loss. “He’s walking beside you,” a woman, another solo traveler, assured her on one of these trips, on learning that my mother was recently widowed. “I hope not—I’m spending all his money,” my mother briskly replied. At eighty-five, she booked herself on an art-themed tour to Florence and returned elated by it all: the stay in the hotel in the Tuscan hills, the outings to see countless iterations of the Madonna and Child, the Uffizi glowing gold in the late October sun, the novelty of lunching in Pisa and being home by evening. This has been a new lease on life, she told me in the years after my father’s death. She felt reborn.

			In Brooklyn, years of walking and especially of pushing a stroller around the neighborhood taught me where tree roots and long neglect had pushed hundred-year-old bluestone pavers up in jagged crests, and where affluent new residents had paid to have the sidewalk lifted and relaid into even, litigation-proof smoothness. Here in London, I don’t yet know the slopes and undulations of the streets around my new home, and I’m relieved when my mother and I reach my front door without incident. From the front, the house appears small, but the previous owners built a rear extension cannibalizing most of what would have once been the back garden, and when we pass through the front door, a narrow, crooked hallway opens into a large, airy kitchen, unexpected space unfolding like an optical illusion. In the kitchen there are stacks of cardboard boxes containing books that we still haven’t unpacked and shelved on the new bookcases. The bookcases have been stained and painted, and although John only recently finished building them, they look as if they have been there as long as the house itself.

			“Can I help unpack the books?” my mother asks. She wants to be useful, to settle us in. My return to England is not something she expected, or even thought to hope for, but now the fact of our relative proximity has become another late-in-life source of satisfaction. I sense her eagerness to anchor us here. Not long ago, I flew back to New York for a weeklong work assignment, and while I was there—installed disconcertingly in a Manhattan tourist hotel, transformed into a visitor to the city that so recently was mine—my mother sent me an email. “I shall be so glad when you are home—it’s so awful having you so far away!” she wrote, words that she never once said to me in the thirty years when my life was decisively, seemingly irrevocably, established on the other side of the ocean.

			I did not choose to return to England principally to be closer to my mother. Years earlier, I made whatever peace can be made with a three-thousand-mile gulf, telling myself I was only a transatlantic flight away. But now that I am in England, I am grateful to be closer—just a three-hour ride from Waterloo Station, able to see her every six weeks or so rather than the two or three times a year that had become my routine. I am glad to have more time with her, to do some of the things I have long been too far away to do. We will be able to go to museums together, I think. Perhaps on another weekend she will come to London for a matinee at the theater. Even on this visit, we will go for a walk on the heath, and look down together on the gleaming city on the horizon. And along with these prospects of future activities, I am also relieved to be near at hand for the more difficult times that will inevitably come, the emergency call I imagine receiving from a neighbor: your mum has had a fall and is laid up in bed; your mum has been rushed to hospital, you’d better get here as soon as you can.

			That would be great if you could help with the books, I tell her. She grew up without many books, though as a small child she loved school, and remembers how delighted she was when it dawned on her that she had learned to read. She was the oldest of three children and was born fewer than nine months after her parents’ marriage. Her father, Bert, was a skilled metalworker who beat the panels from which automobiles were made. Before marriage, her mother, Ellen, had done shifts at the local laundry, coming home complaining of how hot and steamy her workplace was.

			My mother’s first home was a grimy flat in Acton, in the west of London, but she grew up mostly in nearby Perivale, where her father raised the down payment for a small terraced house on a leafy suburban street with the proceeds of an insurance settlement, after the motorbike he rode was hit by a truck—a transformative event for the family’s fortunes, even if he had to walk with crutches for a while afterward. On moving day, my mother was permitted to stamp and shout all over the house, her voice echoing through the empty rooms before the family’s few pieces of cheap furniture were moved in. Money was tight, though, especially before the onset of the war increased the demand for skills like those of my grandfather, who could beat the tail fins for Spitfires as well as he could the doors for a Morris motor. On one occasion, my mother remembers, her mother dropped her last coin between the floorboards, which had to be lifted in order for the makings of dinner to be bought.

			Ellen, my mother’s mother, had been truly poor as a child. She was raised in a cold-water upstairs flat in Shepherd’s Bush in West London, where there were two rooms and a kitchen. She shared a cast-iron bed with her two younger sisters and her mother in one room, while in the other her two brothers shared a double bed with their father, who scraped a living as a rag-and-bone man. There was no bathroom or toilet, only an outhouse that was reached by walking through the downstairs’ neighbor’s flat. The coal for the kitchen range was kept in a box on the staircase, and when my mother’s grandmother, who was illiterate, was later moved into newly built council accommodation, she used the bathtub not for bathing in, but for storing her supply of coal.

			My mother can still draw a floor plan of the squalid home her own mother grew up in, and where, when my mother visited her grandmother, she was served tea made with condensed milk atop a table spread with newspaper in lieu of a tablecloth. Now, when my mother speaks of her mother, overworked and resentful; of her grandmother, mired in inherited ignorance; and of her own childhood, spent in a house that was only gradually furnished with sparse items bought on installment plan—the walnut-veneered, interior-lit cocktail cabinet in which her father kept a single bottle of gin and half a dozen glasses, prized for what it signified of genteel aspiration—it is with wonder at, and some pride in, the distance she has traveled.

			A moment comes when a child begins to realize that there is a world beyond the one with which she is familiar, and it dawns on her that everyone else’s home life is not equal to her own. She discovers that she has been placed by the accident of fate in a social position, a culture, a rank. The world she takes for granted is, in fact, only one possible set of circumstances among many. For my mother that realization came at the age of eleven, when she passed an examination that won her a coveted place at the grammar school. Equipped with the regulation school uniform—gymslip, tie, blazer, topcoat, more clothes than she had ever owned before—and attending lessons in the school’s gloomy Edwardian buildings, she discovered for the first time that she was working-class.

			She spoke differently from the other girls, who came from more affluent families. Her teachers were constantly pulling her up, correcting her pronunciation and vocabulary. She knew less than the other girls, at least when it came to the kind of knowledge that was valued in a classroom. She had to study English literature, having never before heard of Shakespeare. She had to study French—a language she had never before heard spoken. She tried to keep up, but it was a struggle. The school was several miles from home, requiring a long walk and a long bus ride, after which she was often tired. But it was wartime, and the unhappiness of a child at school was the least of anyone’s concerns. Once, she tells me, it began to snow while she was walking home at the end of a school day. Exhausted, she stopped a few blocks from home and slumped against the side of a red post office pillar box, sitting on the small semicircle of pavement where the snow had not yet settled, until she had gathered her strength and could reach her destination. The image is as pitiful as a detail in a story by Hans Christian Andersen. She sometimes played truant, forging sick notes from her mother to explain her absences, which she spent alone in the neighborhood park, or at the local cemetery, weeding the graves.

			My mother left school at the first chance she had, aged fifteen and without a single paper qualification to her name, and went to work as a messenger girl in the advertising department of one of London’s big department stores in South Kensington, an affluent, upscale neighborhood. She loved the work, for which she traveled all over London, delivering proofs of print advertisements to the newspapers on Fleet Street and learning about typography and layout. Over the subsequent fifteen years she rose to become an executive in the advertising department of Harrods, where she oversaw the making of the mail-order catalogs sent to the store’s regular customers; decades later, she still had nightmares about missed production deadlines.

			Later, when I outlasted her at school—when I took my exams at sixteen, and then more exams at eighteen, and then went to university, and then on to graduate school in New York—my mother started reading for the first time the books that constituted my English literature curriculum, finally giving herself an education unavailable to her as a child. She read Middlemarch and Daniel Deronda, “The Waste Land” and the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald. She discovered Virginia Woolf and read Mrs. Dalloway, which would become her favorite book, the one she returns to every few years.

			Mrs. Dalloway is one of the great novels of London, capturing the flags flying on Bond Street, where the shop windows offer a catalog of goods: a bolt of tweed at the tailor, pearls in the jeweler, fresh salmon on ice at the fishmonger. Clarissa Dalloway’s London is not my mother’s London. My mother participated in the service economy that a few decades earlier had made Clarissa Dalloway’s London possible, supplying the requirements of housekeepers and homeowners in houses like that on Hyde Park Gate, in South Kensington, where Virginia Woolf was raised. The celebrated skywriting scene near the beginning of the novel, in which an airplane inscribes the clear blue above Green Park, reminds my mother not of walking through the royal parks of Central London, Mrs. Dalloway’s territory, but of watching planes practice the art at Northolt, the Royal Air Force airbase on the outskirts of the city, not far from my mother’s childhood home. The onlookers in Mrs. Dalloway try to discern brand names in the contrails: Glaxo? Kreemo? When I read these lines, I think of the advertising industry in which my mother would find the opportunity to move from the outskirts to the center—to find her own place in what Woolf characterizes as the “divine vitality” of the city.

			Mrs. Dalloway is a novel about what it is to feel connected to London, tied to it, “making it up, building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh,” as Clarissa Dalloway thinks of life in the city—“loving it with an absurd and faithful passion, being part of it, since her people were courtiers once in the time of the Georges.” Decades after my family moved away from London, my mother told me that she felt she didn’t exactly live in the seaside town in which I was raised—not really. She felt somehow that she still lived in London—loving it with an absurd and faithful passion—and was only temporarily absent from the city that once had been hers.

