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ALSO BY JULIA KELLY

With My Lazy Eye









Julia Kelly was born in 1969, studied English, Sociology and Journalism in Dublin, and escaped to London for the mad, bad years of life. Her first novel, With My Lazy Eye, won her the Sunday Independent Best Irish Newcomer of the Year Award. She now lives in Bray, County Wicklow with her partner and their little girl.
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How can I teach, how can I save,


This child whose features are my own,


Whose feet run down the ways where


I have walked?


Michael Roberts, The Child













Chapter One



If you’d been down on the seafront that Saturday, you may not have seen us. Everyone was out: the bony old man child in school shorts and brogues bouncing his rubber ball against the end wall of Martello Terrace, the power-walking, whippet-like woman with her whippet dog, the homeless man reclining on the low wall of the promenade – where toddlers like to take tentative steps – staring dead-eyed at the sea. Traveller boys in togs, gold chains and spiked, water-wet hair walked on their toes to the chipper, towels hooked round their necks like men, above jutting shoulder blades, neat whistles of spines, ahead of Italian tourists in scarves and quilted jackets, who didn’t understand how the Irish called this summer. Old folk trundled along in mobility carts, overtaken by kids on rollerblades and scooters. The hulking, grizzle-bearded cyclist, too big for his boots and his bike, weaved through the throng, overseeing everything, like Poseidon on wheels. Billy Flynn was there that day too, before it all happened, balancing on his unicycle in an animated conversation with himself.


Everything was in motion: the sea, high, grey-green, crunching stones; the slap of the stays on yachts in the harbour; the rattle of cars on the big dipper; the slamming swing doors of the ghost train; the pink lights of the carousel flashing on and off as it rotated, horses gliding up and down in the air. A fat woman was hula-hooping on the promenade on her own, smiling to herself as she gyrated her hips. On the Sky Master above her, a blur of hair and feet – laughing boys, screaming girls.


It was that time of the day – four o’clock – in a seaside town when things could get a little ugly. The litter bins were overflowing, the bars filling up. Clouds had been folding and expanding all day, and now they’d spread out in a vast grey fug and had taken the shine off everything – promenade, esplanade, harbour, beach – covering it all in the sort of dull light that incites arguments, forces the abandonment of plans.


By the train station a sombre swell of local community had come to a halt with their banners, neon bibs and megaphones. Children were hoisted onto shoulders, TV cameras positioned, local TDs handed microphones. Along the roadside, residents stood still in tribute and support.


‘What do we want?’ asked a lone, angry voice.


‘A full-time fire service!’ the crowd roared in reply.


‘When do we want it?’ she shouted again.


‘Now!’ they yelled in unison, their voices shaky with emotion about two voluntary firefighters who had lost their lives as they fought a blaze at a disused warehouse several weeks before.


‘And in the words of our president, Mary McAleese, may we praise their heroism and selflessness and may we never forget the ultimate sacrifice these two men made to ensure the safety of others.’


We kept walking and I kept singing to stop me from thinking and to entertain my child.




My Aunt Jane she’s awful smart,


She bakes wee rings in an apple tart





Past Marconi’s, inhaling its sharp, vinegary reek, and on by the old hotel. All the windows in its sea-worn facade were black, aside from an open dormer at the top of the building from which a dull curtain billowed. No one had taken advantage of the special B&B rate of thirty-five Euro for the night. No one was serving in the empty bar. The dozen tables in the conservatory were draped with pink linen over white and laid with cup-saucer-spoon-sugar, but a handwritten sign Blu-tacked onto the adjacent window read: Residents only. Absolutely no tea or coffee served.




And when Hallowe’en comes around,


Fornenst that tart I’m always found





And on up the incline at the base of Bray Head, where the dog dirt gets under your feet. The missing woman was still missing, still smiling from torn and mildewed posters tethered to lampposts; moisture had penetrated their laminated covers, making her face appear gangrenous. The wheels of the buggy buckled on ridges of broken concrete. All terrains, the website said, that’s the beauty of the Bugaboo. We almost broke up the night we tried to assemble it. The only instructions we could find online were in German and demonstrated by a smiling woman in slacks with slim, manicured hands. After three hours of effort, the damned thing still wouldn’t recline.


I was pushing not a child, but a small plastic doll, like one of those unhinged American women who dress them up and talk to them, pretend that they’re the real thing. My own real thing had stopped and was squatting on the ground twenty paces behind me, playing a private game with woodlice and stones, an impatient little hand shooting across her face as she concentrated, spreading snot from nose to hair.


We’d been moving at this stop-start speed for the past hour, aside from twice when she took a notion and set off, her little legs thumping downhill and away from me, still excited by this new skill and even more by the thrill of pursuit.


