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About the Book

It’s July 1976 and London is in the grip of a heatwave. It hasn’t rained for months, the gardens are filled with aphids, water comes from a standpipe and Robert Riordan tells his wife Gretta that he’s going round the corner to buy a newspaper. He doesn’t come back.

The search for Robert brings Gretta’s children – two estranged sisters and a brother on the brink of divorce – back home, each with different ideas as to where their father may have gone. None of them suspects that their mother might have an explanation that even now she cannot share.

Maggie O’Farrell’s sixth book is both an intimate portrait of a family in crisis, and the work of an outstanding novelist at the height of her powers.
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THURSDAY

15 July 1976

4) i) . . . the only permitted use of water will be for:

(a) Drinking, and or;

(b) The washing of clothes or of the body, and or;

(c) Both public and private toilets.

Drought Act 1976

An Act to respond to water shortages and droughts in the United Kingdom.

	
Highbury, London

The heat, the heat. It wakes Gretta just after dawn, propelling her from the bed and down the stairs. It inhabits the house like a guest who has outstayed his welcome: it lies along corridors, it circles around curtains, it lolls heavily on sofas and chairs. The air in the kitchen is like a solid entity filling the space, pushing Gretta down into the floor, against the side of the table.

Only she would choose to bake bread in such weather.

Consider her now, yanking open the oven and grimacing in its scorching blast as she pulls out the bread tin. She is in her nightdress, hair still wound into curlers. She takes two steps backwards and tips the steaming loaf into the sink, the weight of it reminding her, as it always does, of a baby, a newborn, the packed, damp warmth of it.

She has made soda bread three times a week for her entire married life. She is not about to let a little thing like a heatwave get in the way of that. Of course, living in London, it is impossible to get buttermilk; she has to make do with a mixture of half milk and half yoghurt. A woman at Mass told her it worked and it does, up to a point, but it is never quite the same.

At a clacking sound on the lino behind her, she says, ‘Is that you? Bread’s ready.’

‘It’s going to be—’ he begins, then stops.

Gretta waits for a moment before turning round. Robert is standing between the sink and the table, his large hands upturned, as if he’s holding a tea tray. He is staring at something. The tarnished chrome of the tap, perhaps, the runnels of the draining-board, that rusting enamel pan. Everything around them is so familiar, it’s impossible sometimes to tell what your eye has been trained upon, the way a person can no longer hear the individual notes of a known piece of music.

‘It’s going to be a what?’ she demands. He doesn’t reply. She moves towards him and places a palm on his shoulder. ‘You all right?’ She has, of late, been finding herself reminded of his age, the sudden stoop of his back, the look of mild confusion on his face.

‘What?’ He swings his head around to look at her, as if startled by her touch. ‘Yes,’ he nods, ‘of course. I was just saying it’s going to be another hot one today.’

He shuffles sideways, just as she’d known he would, towards the thermometer, which clings, by a spit-moistened sucker, to the outside of the window.

It is the third month of the drought. For ten days now the heat has passed 90ºF. There has been no rain – not for days, not for weeks, not for months. No clouds pass, slow and stately as ships, over the roofs of these houses.

With a metallic click, like that of a hammer tapping a nail, a black spot lands on the window, as if pulled there by magnetic force. Robert, still peering at the thermometer, flinches. The insect has a striated underside, six legs splaying outwards. Another appears, at the other end of the window, then another, then another.

‘Those buggers are back,’ he murmurs.

Gretta comes to see, jamming on her glasses. Together, they peer at them, transfixed.

Swarms of red-backed aphids have, in the past week, been passing over the city. They mass in trees, on car windscreens. They catch in the hair of children coming home from school, they find their way into the mouths of those crazy enough to cycle in this heat, their feet adhere to the sun-creamed limbs of people lying in their back gardens.

The aphids fling themselves from the window, their feet detaching at the same moment, as if alerted by some secret signal, and they disappear into the azure sky.

Gretta and Robert straighten up, in unison, relieved.

‘That’s them gone,’ he says.

She sees him glance at the clock on the wall – a quarter to seven. At precisely this time, for more than thirty years, he would leave the house. He would take his coat off the peg by the door, pick up his bag, call goodbye to them all, shouting and squawking in the kitchen, and slam the door behind him. He always left at six forty-five, on the proverbial dot, no matter what was happening, whether Michael Francis was refusing to get out of bed, whether Aoife was kicking up a stink about Godknowswhat, whether Monica was trying to take over the cooking of the bacon. Not his department, all that, never was. Six forty-five, and he was out the door, gone.

He seems to feel a twitching in his limbs, she’s noticed, a kind of vestigial urge to set off, to get going, to be out in the world. Any minute now, she knows, he’ll be off to the newsagent’s.

With a hand on her bad hip, she pushes the chair out from the table with her foot, and Robert says, ‘I’ll just go round the corner and get the paper.’

‘Right you are,’ she says, without looking up. ‘See you in a bit.’