			

			—

			I have an idea for the weekend, I tell my mother as we sit in my kitchen. I want us to visit the neighborhood on the other side of the city, just across the Thames, where she and my father lived for fifteen years, almost all their early married life—the decade that passed before they became parents, and then the handful of years when my brother and I were small, before circumstance moved our family to the seaside.

			When I was a child, having been born a Londoner was an essential, if absurd, element in my identity. London was a concept rather than a place: an imagined birthright, the enjoyment of which I had been deprived by being transplanted elsewhere. I embraced the identity as a way of establishing a distance between myself and my provincial home. Maybe it’s because I’m a Londoner, I thought—that’s what separates me from my classmates who belonged to large, interconnected families, whose uncles and aunts ran the local pub, owned the sweetshop, worked at the hairdresser’s. At school, my class’s enrollment register included students whose surnames were Stone and Mason—likely the legacies of ancestors who worked the quarries on the Isle of Portland, cutting blocks of the high-quality limestone from which St. Paul’s Cathedral was built after the Great Fire of London in 1666. Lots of locals I knew when I was growing up had never been to the distant capital city, nor wanted to go.

			I was far more familiar with Portland than I was with London, which I knew only from occasional visits filled with touristy activities: going to Madame Tussauds to see the waxworks, or to the Tower of London to peer at the Crown Jewels in their illuminated glass cases. Even so, my sense of connection was not to the half-moon of Weymouth Bay and the craggy, pitted island that lay off its coast. It was to the distant city, where the Portland stone had been transfigured into elegant spires and cupolas. My lost inheritance, I was convinced, was Bond Street and Oxford Street and Piccadilly—the heart of London through which Clarissa Dalloway walks on a glorious summer morning not long after the end of the Great War, the trauma of which the novel is explicitly concerned with, though the weak health of Mrs. Dalloway’s heart—“affected, they said, by influenza”—glancingly reminds the reader of the pandemic that also blighted the era, layering loss upon loss.

			The actual London life of which I had been dispossessed was considerably less grand than Mrs. Dalloway’s. My very first home was a ground-floor flat of a Victorian house, owned by an elderly lady who lived upstairs and whom we knew as Auntie Sis, which my parents had been renting for a decade before my older brother was born. At ten pounds a month, the flat was cheap, and my parents got what they paid for. There was a bedroom with a sink in the corner, and at the rear of the house, a sitting room with a French window that overlooked a small garden, where a paved area of cracked concrete edged by planters gave onto a small patch of grass, while ivy climbed the high brick wall. There was a small kitchen in what had once been the scullery, but the flat had no bathroom. The rent included the use of Auntie Sis’s claw-foot bathtub upstairs, into which hot water had to be bucketed from a gas-copper heater. There was only an outdoor toilet, reached via the kitchen door to the garden.

			The flat was primitive—that is my mother’s word for it—but it was the first home independent of their parents that she and my father ever lived in, and when she speaks of it, the chilly, spartan flat is enlivened with the glamour of youth and freedom. My parents were married when my father had just turned twenty-two and my mother was twenty-one. They had their wedding reception in Ivy’s house, my father’s childhood home. In one of the three formal portraits that were taken on the occasion they are cutting a tiered, frosted wedding cake, lit by sunlight that streams through a gauzy net curtain, falling on wallpaper patterned with scallops and the gleaming wood of a dining chair that Ivy must have polished to a high gloss for the occasion. For the first two years of their marriage, they occupied the bedroom directly upstairs from this living room, sleeping on a foldout couch, and sharing the kitchen with Ivy, who had been widowed only a few years before.

			They were very young, but they had both had adult responsibilities for several years by the time they got married. My father went to the boys’ grammar school that was parallel to the girls’ one my mother attended. Unlike her, he had been a good student, though he left school at sixteen to take a job as a bank clerk, higher education not being an option for a boy of his background. Early in their marriage, he took a correspondence course for an entrance exam to the Civil Service: an opportunity to compensate for the brevity of his formal education, and to gain a foothold in a reliable career. He and my mother were in the kitchen of Ivy’s house when the results came in the mail, and both scanned the list of successful candidates, looking in vain for his name. Only when they went back to the original letter did they see that he was listed at the beginning, among the elite candidates who had passed with distinction. He and my mother both wept with relief.

			My father worked steadily at the Ministry of Defence in Westminster, while my mother rose through the ranks at Harrods, where she bought good suits for my father with her employee’s discount. On one occasion my father was called in by his superiors at the Admiralty and asked how he could afford such obviously expensive clothes on his still meager salary. And why did he not have a car, or a mortgage, or children—the conventional aspirations of a young civil servant like himself? Suspicions that he was being paid off as part of a Soviet spy ring then under investigation were dismissed when he explained the source of his wardrobe, and the interrogation became a ludicrous anecdote.

			The other questions remained, though. Why were he and my mother childless for so long? Why did they not put down more conventional roots? The answer, it seems to me, is that my parents wanted whatever portion of freedom they could carve out for themselves, despite the circumscription of the social positions into which they had been born. My father would never rise very high in the Civil Service: he lacked the qualifications that higher education would have brought him, and he spoke with an accent that betrayed his class origins and belied his aptitude. But to have won a place in the Civil Service at all was an accomplishment. My mother was better paid than my father was, and more ambitious, too, leapfrogging from one position to another, thrilled by the belated discovery that there was something she was good at.

			The flat in South London was the place in which they first had the chance to establish the chosen habits and preferences of their own lives—going to work in the heart of the city, gathering with friends at the Quill pub nearby on a Friday night, walking along the river, relishing the pleasures of having a place of their own, even with its privations. A photograph taken not long after they moved into the flat shows them standing in the back garden. It must be winter, because the tree at the foot of the garden is bare, as is the high brick wall that casts the garden in shadow. But it can’t be cold, because my father is in a sweater without a jacket, and my mother is in a dress—an elegant shirtwaister, with the belt cinched tight around her slim waist. She has one high-heeled foot placed in front of the other, like a model in a department-store advertisement, and her chin is lifted in a broad, confident smile. She looks like she owns the world.

			I was so young when we moved away that I remember very little about that flat—only a sense of safety in the green enclosure of the garden, where I first learned to walk, and a sense of spaciousness as we ascended to the upper floor on bath day, the ceiling extending high above the turn in the staircase, as it does in the house at the other end of London in which I now live. There will be nothing much to see by going back there, as I hope to with my mother. I have no intention of knocking on the door and announcing to the puzzled owner that this is the place in which I was born, in which my parents established their adult lives. This is London, where the churn of former residents is constant—so what if this house was once our home? There could have been dozens of other occupants between then and now. I’ve searched online for the Quill pub, where my mother drank sweet, strong barley wine—two barley wines and you were away, she says, with a laugh—but it closed down long ago.

			Still, I am eager to visit. I want to walk the streets with my mother, fifty years after we left them. I want to hear my footfall on that particular pavement, to look in through whatever windows have been left with the blinds drawn aside, to pass the elementary school I would have gone to if I had not been lifted out of London and relocated to the country’s provincial margin. I want to end up on the embankment of the Thames, only a five-minute walk from the flat, along which my mother pushed me in my stroller when I was too tired to walk by myself. I finally have the chance to step back in time with my mother, I think. Though she and I have corresponded regularly for three decades—at first I sent airmail letters, then faxes, then emails—we have missed out on the ordinariness of proximity. Now, I imagine, I can compensate for some of what has been missed. It’s not too late to recover lost ground.

			But in the morning, over coffee, my mother tells me it’s too far to go. The weather, which is unseasonably bright and sunny, is too warm. She doesn’t think she’s up to it. Having conducted so much of my life with her at a distance—her epistolary vitality never flagging—I’ve failed to notice how much harder things have become for her with each year’s passing.

			And so rather than catching the bus south of the river, we open my laptop and I find the house on the screen. We can see that it has been renovated in a style similar to that in which I now live—the conventional metamorphosis of gentrification. The outdoor toilet has been razed; the scullery has been demolished to make way for a large, skylit kitchen with space to entertain; the French window and back wall have been blown out, replaced by a wall of folding glass doors that open onto the garden. It’s very smart now, my mother says wonderingly, though the ground-floor windows have the same wrought-iron guards that were there when she and my father signed the lease.

			We hover over the street corner on which the house sits and zoom in to see the front door with its multiple safety locks and its brass knocker, its panels painted a fashionable shade of dark blue. The tree that grew at the end of the garden more than half a century ago, when my parents smiled proudly for the camera in the patch of London to which they had just laid claim, is gone. In its place, some kind of structure is visible, though I can only see the top of its roof. A shed? A garden office? A playroom? Stupidly, I keep flicking and swiping the cursor, trying and failing to vault digitally over the wall—chagrined by the limitations of technology, saddened by the knowledge that my mother and I will never make the journey there together and embarrassed by the mawkish obviousness of the metaphor that presents itself: I cannot go back to the garden again.

			Instead, we go outside, into the small walled garden of my new London home. The plantings left by the previous owners have grown ragged since their departure. I have little idea about how to care for a garden. In Brooklyn, we left the long-established hydrangeas to grow without interference, and we only cut back branches on the evergreen bushes along the garden’s edge when they threatened to overwhelm the short pathway. Now I am once again under my mother’s tutelage, as she tells me where to cut back the climbing rose, evaluates the condition of the woody lavender bush, agrees that yes, a lilac in that corner would be a wonderful addition. We work all morning together, pulling up sycamore seedlings and wrenching ivy out of the ground. When later my mother sends me packages in the post of plants dug up from corners of her garden, still rooted in clods of damp soil, ready for me to transplant to mine, I am seized with an urgent sense of responsibility for these living things that connect me to my childhood home, and to the parent who has passed them on to me, and I hurry to embed them in the earth.