‘Hold you,’ she whined, arms outstretched, from where she stood, unwilling to walk any further. I lifted her and she settled into the baby-shaped space on my hip. ‘Hood up,’ she said, as we set off again, yanking it over my head. I imagined for a ridiculous moment that I looked exotic, Russian, as we walked along the cliff edge. She slapped her hands over my ears, sealing my face, insulating everything.


Now that she’d seen how cosy my head – the world – looked in its dark, fur-lined interior, she wanted to come in too. I told her it wouldn’t work, that it was a physical impossibility, but it somehow did. Addie – Adelaide in trouble, Narky Nora, Bubbalicious, Little Miss Stink-a-lot – was always right about these things.


On up into the greyness we went, our cheeks pressed together in the hood of my parka like a two-headed Eskimo.




My Aunt Jane she has a bell on the door


A white stone step and a clean swept floor


Candy apples, hard green pears,


Conversation lozenges





Though we were moving away from everything, sounds travelled across the sea towards us: disembodied voices, the thump of internal music from the Martello, Sweet Caroline, children’s screams. I told Addie I couldn’t carry her much longer, that she was getting too heavy for me. ‘Don’t worry, Mummy,’ she said, rubbing my back with her starfish hand.


This was where we came at the beginning – Joe noticing everything: the thousand different shades of green on the hills; the graffitied penis at the old widow’s house which made him giggle; the litter and days so perfect that he couldn’t handle the beauty of the light, the sea, the land – before hurrying, when the weather turned, as the weather always did, to the snug of the overly blue Harbour Bar at the other end of the bay where cats curled on sofas and students chewed on dope, snogging and nodding to second-rate imitation bands while waves beat against the land outside and swans gathered, disdainful but tolerating the oily filth of the harbour. I’d been happy, but frightened, not understanding any of it.


‘Two, three, four,’ Addie said, knowing that I’d gone; needing to bring me back. She was counting the chimes of a church bell ringing somewhere beyond us, taking big, deep breaths between numbers. ‘Eleven, twenty-ten, seven.’


Above us masses of jagged grey stone bulged and jutted through a wire mesh, caged to prevent further rock falls. Below, the Wexford train clattered through Brunel’s tunnel along the coast; beyond that fulmars fought for territory on white-flecked rocks. The sea was immense and seemed, as we got higher, to be disappearing into the curve of the earth.


The path we were on was now no longer a path, but a muddy track with pools of dirty water on either side of a tufty grass centre. It was the wrong time to be going uphill; walkers coming down, returning home, eyed us with curiosity; two sprite women, cropped hair, pink-cheeked, fleece sweaters tied round waists to conceal ample posteriors – stopped, hands on hips to watch us, in that frank, unapologetic way of the old.


‘Mindless thugs.’ One said to the other.


‘Local lads no doubt.’


‘Just think of all those poor animals. Nesting birds, little mice running from the flames.’


‘Oh don’t, Deirdre. And rabbits, young hares, desperate altogether.’


‘You wouldn’t want to bring that child any further.’ One of them said to me.


‘The gorse is on fire up there.’ The other added.


I smelt it and heard it before I saw it. It was taking hold on the hills above us, crackling and sparking as it spread. Flames were rising, licking the air, carried along by the wind.


Now a heavy, general dullness took over, clouds of smoke combined with the darkening sky. And when the rain came it was sudden, violent, driving, monsoon-like in its intensity, soaking everything, making teenage girls squeal in their shorts and flat hair. Paper bags became hats, toddlers stomped in puddles, there was a rush for cars with wet picnic rugs, armfuls of kids and belongings. Awnings were lowered at the Beach House cafe, tables cleared in a hurry.


I grabbed my little girl and carried her to shelter under a struggling tree, squeezed in beside the two walkers we’d just met, and another mother whose baby looked so snug in her buggy – hat, blanket, waterproof cover – it made the older women’s faces crinkle and turn to each other in silent approval. ‘That’s how it’s done,’ they seemed to be saying, ‘that’s how to look after a child.’ In my panic and rush I’d abandoned our buggy – it was sodden, still out in the rain, Addie damp and red-nosed in my arms. As we waited we watched the muddy water cascading down gullies, forming vast puddles around the barriers by the beach, and inhaled, not just the smoke from the dying fire, but the stench of seaweed and other stuff thrown up at that end of the strand: rotting kelp, beer cans, plastic bottles, single shoes.


‘Uh oh,’ Addie said, studying my face, ‘spot.’ She pressed her finger against the tip of my nose, her tiny nail cutting into my skin. ‘Kiss better?’ she asked, holding my face steady, knowing what I needed, aligning our mouths and putting her lips on mine.


Crows crash-landed on the promenade for last pickings, a lone runner, florescent in Lycra, slapped his feet in a rhythm on the wet concrete and Billy Flynn was still there, circling around puddles in the rain, waving his arms in the air as he balanced, his face held up to the sky.