Gretta sits herself down at the table. Robert has arranged everything she needs: a plate, a knife, a bowl with a spoon, a pat of butter, a jar of jam. It is in such small acts of kindness that people know they are loved. Which is, she reflects as she moves the sugar bowl to one side, surprisingly rare at their age. So many friends of hers feel overlooked or outgrown or unseen by their husbands, like furniture kept too long. But not her. Robert likes to know where she is at all times, he frets if she leaves the house without telling him, gets edgy if she slips away without him seeing, and starts ringing the children to question them on her whereabouts. It used to drive her crazy when they were first married – she used to long for a bit of invisibility, a bit of liberty – but she’s used to it now.

Gretta saws a hunk from the end of the loaf and slathers it with butter. She gets a terrible weakness in her limbs if she doesn’t eat regularly. She told a doctor, years ago, that she thought she had hypoglycemia, after reading about it in a Sunday newspaper. Which would have explained her need to eat quite so often, wouldn’t it? But the doctor hadn’t even looked up from his prescription pad. ‘No such luck, I’m afraid, Mrs Riordan,’ he’d said, the cheeky so-and-so, and handed her a diet sheet.

The children all love this bread. She makes an extra loaf if she’s going to visit any of them and takes it, wrapped in a tea towel. She’s always done her best to keep Ireland alive in her London-born children. The girls both went to Irish-dancing classes. They had to catch the bus all the way to a place in Camden Town. Gretta used to take a cake tin of brack or gingerbread with her to pass round the other mothers – exiled like her from Cork, from Dublin, from Donegal – and they would watch their daughters dip up and dip down, tap their feet in time to the fiddle. Monica, the teacher had said after only three lessons, had talent, had the potential to be a champion. She always knew, the teacher had said, she could always spot them. But Monica hadn’t wanted to become a champion or to enter the competitions. I hate it, she’d whisper, I hate it when everyone looks at you, when the judges write things down. She’d always been so fearful, so cautious, so backwards in coming forwards. Was it Gretta’s fault, or were children born like that? Hard to know. Either way, she’d had to allow Monica to give up the dancing, which was a crying shame.

Gretta had insisted on regular Mass and communion for each of them (although look how that had turned out). They’d gone to Ireland every year for the summer, first to her mother’s and then to the cottage on Omey Island, even when they’d got older and started to moan about the journey. When Aoife was little, she’d loved the excitement of having to wait for the tide to draw back off the causeway, revealing the slick, glassy sand, before they could walk over. ‘It’s only an island sometimes,’ Aoife had said once, when she was about six, ‘isn’t that right, Mammy?’ And Gretta had hugged her and told her how clever she was. She’d been a strange child, always coming out with things like that.

They were perfect, those summers, she thinks now, as she bites down into her second slice of bread. Monica and Michael Francis out roaming until all hours and, when Aoife came along, a baby in a crib to keep her company in the kitchen, before she went out to call the others in for their tea.

No, she couldn’t have done any more. And yet Michael Francis had given his children the most English of English names. Not even an Irish middle name, she’d asked. She wouldn’t allow herself to think about how they were growing up heathen. When she’d mentioned to her daughter-in-law that she knew of a lovely Irish-dance school in Camden, not far from them, her daughter-in-law had laughed. In her face. And said – what was it? – is that the one where you’re not allowed to move your arms?

About Aoife, of course, the less said the better. She’d gone off to America. Never called. Never wrote. Living with somebody, Gretta suspects. Nobody has told her this; call it a mother’s instinct. Leave her alone, Michael Francis always says, if Gretta starts to question him about Aoife. Because she knows Michael Francis will know, if anyone does. Always as thick as thieves, those two, despite the age gap.

The last they’d heard from Aoife was a postcard at Christmas. A postcard. A picture of the Empire State Building on it. For the love of God, she’d shouted, when Robert handed it to her, is she not even able to stretch to a Christmas card, now? As if, she’d continued to shout, I’d never given her a proper upbringing. She’d spent the better part of three weeks sewing a communion dress for that child and she’d looked like an angel. Everybody said so. Who’d have thought then, as she’d stood on the church steps in her white dress and white lace ankle socks, veil fluttering in the breeze, that she’d grow up so ungrateful, so thoughtless that she’d send a picture of a building to her mother to mark the Christ Child’s birthday?

Gretta sniffs as she dips her knife into the red mouth of the jam pot. Aoife doesn’t bear thinking about. The black sheep, her own sister had called her that time, and Gretta had flown off the handle and told her to mind her bloody tongue, but she has to concede that Bridie had a point.

She crosses herself, says a swift novena for her youngest child under her breath, under the ever-watchful eye of Our Lady, who looks down from the kitchen wall. She cuts another slice of bread, watching the steam vanish into the air. She will not think about Aoife now. There are plenty of good things to focus on instead. Monica might ring tonight – Gretta had told her she’d be near the phone from six. Michael Francis had as good as promised to bring the children over this weekend. She will not think about Aoife, she will not look at the photo of her in the communion outfit that sits on the mantelpiece, no, she will not.

After putting the bread back on the rack to air for Robert, Gretta eats a spoonful of jam, just to keep herself going, then another. She glances up at the clock. Quarter past already. Robert should be back by now. Maybe he bumped into someone and got talking. She wants to ask him will he drive her to the market this afternoon, after the crowds heading to the football stadium have dispersed? She needs a couple of things, some flour, a few eggs wouldn’t go amiss. Where could they go to escape the heat? Maybe a cup of tea at that place with the good scones. They could walk down the street, arm in arm, take the air. Talk to a few people. It was important to keep him busy: ever since the retirement, he can become brooding and bored if confined to the house for too long. She likes to organise these outings for them.