			My son looks out of his bedroom window at the unprecedented sight of me digging in the ground, tamping dirt around freshly planted clusters of green shoots. He sees me wielding shears inexpertly, and tentatively trimming shrubs. That looks like fun, he says. Can I do it with you sometime? Of course, I say, doubting that he will, but appreciating the impulse, nonetheless. The remaining time in which my son will still want, childlike, to do things with me and share things with me, is running out, as nature intends that it should. The years of my most intensive maternal nurturing are drawing to an end. Working alone in my small London garden, I am balanced on the threshold between daughterhood and motherhood. I stand on my tiptoes, reaching to prune the climbing rose with the dispassionate boldness and faith in the future that my mother has taught me is necessary if I want it to flourish and bloom.

		

	
		
		
			The Tate Britain museum, on the bank of the Thames, is displaying an ambitious project undertaken by the British artist and filmmaker Steve McQueen to make a portrait of London by photographing all of its Year 3 students—second grade, in the British system. All of the city’s primary, or elementary, schools—public, private, faith-based, special-needs—were invited to participate, and more than 70 percent agreed to have McQueen’s deputized photographers show up and take a class photo. The result, called Year 3, is now on display: an assemblage of more than three thousand images featuring seventy-six thousand children.

			Year 3 is overwhelming in scale. Individually framed, and mounted on white, the photographs are stacked wall to wall, a dozen high, in the museum’s lofty Duveen Galleries. From a distance, the regular arrangement of brightly colored rectangles looks like the board of a children’s game, or a toy used to teach the principles of geometry. Close up, each rectangle resolves into a traditional class portrait, with the tallest children standing in the back row, and the smallest sitting cross-legged in the front, smiling for the camera. Many of them are in school uniform: blue blazers and gray shorts, gingham dresses and red cardigans, the outfits barely changed from those my mother wore when she went off to grammar school, or that I wore when it was my turn to enter the equivalent of kindergarten.

			I wish my mother could see the show with me. She would find the children irresistibly appealing, as I do, with their broad grins showing teeth that are still jostling into position: the boy in a soccer kit with the soccer-player haircut, cropped on the sides and long on top; the girl in the green hijab next to the girl with the white satin hairband; the boy who yelped when the photographer said smile, and the girl who scowled. Aged seven or eight, they are on the cusp of an understanding of the world, and of their place as individuals in it. Though the project must have been fiendishly difficult logistically, with all the paperwork and the permissions and the persuasion, it offers a brilliantly simple conceit: displaying the heterogeneity—class, race, nationality, faith—of young Londoners who are precisely the age at which they are first beginning to come into an awareness of their own differences, and of the structures that bring them together or keep them apart.

			The museum is full of lively children, scampering from one side of the gallery to the other, pointing at the images, chattering about the faces on the walls. An essential element of the Year 3 project is that all of the classes which sat for McQueen’s photographers have the opportunity to come in to see themselves represented: You are the future of London, the museum’s team of Year 3 facilitators tell the students in orientation sessions when they arrive, hundreds of them every day. Some of the children who have been photographed will never have been to a museum before. One purpose of the project is to instill in them the sense that the institution belongs to them, and not just to people like me, a middle-aged ticket buyer overhearing their squealed reactions: look at this boy, picking his nose; look, here are children with disabilities, in wheelchairs; look, these children have a dog with them, a mascot, lucky them.

			London itself belongs to them, these students whose parents and grandparents have come from all over. More than three hundred different languages are spoken by the students who attend London’s schools, but listening to the voices of the children in the galleries of the Tate I am struck by how similar to each other they sound. Sociolinguists who study the way that Londoners speak have identified the emergence since the late 1990s of a new variant of English among the younger generations, displacing the speech of men like John, who built my bookshelves. The basic elements of Cockney speech are familiar not just to Londoners who grew up with them but to anyone anywhere who has watched Dick Van Dyke effortfully twist his tongue in Mary Poppins—saying wiv for with and ’ouse for house. Aitch-dropping at the beginning of words may be the most distinctive characteristic of the speech—the tendency that made Eliza Doolittle in My Fair Lady speak of Professor ’enry ’iggins, until she was firmly trained to do otherwise, the sign of class origin that stigmatized my mother at school.

			Since the late 1990s, though, a shift has been under way. During the first two decades of the 2000s, large-scale studies were undertaken of language use in Hackney, in East London. Historically, Hackney was occupied by white working-class residents, Cockneys, but the postwar years brought an influx of immigration that resulted in it being among London’s most decisively multiethnic neighborhoods. Among a cohort of Hackney’s five-year-old students studied were children with parents from the Caribbean, from a number of African countries, from Bangladesh, China, Colombia, Albania, Turkey and the Middle East, as well as children of Cockney parentage. Friendship groups were multiethnic, the researchers noted, comprising children who spoke a language other than English at home, and also including children whose first language was English of a postcolonial variety: Ghanaian English, or Nigerian English, or Indian English. In a milieu where speakers of Cockney are in a minority, and where among other speakers there is a wide diversity of linguistic backgrounds, the children find their way to a new common language, which sociolinguists call Multicultural London English, or MLE.

			Speakers of MLE use notably different pronunciations from speakers of Cockney: face, for example, slides closer to fess. (In linguistic terms, the Cockney diphthong is replaced by a near monophthong.) Some of MLE’s features are lexical, with vocabulary especially influenced by the language spoken by Jamaican immigrants, who were the first immigrant group to arrive in the East End. But the shifts in the language of London amount to more than the borrowing or absorption of vocabulary, or changes in pronunciation: there are structural changes, too. David Hall, an academic, writes of the organic emergence of a new pronoun: man, which, depending on its context, can mean “I” or “me” or “him” or “them.” I ask Hall to meet me in a café in Mile End, in East London, not far from the university where he is a lecturer. Over coffee, Hall—who is young and bearded, and uses many features of MLE in his speech—talks me through other attributes of MLE, like the dropping of prepositions with the verbs go and come in certain specific contexts.

			“It has to be some sort of familiar or institutional goal, like ‘I went pub last night,’ or ‘I went chicken shop,’ ” he tells me. “It can’t be, ‘I went art gallery.’ ” This is a feature MLE has in common with modern Greek, he says, but it’s hard to tell precisely in which foreign languages the novelties of MLE are rooted, because it emerges from such variegated and fertile ground. “It is difficult to say if there is a direct influence from Nigerian English, or Jamaican Creole, because they are all in the mix somewhere,” Hall explains. From an unusually early age, linguistically speaking, the children whom Hall and others in his discipline have studied in London are influenced more strongly by the phonologies of their peers than by those of their caregivers. From four or five years old, they pool a set of languages and language features, and settle on some subset of that pool as their common language. They start to speak like each other instead of like their parents. “Normally, kids until they are eight or nine will copy their caregivers, and then they will match the community afterwards,” Hall tells me. “But these kids are doing it very, very young. It is language change not from the outside, but from the inside—they are building it themselves.”

			If McQueen’s cameras had captured the chatter of the Year 3 students as they shuffled into place in their orderly rows, this is one language in which many of them would be fluent: a common, organic, fluid, changing speech over which they all have ownership. Hall explains to me that it tends to be the case that whenever you get contact between groups who speak in different ways, people will shift the way they speak and eventually end up sharing speech styles and sets of pronunciation. If you have a massively mixed group, speaking perhaps ten different languages among them, then the most frequently shared features will be those that enter regular use. Out of this immensely various pool, speakers will settle on the features that allow them to do what they most want to do, which is communicate. “Ultimately, people want to sound like each other,” Hall tells me. Linguists call this process accommodation—the way that individuals change how they speak to align with each other. “It’s not cultural appropriation; it’s not rude; it’s just what we do,” Hall says. We accommodate to each other’s speech because we want to get along; we want to find out commonalities; we want to understand, and to be understood.

			In the first few months my son is attending his new school, he brings home words and phrases that his new peers, at the onset of adolescence, use to demarcate themselves from their parents, claiming their status as the future of London. The vocabulary is new to his Brooklyn-raised ears, and to me, who has been absent from London for so long. When he brings the words home, I turn them over with him, like fossils found among stones on a pebbly beach. (Bare, perplexingly, means “plenty,” or “a lot of.” Allow it means “leave it alone.”) Among his classmates are students with surnames that sound as if they date back to the Norman Conquest or before—Lightfoot or Budgen—and others whose parents are from Somalia, Syria, Bangladesh, Turkey, Poland, France, Germany. There are students who arrived in Year 3 from Romania speaking not a word of English; just listen to them now.

			My son is the newcomer—the outsider, the one who talks funny. Say “aluminum,” his classmates demand. Say “candy.” Say “elevator.” His American accent is resilient—long enough established that now it seems likely to be indelible, though he does adjust to his new context, fitting in. He says “sweets” instead of “candy,” “maths” instead of “math.” He speaks of his teachers as Miss, and Sir, just as I did, the latter honorific for the first time striking me as peculiar now that I hear it on his democratic American tongue. He calls me on his phone after school, to say he’ll be home later than expected. “We’re going shop,” he says, the same way his new friends would say it, the kids I can hear larking in the background behind him. He uses the expression at first with a slight self-consciousness, but in a spirit of openness. Gradually, it becomes his default. He is accommodating himself to London, this new city to which he has been translated.