Chapter Two



I teased the key till it turned in the lock, shoved my shoulder against the front door and fell into the hall, stepping over pizza flyers scattered on the worn parquet floor. It seemed different to the first few times we’d returned home. We’d been here for almost a week; now there was a comforting smell of cooking, and a child’s pink bicycle had been propped up against the gas meter.


‘Hi, Joe,’ I shouted, shunting the buggy over the mat. ‘Hi, Daddy,’ my little girl yelled, thundering ahead of me through the dark of the hall, no longer waiting as she used to, face lit up, to hear the sound of his voice travelling down from upstairs. I can’t remember whose idea it was – Mum’s, Bella’s, mine? – but it was to give the impression, should anyone be watching from across the road or crouched between bushes in the front garden, that our home was full of happy, strong human beings. There’s that weirdo again, the neighbours must have been thinking.


I dragged the buggy up the two flights of stairs to our flat, leaving a muddy trail along the carpet which was coarse, blue, worn in the centre of each step and frayed to a dirty beige outside our door, as if someone had been standing there for a very long time, waiting to get in.


‘We didn’t get a yo-yo, Alf, but we’re going to get one yesterday. A green one. If I don’t do whining and crying,’ Addie said, wriggling out of her sodden coat. Alfie, a middle-aged lurcher with issues, stretched and pit-patted over to us, sniffing around Addie for anything that may have missed her mouth. I should have brought him with us to the beach, but in the rush to get ready I couldn’t find his collar or lead – now he’d be restless and energetic all evening.


We swarmed towards the kitchen, my little girl steadying herself by holding onto the banister until the dog had passed, catching me at the back of the knee as he liked to – ignorant bastard, Joe always said. When it was safe, she proceeded, step by step.


‘OK, tea-time,’ I said, slapping on lights, radio, kettle, illuminating and animating everything, like a surge of electricity after an outage. The kitchen was the worst thing about the new flat. It was narrow and dark with chipped Formica counters and a beige linoleum floor that curled up around the cooker (a stained and bockety two-ringed hob). I’d tied the curtain up over the small window at its far end, where a spider plant on its last legs balanced on the ledge.


There were too many teabags in the sink; congealing around the plughole, covered in old porridge. I took them in my hand – heavy, dripping – and flung them into the bin. Then I stood in front of the fridge, clueless. A thick layer of grime festered deep in the rubber lining that had lost its gumption. I picked at some grapes, popped one in my mouth, one in Addie’s, closed the door again.


*

My child wanted to be chased. I chased her. I caught her. She giggled. ‘Do it again.’ I told her I couldn’t, that I had to make tea. This made her cry and cling to my leg. Alfie took a wild swipe at her toy rat and charged off with it in his mouth. She screamed and broke free when I tried to towel dry her hair. I shouted at the dog, pulled Addie back towards me and sank to the floor in front of the cooker. I was aware of a dull irritation in my bladder; I’d needed a pee for hours, perhaps since this morning. I couldn’t contemplate the two hours ahead.


On the radio, the six o’clock news was being read. Accident and Emergency was to go from Loughlinstown Hospital. Two hundred job losses had been announced at some pharmaceutical company. There was a warning of storm force gales from Malin Head to Mizen Head and on the Irish Sea.


‘How about waffles and beans?’ No reply. There was one squeaky floorboard by the cupboard beneath the toaster. ‘Help me, help me,’ it seemed to say in a tiny voice, every time I stood on it. I hitched myself onto the counter top and stretched up to the second shelf. I’d never had the patience for cooking; I was always too hungry to wait. Joe was the cook, reluctant but exceptional, as he liked to say himself, in the same way that he hated dancing but was a natural.


‘My heart is starving for ice cream,’ Addie said, practising her ballet positions in her gum boots, while I tried to figure out the electrical switch beside the kettle which appeared to be off in both positions.


They had a quiet ritual with ice cream, Addie and Joe. They’d share a mini Magnum every evening after tea – passing it back and forth to each other, both in silent ecstasy. On the beach she’d always ask for hers in a tub rather than a cone so she could hurry home before it melted to share it with her dad.


Alfie returned, still with the toy between his teeth, to make sure we’d noticed what he’d done. The under-unit light above the sink stammered, blinked, gave up. I waited a few moments and pulled out the bulb. Where the hell would I find another one? It was covered in a layer of that black sticky stuff that is always at the top of things, but I liked the atmosphere it gave the room; it made it more homely; suggested baking and warmth.


Addie had been quiet for a moment too long. Somehow in the thirty seconds it had taken to remove the broken light, she had become naked aside from her gum boots and was sitting on the floor examining her private parts.


*

In the bath I was more in control, at least in my position, by the taps, where beneath me, near the plug hole, I could feel the ragged edge where the paintwork had begun to peel. I had foam alphabet letters positioned on various parts of my chest, arms and legs and a blue plastic colander on my head. ‘No, that’s not the right game,’ she said, cross with me for not understanding. She stood on my stomach, whipped the colander off, folded her arms in a grump. Her bottom was mottled red. I felt behind me for the cold tap and let it run. I sank lower, deeper in the water, letting my knees submerge.


