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For – but not about – my mother










Mrs Birling: But Inspector, he’s just a boy!


Inspector Goole: We are all boys to our mothers.


 


J.B. Priestley, An Inspector Calls
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Saxby Cathedral School


15th January 2013


I mean this to be my confession, and my apology. I write it in secret, when Rowan is at work. ‘The last first day of a spring term,’ he said at breakfast. ‘I’m halfway through my year of lasts.’ He’s talking about the academic year, of course. For him, the year begins not when the calendar changes but in September, when the school fills again. He is proudly institutionalised after fifty years here. I won’t be here to see him retire in July. These are days of lasts for me, too. I have eaten my last Christmas goose, sung my last Auld Lang Syne, and paid my last visit to Devon.


‘Enjoy your day, darling,’ he said as he shrugged on his gown and straightened the only tie he has ever owned.


I waited until the door of our apartment had closed behind him and I heard his footsteps across the quad. Then I dragged myself to bed where I dozed for three hours, dreaming about my single remaining first, my unborn granddaughter. I woke up invigorated by the promise of her. I will see her. I will hold her.


At noon I rose to force down some soup and return to my writing. I struggle to grip the pen these days. My script has become that shaky old-lady writing, rickety letters that suggest an age their author will never attain.


This diary is identical to the dozens of volumes that preceded it, in which I have recorded everything from my marriage to my magistracy. I have written about everything that ever mattered to me. Everything but the thing. It is such a beautiful book, and such a pity that I will have to destroy it after writing.


I am compelled to write, despite the risk of discovery. I can’t say why, only that the compulsion has been with me since my diagnosis, and gathers strength daily (comparisons with the tumour are grimly inevitable). Until I have written, I can’t know whether I will give the words time to breathe on the page or tear the paper from its binding before the ink has dried. What I do know is that it can never be read by eyes other than mine. This I will make sure of.


It’s strange, but in a way I would rather the confession were made public than read by my family. Our reputations would suffer: my career on the bench would be retrospectively undermined, as would Rowan’s relationship with the school. But beyond that, nothing; what I mean is, no conviction. The law I broke was relatively minor and in any case it comes down to that slippery fish, intent. Until officers of the law learn to read minds, I will remain unpunished.


Public judgement is as nothing compared to what Rowan and the children would think of me if they read my account. Reputation is one thing; family is quite another. Family matters. It would destroy each of them for different reasons. It is not vanity but love for them that calls me to preserve their image of me as decent and truthful.


Of course it was love for my children, love for my son, that caused me to act as I did. It was a lapse of judgement. If I could have foreseen the rippling aftershocks that followed I would have acted differently, but by the time I realised the extent of the consequences, it was too late.


In my years on the bench, I heard all the excuses. None of them applied to me. I wasn’t young, I wasn’t impoverished, I wasn’t uneducated. Motherhood was my only excuse. I was trying to do right by my son and it made me momentarily blind to the interior laws I have always tried to live by. We all want the best for our children, but I crossed the line between protection and offence.


The Cathedral clock has just chimed twice. I have no more time to write today if I am to keep my appointment. I am ashamed of the relief I feel. My confession will have to wait for another of my borrowed tomorrows. For now, I will lock my diary and call a taxi to take me to the hospital. I should be back before Rowan knows I was ever gone.


My doctor disapproves of my decision to keep my illness from my family. But why put them through months of pre-emptive grief? I don’t believe that sharing my diagnosis would prepare them for life without me, and in a sense I have been doing that, for my children at least, every day of their lives. A good mother loves fiercely but ultimately brings up her children to thrive without her. They must be the most important thing in her life, but if she is the most important thing in theirs, she has failed.










SOPHIE
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29th January 2013


They say that you forget the pain, that the survival of the species depends on it.


In the morning, Sophie was still telling herself that it was not a pain but a sensation. Perception was all. Reframe it as an intense sensation, a necessary part of the process, and it wouldn’t hurt. She paused on the threshold of the hospital, inhaled, exhaled and allowed herself to experience the sensation, which was in any case only a false alarm, practice contractions until the real thing started, and completely normal. Inhale, exhale, straighten up, keep going.


Saxby Wellhouse hospital was built in the Victorian high gothic style: little natural light made it through the pointed-arch windows into the atrium, which was as vast as a cathedral, its tiled floor scuffed by shuffling feet whose owners, both patients and their relatives, moved their lips as if in silent prayer. A young nurse in scrubs laid a hand on her forearm and said, ‘Are you all right, love? Do you want the maternity ward?’


Sophie looked towards the gleaming white corridor that led to the modern extension of the birthing unit.


‘No, thank you.’


With a leaden heart she persevered into the dark architecture that housed birth’s opposite. There was a queue for the lift, and anyway she did not think she could bear to be still and enclosed, even for the short journey to the second floor. The stairs were shallow, and her midwife had encouraged her to keep active. She was glad of the excuse to pace, to fidget, to maintain the perpetual kinesis that she sometimes felt was the only thing stopping her from screaming. Sophie used her left hand to pull herself up, her right hand on her belly. The banister was old, worn smooth, although every now and then her fingers would jolt against a brass stud that some nineteenth-century killjoy had put into the wood to stop people sliding down. She paused halfway up to catch her breath, reassured to feel the baby kick sharply in protest. When you were in real labour they slowed down. In the blink between her collapse and her slide into this living death, Lydia had vowed that she would live to see the baby born, which Sophie had taken to mean that the child’s arrival would give her permission to die. She would happily stay nine months pregnant forever if that was what it took to keep her mother alive.