Gretta goes out through the living room into the hall, opens the front door and walks out on to the path, side-stepping that rusting carcass of a bicycle Robert uses. She looks left, she looks right. She sees next door’s cat arch its back, then walk in mincing, feline steps along the wall, towards the lilac bush, where it proceeds to scratch its claws. The road is empty. No one about. She sees a red car caught mid-manoeuvre, further up the road. A magpie keens and moans overhead, wheeling sideways in the sky, wing pointing downwards. In the distance, a bus grinds up the hill, a child trundles on a scooter along the pavement, someone somewhere turns on a radio. Gretta puts her hands on her hips. She calls her husband’s name, once, twice. The flank of the garden wall throws the sound back to her.


Stoke Newington, London

Michael has walked from Finsbury Park station. A mad decision in the heat, even at this time of day. But the roads had been choked when he’d emerged above ground, the buses stranded in traffic, wheels motionless on the softening tarmac, so he’d set off along the pavement, between the houses that seemed to transpire heat from their very bricks, making the streets into sweltering runnels through which he must toil.

He pauses, panting and perspiring, in the shade of the trees that fringe Clissold Park. Removing his tie and freeing his shirt from his trousers, he surveys the damage wreaked by this never-ending heatwave: the park is no longer the undulating green lung he has always loved. He has been coming here since he was a child: his mother would pack a picnic – hard-boiled eggs, bluish under their crumbling shells, water that tasted of Tupperware, a wedge of teacake each; they would all be handed a bag to carry off the bus, even Aoife. ‘No shirkers,’ his mother would say loudly, as they stood waiting for the door to open, making the rest of the bus look around. He can remember pushing Aoife in her striped buggy along the path by the railings, trying to get her off to sleep; he can remember his mother trying to coax Monica into that paddling-pool. He recalls the park as a space of differing shades of green: the full emerald sweeps of grass, the splintering verdigris of the paddling-pool, the lime-yellow of the light through the trees. But now the grass is a scorched ochre, the bare earth showing through, and the trees offer up limp leaves to the unmoving air, as if in reproach.

He draws in a breath through his nose and, realising that the dry air burns his nostrils, takes a look at his watch. Just after five. He should get home.

It is the last day of term, the start of the long summer holidays. He has made it to the end of another school year. No more marking, no more classes, no more getting up and getting out in the mornings for six whole weeks. His relief is so enormous that it manifests itself physically, as a weightless, almost dizzy sensation at the back of his head; he has the sense he might stumble if he moves too quickly, so unburdened, so untethered does he feel.

He sets off in the most direct route, straight across the burnt-out grass, out into the shadeless open, where the light is level and merciless, past the shut café where he longed to eat as a child but never did. Daylight robbery, his mother called it, unwrapping sandwiches from their greaseproof shrouds.

Sweat breaks out in his hairline, along his spine, his feet move jerkily over the ground and he wonders, not for the first time, how others might see him. A father, returning from his place of work to his home, where his family and his dinner will be waiting. Or a man overheated and sweaty, late, carrying too many books, too many papers, in his briefcase. A person past youth, hair thinning just a little at the crown, wearing shoes that need resoling and socks that require a darn. A man tormented by this heatwave because how is one supposed to dress for work in temperatures such as this, in a shirt and a tie, for God’s sake, in long trousers, and how is one meant to concentrate when the female inhabitants of the city walk about pavements and sit in offices in the briefest of shorts, their legs bare and brown and crossed against him, in narrow-strapped tops with their shoulders exposed, just the thinnest of fabrics separating their breasts from the unbearably hot air? A man hurrying home to a wife who will no longer look him in the eye, no longer seek his touch, a wife whose cool indifference has provoked in him such a slow-burning, low-level panic that he cannot sleep in his own bed, cannot sit easily in his own house.

The edge of the park is in sight now. He’s almost there. One more stretch of grass in full sun, then a road, then round the corner, then it’s his street. He can make out the roofs of his neighbours and, if he stretches on tiptoe, the slates of his house, the chimney pot, the skylight beneath which, he is sure, his wife will be sitting.

He swats a bead of moisture from his upper lip and switches his briefcase to the opposite hand. At the end of his street, there is a queue at the stand-pipe. Several of his neighbours, a lady from down the road and a few others he doesn’t recognise, straggle across the pavement and on to the road, empty drums at their feet. Some of them chat to each other, one or two wave or nod to him as he passes. The thought that he ought to offer to help the lady passes through his mind; he ought to stop, fill her drum for her, carry it back to her house. It would be the right thing to do. She is his mother’s age, perhaps older. He should stop, offer help. How will she manage otherwise? But his feet don’t hesitate in their movement. He has to get home, he can’t brook any further delay.

He unlatches his gate and swings it open, feeling as though it has been weeks since he last saw his home, feeling joy surge through him at the thought that he doesn’t have to leave it for six weeks. He loves this place, this house. He loves the black-and-white-tiled front path, the orange-painted front door, with the lion-faced knocker and the blue glass insets. If he could, he would stretch himself skywards until he was big enough to embrace its red-grey bricks. The fact that he has bought it with his own money – or some of his own money, along with a large mortgage – never ceases to amaze him. That, and the fact it contains at this very moment the three people most precious to him in the world.

