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Understanding
by David Whitmarsh
The change came to Gregory in the night, suddenly, without warning, with a brief but sharp pain. Afterwards, all the answers were clear, there were no more problems, no dilemmas. No unanswered questions. He saw all, understood all. No more would he need to worry about the perpetual threat of redundancy, the unpaid bills, the rows with Martha. No more fights over money, over the children, over everything and over nothing. They barely spoke now but one or both would erupt in anger. The latest had been over Julie’s new boyfriend, Paul. And always, there had been Gregory’s refuge, a beer at lunchtime, more often three, staying out until late with work colleagues, as last night. As usual when he came back late in the night he had lurched up the stairs into Michael’s room to sleep, empty since their eldest son had taken the earliest opportunity to pack up and leave the battlefield that home had become. Unusually, Gregory remembered with startling clarity every moment of the night before, the fumbling for the key in the door, stumbling on the stairs, falling on the bed, strange and disturbing dreams. 
It was all so simple now. He lay still, tranquil, bathed in relief, listening to the indistinct murmuring downstairs. Martha and Julie preparing breakfast for themselves, and for Gregory. Despite everything Martha had never ceased to do what she could to look after him. 
Footsteps climbed the stairs, the bedroom door opened softly and Julie’s angelic face appeared. 
“Dad?” 
His daughter looked concerned, apprehensive, but he chose not to reply, there was nothing that needed to be said, it was all so clear, so perfect. He could see now how well suited she and Paul were, how Paul could and would do everything to make her happy. Gregory would not stand in their way now. After a moment’s pause her face turned quickly behind the door again. 
“Mum! I think you need to come up!” 
“Mum?” 
More footsteps. Louder, heavier, accompanied by a low muttering that became clearer as Martha reached the landing. 
“… the old fool done now...”, cut short as she marched into the room. She stopped, one hand still on the door frame, her expression frozen. He could see now, see through the years, see through the care-worn flesh of her face, through the shapeless and slightly shabby clothes she wore. He could see that she was as beautiful as the day they had met all those years ago, before all the pain and heartache. But, that was the past. It was different now. He would not hurt her any more. 
“Oh, my” was all she could say as she stepped forward to the bedside and leant down to kiss his forehead. He clearly saw a tear in each eye as she straightened, then her hand reached down across his eyes and gently closed them. 