She bypassed the polished terracotta length of the public oncology ward, heading straight for the little private room at the end of the corridor. Rowan and the others were already there. The dimensions of the family were all wrong, grotesque. Lydia had shrunk further in the night, her body a bony Z under the kind of cellular blanket you’d use to cover a baby in a cot. There was something diminished too about Rowan, his head too big for the body that was folded into an armchair. Tara seemed even more substantial than usual and looked like Felix’s mother rather than his elder by one year. The prospect of motherlessness had affected them conversely. It had aged her by a decade, drawing the fault lines of middle age around her eyes and mouth, while Felix had regressed to the wide-eyed nailbiting of his teens. Sophie, round as an egg, fit to burst with life, eased herself onto the hard empty chair at her mother’s side. She strained to brush her lips against Lydia’s cheek. The violet splash of bruise where the drip entered Lydia’s hand seemed to have spread since yesterday.


‘How is she, Dad?’ asked Sophie. ‘Have you been here all night?’


Rowan nodded.


‘Does she know we’re here?’ said Sophie, panic like heartburn in her chest. What if Lydia was no longer able to communicate properly? Did that mean they had already said goodbye?


‘We don’t know,’ said Tara. ‘She’s only staying awake for five minutes at a time and when she does she’s not coherent. Some of the things she’s come out with are hilarious.’


‘It’s not funny,’ snapped Felix. ‘She was really distressed. And she’s in so much pain. I almost wish—’


‘Don’t say it, Fee,’ said Sophie. She held her mother’s hand as she had done as a child, on her wedding day, at the births of her sons, and squeezed gently, not expecting an answering grip yet disappointed when none came.


The four of them stayed there all day, taking it in turns to sprint to the cafe on the other side of the building for coffee and sandwiches that Rowan ignored, Felix picked apart, Sophie forced down and Tara finished off. The others would not allow Sophie to go, insisting that she conserve her energy, not listening when she tried to tell them that she had excess energy, that she couldn’t seem to use it up. On her frequent toilet breaks she made forbidden calls to Will, the sound of his voice a balm. He too was poised for devastation but his connection with Lydia was not a blood one, and, unlike the rest of Sophie’s immediate family, he had room in his breaking heart to support her. After ringing off she vented her grief in concise, measured sobs, each unit of anguish just enough to last her until the next.


Back at the bedside, Sophie rearranged the sunset-coloured tulips on the bedside table, hoping that the bright blobs of colour would pull her mother’s eyes into focus next time she stirred. When it was time to fetch the boys, Lydia still hadn’t woken up properly, but her breathing had changed, growing faster and shallower. Sophie longed to lie on the pitifully roomy bed, to press her belly into Lydia’s back, but was terrified that she would dislodge some vital tube or shunt. She settled instead for her head on the pillow and a whispered ‘I love you’. There was the strength of a lifetime’s feeling behind the words but still they seemed impotent.


In the corridor, she passed a nurse.


‘Will it be today, do you think?’ Sophie asked her. ‘She’s panting, like she’s climbing a hill. Is that a sign?’


‘You know I can’t say,’ said the nurse, kindly. ‘It can seem touch and go and then they pull through. But something seems to have upset her today, and they often get like that just before they pass away. It’s as though they know. And then, in the last hours, a kind of peace often comes. It sounds strange, but it can be very beautiful in its own way.’ She tilted her head to one side. ‘But how are you?’


‘Are you talking to me or the baby?’


‘Both,’ she smiled. ‘Do you know what you’re having?’


‘A little girl,’ said Sophie.


‘Oh, how lovely, a daughter,’ said the nurse. Daughter. The word sounded like something she was, not something she had. ‘Seriously, are you looking after yourself?’


‘Oh, don’t worry about me,’ said Sophie. ‘I can cope.’ She was glad that none of her family was around to correct her.


In the car, another cramp fanned across her lower back and belly. Ten minutes later, an echo of the same stole her breath, but she fetched Toby and Leo from the prep school and then Charlie from the adjacent nursery as though nothing was happening. At home, the post was scattered across the hallway. With an unsteady plié she bent to pick it up. She put the bills and bank statements on the sideboard and paused to consider the final letter. It had the thick envelope and stiffness of a greetings card. Who would have sent that? It was too early for either congratulations or condolences. The sound of three little boys hitting each other drowned out the television and her thoughts. She put the envelope to one side and rolled up her sleeves, ready to referee.