He unlocks the door, steps on to the mat, flings his bag to the floor and shouts, ‘Hello! I’m home!’

He is, for a moment, exactly the person he is meant to be: a man, returning from work, on the threshold of his home, about to greet his family. There is no difference, no schism, between the way the world might see him and the person he privately knows himself to be.

‘Hello?’ he calls again.

The house makes no answer. He shuts the door behind him and picks his way through the flotsam of bricks, dolls’ clothes and plastic teacups on the hall floor.

In the living room, he comes upon his son, reclining on the sofa, one foot balanced on the magazine rack. He is dressed only in a pair of underpants and his eyes are fixed on the television screen where a grinning blue square-shaped being perambulates across a yellow vista.

‘Hello, Hughie,’ he says. ‘How was the last day of school?’

‘Fine,’ Hughie says, without taking his thumb from his mouth. With his other hand, he twirls a strand of his hair. Michael Francis finds he is, as ever, pained and moved in equal parts by his son’s resemblance to his wife. The same high brow, the milky skin, the snowstorm of freckles over the nose. Hughie has always been his mother’s creature. All those ideas of sons loyal to their fathers, those invisible male links: it has never been like that for him and this boy. Hughie came out of the womb as Claire’s defender, ally, henchman. As a toddler he would sit at her feet, like a dog. He would follow her about the house, head always cocked, alert to her whereabouts, her conversations, her passing moods. If he heard his father so much as say that he couldn’t find a clean shirt or where was the shampoo, he would hurl himself at him, tiny fists flailing, so enraged was he by even the slightest implied criticism of his mother. Michael Francis has always hoped it might change, as the boy got older. But there’s no sign of his favouritism ending, even though he’s almost nine.

‘Where’s Vita?’ he asks.

Hughie pops his thumb free of his mouth for long enough to say, ‘In the paddling-pool.’

He has to lick his lips before asking, ‘And where’s Mummy?’

This time Hughie takes his eyes from the screen and looks at him. ‘In the attic,’ he says, very clearly, very precisely.

Father and son regard each other for a moment. Does Hughie, he wonders, have any idea that this is what he has been dreading since he left work, since he forced himself on to a crowded, sweltering tube train, since he made his way across this burning city? Does Hughie know that he has been hoping against hope that he might come back to find his wife in the kitchen, serving something fragrant and nutritious to his children, who would be dressed and clean and sitting at the table? How much does Hughie understand about what has been going on lately?

‘The attic?’ he repeats.

‘The attic,’ Hughie affirms. ‘She said she had a lot to do and that we weren’t to disturb her unless it was a matter of life and death.’

‘I see.’

He moves through to the kitchen. The stove is empty, the table covered with an assortment of objects: a tub of what looks like shreds of newspaper in dried glue, several paintbrushes, which appear to be stuck to the table, a half-devoured packet of biscuits, the packaging ripped and torn, the leg of a doll, a cloth soaked with what is possibly coffee. The sink is piled with plates, teacups, beakers and another doll’s leg. He can see, through the open back door, his daughter sitting in the empty paddling-pool, a watering-can in one hand and the legless doll in the other.

He now has two choices. He could go outside, pick up Vita, ask her about school, coax her inside, perhaps feed them both something from the freezer. Assuming there is anything in the freezer. Or he could go upstairs and find his wife.

He dithers for a moment, gazing at his daughter. He reaches down for a biscuit and crams one into his mouth, then a second, then a third, before realising he is not enjoying their sandy sweetness. He swallows quickly, hurting his throat. Then he turns and goes up the stairs.

On the landing, he finds his way blocked by the aluminium ladder that leads to the attic. He himself had installed it when they first moved here, after Hughie was born. DIY is not his strong point but he had bought the ladder because he had always wanted a playroom in an attic when he had been a boy. A space under the eaves to which he could have escaped, a dark place smelling of mice and exposed wood; he imagines the cacophony of his family would have sounded distant, benign, from it; he could have pulled up the ladder after himself, sealing the entrance. He had wanted this for his son, this place of refuge. He had never anticipated it being commandeered – because this is how he sees it, a military move, a requisition – by his wife, of all people. No, the attic is not how he had envisaged it at all. Instead of a train set, a paper-strewn desk; instead of a den, perhaps made of cushions and old sheets, shelves of books. No model planes hang from the rafters, no collections of butterflies or shells or leaves or any of those things children covet, just paperbacks and notebooks and half-filled folders.

He grips the rungs of the ladder. His wife is there, just above his head; if he concentrated hard enough he could almost hear her breathing. He is so close to reaching her but something makes him stop, there on the landing, his fingers curled around aluminium, his face pressed to his knuckles.

What he finds hardest about family life is that, just when you think you have a handle on what’s going on, everything changes. It seems to him that, for as long as he can remember, he would come home to find his wife with at least one child attached to her body. When he returned from work, she’d be on the sofa, buried beneath the combined weight of their son and daughter, standing in the garden with Vita at her hip, sitting at the table with Hughie on her lap. In the morning, he would wake to find one or other of them entwined about her like ivy, whispering secrets in her ear with their hot, sleep-scented breath. If she walked into a room, she’d be carrying someone or there would be a small person attached to her hand or hem or sleeve. He never saw her outline. She had become like one of those matryoshka dolls with the long-lashed eyes and the swirl-painted hair, always containing smaller versions of herself.