			In moving my son between two English-speaking countries, I have not made available to him the opportunity to become fluent in another language—unlike his classmates with Romanian or Somali or French parents, he cannot move easily and unconsciously between two tongues. But learning to speak like a Londoner is granting him a certain flexibility. I watch his growing comfort with this new language and am gratified: this expansion of range that he is undergoing is one of the reasons why we decided to up and move.

			When I reflect on the upheaval of moving countries in midlife, I am shocked by what the months of displacement, the anxiety of resettlement, and the disconcerting unfamiliarity have taken out of me. On a merely practical level, it is draining. It would in so many ways have been easier to stay put. We have voluntarily given up comforts and continuities in favor of choosing a more open-ended prospect. George and I told ourselves that we wanted to make a change of our choosing, before unsought change was visited upon us. We chose to get ahead of the instability that we felt was inevitable, by destabilizing ourselves. We hoped and trusted that we would be stimulated by placing ourselves in a new context, that there would be value for us in seeing the world from a new vantage point.

			But we knew, too, that there would be costs to our choice, and that moving would demand of us a reckoning with loss. The closer I am to my mother, from whom I was distant for so long, the further I am from my beloved American family: my sister-in-law, my brothers-in-law, George’s grown-up sons—and the grandchild whose impending birth we learned of only after we had moved to London, when George’s oldest son, Yona, called and we put him on speakerphone, his voice thrilled and proud as we looked out of the window toward a garden wall along which a red fox creeps at twilight.

			But my midlife is my son’s youth, and what the move has already shown him is that the world is wider than it would have appeared to him if we never strayed from our old neighborhood in brownstone Brooklyn, with its scrappy basketball courts around the corner and the well-worn grass of the park at the end of the block, with its friendly, progressive middle school and its inflating property prices, with its coffee shop where, on the sidewalks outside, dogs slurp at aluminum bowls of water while their owners stand in line waiting for their own carefully crafted refreshments. I have seen teenagers grow up in New York and I know how the competitiveness of the city, the urgency and drive and self-importance of it, can leave a young person feeling defeated before she has begun. I have seen, alternatively, how New York can make a young person believe there is no other place in the world significant enough to matter. I want to inoculate my son against such provincialism. I want to nurture his native cosmopolitanism.

			

			—

			Sacha, the contemporary art curator whose thrift store savoir faire I admired and emulated, invites me and George to a holiday party at her home, which turns out to be in the heart of London, next door to the British Museum. In New York, the apartments close to the Metropolitan Museum are the preserve of the wealthy, the sorts of places I only ever entered on assignment. I once wrote about an heiress whose apartment was on Fifth Avenue only steps from the museum, and who was known for her advanced sense of style. As she opened the door, she was framed by the stunning artwork on the wall behind her—one of Damien Hirst’s opulent, macabre butterfly collages, in which the vibrantly colored insects have been arranged as if seen through a kaleidoscope. To own a work like this and then to hang it in a hallway to be passed by glancingly on the way in and out struck me as confirmation of her rarified sophistication, a carelessness that only money can buy.

			Sacha’s home, which she has lived in for the past forty years, is jaw-dropping in a different way. It is, as it was when she first signed its lease, a communal house, with a constantly shifting roster of tenants, some who have lived there for decades, others who pass through for a few months. The photographer Bruce Bernard, who made unforgiving images of artist friends like Lucian Freud and Francis Bacon, their etchings littering the room where he listened to Beethoven sonatas and paced until late at night, was one longtime resident. Reyner Banham, the lavishly bearded architecture critic, an early proponent of Brutalism, was another early resident. The house is hallowed by the vanished presence of Atilio Lopez, a dancer and muse to the choreographer Lindsay Kemp, who lived in a studio on the top floor, and died there, too, early in the AIDS epidemic. It all sounds like a chaotic, splendidly unconventional way to live.

			The house itself has a faded grandeur, something of the quality of Sacha’s thrift store wardrobe—a lived-in air, with furnishings having the accidental proximity of objects acquired over decades, some valuable, some less so. There are works that Sacha has gathered from her decades in the art world: here, a photograph by Gillian Wearing, a contemporary of Damien Hirst’s; there, a photograph of a fierce-looking Picasso, taken by John Deakin, the British photographer. Sacha explains its provenance: “Bruce Bernard gave it to me one night when he was drunk, and then the next day he said, ‘Where did you get that?’ ” The walls of the living room are painted pale blue, with white wainscoting; a marble mantel is crowded with candles, figurines and invitations. Leggy houseplants clutter a sideboard near the window. An enormous sectional couch is draped with an Indian-print bedspread and scattered with well-used pillows; worn floorboards are partially covered by a brightly colored rug. The house has no central heating, and the fireplaces are too expensive to reline; in the colder months a space heater is plugged into an electrical socket in the corner near the door, generating an inadequate nimbus of warm air. “As we hurtle towards winter again, we go, Oh God,” Sacha says. “But then you kind of get used to it, and you come out the other side.”

			At the party, though, the heat is generated by the crush of bodies—art world habitués and old-time lefties, to whom Sacha ferries glasses of mulled wine, carrying them through the hallways packed with guests, flushed and welcoming: “Good to see you, babe, how are you?” It’s like being transported back to a party from the eighties, the decade in which I first left England behind. Everyone is drinking whatever gets put into their hand. Everyone is smoking cigarettes that will leave my hair reeking by night’s end. There is urgent, shouted conversation about art and politics and history, a man cornering me by the marble mantel and vigorously explaining that because of the flow of the Thames, London has always looked outward to Europe, never inward toward England, that it is, in fact, an entirely European city. As I try to squeeze my way from the living room to the kitchen, I’m stymied by the hordes and fall into conversation on the staircase with a woman to whom Sacha introduces me, a filmmaker with some recent success. Reflexively, I explain my relocation. I cannot bear to be taken for just another Londoner—someone who never left and made a life elsewhere, though my enduring accent belies my thirty years away, my American passport, my American fidelities.

			I tell her that I want my son to grow up with the ability to move comfortably between countries, continents, worlds. You want to turn your son into an Englishman, she replies, with a note of apparent satisfaction at having found such a neat formulation. God, no, I reply, surprising myself with my own vehemence. That’s the very last thing I want to do. My son is a complete American, born a New Yorker as the summer dawn broke over the East River, its rising red disk visible from the hospital bed in which I first held him in amazement. My son, blessed in childhood with a cheerful temperament, has what I think of as an American’s optimism and an American’s openness, even though he has been raised and loved by an English mother with her English instincts for repression and regret.

			Those instincts may account for the aspects of my decision to move that I find hardest to explain to a stranger, or to anyone—the sense that I want to dislocate my son so that he will know what it is to yearn for elsewhere. I have not brought him to England with the hope of bequeathing upon him an alternative national identity as an Englishman. My ambivalence about this chilly, moated island nation does not accommodate that fantasy of homecoming. I know of people whose affection for the structures of their own childhood is so great that, upon becoming parents, they wish to replicate them, so that they yearn to move to the country or the suburbs rather the city because that is how they themselves were raised. I do not share this longing. Though I am delighted by the pleasures of introducing my son to the seaside landscape of my childhood—to have him bounce on the same seafront trampolines as I did, and race along the same cliffside slopes—there is no sense in which I want to reduce his world to the narrowness of that from which I came.

			What I discover I do want to grant him from my own childhood experience is the corollary of that narrowness. I want to cultivate in him a sense of ambition and a quest to roam—attributes that, in my own adolescent experience, were nurtured by a sense of never quite feeling at home in my home.

			By uprooting my son just as he turns thirteen, I have placed his childhood definitively within one retrospective landscape and offered him an unknown vista for his adolescence. I am excited for what this new territory will offer him. London is a good place to be a teenager, friends old and new have told me—there’s a freedom offered by the city, with its sprawling streets and generous parks, its network of tubes and buses, its intersecting social circles. I walk past high-spirited gatherings of kids on the heath near my home, lounging on blankets with bottles of drinks they aren’t old enough to buy, playing music on loudspeakers they aren’t supposed to use here, and their vitality delights me. Their pleasures seem almost Arcadian; these hours whiled away in urban fields under open skies display a liberty that seems to me both wilder and more innocent than that offered by the sophisticated constraints of life in New York City. I want my son to have access to that range and freedom and sense of ownership. I want him to get to know London like a new language he’s mastered while his tongue is still flexible. But there’s something else that motivates me. A sense of displacement is so constitutional to my own being that I seem to have been compelled to make it my son’s inheritance. I have given him this questionable gift: a lost place to long for.

		

	
		
		
			A controversial railway expansion, projected to cost more than a billion pounds, is under way at Euston Station in Central London. When completed, it will allow for faster, more capacious trains that will shave what advocates of the project have characterized as precious time for travelers from the Midlands to the capital. At the moment, though, the time scale for its completion, more than a decade away, feels geologically slow. A construction site extends alongside the dismal artery of the Hampstead Road. Currently, what is principally evident of the project is a large tract of land that has been emptied and scoured, plied by bulldozers and overlooked by cranes. The site is largely concealed by hoardings that are, incongruously, decorated with fantastical floral displays, as if what were eventually to be revealed were a stupendous botanical garden under a glass dome of unprecedented size—the Anthaeum of Hove, revived—rather than a sprawling railway terminus.