Boys, tea, bed. Husband, supper, sofa. After ten o’clock, Sophie could no longer pretend that this was a dummy run. She was in labour, and a labour that seemed to be progressing much faster than the others had. She said nothing to Will, who was slumped in front of Newsnight, brandy in his hand and long legs, still in pinstripes, outstretched before him. He looked tired; he had shaved that morning but a blue-black shadow already dusted his jaw. He was in for a long night, too, and she knew that he was easier to manage when the prospect of imminent fatherhood had not yet adrenalised him. While he watched television, she pottered about the house, turning off all but the smallest, softest lights, feeling protected by the half-dark. Inhale, exhale. Not a pain but a sensation.


Sophie tidied the already orderly desk that had been hers as a teenager and now served as a telephone table, sifting through letters about sports days, parents’ evenings, school hats, crumpling those that were out of date and smoothing those that were still relevant. She ran her fingers over the letter D, a recent graffito, engraver unknown, and straightened the line of books that hemmed one edge of the desk, books she had worked on in the short life between leaving one family and creating another. For a second she wished herself back in London, childless, successful, parents immortal.


The shrill of the telephone jerked her back into the present.


‘She’s still the same,’ Tara said. ‘Still talking nonsense . . . OK. I’m going home to get a couple of hours’ sleep, check on Jake and then go back in the morning. Dad’s sleeping there tonight so she won’t be on her own.’


‘Any news?’ Will called, using the established euphemism for ‘Is she dead yet?’


‘No change.’ He held out his arms to her and patted the space beside him on the sofa. She craved his embrace but was reluctant to join him: up close, he would know the baby was coming and the door would close on denial.


Her attention returned to the unopened envelope. She fumbled in the desk drawer for her letter opener, a little dagger that had once belonged to her grandmother. The vellum was sliced to reveal not a greetings card but a few glossy black-and-white photographs. The first couple of images were fuzzy; she could make out human figures framed by a window, but not much more. She flicked the overhead light on. Each image in the series was clearer than the last, as though the photographer had taken a step towards his subject with each shot, or pulled a long lens a little closer each time. By the time Sophie got to the fifth and final image one of the figures at least was no longer blurry but in sharp, incriminating focus, his features as clear as they were familiar. No. No. No, no, no. She stared, hoping that the photograph would somehow transform itself into something beautiful, a seascape, a family snapshot, a blossoming tree, and only then did she take in the date, digitised figures at the bottom right-hand corner of the print. A twinge that might or might not have been another contraction made her drop to her knees, the photographs falling from her hand, dull grey slates against the blues and rusts of the Persian rug.


Will was on his feet, then kneeling beside her, his face blank with alarm.


‘Soph? Has it started?’ He reached for the car keys, picked up the hospital bag, put it down again, picked up his phone. ‘Shall I call Ruth?’


He did not know that he had been found out and ironically this lent him a kind of innocence. This strange thought rode the crest of a wave of the strongest sensation yet. With a clawed hand she reached for the worst of the pictures.


‘What’s . . . what is this?’


Will took it between thumb and forefinger. Sophie saw horror, incomprehension, horror again. He actually staggered back, until he was almost in the sitting room.


‘Oh, Jesus hell,’ he said. ‘I can explain . . .’


Sophie eased herself onto her hands and knees. Will stepped towards her, arms outstretched. She waved him away.


‘Look, we can talk about this later, but I’m taking you to the hospital,’ he said.


‘No!’ said Sophie with a force that juddered her whole body. ‘No! I don’t want . . . I’m going to get Ruth to drive me. If you come, I’ll say you’re violent, I’ll say you’re drunk, I won’t let them let you in. I’ll get them to call the police if I have to, I mean it, Will.’


He went quiet. She could tell that had wounded him. Good. She could see too that he was deciding whether to use her past against her. Bad. He opened his mouth and in the second’s hesitation before he spoke she snarled, ‘Don’t you dare.’


From his expression she knew that he would not challenge her. Ignorant she might be of his past actions, but she could still predict his responses. Kneeling, she gathered the photographs together and put them in the side pocket of her bag.


There was another wave of pain. Not sensation but pain, pure, insuperable pain, shaking her limbs and blurring her vision. The world was reduced to pain, attacking her from all directions. She surrendered to it. She could no more control this than she could anything else.
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Friday 1st November 2013


They had reached the point in the journey to Devon where the battle to make the children go to sleep was replaced by the game of trying to keep them awake until they reached their destination. It was half-term and their excitement had peaked too soon. Will opened all the windows. Here and there, the scent of bonfires was borne on the cold evening air. After gentle coaxing of the radio, Sophie managed to find a station that played dance music and turned it up loud to drown out the insistent minor key of Charlie’s whingeing.


The familiar road to Far Barn was this time paved with doubt and fear. Coming together this weekend to scatter Lydia’s ashes had seemed like a good idea at the time of arrangement. The nearer it drew, the clearer it was that time and history, place and purpose were individually weighted with their own significances, the sum of which would likely be intolerable. The family had always observed Bonfire Night as seriously as Christmas, visiting the Ottery St Mary Carnival which was held on the first Sunday of November every year. As well as a huge bonfire and a funfair there would be the rolling of the tar barrels: a health-and-safety-defying custom, its origins obscured by the smoke of centuries, where locals careered through the narrow Georgian streets carrying blazing barrels on their shoulders. Sophie closed her eyes and envisaged the town, the shop fronts that had barely changed since her own childhood, the same old friendly faces, the pubs. She could almost smell the woody scent of the fire and the gunpowder trace of the fireworks. The tradition had seemed comforting when she had arranged this long weekend but now she wished she had chosen a villa somewhere abroad, somewhere light and neutral. Far Barn had of course the advantage of familiarity. It also had the disadvantage of familiarity. There would be plenty of shadows but nowhere to hide.