That was the way things had been, the way life was in their house: Claire was two people or sometimes three. Presumably she had thought this, too, because in the last while, since Vita had turned four, he had been greeted by the unprecedented sight of her standing alone in the kitchen, one hand resting on the table, or sitting gazing out of the bay window into the street. He could suddenly see all of her, in her astonishing separateness, the children away, gone, living their children lives: upstairs, crashing about in their bedroom, giggling together under a blanket or out in the garden, scaling the walls or digging in the flowerbeds. You might have thought she’d be feeling relieved at this change, after a decade of intense child-rearing, a break in the clouds. But the look on her face, when he chanced upon her in these moments, was that of someone who’d lost their way, who’d been told to go somewhere but had taken the wrong turning, the look of someone who had been on the verge of doing something important but had forgotten what it was.

He had been thinking about a way to vocalise to her that he mourned its passing, too: the sense of the children’s intense, zealous need of you, their overwhelming urge to be near you, to study you, to watch you as you peeled an orange, wrote a shopping list, tied your shoes, the feeling that you were their study in how to be human. He was thinking how he might say to her, yes, it’s gone but life holds other things, when everything changed again. When he got home, she was no longer in the kitchen or the bay window but elsewhere in the house, upstairs, out of sight. There was no dinner simmering on the stove, or roasting behind the oven door. He began to notice strange things lying around. An old exercise book with his wife’s maiden name inscribed on the cover in careful cursive. A much-thumbed, soft-cornered copy of Madame Bovary in the original French, with Claire’s grave, adolescent marginalia. A worn old pencil case in red leather, filled with freshly spiked pencils. These things he would pick up, weigh in his hand and put down again. Claire began to need him to babysit because she was suddenly going out in the evenings or at weekends. ‘You’re around tonight, aren’t you?’ she would say, on her way through the door. There was a new look in her eye – one of trepidation mixed with a kind of spark. One night, finding her side of the bed empty, he wandered about the house, searching for her, calling her name into the dark; when she answered, her voice was muffled, disembodied. Several minutes passed before he worked out that she was up in the attic, that she had gone up there in the middle of the night, leaving their bed, pulling the ladder up after her. He had stood in the middle of the landing, hissing at her to let him come up – what, in God’s name, was she doing up there. No, her voice had come down at him, nothing, no, you can’t come up.

From ripping open an official-looking letter addressed to her, one evening when she was yet again mysteriously out, he learnt that she was taking an Open University history degree. He flung the piece of paper down on the table between them when she came back. What on earth, he demanded, was this? Why was she doing this course?

‘Because I want to,’ she’d said defiantly, twisting her bag strap in her hands.

‘But why the Open University?’ he’d said.

‘Why not?’ she’d said, twisting her bag tighter, her face pale and tense.

‘Because you’re far too good for them and you know it. You got three As at A level, Claire. The OU take anybody and their qualifications aren’t worth the paper they’re written on. Why didn’t you tell me about this? We could have discussed it instead of—’

‘Why didn’t I tell you?’ she’d interrupted him. ‘Maybe because I knew you’d react exactly like this.’

Soon after this various new friends had appeared in the house, hot on the heels of the sharpened pencils and the Flaubert. They, too, were taking OU degrees and, Claire said, wasn’t it great because most of them lived just round the corner? Claire would be able to get help with her essays from them, and Michael managed not to say, why don’t you ask me for help, I am a history teacher, after all. I have a history degree and some of a history PhD. All of a sudden, these people rarely seemed to be out of their house, with their course notes and essay sheets and files and their talk of personal expansion. They were nothing like Claire’s other friends – women with young children and houses full of beakers and toys and finger-paintings, befriended at the school gates or coffee mornings or Housewives’ Register meetings. The Open University crowd left his house with an edgy, electrical charge hanging in the air. And he, Michael Francis Riordan, was not comfortable with it, not at all.

He takes a moment to collect himself before he climbs the ladder. He smooths his hair, he tucks his shirt back into his waistband.

His wife appears to him as he ascends into the roof space that he created, installing this ladder, hammering chipboard over the beams, clearing the skylight of dead leaves, from the feet up. Bare toes, narrow ankles, crossed calves, her rear, seated on a stool, her back curved over the trestle table, her thin white arms uncovered, her hand clutching a pen, her head turned away.

He stands before her, offering himself. ‘Hello,’ he says.

‘Oh, Mike,’ she says, without turning round. ‘I thought I heard you.’

She continues to write. He reflects, for a moment, on that ‘Mike’. For years, his wife has mostly called him by his first and middle name, as he is known in his family, as he was called as a child. She picked up the habit from his parents and sisters – and their vast web of cousins, aunts and uncles. Colleagues call him Mike; friends, acquaintances, dentists, not his family, not his beloveds. But how to tell her this? How to say, please call me by both my names, like you used to?

‘What are you doing?’ he asks instead.

‘I’m . . .’ she scribbles frantically, ‘. . . just finishing an essay about . . .’ She stops, crosses something out, then writes again. ‘What time is it?’

‘Around five.’