			The current project has been controversial not only because of its expense, which has almost doubled from initial estimates, or because of the threat that conservationists say it presents to ancient woodlands and hedgerows further up the line, but also because it has necessitated the obliteration of St. James’s Gardens, formerly a cherished patch of green space amid all the buildings, with winding paths, pleasant lawns and flower beds beneath the shade of mature plane trees. The gardens were opened in 1887 on the site of what had been a cemetery, established a century earlier as an overflow site for the populous dead of the parish of St. James’s Church in Westminster. In 1853, the cemetery was declared to be at capacity, with more than sixty thousand Londoners having been laid to rest there, and it was closed. Euston Station first encroached upon the dead as long ago as 1887, when much of the footprint of the shuttered graveyard was sacrificed to make space for an expansion of the railway. Over what had been the paupers’ ground, the cemetery’s most densely used area, newly laid tracks spread out between platforms like the splayed tendons of an outstretched hand.

			What became of the bodies beneath those platforms is not recorded, but it seems unlikely that the late Victorian railway developers showed any great concern for the remains of indigent Londoners, who would have counted for so little when they were living. The odds are that many of them are still there—lying deep in the ground in common graves, stacked one on top of another to save space, beneath the hurrying footsteps and rattling luggage of travelers from Birmingham or Manchester. The present excavation, however, is being conducted with scrupulously respectful protocols. Before construction of the new tracks could begin, the site of St. James’s was turned over to an archaeological dig of unprecedented scale, with two hundred workers disinterring and examining more than fifteen thousand individuals, of whom about a tenth have been identified by means of inscriptions on lead plates with which they were buried.

			Even those whose names have been lost offer valuable information about how Londoners lived and died in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, about what they feared and what they aspired to. Prior to the Anatomy Act of 1832, which permitted and regulated the use of corpses for medical research, the threat of disturbance by grave robbers was a serious consideration for anyone actually hoping to rest in peace. For those who could afford them, coffins with complex sets of internal locks and bars, available in high-end funeral parlors, were found in the cemetery. So were a couple of large stone sarcophagi, of the sort which the ancient Egyptians developed for postmortem security. The dig revealed, too, that it was possible for one’s social standing to be elevated even after one had departed society. The remains of family members of a tallow chandler, originally interred in the poorer, crowded lower ground of the graveyard, were found to have been moved years later and reburied in the rarefied upper ground, the chandler having become increasingly successful, so that he ultimately became a supplier of candles to the royal household. Even death did not bring an end to the jostling for position.

			Syphilis, sarcoma, rickets: the dead of St. James’s Gardens suffered from all these ailments, as well as from the pain of teeth that had rotted thanks to the sugar being produced in unprecedented quantities by enslaved workers on faraway plantations. Archaeologists found evidence of amputation—either accidental or surgical—as well as trepanation, the drilling of holes into the skull, which was believed to reduce pressure on the brain: dreadful to contemplate without anesthetic or antibiotics. In one gruesome discovery, the remains were recovered of an individual who appeared to have been crushed by a railway carriage or cart—both legs had snapped at exactly the same point. The injury would have been excruciating, but the evidence is that the man survived, the bones having healed, leaving him crippled and able to walk only with extreme pain.

			He might so easily have died. “James Mead and his wife Elizabeth who had for many years occupied the Fair House Farm in Basildon, Essex, were returning from Romford Market in a light cart on Wednesday, June 1st 1808, when they were overtaken about the 15 milestone by a Gentleman’s Coach with four post horses from Ilford, Essex,” reads a notice in the Basildon burial register, a paragraph-long account of the deaths of my great-great-great-great-grandparents, born in 1754 and 1759 in what was then a rural area east of London. Among the handful of family documents that my genealogically minded relatives have excavated from the public records, this account, written by the rector of the parish, Edward Hodgson, is the only one that offers more than dates and names. It continues: “The two drivers, by shouts and strange noises, alarmed poor Mead’s horse to such a degree that, immediately having crossed a bridge which is there, he took so much to the left of the road that one of the wheels ran for a considerable distance on the causeway, and the cart was at length overturned: just at the moment when the coach was passing by. The wheels of the coach went over the bodies of the unfortunate couple. The husband was killed on the spot, and his wife survived him only a few hours.”

			The accidental, fatal encounter on the country lane brings me back to Tess of the D’Urbervilles, in the first chapters of which Tess suffers an accident on the road. While driving Prince, the family’s horse, to market in the early hours before dawn, she drowses at the reins and allows the lantern lighting her way to go out. Tess fails to see the onrushing mail coach spinning toward her on its efficient, quiet wheels, before it fatally pierces Prince’s breast with its shaft, “the hole in his chest looking scarcely large enough to have let out all that had animated him.” Tess has been compelled to take the journey in the place of her father, John Durbeyfield, who earlier that day has learned, from crossing paths with a talkative antiquarian parson, that he is no commoner, but rather the descendant of a noble family with knightly ancestors going back to the time of William the Conqueror. Durbeyfield has been celebrating the discovery of his lineage in the local tavern, boasting of a great family vault containing “finer skillentons than any man in Wessex.” Tess, on her journey, reflects skeptically on her father’s vanity. His is a discovery which, rather than improving her own prospects in life, will lead her into danger at the hands of Alec D’Urberville, the pretender scion to her family’s ancient name. The revelation of what Hardy calls Tess’s “shrouded knightly ancestry” leads only to a ruination as relentless as the skidding wheel of the cart driven by my artisan forebear, run off the road by a fast-driving “Gentleman’s Coach.”

			The lives and deaths of James and Elizabeth—mother and father of seven, including John, my great-great-great-grandfather, who would have been just fourteen when he was orphaned—are transformed by the careful pen of Hodgson, the rector, from statistics to story. The passage could be notes toward a novel. His account is forensic in its specificity, but it also strays into the personal: “Poor Mead,” he calls my ancestor, expressing a reserved strain of grief that I recognize as if it were a family trait. The rector did not merely memorialize the deaths of James and Elizabeth but empathized with the terrible moment just before—the moment on the road, with the horse shying and the wheels spinning, when the long-married, middle-aged couple must have known that the course of their lives was being wrenched out of their control, and that the unpredictable and unforeseen had decisively arrived to claim them.

			

			—

			The archaeologists uncovering the dead beneath what is to be the new railway at Euston were aided in their discoveries by the qualities of London clay—the thick, heavy blue-gray material that is the geological foundation of most of the city. Elsewhere in London, archaeologists have discovered drains made from elm laid by Romans—so well preserved by the clay that water still flows through them two thousand years later, which makes the coffins of St. James’s cemetery seem almost new.

			It is easy to imagine that a city’s geology is its characterological destiny: that if New York’s thrusting confidence derives from the solidity of its bedrock—which was formed by glacial weight two and a half million years ago, when cliffs of ice rose to heights even taller than New York’s tallest skyscrapers and pressed down to form glittering schist—then the shifting, unreliable foundation of London clay has given the capital its cast of ironic resignation. This, at least, is how I imagined it when I first arrived in London. Having precipitously dispossessed myself of a home that was sturdily built upon granite—according to the engineer who conducted an inspection for us, the very same stone from which the Brooklyn Bridge had been built—I learned when attempting to make a new home in London this most basic fact about the city: that it moves. Cracks open up in brick façades, fault lines in the mortar zigzagging down from window ledges as in a comic-book drawing of a devastating lightning strike. Doorways lean, like weary mothers waiting at the bus stop. The end houses of Victorian terraces, those thousands upon thousands of dwellings thrown up across the city’s sprawling geography by frock-coated speculators, are tied in—secured by metal pins that push through brick into wooden joists like old-fashioned brass fasteners through paper, restraining walls that have started to bow and bend.

			I had never before had reason to think about the structural stability of London’s buildings, their tendency to slippage and subsidence, but I became obsessed with the phenomenon, pointing it out to my husband and son. See the elderly, shuttered red-brick pub near Regents Park with the forlorn To Let sign, the entire structure propped up with a massive timber buttress that resembles a medieval trebuchet. See the narrow, lopsided row house on Highgate Road, looking out upon lumbering buses and speeding bicycles with humiliated diminishment, like a once-vital elder who has suffered a stroke. Even the city’s grandest institutions are not immune. The high brick wall topped with fierce spikes that encircles the grounds of Buckingham Palace has succumbed, cracks forming in the gateposts of the Royal Mews. In St. Mary Undercroft, the chapel in the bowels of the Houses of Parliament, the eye is drawn to the vaulted ceiling, built in the thirteenth century and lavishly gilded in neo-Gothic style by Victorian restorers. Underfoot, though, there are gaping cracks between the patterned tiles, creeping evidence of dubious foundations here, at the heart of the British establishment. Not even the houses of the dead stand still. At Highgate Cemetery, which first opened in 1839 on the steep incline of Highgate Hill, the interred contents of graves have been known to slide untethered from their gravestones down the wooded slope, the long-departed shifting posthumously from what were intended to be their last resting places.