‘You OK?’ asked Will. In the passenger mirror, she checked the back seat. Toby was listening.


‘I’m fine!’


Will’s hand brushed against hers as he changed gear. Instinctively she flinched, giving lie to her words. This weekend was to be the first real test of the fragile truce that existed in their marriage. Tonight and for the rest of the break she would have to sleep in the same bed as him. This made her edgy around him, in a grotesque parody of first-date nerves. Wrapping her arms around herself, she toyed with the idea of asking Felix, who was always the last up to bed, to give up his room and crash on the sofa, but that would mean explaining.


The road thinned to a one-track lane as they began the descent into the valley and dipped so steeply the children’s ears popped. As they came within a mile of the barn, the hedgerows themselves seemed to squeeze their oversized car along the road like a clot through a vein. Branches jabbed witchy fingers through the windows, making the boys scream with something between terror and laughter, and Edie echoed their sounds. The signpost for Far Barn, white paint on a black wooden plaque, had faded into illegibility but new visitors were rare. Will made the right turn into the rutted track that connected their land to the rest of the world.


The barn was a black mass on a cloud-blind night, the only sign of light or life the reflection of their own headlights in the blank windows and against the gloss of the ebony slats. There was no sign of another car. It was normal for them all to make their journeys from Saxby to Devon separately, but unusual for the Woodfords to be the first to arrive. Sophie mouthed to Will, ‘He’s supposed to be here. He should’ve got here this morning.’


‘Maybe he got held up by something,’ suggested Will.


By what? Since Rowan’s retirement in July from the school he had attended as a boy then taught at as a man, his life had revolved entirely around his remaining family. The dutiful devotion he had shown to hundreds of pupils was now distilled, concentrated on his four grandsons – all of whom were pupils at the Cath, so the severance with the school had not been total – and Edie, whose birth often felt like the only reason they were all still standing. It was not an exaggeration to say that he lived for them, that their needs and routines shaped his own. It was unsettling for him not to be at the door, arms open, smile wide.


Toby and Leo undid their seatbelts as Will slowed to a halt, and were out of the car and swinging on the handle of the huge front door.


‘Don’t, it’s locked,’ called Sophie, but Toby had opened it and was swallowed by the dark, Leo hot on his heels. Sophie extricated a dozing Edie from her seat, held her close, leaving Will to deal with Charlie, and followed the boys into the barn. Despite the darkness, it was warm inside, stifling even. The radiators threw out the burning dust smell they always did when switched on for the first time in a season. One of the boys let out a ghost-train howl.


Sophie took three small steps, stroking the bare walls until her fingertips located the light switch. She blinked as her eyes accustomed not only to the light but to the proportions of the place, relishing as she always had the short minutes after arrival in which it still assumed a degree of novelty. The interior, from floor to high ceiling, was ribbed with beams and rafters and the rich reds of the sofas, rugs and tapestries gave one the impression of standing in the belly of a great beast. Sophie’s eye was drawn to a framed family snapshot, taken one summer when she was around seven and the others were babies: it was a thrown stone in the still pond of her grief, and she forced her gaze elsewhere.


She scanned the sitting room again, this time looking for shoes, coats, books or mugs, anything to signal recent occupation.


Another stable door to the back of the sitting room gave onto the extension that housed the kitchen. It too was in darkness. At the right-hand side of the room was a steep staircase which led to the old hayloft, now subdivided into bed and bathrooms. The sleeping quarters were as cramped as the living space was cavernous, the exposed struts and joists and high ceiling of the main interior preserved at the bedrooms’ expense. A corridor linked a series of interconnected bedrooms and bathrooms tucked awkwardly into eaves and booby-trapped with uneven floors, low ceilings and tiny doorways. Sophie switched on the landing light: nothing. Where was he?


With great solemnity, Toby began to wind up the ancient grandfather clock that stood against the wall facing the fire, a ritual of arrival that he had made his own. Job done, Toby became a child again, joining his brothers as they vaulted sofas and slalomed around teetering standard lamps.


The barn, Sophie now remembered, was a new parent’s nightmare. They had been so sure that Charlie was their last, but now they would have to baby-proof the place all over again, probably before going to bed that night. Where did they keep all the socket covers and fire guards? I’ll ask Mum, she thought reflexively. A single acid tear stung the corner of her eye. Edie sighed and gently Sophie placed her on the seat of the big easy chair, grateful for her daughter’s ability to remain asleep through multiple transitions from cot to bed to car seat to embrace.