She lifts her head at this piece of information but doesn’t turn round. ‘Working late, were you?’ she murmurs.

The figure of Gina Mayhew seems to pass by them, across the attic, like a poltergeist. She throws a look at him from under that squarish brow of hers, then disappears down through the hatch. He swallows – or tries to. His throat is constricted and dry. When did he last drink anything? He can’t remember. He is, he realises, thirsty, horrendously, horribly, unbearably thirsty. Glasses of water, rows of stand-pipes, burnt yellow stretches of grass ripple through his mind.

‘No,’ he gets out. ‘Last day of term stuff and . . . the tube. Delayed . . . you know . . . again.’

‘The tube?’

‘Yes.’ He sets up a vigorous nodding, even though she’s not looking at him, and asks in a rush, ‘So, what’s your essay about?’

‘The Industrial Revolution.’

‘Ah. Interesting. What aspect of it?’ He steps forward to see over her shoulder.

‘The Industrial Revolution and the emergence of the middle classes,’ she says, turning to face him, putting an arm over her page, and he experiences a dissolving feeling in his abdomen. Part lust, part horror at her short hair. He still hasn’t got used to it, still can’t forgive her for it. He’d come home a few weeks ago and opened the front door, as yet innocent of what had occurred behind it that day, as yet full of trust that his wife was still the person she’d always been. The fan of hair he’d thought would still be there; he had no reason to believe otherwise. The hair that rested on her shoulders, the colour of honey held up to the light, the hair that spread itself over her pillow and his, the hair he’d gather up in his hand like a silken rope, the hair he’d liked to form a tent around them in the dark as she rose and fell above him. The hair he’d noticed in the first term of his PhD, in a lecture about post-war Europe: the clean, smooth, sun-catching length of it. He’d never seen hair like it; certainly never felt hair like it. The women in his family were dark-haired, red-haired, curly-haired; they had unruly hair, kinked hair, thin hair, hair that required setting and lotions and pins and nets. Hair to be lamented, complained about, wept over. Not hair that was celebrated, like this, left to hang and sway in its full, uncomplicated, Anglo-Saxon glory. But as he’d stood there in the doorway of the upstairs bathroom, keys still in hand, he saw that the hair he loved and had always loved was gone. It was off, scissored, finished. It littered the lino in strange, mammalian drifts. And in place of his wife was a shorn-headed boy-child in a dress. ‘What do you think?’ the changeling said, using his wife’s voice. ‘Lovely and cool for the summer, isn’t it?’ And it laughed, with his wife’s laugh, but then looked at itself in the mirror with a sudden, nervous twist of the head.

He gazes at her, sitting before him, and feels again this keen, irreversible loss and wants to ask her if she might consider growing it again, for him, and how long it might take and would it look the same?

‘What kind of effects?’ he asks, instead.

‘You know,’ she says again, moving her arm so that it covers the page more effectively. ‘Various ones.’

He can see that the effect of the shorn hair is meant to be gamine, Puckish, like that girl in the film about Paris. But it doesn’t come off, with his wife’s round face, her flat nose. She looks like a Victorian convalescent.

‘Make sure you mention the mass migrations from countryside to town,’ he hears himself say, ‘the emergence of big cities, and—’

‘Yes, yes, I know,’ she says, turning back to the desk, and is it his imagination or do her teeth sound gritted? Let me help you, he wants to say, let me try. But he doesn’t know how to say this without sounding what Aoife would call ‘a desperate eejit’. He would just like there to be one thing they were united in, one part of their life in which they stood shoulder to shoulder, as they used to, before—

‘And the railways,’ he hears himself say, and is it just him or is he employing the deep, authoritative voice he uses in the classroom – why is he doing that here, in the attic of his own house, to his own wife? – ‘the way they gave ease and speed of transportation, built by the Irish, of course, and—’

She scratches her head with a quick, irritated movement, goes to make a mark on the page in front of her but then pulls back the pen.

‘Also, I’d recommend reading—’

‘Hadn’t you better answer him?’ she interrupts.

‘Answer who?’

‘Hughie.’

He tunes his hearing beyond the attic, beyond his wife, and becomes aware of his son’s voice, calling, Daddy, Daddeeeeee, are you coming baaaaaaaaack?

When he’d first been taken to meet Claire’s parents, the thing he’d been most struck by was how nice they all were to each other. How extraordinarily polite, considerate. The parents called each other ‘dearest’. At dinner her mother asked him, if she could trouble him, would he mind awfully passing the butter? It had taken him a moment to decode the grammar of this sentence, to grope his way along its abstruse semantic loops. The father fetched a scarf (silk, with a pattern of brass padlocks) for the mother when she mentioned it was chilly. The brother talked voluntarily about the game of rugby he’d played that day at school. The parents asked Claire-Bear, as they called her, about her essays, her lectures, the dates of her exams. The food came in china serving dishes, each with its own lid; they helped each other to portions and then seconds.

It had amazed him. And made him want to laugh. There was no shouting, no swearing, no people flouncing off from the table, no silent brooding, no scramble for your fair share of potatoes. No spoons were thrown, no one picked up the carving knife, held it to their throat and cried, will I kill myself here and now? He didn’t think anyone in his family would be able to identify the vague area of his PhD, never mind get down the calendar and write the dates and details of his exams, never mind reel off a list of books that might be useful for him, never mind fetch those books from their library.