			In the part of London in which we have settled, I belatedly learn, the houses are notoriously poorly constructed, lacking any foundation beyond a few courses of bricks, with party walls only skimpily insulating one family’s privacy from another’s. The record shows that on occasion buildings collapsed before they had even been completed—a chimney stack falling and bringing a wall down with it, felling scaffolding and bricklayers in the process. In 1829, George Cruikshank, the popular illustrator, published a drawing called The March of Bricks and Mortar, which dramatized the urban advance across the countryside. A tearful, anthropomorphized hayrick cringes as a phalanx of terra-cotta chimney pots makes its resolute progress, while a brickworks spews forth in an arc across a sky that is blackening with soot. In Cruikshank’s jaded depiction, houses that have only just been built are already in an advanced state of degradation, jagged cracks blighting the new brickwork. The men who put these places up would be amazed to see them still standing, I’m told cheerily by the new neighbors whom we struggle not to overhear as they go about their daily lives. They, like other long-standing residents we meet, don’t seem especially bothered by what is surely implied in their words—that their homes endure thanks to what can only be a temporary repudiation of the laws of gravity.

			Historic movement: this is the resonant term I have learned from surveyors and realtors to explain why many buildings in this city have settled permanently into a lopsided accommodation with their foundations and arrived at a compromise with instability. When I first heard the expression, I liked the poetry of it, and embraced it with a kind of irony. Historic movement—it had a grandeur and decisiveness to it, as if it were the title of a book in which the disconcerting geopolitical moment were confidently analyzed and understood, written by an academic political theorist or economic historian suddenly catapulted to popular fame. It seemed to sum up the moment in both the country I left and the one to which I returned, where the ground was moving underfoot in unprecedented ways. A new strain of nihilistic populism was on the rise, enabled and magnified by untested forms of technology, spreading like cracks in plaster. In both countries, an engineering stress test was being conducted upon institutions—an experiment carried out to see just how far values like fairness, tolerance and openness could be undermined before they fell into rubble. Foundations that once seemed solid were giving way, and structures that seemed secure were revealed to be vulnerable to collapse. What had been buried was coming to the surface.

			It was time for a change, I would tell those new neighbors who asked why I left New York—a light answer for a weighty question. (The political situation had something to do with it, I might add; it’s hardly better here, they might reply, as we exchange knowing, helpless glances.) But what would be truer to say, if harder to explain, is that it was time for movement. The disequilibrium of the moment shook me on my foundations; but having been shaken, I found I could not merely shore up what had stood before.

			Historic movement is under way: I realize that I may never again feel the ground firm under my feet. London seems like an appropriate place to come to this realization, with its slippery, shifting foundation upon which the metropolis has more or less kept its balance for thousands of years. The composition of the clay beneath London was first explored and cataloged by geologists and paleontologists in the nineteenth century, at the same moment when the developers of my new neighborhood were rapidly building housing on top of it for growing throngs of Londoners, and Highgate Cemetery was newly accommodating the city’s similarly burgeoning population of the deceased. A geological map of London reveals a wedge of clay, extending from the shabby seaside resorts that lie around the broad mouth of the Thames Estuary, and narrowing to a point around the market town of Marlborough, in Wiltshire. More than fifty million years ago, this wedge was sedimentary mud lying at the bottom of tropical seas extending over what is now the southeast of England. Representing the long-distant past, London’s geological maps seem also to offer a premonition of the nearer future, foreshadowing the delta of a grossly swollen Thames in a coming era of climate change, when the waters have risen and submerged the city once again, with Westminster sunk beneath the tides.

			With the sea having subsided, the fine sediment became, under immense pressure, a dense, minerally mixture, which is still visible at construction sites like that at Euston Station, and underfoot in parts of the city where nature has not yet entirely been covered over, like Hampstead Heath, where blue-gray gashes are sometimes exposed beneath clumping grass and thistle. Smectite, illite, kaolinite, chlorite: I can imagine the proper names of its components written in spidery script by a Victorian enthusiast like James Scott Bowerbank, the heir to an East London distillery and a passionate, self-taught paleontologist, one of the best-known pioneers of that era of discovery. Bowerbank would invite students and scholars to his home in Highbury Grove, Islington, to examine his extensive fossil collection and to make use of his microscopes. These soirées were well known enough to be satirized in a popular cartoon, with Bowerbank’s residence represented as the Megatherium Mansion and Dinotherium Dining Rooms, the skeleton of a tusked dinosaur mounted above its doorway, a sign advertising the establishment as the only house in london for antediluvian grub. In reflexive chauvinism, these Victorian scientists gave the geological formation upon which the city was built the name London Clay, though soldiers like my grandfather who trudged through the clotted battlefields of Ypres and Flanders during the First World War would have found much the same material sticking heavily to their boots.

			“The collector must be content to go upon his knees, and carefully search among the fragments,” Bowerbank warned would-be fossil hunters seeking to fill their own display cabinets. Recovery of the past—geological, archaeological, familial, personal—requires the laborious sifting of shards. It demands turning through dirt and dross in the hope of revealing an illuminating glimmer of vitality, of truth. In 1840, Bowerbank published a monograph, A History of the Fossil Fruits and Seeds of the London Clay, a catalog of the prehistoric forms of life that were buried beneath what would become the city. I find it online and flick through its scanned pages, surveying the illustrations from Bowerbank’s own collection, with prehistoric fruits shaped like ripe figs, wrinkled dates, bumpy walnuts.

			It is like looking at photographs in a family album—the faces partaking of the commonalities of all human beings, and sharing the resemblances of family members, yet each image characterized by its own particular, irreducible individuality. The book, it seems to me, is like a directory of London’s very first inhabitants—the living things that dwelled in this place long before the city, or the undependable clay it is built upon, existed.

		

	
		
		
			One day in late summer, I catch the bus that stops at the end of my street and ride it down through Kentish Town—past Angler’s Lane, where the Fleet once flowed, and on through Camden Town, my father’s first home. The bus is headed toward St. Pancras Station, where more than eighty years ago my father and his father went to watch the steam trains pulling in and out. I disembark at a stop close to the station, where, behind a high, wrought-iron gate, squeezed between the street on one side and the rail tracks along the other, there lies a small, irregularly shaped park. St. Pancras Gardens is on a rise, a slope of green that ascends from the sidewalk. Though the street is busy, the park is peaceful, shaded by tall plane trees like those that grow in the park at the end of what was my street in Brooklyn. I enter, climbing a broad flight of stone steps toward the St. Pancras Old Church, a small stone structure that sits at the park’s center, surrounded by a few gravestones that lean as they would in a country churchyard.

			My father has no gravestone or burial place. In the months after his death my mother scattered his ashes in the garden of the house they had shared, and whenever I visit, I imagine him somewhere between the roots of the evergreen conifer and the gnarled apple tree, dispersed and omnipresent.

			The last time I saw my father was a Sunday morning in late fall. He was sitting up in bed with a plumped-up pillow behind him, the polite murmur of commentators emanating from the radio on the dresser. I went to the bedside, where a cup of cooling tea was within reach next to a blister pack of pills, and I leaned over him, kissing the top of his head through sparse white curls, as if he were a baby, while he gave a watery smile of submission. Leaving the room, I was halfway down the stairs—on my way to the airport, back to New York—when I turned around and went upstairs again. Like checking a front door that I know for sure I’ve already locked, I repeated the gesture, once again bending over the cradle of my elderly father’s bed.

			Living at such a distance from my father, I was conscious that every time I saw him might be the last. That made it easier to fix our farewells in my memory than it might have been if I had lived just around the corner and had with him the kind of relationship where death comes as a surprise amid the ordinariness of life. What I had, instead, were crystallized moments with him—sometimes even stagy moments, as if, just as we once performed in plays at Weymouth Pavilion together, we were playing the role of father and daughter, not yet entirely confident in our lines, even after decades of rehearsal.

			The last time he came to New York was to celebrate his seventieth birthday, along with my mother and my brother, Matthew, who flew in for the weekend, too. Matthew and I splashed out, booking a dinner reservation at the Windows on the World restaurant at the top of the World Trade Center. We sat at one of the best tables, with an unobstructed view northward up the length of Manhattan, red and white lights of the traffic flowing in the clear June night, the Empire State Building centered in our view. See how I have ascended in this towering, glittering city—that was the scene I was setting for my father. Look on the life I have made for myself in this remarkable metropolis, with its outlandish, extravagant towers whose collapse into dust and air is still in the unimaginable future.

			A day or two later, I took my father to a party at an old-school Italian restaurant on the Upper East Side at which a Sinatra impersonator was performing. The Sinatra impersonator was hammy, dreadful, but the songs were still those of my parents’ youth, the ones they had listened to on their record player in the primitive flat in South London. They were the songs my father and mother had both sung to me when I was a small child, so that I knew their words without ever having to learn them. I took my father’s arm and urged him onto the dance floor, where we shuffled around self-consciously. It was a daddy-daughter dance scene from a poorly scripted romcom that bombs at the box office; but still, in all its awkwardness, there was a language shared in common. You make me feel so young, the Sinatra impersonator warbled. You make me feel as though spring has sprung.

			I was not at my father’s bedside when he died, a few weeks after I kissed him goodbye, a few days after he had been admitted to hospital, having suffered another heart attack. In the first hours and days, my mother sent me updates: he’s doing better, sitting up and reading the paper; he’s taken a turn for the worse. Then a blood test showed that he had caught a nasty, highly contagious virus—the kind of illness that sweeps through hospitals and cruise ships—and he was moved to a closed ward, where only my mother was permitted to visit him.