A thud from above told her that Leo and Charlie had found their way upstairs. The sound had seemed to come from directly overhead, suggesting that they were in Rowan’s room, but this didn’t necessarily mean that was where they were. The barn had a way of throwing its voice, some rooms entirely soundproofed yet other spaces virtual whispering galleries where hushed conversations elsewhere were perfectly audible. This ventriloquy had once been part of its charm, but these days Sophie liked to know exactly where all of her children were, and – almost more importantly – liked everyone else to know that she knew.


The door to the mudroom was ajar but it was impossible to tell from here whether it had been disturbed. Three generations of wellingtons and waxed jackets were stuffed into racks and hung on pegs, spilling onto the floor and piled high on the hulking washer-dryer (which was the only modern, expensive, energy-efficient technology in the house. The knackered old range cooker had its charms, as did the whistling kettle and even the rumbling fridge, but this machine needed to be able to wash and dry the kids’ clothes as fast as they could dirty them). When dressing for outdoors everyone tended to grab the nearest thing, so Sophie never knew whether she’d come up with her late grandfather’s ancient, mildewed Barbour or a modern Gore-Tex.


In the kitchen, the smell of burning dust was replaced by something stronger, as though a fire had recently been set, but Sophie put a hand to the stove and touched cold iron. The uncurtained kitchen window reflected back at them their own images, the double glazing making a ghost of Sophie’s own face, so that everything appeared twice, including the purple pools of her eye sockets and brackets around her mouth. A small, white face pushed itself out of her ribcage like something from a horror film. It wasn’t until a few seconds after Sophie had screamed that she realised it was Toby, and that he was on the other side of the glass, in the garden. Toby screamed back.


Will took the key from the back door and let Toby in.


‘I’ve found Grandpa.’


Outside, the source of the burning smell was clear: the dying embers of a bonfire glowed in the middle of the garden. The kitchen window cast a rhombus of light onto the ground. Rowan sat in one corner of it, slumped on a sun lounger with its cushion missing. He held a port glass, clotted with the dark red liquid. His glasses were askew.


‘Dad, what are you hiding out here for? Where’s your car?’


‘Round the back.’ The words were tossed on a current of ether, Rowan’s voice thick and his teeth purple. He was profoundly, spectacularly drunk. Sophie was astonished. Of course she had seen him merry before, after dinner or at weddings, but she had never seen anything like this level of intoxication, this loss of control. He had known the children were coming: what had he been thinking? She felt an unwelcome stirring of contempt.


His words were slurred but his half-sentences were clipped.


‘Your mother. Not what I thought. Made a mistake. I can’t do this without. Nothing’s right.’


‘Oh, Dad,’ said Sophie, knowing she was wasting her breath, that reason had been drowned. ‘Look, we all miss Mum, but we had to get together sooner or later, didn’t we?’ Rowan stood up, ash falling from his clothes, and staggered forward. The glass slipped from his fingers and smashed on the flagstones. He trod the shards like they were sand.


‘Want to see my grandchildren. Only decent thing left. The only point. The only reason.’


‘Bloody hell, Dad, watch where you’re—’


‘TOBY!’ shouted Rowan. The silvering blond hair that was usually swept back from his temples fell into his eyes.


‘Dad, no.’


‘You can’t stop me,’ he snarled and for a second he was unrecognisable. ‘Toby? Come here, son. Leo? Charlie? Edie, darling? Where’s the baby? Where’s my girl?’ He lurched sideways and crashed into the wall. Sophie had never seen anything like this; Rowan was the man she trusted and admired most in the world, was the sole custodian of her bruised values, and now she was as unsure of his next move as she would have been with a drunk in the street, with a stranger.


Before she could call for Will, he was at her side.


‘Swap places?’ he asked her, and then said to Rowan, ‘What are you doing, setting fire to the garden? We can get it ready tomorrow, there’s no need for you to prep the ground now. Let’s get a pot of coffee on the go, shall we? Sophie’s going to put the kids to bed now. Better to see them in the morning.’ Rowan sagged as though his strings had been cut, and let out a small grunt of obedience. Sophie was stung that Will had succeeded where she had not, but grudgingly grateful for his help.


She marshalled the boys up the stairs, a stirring Edie on her shoulder.


Toby brought up the rear with deliberate slowness, which meant he was about to ask for some arbitrary eldest-child privilege. ‘Can I stay up until Jake gets here, please?’ he begged.


‘No, darling. It could be midnight by the time they arrive. You’ve got all weekend to be with your cousin.’


Toby demurred but conceded and Sophie was gratified that in this domain at least her authority was still recognised. As usual, the boys were to occupy the sloping room above the garage extension, known as the bunker. It had always seemed so depressing to her, with its single slit of a skylight and severe sloping walls, and there was something mean and military about the thin metal bunk beds, but that was what the boys seemed to love about it. Thanks to some over-zealous insulation by the local builders, it was the snuggest room in the house by far and was almost completely soundproofed, even with the door ajar. Once the door was closed, the soundproofing was so efficient that she had to use Edie’s baby monitor in case Charlie called for her in the night. The grandfather clock chimed the quarter-hour while she was up there but the sound barely penetrated, and she saw no signs on her sons’ faces that they had registered the shuffling and belching in the corridor outside as Will guided Rowan to his room.