He found their enquiries as to what he was studying, how much teaching he did, whether he had enough time to devote to his PhD, induced a feeling of mild panic. He would have preferred them to ignore him so that he could eat as much as possible of the food, to stare round at the oil paintings on the wall, the bay window that opened on to a sweeping lawn, to absorb the revelation that he was sleeping with a girl who still addressed her parents as ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’.

But they would not give up. How many siblings did he have? What did they do? Where had he grown up? That his father worked in a bank seemed to satisfy them but the disclosure that he was going to Ireland over the summer seemed to cause surprise.

‘Michael’s parents are Irish,’ Claire said, and was it his imagination or was there a hint of warning in her voice, a slight wrinkle in the atmosphere?

‘Really?’ Her father turned his eyes on him, as if searching for some physical manifestation of this. He was seized with an urge to recite a Hail Mary, just to see what they would do. I am indeed, he would announce over the artichokes – horrible, inedible, spiked things they were – I’m a Paddy, a Catholic, a Mick, a Fenian, and I deflowered your daughter.

‘Yes,’ he said instead.

‘From Northern Ireland? Or southern Ireland?’

He struggled for a moment with the desire to correct Claire’s father: it’s the Republic of Ireland, he wanted to say, not southern Ireland. ‘The . . . er . . .’ he swallowed ‘. . . the south.’

‘Ah. But you’re not IRA, are you?’

His hand, carrying food to his mouth, stopped. An artichoke leaf hovered in mid-air. A drop of melted butter fell to the plate. He stared at the man in front of him. ‘You’re asking me if I’m in the IRA?’

‘Daddy,’ Claire murmured.

The man smiled, a quick, thin smile. ‘No. Merely whether you or your family—’

‘Whether my family’s in the IRA?’

‘Just an enquiry. No offence intended.’

He had Claire that night, at one in the morning, on her flowery bedspread, on the carpet, on the cushions of the window-seat. He gathered up the corn-coloured silk of her hair and held it to his face. He pumped away, eyes shut, and when he realised he hadn’t used a condom, he was glad, he was angrily glad, and next morning at breakfast he was still glad as she sat there, irreproachable in a sprigged summer dress, on a straight-backed chair, helping herself to scrambled eggs and asking her father if she could pass him anything.

He was less glad, three weeks later, when she came to tell him her period hadn’t come. Even less glad again when, a month after that, he’d gone home to tell his parents he was getting married. His mother had shot him a quick, assessing look, then sat down at the table.

‘Oh, Michael Francis,’ she’d whispered, her hand held to her forehead.

‘What?’ his father said, looking from one to the other. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘How could you do this to me?’

‘What?’ his father said again.

‘He’s knocked someone up,’ Aoife muttered.

‘Eh?’

‘Knocked someone up, Dad,’ she repeated loudly, lolling on the sofa, her flawless, fourteen-year-old limbs sprawling over the arms. ‘Impregnated her, put a bun in the oven, got a girl in trouble, done a—’

‘That will do,’ his father said to her.

Aoife shrugged a shoulder, then eyed Michael, as if with new interest.

‘Is this true?’ his father said, turning to him.

‘I . . .’ He opened his hands. This was not meant to happen, he wanted to say. She wasn’t meant to be the one I married. I was going to do my PhD, sleep with everyone I could lay my hands on, then go to America. This marriage and baby were not part of the plan.

‘The wedding’s in two weeks.’

‘Two weeks!’ His mother started to cry.

‘In Hampshire. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.’

‘Oh, Michael Francis,’ his mother said again.

‘Where in Hampshire?’ his father asked.

‘Is she Catholic?’ Aoife said, swinging her bare foot, biting a crescent from her biscuit.

Their mother gasped. ‘Is she? Is she a Catholic?’ She glanced across at the Sacred Heart that hung on the wall. ‘Please tell me she is.’

He cleared his throat, shooting a furious look at Aoife. ‘She is not.’

‘What is she, then?’

‘I . . . I don’t know. C of E, I’d guess, but I don’t think it’s a very important part of—’

Their mother lurched from the table with a wail. Their father slapped his newspaper against his palm. Aoife said, apparently to no one, ‘He’s gone and knocked up a Prod.’

‘Shut your bloody mouth, Aoife,’ he hissed.

‘Mind your language,’ his father thundered.

‘This will be the death of me,’ their mother cried from the bathroom, rattling the bottles of her tranquillisers. ‘You might as well just kill me now.’

‘Fine,’ Aoife murmured. ‘Who wants to go first?’

Hughie was born and the lives of Claire and Michael Francis were rerouted. Claire would have finished her history degree and taken up the kind of job girls like her did then after graduation: she might have worked on a magazine or perhaps as a solicitor’s secretary. She would have shared a flat in London with a friend, a place full of clothes and make-up. They would have taken messages for each other, entertained their boyfriends with meals put together in the narrow kitchen. They would have washed their smalls in the sink and dried them over the gas fire. Then, after a few years, she would have married a solicitor or a businessman and they would have moved out to a house like her parents’, in Hampshire or Surrey, and Claire would have had several well-groomed children and she would have told them stories about her bachelor-girl days in London.