			In Brooklyn, I was beside myself with anxiety and indecision. If I flew over to see him—and if I was allowed onto the ward—I might become infected with a virus that I could, even unwittingly, spread to others upon my return. I imagined the elderly passenger in the seat next to me on the plane back to New York: someone else’s grandparent. I imagined the baby strapped into the car seat across the aisle: someone else’s child. My filial duty—my daughterly instinct—was in excruciating conflict with my wider social responsibility. While I weighed my choice, my son drew a card for my father, which showed the workings of his own imagination upon the threat of illness. It featured a stick figure representing my father dressed in Army fatigues, shooting a bullet at the virus, which was depicted as a recumbent, bloodied figure. “Get Well Soon, Grandad,” the card read. I took it to the storefront business center around the corner from my home and sent it off for two-day delivery.

			Early the next morning, I awoke to find a string of missed calls. I retreated to my study upstairs, where bare branches and the tower of the church with the Tiffany glass were framed in my window against a dull gray sky, and I called my mother. “We lost him in the night,” she said. She had been summoned to the hospital after midnight, and sat with my father as dawn drew closer, though he died before the sun rose.

			Here’s what I know about the last evening of my father’s life: that in the afternoon, my mother had been to see him and brought with her an envelope of family photographs, and that after visiting hours were over, my father sat with two nurses and two other patients, elderly men like himself, and shuffled through the photographs, talking about the images. This is my son and his wife, he would have said, showing a picture of my brother with his arm around my sister-in-law at Christmastime, my brother’s wedding band glinting gold like the baubles on the tree behind them. These are my English grandsons: a picture of my two nephews, the elder tall and dark, just tipping over from boyhood to adolescence, the younger fairer and shorter, with a mischievous smile.

			In another photograph, George lies on the rug before the fireplace of our living room in Brooklyn, looking with amusement at me and at Rafael, who is mid-squirm on my lap with a wide smile and shining, merry eyes. My own eyes are almost closed, my chin lifted, and I’m laughing.

			This is my daughter in America and her husband and son, my father would have said. She moved there a long time ago, she’s a New Yorker now.

			He’d been to visit New York many, many times, he would have told his companions. He’d traveled all over the country, too: New England, Chicago, Washington, DC. He and my mother had discovered America for themselves because I was there, because I’d made it mine. Once, he remembered, he and my mother took a train all across the country, from New York to Los Angeles. It was so vast, he said, and so wonderful.

			This was my father’s last evening—a good one, or so I want to believe, spent in the company of kindly, interested strangers, telling stories of his family and his travels. I want to believe that it would have been easier for a man like my father to be with his daughter in this way—in stories, in memories, in pictures—than to have her at his bedside, insistent and needy in her three-dimensional grief. Though perhaps this is only a story I tell myself, because it’s the one I am left to live with.

			

			—

			St. Pancras Old Church, in the shadow of which I now sit listening for the trains, hearing the traffic of London, is said to be one of the oldest places of worship in Britain. Although its current structure dates largely from a mid-Victorian restoration, it has a documented history extending back as far as the twelfth century, when it had, according to one account, “a very small tower, a little belfry, a good stone font for baptisms.” Its traditional history extends back even further, to the Saxon era. An account by one antiquarian even claimed that the church, which is named for Saint Pancras, a Roman boy who was put to death at the age of fourteen for his Christian beliefs, was the site of the first house of Christian worship in the country. While that claim seems unlikely to be reliable, the Victorian restorers of the church did uncover an inscribed altar stone that dated to the first quarter of the seventh century, when the church would have had a high prospect over farmland and woodland, as it did for centuries thereafter. For most of the church’s existence, its grounds and graveyard edged close to the bank of the Fleet, before the river itself was entombed in underground pipes. An early nineteenth-century engraving depicts a trio of laborers refreshing themselves on a pleasant riverbank. One is rolling up a trouser leg to dip a toe in the water and another has already stripped off his clothes and is fully immersed, while the pretty church stands in the background.

			The first time I came through this graveyard was with John—back when I first knew him, on the morning when we drove through Camden and talked about his history, when our contractual arrangement for his carpentry services started to grow into something more complex. By now, John has become a friend, dropping round occasionally for coffee and chocolate biscuits, joining George and me one evening for a drink at the local pub, where we sit outside at a bench on a cobbled side street. A middle-aged man, evidently a local resident, passes by, and John scowls. They’d gotten into an altercation a few days earlier—something to do with parking the van—and the encounter had left him riled. “That’s my next life sentence right there,” he mutters. John has asked us for advice—about the book of his life that he still wants to complete, about participating in a television documentary, which involves long, arduous interviews and calls for scans of his brain. The process drains him, but John invites us to watch the finished program with him when it airs.

			Along with some other friends and members of the production team, we cram into his younger sister’s living room, every viable place to sit taken. On the wall is an image of a knight, picked out with pushpins on velvet: prison handiwork. John is seated in a chair close to the television, so that as I watch the documentary, I cannot help but also watch him. I see his eyes glittering as he regards himself on the screen, speaking about the time his mother left him at the children’s home. “It must have been as traumatic for her as it was for me,” he says, casting his eyes away from the camera, swallowing, giving a pained smile. “No one loves you like your mum,” he says, too brightly, looking into the camera again. “And they don’t care who you are.”

			A few days later, I join John at a launch party for the documentary, in a multistory parking lot in South London that has been repurposed into a cool food and shopping court. It’s a celebratory event for the documentarians, but it’s hard to feel anything other than anxious for John, in whom a lifetime of aggression and vulnerability are fused and gnarled into hardened knots, like his damaged knuckles. He has a beer, hanging back from the crowd, and then, persuaded by onlookers, including me, he shuffles to the front of the party space, head held low. He takes a seat on a chair underneath a purple spotlight, and picks up an electric guitar, from which bluesy riffs pour forth. He is immersed in the music, focused and as much at home as I have ever seen him. He often played the guitar in prison, he tells me afterward, especially the blues, which is, he explains softly, a way of crying without tears.

			

			—

			Just as the cemetery now being excavated at St. James’s Gardens was partially, and then completely, leveled with the construction of Euston Station, the churchyard of St. Pancras Old Church was reshaped by the arrival of the Midland Railway. In 1866, construction began on St. Pancras Station, a massive, red-brick, neo-Gothic confection just south of the church, which then as now connected London to the middle of England, though it is also now the departure point of the Eurostar to Paris and beyond, the train tracks flowing in and out of the continent like the tides of the Thames.

			By the mid-nineteenth century the church and its environs had already gone into a decline, with a workhouse having been established nearby, amid the encroachment of industry. It was determined that the transportation needs of the living would take priority over the resting places of the dead, and in order to run the railway tracks where they needed to go, the city’s administrators decided that the cemetery would be cleared. The churchyard has a memorial to the departed whose graves were moved, an ornate sundial that stands at the top of a staircase rising several feet above the level of St. Pancras Road, and I wander through the deserted gardens to gaze up at it.

			The funds for the sundial, which is set into a carved Gothic tower upon a tiered base decorated with mosaics, were provided by Baroness Angela Burdett-Coutts, one of the nineteenth century’s great philanthropists. Listed on the tower’s sides are the names of some of the eighteenth-century celebrities whose graves were disturbed: Sir John Soane, the architect, whose home is now one of London’s most fascinating small museums, crammed with paintings by Hogarth and Canaletto, Greek and Roman antiquities, and an elaborately decorated Egyptian sarcophagus; the extraordinary Chevalier d’Éon, a French diplomat and spy who lived as both a man and a woman. But the ordinary, less distinctive and less distinguished dead were memorialized, too, and that is where the monument’s real interest to me lies. On its shadowy eastern face, there is a plaque so high, and so densely laid out, that it’s hard to read. Still, when I peer up, I can just make out a dedication to the unnamed many who once were buried here: “those whose graves are now unseen, or the record of whose names may have been obliterated.”

			Obliterated—a strong word, avoiding a euphemism like lost. Obliterated acknowledges that a kind of violence has been done in wiping out these graves, however necessary it may have been for the changing, growing city. The dedication itself is in danger of being obliterated, with several of the small metal letters mounted on the monument having rusted away and fallen off. The word been is gone, and so is half of record. Even to make sense of the sentence requires a leap—an imaginative filling in of what is missing, a search among the fragments.

			This is what I have been doing since I arrived in London, what I am doing in this graveyard: sifting through fragments, filling in blanks, making imaginative leaps, all in an attempt to weave myself back into the city’s fabric—entering into the ebb and flow of its tides, merging with its circulation. Having been born here, but having lived my life elsewhere, I can make no special claim on it now. I can only try to come to an accommodation with the city, like a speaker in a conversation: to try to understand, with the hope also of being understood. I can only try to find kinship within it, both with the living I meet, and the dead I’ve lost.

			

			—

			As with St. James’s Gardens, the excavation of St. Pancras cemetery was a laborious task. By day, a team of workers uprooted the gravestones that needed to be moved and opened the graves that were about to be obliterated. But it was not until darkness fell that the bodies were exhumed, with the work conducted by lamplight behind tall hoardings erected to spare the sensibilities of passersby, or to evade the prying eyes of curious onlookers. The delicate job of disinterring and reburying the bodies of eight thousand Londoners was assigned to an architect named Arthur Blomfield, who was trusted with the task on the strength of the fact that his late father had served as Bishop of London for almost three decades.

			Blomfield also had relevant experience: he had earlier been charged with clearing another, smaller cemetery. In that instance, he had discovered to his dismay that the bodies had not been reburied as intended, and rumors spread that mysterious rattling sacks had been carted off from the graveyard to a bone mill—where, typically, the carcasses of livestock were ground up to make fertilizer. To ensure that no such desecration happened in the case of St. Pancras, Blomfield appointed a clerk of works to be on the site at all times and deputized one of his junior colleagues to oversee the nightly exhumation. Every evening around five or six o’clock, coffins were drawn up from the ground. Those that remained intact were ferried on boards solemnly to their new burial ground, while new caskets were provided when the original had crumbled, bones and skulls intermixing in the heavy clay soil.