She unclasped her bra, began to breastfeed Edie and sat in silence as her children’s breathing slowed and regulated. As each child crossed the border into sleep, she felt a corresponding relaxation in her own body. Her boys were as distinct in sleep as they were awake. Leo’s was the motionless coma of the bodily exhausted. Toby slept fist to forehead with his brow furrowed, a philosopher dreaming. Charlie, as usual, was the last to drop off. Even then he was edgy, unstill. He was making little clutching gestures with his hands, as though milking a cow, and his mouth formed silent words.


Sophie closed the bunker door behind her, placed Edie in the middle of her own bed and zipped her into the sleeping bag that she wore at night instead of bedclothes. She was hot and a little damp where she’d been wedged into the crook of Sophie’s elbow; a single platinum curl kissed her flushed cheek goodnight.


The corridor led Sophie back past the bedroom her parents had always shared. A deep snore resonated from within. Will had removed Rowan’s shoes and socks and covered him with the eiderdown, but it had been flung off again. His sweater had ridden up to expose his soft hairy belly and the pillow was damp with pale lilac spittle. The sight of her strong, capable father helpless as an infant bewildered as well as repulsed her. She wondered if this binge really was as unusual as it seemed. Had he started drinking heavily, and had she been too wrapped up in what was happening at home to notice?


The room itself looked unsettling, unfamiliar, as though it had been ransacked, but in fact there was no mess and it took Sophie a few seconds to realise that that was precisely the problem, that all the clutter and character of Lydia’s occupancy had been removed. There in the corner were all her photographs and paintings, stacked face down, topped with the little velvet box that held her MBE.


Rowan may have been her father but it was a mother’s impulse that made her pull the eiderdown back over his shoulders to tuck him in. There was something shiny on the pillow next to him, the size and shape of a jar of instant coffee; she leaned closer then recoiled as she recognised the small silver urn containing her mother’s ashes. It was the first time she had seen it since the funeral. She touched it with a forefinger and was, ridiculously, surprised to find it cold. It was ash, not flesh. Nevertheless, she arranged the urn in the middle of the pillow then smoothed the bedclothes over it.


Rowan’s present condition and his earlier distress now made sense. Perhaps it was still too soon. Perhaps it would always be too soon. What did the ritual of scattering the ashes achieve, anyway? It wouldn’t bring Lydia back. Let him sleep with his wife one last night in the place they had always been happiest. Let him cling to her dust for the rest of this life if the prospect of parting with it reduced him to this.
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If Far Barn made few technological concessions to the twenty-first century, it barely acknowledged many of the breakthroughs of the late twentieth. There was no television. There was a telephone for emergencies, an old-fashioned kind with a curly wire and grubby push-buttons. Mobile phones were useless here. The barn was deep in a valley, and thanks to Lydia’s extensive campaigning not to have a mobile telephone mast erected at the top of a nearby hill, signal reception was a five-minute drive or a fifteen-minute walk across open country in any direction. There was also an old record player with a single tape deck and unreliable FM receiver. Its casing had room below for LPs, a collection of vinyl that came to an abrupt end in the early 1980s. Sophie blew dust off an old Fleetwood Mac album and inexpertly dropped the stylus halfway through the opening track.


‘I can’t bear to see him like that.’


‘I think you’re getting it all a bit out of perspective,’ said Will. ‘He’s had a bit too much to drink, that’s all. It happens all the time.’


But it didn’t, not to Rowan, and although Will had not spoken unkindly his words immediately put her on the defensive. She was angry at Will for failing to sympathise, angrier still at herself for expecting him to.


She simply shrugged, took the proffered glass of wine with a low murmur of thanks. ‘God, you’re covered in ash. What was he doing out there?’ Had the little urn on the pillow been empty? ‘Oh no, he wasn’t . . . Mum’s . . . ?’


‘That’s what I thought too, but don’t worry, no. Apparently he was setting tomorrow’s bonfire. I couldn’t get much sense out of him, but – hang on, where’s Edie? The travel cot’s still in the boot.’


‘She’s in our bed. We can put the cot up in the morning.’


It was as though a bad wind had blown through the building.


‘How long are you going to keep this up?’ he said, but his voice had dripped dry of the recrimination that would have soaked the question months ago. What Sophie feared was not so much his touch as her reaction to it. In sleep she might drop the guard she fought to maintain by day. He folded his arms and locked his eyes on hers. The impasse broke only when twin shafts of white light swept down the lane and in through the windows.


Sophie felt relief chase the wine through her veins. ‘Tara or Felix?’ she wondered aloud.


There was the slam of car doors, then a bunch of keys was dropped onto the doorstep and a female voice said, ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’


‘Tara,’ they said in unison, and the crack was papered over, for now.


‘It’s open,’ called Sophie. She embraced Tara, then held her at arm’s length.


Tara had dropped a few pounds, although it was hard to tell how much weight she had lost under all those layers: she always dressed as though for a yoga class, in loose clothes made in increasingly bizarre, ecologically superior fabrics like recycled cotton, hemp and even bamboo. Sophie’s jeans and gilet, which had oozed weekend chic in Saxby, suddenly made her feel prim. ‘You look great,’ she said.