Michael would have done his doctorate. He would have worked his way through the best-looking women in the city – and there seemed to be lots of them, all over the place, in London in the mid-1960s – the women in black kohl and polo-necks, the ones in floaty dresses, the ones in impossibly short skirts and long boots, the ones with hats and sunglasses, the ones with chignons and tweed coats. He would have tried them all, one by one. And then he would have got a professorship in America. Berkeley, he’d been thinking, or NYU or Chicago or Williams. He’d had it all planned. He would have sailed away from this country and he would never have come back.

But, as it turned out, he had to abandon his PhD. It wasn’t possible to support a wife and child on his grant. He got a job teaching history at a grammar school in the suburbs. He rented a flat off Holloway Road, near where he’d spent his childhood, and he and Claire took turns to heat baby bottles on the gas-ring. They went to Hampshire for the weekends and endlessly debated whether or not he should let his father-in-law lend them the money to buy ‘somewhere decent to live’.

He circles a wooden spoon around the saucepan, then tips the spaghetti hoops on to two plates.

Sometimes, when he catches a distant expression on his wife’s face, he wonders if she is thinking about the house she might have had. In Sussex or Surrey, with a lawyer husband.

He is careful to keep the hoops clear of the toast on one plate – Hughie won’t eat if one type of food has contact with another. ‘No touching!’ he’ll yell. Vita’s he heaps on top of the buttered toast. She can and will eat anything.

He is just setting the plates in front of their respective chairs when he feels something butting his leg, something solid and warm. Vita. She has come in from the garden and is knocking her curly head into his thigh, like a small goat.

‘Daddy,’ she croons. ‘Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.’

He reaches down and lifts her into his arms. ‘Vita,’ he says. He is, again and for a moment, completely the person he is meant to be: a man, in his kitchen, lifting his daughter into the air. He puts down the wooden spoon. He puts down the pan. He wraps his arms around the child. He is filled with – what? Something more than love, more than affection. Something so keen and elemental it resembles animal instinct. For a moment, he thinks that the only way to express this feeling is through cannibalism. Yes, he wants to eat his daughter, starting at the creases in her neck, moving down to the smooth pearlescent skin of her arms.

She is arching back, wriggling her legs. Vita has always been an earth-bound child; doesn’t like to be held. Her favoured form of affection is a hug around the legs. She hates to be off her feet. She’s always had a solidity, a firmness to her body that Hughie never had. Hughie is a sprite, a light, reedy being, his too-long hair flying out behind him, diaphanous, an Ariel, a creature of the air, whereas Vita is more of a soil-dwelling animal. A badger, she reminds him of, perhaps, or a fox.

With a sigh, he puts her down, whereupon she proceeds to run around the kitchen table, shouting, inexplicably, ‘Happily ever after,’ over and over again, with a variety of emphases.

‘Vita,’ he says, endeavouring to talk at a normal volume over the noise, ‘Vita, sit down. Vita?’

Hughie wanders in and slumps at his place at the table. He picks up a fork and toys with his spaghetti hoops, the orange sauce of which is cooling and congealing. He frowns, looping one, then two, then three hoops on to a tine of his fork and Michael Francis is torn between telling him that he’s sorry it’s spaghetti hoops again and telling him to eat up now.

Last time his mother visited – she comes every two weeks but only for a cup of tea, refusing to stay any longer because she doesn’t want to ‘put Claire out’ – she’d remarked at a dinner such as this that, for a man with a full-time teaching job, wasn’t it surprising how much cooking he did? Claire had been in the living room but she’d heard. He knew she’d heard by the way she slapped down the book she’d been reading.

‘Vita,’ he tries again.

Vita prances around the table, naked, dust-smudged, chanting, ‘Happily ever after. Happily ever after.’

Hughie smacks a hand to his forehead and slams down his fork. ‘Shut up, Vita,’ he hisses.

‘You shut up,’ Vita shouts back. ‘You shut up, you shut up, you—’

He seizes hold of his daughter as she dances past him and holds her above his head, kicking and yowling. He has, he knows, two choices at this point. He can go stern, tell her to behave, to sit down this instant. This has the attraction of venting some of the frustration that’s been building in him all day long, but the danger is that it will backfire and that Vita will take things up a notch or two. Or he can joke them out of the stand-off. He decides to opt for the latter. Quicker and less risky.

‘Gobble, gobble,’ he says, pretending to eat Vita’s stomach. ‘I’m a monster and I’m going to eat you up.’ He hoists her into a chair. ‘I’m so hungry that unless you eat your food I’m going to have to eat you. You’re only safe if you’re eating.’

Vita laughs but – magically – stays on her chair. He holds his breath until he sees her pick up her fork.

‘What kind of a monster, Daddy?’

‘A big one.’

‘A hairy one?’ she shrieks.

‘Yes. Very hairy. Green hair all over.’ And because she’s yet to take a bite, he takes the fork gently from her grasp and inserts some food into her mouth as she is saying, ‘Have you got big teeth?’

‘Enormous. The biggest teeth you’ve ever seen.’

‘The shark,’ Hughie suddenly announces, ‘has several rows of—’

‘And claws?’ Vita says, spraying masticated pellets of spaghetti on to the table.

‘I was speaking!’ Hughie yells.
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