On the bath’s edge, I held her on my lap, wrapped in a towel. And there we stayed, for a perfect few moments, her heavy, hot, clean little body in my arms, her eyelashes wet, stuck together. I sang Moon River and she hummed along, watching my mouth, wanting to join in but not yet confident of the words.


I looked around me: the avocado-coloured sink, toilet and bidet were the sort that a house renovation show would have ripped out to give the room ‘a more contemporary feel’. The toilet seat was loose and sticky to the touch. I had scrubbed at the brown rust stain along the back of the bowl to no avail. Tomorrow I’d bleach.


The water in the bathtub was sucked gurgling away. Addie stood between my feet on the thick pile mat, where they’d flattened and drenched the nap. ‘Hold mine hand,’ she said, moving carefully across the wet bathroom floor.


‘Oh no, we forgot Ficus Jute!’ Her tiny eyebrows arched in concern, her little palms upturned. Damn. Another job that would take too long. Addie liked to take life slowly; I needed to get through it fast. She climbed onto the wobbly white chair beside the sink, steadying herself before stretching over, a sponge in her hand, to wipe the bowl in which the plant was sitting. She used to follow Joe from room to room, taking turns with the spray bottle to water the plants, which he would finally turn on her and she’d run from him shrieking for me.


I filled a glass above her, poured it into the soil.


‘No, you’re doing it wrongly! I’m the peoples in charge,’ she said, grabbing the glass from my hand.


‘Dada said only dus a tiny bit,’ she said, giving the leaves a quick rub and replacing the glass on the sink.


Back on the safety of the floor, she let go of my hand and charged away.


‘Let’s play hideseek,’ she said, still wound up like a toy, shoving me behind the bedroom door where I’d hung Joe’s old dressing gown, unsure of what else to do with it. She hid behind the curtains – pale-green heavy damask decorated with cream roses. We both counted to five and I pretended I couldn’t find her coiled up like a fat sweet in the twisted fabric. She unwrapped herself. ‘Here I am,’ she shrieked with delight. ‘Close your eyes,’ she said then, and pottered about, moving teddies and dolls and balls. She forced me to lie on my back while she stacked toys on top of me, and put her sucky blanket, with its moist, vomitty smell over my face. I lay in a dull daze of submission. I heard her take a few steps back to get a good run up, then she hurled her compact little body on top of mine, using my face as a launch pad.


She wriggled and squirmed while I tried to get her into her pyjamas, then she trotted to the far end of the bed giggling, just out of reach. I grabbed her arm, feeling it loosen in its socket and dragged her across the bed towards me. She cried, of course, and I was a hopeless, cruel mother. I couldn’t tolerate another minute of today.


On the bed we sat close together, her water-heavy curls wetting her pyjama top; the battle to dry it was one I was too tired to fight. We read an adventure of Rupert the Bear where he’d discovered secret stairs in a tree trunk that lead to a treetop nursery, where babies nestled in cradles.


‘Why does that sentence have eyelashes?’ she asked, halfway through.


‘They’re not eyelashes; they’re called inverted commas,’ I said, trying not to laugh – she hated it when I laughed at her.


‘I’m not listening,’ she said a little later, her cheeky face animated, her one dimple indented.


I sat on the floor outside the bedroom, my back against the wall, while her bunny rabbit mobile played the opening cords of Swan Lake. I put my head in my hands but tonight, for the first time in months, I didn’t cry.










Chapter Three



Alfie was sick in the night. I’d heard him pit-patting up and down the landing, but it was too late, too early, to get up. I could smell it before I saw it: a green puddle of stomach bile near the front door. I carried a bucket and mop through the sitting room, in my grey dressing gown, which the task seemed to suit, cursing as I stepped on a creaky floorboard.


He was lying low, curled up in his bed, keeping a dark eye on me, seeming somewhat embarrassed by his effluence. I got to work, frowning as I slapped the mop into the vomit and circled it around. There was something solid in its congealing centre. Oh God. I flipped it over in my gloved hands, then lifted it, dry retching, in the air. There, covered in a greasy slime of seaweed, bits of a chewed plastic bottle and twigs, was Addie’s left shoe – sunflowers on the toes – which I’d lost on the beach last Saturday. It was intact; he’d swallowed it whole. My mouth was curled down with self-pity, as if I were being watched, as if Joe could still see me.