‘I know!’ said Tara, dropping her bags to tick off a list on newly slender fingers. ‘We’ve all given up wheat, dairy, caffeine and refined sugar!’ Behind her, Matt and Jake exchanged the briefest of looks that spoke of secret pizza and Coke binges.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ said Sophie. ‘Everything’s all pasta this and bread that. You won’t be able to eat anything.’


‘I think we can relax it for three days,’ said Matt. ‘Hi, Soph, good to see you.’ She kissed his cheek, then Jake’s, astonished to see how her nephew had grown in just the last few weeks. Was he ever going to stop? At nearly fourteen, he was as tall as Matt, and was that stubble on his upper lip?


‘All right, Sophie?’ He had dropped the ‘Auntie’ years ago. He rubbed his legs. ‘My knees are literally going to snap off. That’s not a back seat, it’s a shelf.’


Sophie looked out of the window. Next to their tank, Matt’s sports car was a silver bullet. Will and Matt greeted each other in the usual way, a loose uneasy sequence of handshake, hug and punch. Both men were dark-haired, but Matt was stocky like a boxer while Will was as wiry as a marathon runner. Side-by-side, they looked like doctored photographs of a notional average man, one slightly stretched horizontally and the other vertically.


‘Can I interest you in a beer, old boy?’ said Will.


‘I wouldn’t say no, old boy.’


‘Can I have one?’ said Jake. Sophie turned to Tara, who shrugged a loose approval, or gestured that this battle was long lost, it was hard to tell.


‘Sure,’ said Sophie. ‘Just outside the back door.’


‘I might have some wine after all,’ said Tara. She combed her scalp with her fingers, trying to make her hair look tousled, part of her lifelong campaign against a tidy fall of straight fair hair that never needed colour or styling. Sophie smiled to find herself smoothing down her own hair. Having achieved the desired degree of dishevelment, Tara flopped onto the long maroon chesterfield. Matt joined her, lying parallel. Sophie and Will occupied separate armchairs. The contrast between the two couples was obvious to Sophie. Would Tara pick up on it? She and Matt seemed more of a couple than they did although – no, because – they weren’t shackled together by four children. They didn’t even live together, although Tara, when discussing it, had begun to append a ‘yet’ to that statement.


There was some idle catch-up about the kids, the shape the weekend was to take, the forecast fog and what time Felix was going to arrive. Matt and Will, who had established a jovial rivalry in the kitchen, revealed to each other the recipes they were going to cook for supper on Saturday night. Matt had brought his own chef’s knives down from London as he couldn’t work with the ones here in the barn. Will went one better, producing something that looked like a little chrome fire extinguisher.


‘What the fuck’s that?’ said Matt, leaping back as a jet of blue and orange flame shot several feet across the kitchen.


‘Blowtorch,’ said Will. ‘Crème brûlée. You can’t get the right finish under the grill. It’s a professional one. I go straight to the wholesaler now, it’s the only way to get the quality.’


‘You could power a rocket with that,’ said Matt, examining the torch and releasing another jet.


‘Makes you feel like Zeus, doesn’t it?’ said Will. Matt set the blowtorch down on the worktop and looked forlornly at the pestle and mortar he had brought down.


‘I think this is the metrosexual version of mud-wrestling,’ said Tara, rolling her eyes. ‘Can you see Dad and Uncle Richard discussing the perils of making cheese soufflé in a range?’


‘Ha! Hardly,’ said Sophie, and then to Will, ‘I want that somewhere the boys can’t reach it. Or even see it.’


Matt started describing the process of preparing langoustines in garlic and tomatoes to Will in mouthwatering detail.


‘Every time he makes one of his Masterchef creations, he spends an entire week’s food budget on the ingredients,’ murmured Tara.


‘I don’t even want to know how much he spent on that flame thing. And whenever they create one of these five-course banquets, I end up cooking a parallel supper that the children actually want to eat,’ said Sophie.


Overhead, there was a sudden creaking of beams followed by a few heavy footfalls, and the sound of Rowan throwing up, repeatedly. Sophie hoped he was in his own bathroom – hoped he had made it to a bathroom at all.


‘Is that one of the kids?’ asked Tara.


‘Dad’s drunk.’


‘Dad??’ Sophie was vindicated that Tara’s level of consternation matched her own, and shot Will a triumphant look that missed its target. ‘I didn’t even know he was here. His car’s not outside. Are you sure he’s drunk?’


‘Yes. He’s had a whole bottle of port and started a bonfire.’


‘What’s he burned?’


‘Newspapers. He says he’s preparing the ground for tomorrow’s fire.’


The vomiting ended with a series of billious retches.


‘Jesus,’ said Matt, his voice straddling disgust and awe. ‘He’s really going for it, isn’t he?’


The conversation drifted away from food. Another bottle was uncorked. An ancient box of Trivial Pursuit was pulled out of a drawer but not opened. The grandfather clock doled out portions of the night.


‘I wonder where they’ve got to,’ said Tara.


‘They?’ said Sophie.


‘Felix said he was bringing a girl.’