			The junior colleague, who was “supervising these mournful processions when present—with what thoughts may be imagined,” as he later recalled, was Thomas Hardy, then in his mid-twenties, working as an architect in London, not yet a published novelist and poet. The son of a builder in rural Dorset, Hardy had made the leap into the professional class, if not the formally educated class, by being apprenticed at sixteen to an architect named John Hicks, whose office in the county town of Dorchester was only a few miles from Hardy’s childhood home, in the hamlet of Bockhampton.

			Restless in the provinces, Hardy moved to London in 1862 at the age of twenty-one, riding third-class on the train to Waterloo Station, which had opened fourteen years earlier to serve the West Country. “He set out to become a Londoner, and he felt that he succeeded,” writes one of his biographers, Claire Tomalin, listing the cultural and recreational activities in which Hardy immersed himself: dance halls, theaters, opera houses, secondhand bookshops, visits to churches. Hardy had visited London only once before, at the age of ten, when he and his mother traveled through the city on the way to stay with family in Hertfordshire. They had stayed in a room at a coaching inn in Clerkenwell, where Hardy was appalled by the muck and cruelty of Smithfield meat market. When he got to the edge of the city, he later noted in his autobiography, he was struck by the sight of “the outside of London creeping towards them through green fields.”

			The task of overseeing the twilight disinterment of corpses at St. Pancras is likely not what Hardy imagined for himself when he joined the firm of Arthur Blomfield. But the gravity of the task at hand was staved off with humor: years later, Hardy and Blomfield, who had become firm friends, joked about the time they found a corpse apparently with two heads, when two skulls dropped out of the same decaying coffin. As an older man, Hardy wrote a poem called “The Levelled Churchyard,” for which he must have drawn upon his activities at St. Pancras. The poem includes a macabre joke, in which bits of bodies have been mixed up and identities of the dead lost: a “modest maiden” finds herself combined with “half some local strumpet”—a transposition fit for a zombie horror movie made to scare and entertain teenagers like my son. “The Levelled Churchyard” has that same ironical perspective on the indignities of the mortal condition as Hardy and Blomfield’s joke about the double-skulled coffin. In the poem, Hardy offers one indelibly arresting metaphor: “We late-lamented, resting here /Are mixed to human jam.” That’s the mark of the artist, comparing the hidden process of corporeal decay and amalgamation to something as familiar and prosaic as a table condiment.

			Hardy lasted five years in London. In 1867, he fell ill, suffering no doubt from the foul air and ready spread of disease in the city, and took himself down to Dorset to recuperate for the summer. Summer turned into fall. He started working again for Hicks—and, more compellingly, worked on a draft of what was to become his apprentice novel, The Poor Man and the Lady, an unpublished work that gave him the opportunity to hone his craft before embarking on what was to become a career as a writer of fiction. Deciding against returning to work in London, he took a position with another local architect, George Crickmay, who had a practice in the nearby seaside resort of Weymouth. A century before my family would make the move from London to the same town, Hardy took up lodgings in a poky terraced house on a back street that threaded between the harbor with its fishing boats and the Esplanade with its bandstand and its strolling holidaymakers.

			As I sit in St. Pancras Gardens, I think of Hardy, and his oscillation between the city and the coast. There was the stimulation of the former, where he walked endlessly in order to acquaint himself with his surroundings and grew to be familiar with “every street and alley west of St Paul’s like a born Londoner,” as he wrote in his autobiography. And there was the allure of the latter, where he would take out a rowboat in the evening to look at the harbor lights glistening on the water, or take early-morning dips in the sea, buoyant in the salt waves that lapped the shore of the sandy bay, “rising and falling with the tide in the warmth of the summer sun,” as he later wrote. He must have thought about what he’d given up, what he’d left behind—and also about what he could make of what he had been left with. In the coming years, he would produce his great novels of the West Country, in which he wrote of the struggles of the ambitious and the travails of the poor, all set within a familiar, beloved landscape that he had left and to which he had returned.

			In St. Pancras Gardens, close to the church, grows an old, gnarled ash tree with a wide canopy of spreading branches, around the thick trunk of which scores of upright gravestones have been carefully stacked in concentric rings. The gravestones are mostly illegible, eroded by a century and a half of weather and pollution, and stacked in such a way that most of the inscriptions are, in any case, concealed. But with its roots spreading between the gravestones, slowly rearranging them as they, in turn, direct the course of the roots’ growth, the tree itself has become a monument no less than the formal one erected by Baroness Burdett-Coutts. The tree offers persistent evidence of vitality and regeneration, even despite individual mortality. Here, in the churchyard dedicated to Saint Pancras—whose name has a beautiful and mysterious meaning, “the one who holds everything”—the tree and the monument and the grass that grows between them are all testament to the layered history of this city. They are all ways of remembering the anonymous, ordinary, once-beloved dead.

			The tree is still living, which means that the gravestones are still moving; in another generation, they may themselves have been uprooted and upturned as the tree grows and spreads still further. It’s become known as the Hardy Tree, though there’s no evidence to suggest that it was Hardy himself who thought of arranging the gravestones around what would then have been a sapling. They may just as easily have been stacked there out of convenience by the daily overseer of the site, or by someone else involved in replacing graves with rails. The idea that this is the handiwork of Thomas Hardy is, most likely, only an elegant conceit. The name itself is a fiction, an arrangement—a putting of things into place, so that they cohere into a plausible narrative.

			I sit on a bench close to the tree, and listen to the birdsong, the traffic. I wait for the sound of a train pulling into the station. The city is always changing, always turning itself over. Historic movement is always under way: here in London, back in New York, still further afield. There are some things I can predict about the future, and others I cannot guess at. There will soon be a momentous election on this side of the Atlantic, after which the separation from Europe will finally be transacted—a new day for the country, its proponents will tell us, though it will feel like a dark and chaotic one. A year later there will be a yet more momentous election on the other side of the Atlantic, the downfall of the President whose rise we witnessed four years earlier, though despite the count of votes he will seem determined not to subside, and we will watch from across the ocean in renewed disbelief as scenes unfold like those from the action-movie posters my son used to study on the walls of the subway platform, the Capitol stormed and besieged. Violence and division will persist and spread, like cracks in mortar—something undermined in the nation’s foundations, ignorant armies clashing by night. Ah, love, let us be true to one another.

			Between these poles, a pandemic will flare. The sick will be ferried through Brooklyn by ambulances, rushed with sirens howling to London hospitals like the one at the top of the hill at the end of the sweep of gardens that I can see from the roof deck of my house. Bodies will mount up, unburied, in morgues. Amid the death and the disaster, ordinary life, ordinary movement, will cease. Families will be separated from their elders, in hospitals or in the institutional residences that are called nursing homes, though homes are precisely what they are not. Middle-aged children will be unable to sit by the bedsides of their dying parents, obliged by personal conscience, or by law, to set filial duty aside for the sake of wider social responsibility. We lost him in the night, nurses and doctors will tell them from a distance.

			Borders between countries will harden: the flow and circulation and exchange between nations will be interrupted and severed. Chattering children will be told to stay in their homes; the classrooms in which they are accustomed to trade playthings and language will be emptied. Social life will be curtailed, parties banned. Even walking through the streets of the city will be restricted and regulated. My son and I will climb to the top of Parliament Hill to look down on the stilled, silent city the day after his school is closed for what will turn out to be months, as the world that was beginning to open up to him shrinks down to the size of his bedroom. “This was never on the list,” he will say, eyes wide, as we recall the question that he used to ask me: my favorite apocalypse, if I had to choose, what would it be?

			Amid all this, I will be grounded—unable to move between my two countries, and to sustain the balance and motion on which I had predicated my present, my future. I will be unable to take the train from London to my childhood home on the coast. I will be unable, even, to go from one end of the city to the other, north to south, crossing the Thames. The only place I will be able to visit is my past.

			I will not be able to go to my mother, although we are finally on the same side of the ocean. She and I will revert to exchanging emails, writing in lieu of speaking face-to-face, as we did for so many decades when separated by distance and time. We have learned how to cope with separation, after all, we will say. We are acclimatized. She’s all right by herself, she will tell me. She’s been by herself for some time now.

			One day, during the storm of the crisis, she will ask me a question I have never anticipated. Have my brother and I thought about keeping, rather than selling, the house when she declines so far that she needs to go into a home, as she puts it? I will understand that my mother’s reference to a nursing home is a euphemism, or a metaphor. She is asking what we will do with the house I grew up in when she dies.

			I have a fleeting fantasy, glimmering like sunlight on water between passing clouds, of reclaiming my childhood home. For a brief moment—before the practical thinking I learned from my mother displaces the submerged emotion that I inherited from my father—I imagine the house remaining as it is now: the garden always tended, the rooms warm and lit and welcoming, my mother moving within them more carefully and determinedly each day. I picture the place enduring without both my parents, as if it could be stilled in time—as if, even emptied of them, the house itself could go on meaning what it has meant to me for fifty years. Fifty years is nothing.

			All of this is still before me; but today it’s mild and peaceful and quiet, and pleasant to sit and let my mind wander over the broken stones and the buried dead. Here in the leveled churchyard, I have no idea of what is coming down the line.
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