He’d have remembered that today was bin day, but not which colour bin – refuse or recycling – and he wouldn’t have been able to check the printout he’d Sellotaped to the cupboard above the Aga in the old house because he’d have lost his damned glasses again. So upstairs he’d go, cursing, leaving the kitchen door open, allowing the dog to stroll in and eat Addie’s toast, while she rode her tricycle in circles and I chased her with a spoon and that ad for Harvey Norman roared from the radio. Then he’d be back, still without his glasses, whacking his head on the edge of the opened cupboard door. So I’d stand on tippy-toes and read the printout for him. And out he’d go again, this time through the back door, leaving it open, letting the icy morning air rush in. ‘Outside!’ Addie would say, climbing off her bike and ripping off her bib to follow him. ‘Finish your cereal first,’ and that would start her crying but she’d take a break between whines to turn to Joe, who’d just come back in. ‘We’re having a fight, Dada,’ she’d say straight-faced, composed, then turn back to me and continue whimpering.


Then they’d corner me by the kettle, Joe reaching over me to get something, Addie pulling out the cord of my dressing gown. And when I’d step back the dog would be there too, circling, pacing, thinking all this movement must mean a walk, smells, a piss and a shit at last.


Back upstairs to do teeth and as I’d wedge a toothbrush between my child’s clamped lips, the barking would begin. Then shouts from all of us at the dog as he snarled at the letterbox, sounding vicious and a bit clichéd as he tried to bite off the postman’s hand.


Downstairs again; Joe in front of us, walking with one stiff leg swinging out (These were quirks he’d brought with him from the North. Him and his friends used to mimic the physical impediments of the unfortunate souls – the big black foot, the bow-legged – of the town where he grew up). ‘Just practising for old age,’ he’d say, making all three of us laugh.


Then another search for car keys or wallet or phone and out with Addie, still in my dressing gown and socks over gravel and into the car and a face that looked fine indoors would be filthy in daylight, so back in to get wipes and out again and in the seconds I’d been gone she’d have put the keys in the ignition. She’d writhe and complain as I’d pull her away, astonished at her cleverness and my stupidity.


And into her seat where I’d fuss, pull, stretch, poke, tighten and secure until my child was at last ready, fed, washed, safe and someone else’s responsibility for the next three hours. I’d kiss her, tell her I loved her, that she was my best friend and slam the car door. We’d give each other little waves through the window while the dog dug out some vile fleshy thing in a bag in the bushes or headed up the road to shove his snout in strangers’ bums.


Then I’d direct Joe out the gate, half looking for the dog, and just when it was clear, there the dog would be, beside the back wheels, and I’d shout and bang on the boot to warn him and he’d swear and jam on the brakes and we’d all shout at Alfie again and then Joe would curse like someone with Tourette’s, this time at the bastards who wouldn’t wait for him to reverse. ‘Fucking cunt, shite hawk,’ I would read his lips say. And I’d whine through the glass, ‘Jesus, Joe, watch your language.’ And he’d mouth something back, something indecipherable, and then they’d be going, almost gone, and in I’d run, calling Alfie behind me. And I’d close the front door but I wouldn’t relax, knowing Joe would be back through it at least once, for some forgotten thing.


*

‘Go away,’ Bossyboots shouted as I approached her bed, but I could see her small smile. She pulled her sucky blanket over her mouth. ‘Numnumnum,’ she whispered in her quiet rhythmic ritual, tiny inflections of teeth, lips, tongue. She rolled away from me, onto her side. ‘I wanted to dream about jellyfish but you kept getting into my dream.’ She was always grumpy in the mornings. I wanted to curl up beside her, keep the curtains drawn, listen to the wind funnelling down the chimney and watch shadows, lines of sunlight, move across the ceiling, until it was evening again.


We were having the usual wrestle with getting dressed, though I was saner, more robust at the beginning of the day, when the doorbell rang, as promised, at precisely nine o’clock. My mother was obsessive, almost competitive, about punctuality. ‘Coming,’ I shouted, as I went downstairs still in my dressing gown with my naked three-year-old in my arms and the fear, always that fear, of missing my footing, of falling, of letting her go.


Mum was talking to me from the other side of the door – she knew I couldn’t possibly hear her but she didn’t do silence. Neither did I – I chatted futilely back. I put Addie down to undo the double lock and remove the safety chain, and glanced at the closed door of the ground-floor flat, hoping our new neighbours wouldn’t meet us this way.


She was standing on the doorstep with the postman. Somehow in those few seconds they had formed a sort of alliance and she was addressing her conversation at him rather than me. She was always polite to strangers; the sort of person who would apologise when someone else stood on her foot. I once heard her thank the speaking clock. And she loved men. She used to trap Joe with her eyes and hold him like a spider with its prey while she spoke to him about Robert the Bruce or Protestants or about Addie, or even about me, though I would be right there beside them.


She blustered in, all business.


‘Still not dressed? Gosh, I’ve been up for hours; been to Mass, read the papers, had a swim in the Forty Foot.’


‘Mum, that’s dangerous. It could stop your heart.’


‘Nonsense. It’s wonderful,’ she said, rubbing the knuckles of one hand against the palm of the other, eyeing the postman who was still standing at the doorstep with a registered letter for me to sign.


I could see her exhale as she lowered herself into the Irish Sea, stunned by its coldness but determined not to let it show. ‘This is heavenly,’ she’d say, when she was able to move her mouth again, making small, swift breaststrokes that somehow propelled her forward. And then, with a proficient flip, she’d be on her back, eying her bobbing toes, her bathing cap of white roses high on her head and everything still, aside from her hands gently weaving water.


The postman said something I missed. Off he went and back up the stairs we went, Estée Lauder’s Knowing filtering through my nostrils. It was the scent Mum had settled on after years of experiments. ‘Well, it just seems to suit me,’ she said.


‘So how are you settling in, pet?’ she asked, looking around her, silently evaluating for herself. The sitting room, which had appeared vast and bright in its emptiness on the day we moved in, now seemed small and grubby with our few ill-fitting possessions apologetically positioned about the place. The sofa which had settled so well in Sandycove, looked sunken and scruffy beneath the bay window.


‘OK. I’m just tired,’ I said, sighing, feeling sorry for myself and feeling my bottom lip tremble – Mum’s presence was always unburdening. We moved into the kitchen. I rooted through a box labelled ‘miscellaneous’ for a second tea cup. ‘And I need to get this place clean.’ I felt like the addled woman in an advert before Mr Muscle appears to sort out everything. ‘Well, yes, you could really do with more storage,’ she said, meaning that the flat was a mess.


Though we didn’t meet eyes – we knew each other too well for that sort of intimacy – I could see from them that she was also tired; they were pink-rimmed and small from insomnia, but now she forced them wide to talk to her little grandchild, bending to her level with questions and exclamations. ‘And where are your clothes, cheeky monkey? You can’t feed the swans with no clothes on.’


Addie giggled, grabbed Alfie’s lead, ran out of the kitchen, both of us smiling at her perfect, peach-downy little bum. Then she was straight back in with a brilliant idea. ‘You be the doggie, Mummy, all right?’ This was another of her favourite games, me on all fours being a dog, while she ‘walked’ me on a lead. Alfie was never considered for this sort of task – she didn’t consider him a dog at all.


When she’d tired of this game and everything seemed organised, we sat down at the kitchen table, my mother still making tiny adjustments to the position of things: her placemat, saucer, spoon. Although she was always moving, patting, prodding, organising and straightening, rooting and fixing, her presence made us calm and within minutes of her arrival, my little girl was content on her knee, the dog asleep at her feet.


She looped her bag over the side of the chair and immediately un-looped it again, remembering the gift she had for me. She often brought back loose, brightly coloured garments from her travels that she genuinely expected me to wear. Her latest trip had been to Peru – a trek across the Andes to Machu Picchu with a nomadic assortment of widows, gay men and always the one unfathomable (no one was sure why she was there), all partaking in a frantic ticking off of antiquities and places and events that they felt were essential to a life fully lived. I braced myself. Today’s gift was altogether more practical: a hand blender – one that she didn’t use any more – ‘great for soups,’ she said, as she looked for somewhere to put it, knowing that I’d never even attempted soup before but that now as a single mother of a small child I would jolly well have to learn.


‘Milk?’ she asked, sitting again, sounding a little weary, the carton hovering over my cup. Something about this question had always irritated her. A tedious thing that had to be got through, an interruption. Or perhaps it was because it was something she should remember (does my daughter take milk in her tea?) but couldn’t seem to. And then another small irritation as she poured, her hand trembling as she tilted the carton. ‘Say when, will you? Say when.’


‘Anything interesting?’ she asked, watching my fingers as they sifted through the post, ripping open each envelope. When I didn’t reply she lifted her feet off the ground and began to do small scissoring exercises. ‘I had my dancing last night. I’m pretty stiff this morning, I can tell you.’ I could see her in the evenings as she waited for the milk in the saucepan to warm, practising what she’d learnt at ballroom dancing that week with her invisible partner, slippered feet skimming across the kitchen floor.


‘You should come along one evening, it’s terrific fun.’


‘You know I hate dancing. I’m far too self-conscious.’


She threw her eyes to the ceiling, bored by my vanity and lack of daring. Then her expression softened and became wistful. I could tell she was remembering her own agility at my age, seeing herself once again waltzing across a room with grace.


‘So, anything from Joe?’


‘No, Mum, I think I might have mentioned if I’d heard from him,’ I said, sounding repulsive. ‘Sorry, I’m just so stressed.’


‘Well of course you are, pet. I mean what mother of a toddler isn’t? And you’ve just moved house, for goodness’ sake. I think you’re coping admirably.’


‘I’m not really, Mum, it’s all going round and round in my head and I’m still not sleeping,’ I said, feeling my throat constrict.


‘Well, what about a nice hot bath in the evenings?’


A nice hot bath. My family’s solution to everything. An eye mask, thirty drops of Valerian washed down with Chamomile tea, soaking my pillow with lavender oil and an emergency pink Xanax at two-thirty in the morning hadn’t made the slightest difference, so I was pretty damn certain a bubble bath wasn’t going to get me through.


‘And I’m lonely.’


‘I know you are, sweetheart. I remember those first few months without your dad. I’m afraid you are just going to have to get on with it.’ And her expression then was exactly as it had been at my father’s funeral – eyes lowered, stoical, serene.


His death, twenty years earlier, had given her a new lease of life. He used to drive her demented. She’d lock herself in her room in the evenings when he came home from the bank, with her Readers Digest, the Teasmade and a view of the ocean which she loved, unable to hear his rants about the meat not being hung for long enough or there being too much coal on the fire, because she’d put her ear plugs in. When he died, she found some letters inside socks that confirmed what she had always suspected: he’d had a ‘fancy woman’ in London for years.


‘I’m worried that he doesn’t have a forwarding address for us – whatever about me, I really thought he’d make some effort to keep in touch with Addie.’


‘Oh, Eve, we’ve been through this.’


‘And I don’t know if we’ll be happy here – no one’s the slightest bit friendly. I’m starting to think we shouldn’t have moved.’


This annoyed her, as I knew it would. She wanted to see me sorted. She liked things to be black and white. ‘For heaven’s sake! It’s a bit late for second thoughts now.’


I crumpled. She moved her chair closer to mine, put her arm around my shoulder and said more softly, ‘Please don’t get upset.’


This only encouraged tears. ‘I honestly, honestly think you’ve done the right thing. Honestly, love. You could never have afforded that big house on your own. I’m sure you’ll make friends here – what are the people like downstairs?’


‘Don’t know, haven’t met them yet.’


‘Why don’t you pop down? Introduce yourself. You might find you have all sorts of things in common.’ She rubbed her hands together at the prospect of this burgeoning friendship.


‘OK, I will. Later.’


‘Good girl. And I do think it would be very sensible to get a lodger.’ My sister, Bella, had come up with this suggestion. ‘Though be sure to tell your landlord first.’


‘Maybe. But I’m just not like you, Mum. I’m not as social or as tolerant. And, anyway, I’ve sort of gone off the idea. I don’t know. I’m worried about Addie. First Joe, now this. And then a complete stranger moving in. It’s too much change for her.’


Mum held me. How often had she held me like this over the years? Rocking me as I shed snotty, mascara-stained, bitten-nail tears about having no friends, or no boyfriends or failing exams or being broke or fat.


‘Addie is doing wonderfully. You mustn’t worry about her so much. She’ll be fine. Honestly,’ she said, stroking my hair and kissing me on the ear.


‘But how will he know how to contact Addie?’


‘You told that neighbour of yours, didn’t you? Annette, Andrea—’


‘Anna.’ She always got this wrong. She seemed to have refused to memorise her name purely because she wasn’t keen on her, always found her a little aloof.


‘You gave Anna your forwarding address, didn’t you? If he wants to find you, he will.’


‘He didn’t even like Anna and he’s not that resourceful – I need to think of something else.’


‘He’s an adult, for Pete’s sake. It’s jolly well up to him.’ And tender again, ‘You’ll be OK, sweetheart. I promise.’ This was the rhythm of our relationship.


*

She had gone from saying ‘Joe is marvellous, and really quite charming when you get to know him,’ to her friends to ‘He just abandoned them. I can’t understand how he could walk out on his family like that.’ She felt personally abandoned too because they had been quite close – Joe would often do little jobs for her, cut the grass, hang paintings in her home. She thought he was just in ‘poor form’ when he left, suggested that I give him some space.


‘You’ll just have to accept that he’s not coming back,’ she said, stroking my arm as she delivered the blow. She’d become blunter as she’d got older.


‘I have accepted he’s not coming back. It’s just—’


‘Who’s not coming back?’ Addie said, eying me with concern.


‘Me, if you don’t get your clothes on this minute!’ Mum was up, animated, taking her grandchild by the hand. ‘Now, I want to see your new room!’


‘Go on, show Granny your special magic curtains.’


‘Come on, Granny! And do you know what …’ I heard her voice trail away, then her little footsteps charging back.


She gave me a toothy smile – the forced sort she uses when having her photo taken – handed me her sucky blanket for comfort, hugged my leg, kissed my knee.


‘Be happy, Mama.’


*

‘Omnia transeunt.’


They were back from their tour of Addie’s room.


‘I’m sorry?’ Addie was on my knee now, wriggling as I tried to put on her socks.


‘Ah, pet, you’ve heard that expression, haven’t you? Didn’t you learn it at school? Omnia transeunt,’ she said it again, liking how the words sounded on her lips. ‘This too shall pass.’


‘I know. I’ll be – we’ll be – fine but it’s just the practical things. I think the immersion heater’s broken for starters. I can’t get any hot water this morning.’


‘You’ve probably just tripped a switch.’


With that, she was up a ladder on the landing, peering into the fuse box. I watched her flesh-coloured tights straighten and gather around her ankles as she stretched and lowered herself.


‘But you’re fine,’ she said, face a little flushed as she landed on solid ground again, problem solved.


‘I mean, you’ve got your monies sorted?’ she asked, on our way back to the kitchen.


‘Yes and no.’


‘How much do you need?’ she asked, exhaling as she sat back down, her voice a little weary.


‘Oh, Mum, I absolutely hate this.’


‘I know you do. Go on, how much?’ She flattened the ancient, curled-up cheque book and held her pen poised above the amount field, no longer bothering to fill in the little stub opposite as she used to do so meticulously, before my endless requests for help. Her eyes went vacant, dazed-like as she filled it in and signed her name.


‘Will that do you?’ she asked, handing it to me. I thanked her, hugged her and slipped the cheque into the back pocket of my jeans.


Difficult stuff out of the way, we both scurried in the other direction.


‘Are you ready to feed those swans?’ Mum said, smiling again, turning to face her granddaughter.


‘No. I want to stay with Mama.’


‘No meaning yes?’ I said, sweeping her up round the belly and putting her, protesting, into her coat, hat, buggy.


‘Listen, thanks a million, Mum. You look lovely, by the way. That colour really suits you.’ I was doing what she did, that subtle but frantic scrabbling back when I’d offended or been short with her or when I just felt guilty.


‘Good colour, isn’t it?’


‘Lovely. Where’s it from?’


‘It’s an odd label, something like “prison” or “empathy” or …’ She stretched her arm over her shoulder and tried to fish for the tag. She turned her back to me, gathered her hair, held it in her hands and stood still. I separated some strands caught up in her necklace and felt for the label, fighting sadness as I imagined her standing just like this while my father, or some boyfriend before, closed the clasp on a piece of jewellery or fastened a zip on an evening dress. Now she had to struggle with the wretched, fiddly things herself. I turned the label in my fingers: ‘Therapy,’ I said, knowing I could never say that I didn’t intend buying one, that I was just admiring it to be nice to make up for not being nice moments earlier and that I was surely too young to be wearing the same clothes as my mother. But this had happened several times lately – older women giving me fashion tips. Somehow I had caught up with her and her friends. For so much of my life they had been old while we were young but we’d begun to seek each other out and now when both generations were together it wasn’t the awkward or bored imbalance it used to be. I would find myself listening, nodding, interested and impatient to get my point across.


My mother put her hand round my neck, drew me close to her, kissed me on the forehead.


I watched them leave from the sitting room window: my child cocooned in her granny’s care; Mum puffing her cheeks out, singing off-key, eyes to the ground, trusting neither the uneven pavement nor her own increasingly unreliable feet.


I opened the window and climbed out onto the balcony. I was still excited by the novelty of having one. When we first moved in I’d spent a good deal of time ducking and bending as I clambered in and out of it, organising things. I’d put the potted Windmill fern I’d brought with me from the old house in a corner to hide an ugly and hazardous cracked Doric pillar. This was the third flat we’d looked at. The first, a basement two-bed below a doctor’s surgery, had no garden and felt subterranean. In the second – a chintzy new development with candy-striped wallpaper, free gifts of honey and waving, life-sized teddy bears – Addie had used the facilities, yet to be plumbed, sullying the aroma of fresh hydrangeas in the hall and colouring everyone’s first impressions of the place. We’d got out of there quick.


I looked around me in the cool morning air. Beyond where I stood, the chestnut and elm trees in the park were house-high and glorious in the early morning light. The one good thing about the flat was that it overlooked this little park, which had a playground at its centre and was hedged on all sides behind high Victorian railings. I would take Addie to visit it in the morning. From where I stood, I could see there was a swing and a slide. An old woman walked and smoked along the curled path with her even older dog; a man kicked a ball to a little boy.


The traffic on the road that separated the house from the park was another worry. Sporadic but fast, it swept around a blind corner. I could see a child charging across, not looking, excited by the sight of a friend. And then the memory of the solitary plimsoll, left on the roundabout after the accident, belonging to the little boy I used to play Cowboys and Indians with. Lesley French, almost six.


I liked the idea of living beside a home for the elderly. I imagined happy little trips in to visit them with still warm homemade buns and small gifts at Christmas and Easter, but the skip in the front drive was ugly: overfull with the flotsam and jetsam of the dying and the dead – old armchairs, soiled cushions, surgical gloves and incontinence pads and needles that surely brought sniffing dogs and snippy complaints from the neighbours who did not wish to be reminded, as they walked along Altona Avenue, that the sea was not all that lay ahead of them.
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