‘Did he?’ said Will, at the same time that Sophie said,


‘Felix has got a girlfriend? First I’ve heard of it. Does Dad know?’


‘I don’t know if Dad knows. I didn’t know you didn’t know. Still, he must be quite taken with her if he’s bringing her down here.’


‘First girlfriend, at the tender age of twenty-nine,’ said Will. Sophie and Tara glared at him.


‘Below the belt, Will,’ said Tara. ‘You know he’s funny about his scar.’


Will held up his palms in conciliation, and rolled his eyes at Matt in the vain hope of finding an ally. Matt studied the small print on his beer bottle: he still regarded MacBride familial bickering as a spectator sport rather than one he could participate in.


‘I wonder if she’s like the rest of his friends,’ said Tara.


Sophie hoped not. Since his mid-teens, Felix had lived entirely ironically, hanging out with a group who dressed anachronistically in smoking jackets or old heavy metal tour T-shirts, held ironic Royal Wedding street parties, ate ironic meals, served fish finger sandwiches at dinner parties, and even went on ironic holidays to Butlins and Benidorm. The weekend would hold enough tension without some self-styled retro princess sneering at their beloved traditions and stonewalling their jokes.


‘What do we know about her?’ pressed Sophie. ‘What’s her name, for a start?’


‘Literally, I don’t know anything more than I’ve told you,’ said Tara. ‘I wonder what she’ll make of the old place.’


It was a MacBride theory that a person’s first reaction to the barn told you all you needed to know of their character. Will, the only boyfriend Sophie had brought to the barn, had explored the whole place in silent wonder before giving the verdict, ‘This would make an architect cry. I love it. But then I knew I would: it’s such a big part of you.’ Tara often said that one of the reasons she and Matt had lasted was that on crossing the threshold for the first time he hadn’t admired it, criticised it or analysed it, but had dropped his bags and let out a long cheer just to test the acoustics.


Soon after midnight, Felix’s ancient orange Skoda (ironic) came to a noisy halt in front of the barn. Then the stable door opened and Felix was there, in a coat with mittens hanging from strings at the wrists, and a deerstalker hat.


The first thing Sophie noticed about the girl was her hair: long, matte, dark and thick. It hung in a curtain over most of her face but could not disguise exquisite features, all eyes and cheekbones, the one-in-a-million perfect proportions of the cover girl or movie star. She dressed that part too, in slim trousers, heels, a thin white vest under a tailored, dove-grey leather jacket. Was Sophie being over-sensitive to imagine that the girl’s beauty ridiculed Felix’s own disfigurement? He was trying to look casual, as though he had stunningly beautiful girlfriends to stay in Devon all the time.


‘Kerry, these are my sisters, Sophie and Tara, and this is Will, and this is Matt, and this is Jake. Everyone, this is Kerry.’


For a second or two Felix let slip his mask of irony; when he looked at Kerry it was with the pride and adoration of a bridegroom at the altar. It was the first genuine emotion Sophie had seen cross his face since Lydia’s funeral.


Kerry flicked the briefest of glances at each of them, then lowered her lids again and went back to staring at the floor. She did not speak, and nor did she look around her new surroundings. Sophie locked eyes with Tara for a second. No reaction to the barn was unheard of. There was already much to discuss.


Felix closed the door behind him, bent down to as if to kiss Sophie, but instead plucked the wine glass from her hand and drained it. ‘Good bouquet, strong nose, lovely vintage,’ he said, back to his usual self. ‘Sit down, Kerry, I’ll get you a drink. Bloody hell, it’s hot in here.’


He shrugged off his jacket and Kerry removed her own. She wore no bra under her camisole, and Sophie felt herself blush on her behalf. Opposite her, Tara cringed while Matt and Will, both old enough to affect ignorance, began an earnest discussion about the best way to peel a king prawn, while poor Jake shifted and pulled a cushion over his lap.


Kerry said nothing for the rest of the evening. She answered any questions directed her way with nothing more than a smile. She seemed genuine enough, but let Felix talk for her. Was it true, then, that cliché about beautiful people not bothering to develop a personality because their looks did all the work for them? When Felix went to the fridge, Sophie followed him on the pretext of recycling a wine bottle and pulled the door closed behind them.


‘Well?’ she said.


Felix was too drunk, or tired, or delighted, to bother hiding his smirk. ‘What do you reckon? I’m punching above my weight, I know, but . . . she’s amazing, isn’t she?’


‘She seems very . . .’ Sophie groped for the right word. Beautiful was too obvious and wasn’t there an implicit insult there? Strange? Naïve? Shy? Rude? ‘She seems . . . sweet. But does she speak?’


‘I’m sure you wouldn’t exactly be at your most loquacious if you had to meet an entire family all at once.’


‘Maybe,’ she conceded. Will had been a little overawed at first, but then he had been very young. She couldn’t remember the first time Matt had met the family en masse, but she did recall that some of his predecessors had been dumb in the face of the MacBrides’ energy and solidarity.


‘So, where did you meet her, what does she do, how long have you been together, what kind of background is she from? I want to know everything.’


‘Christ, you’re so like Mum,’ said Felix. ‘OK. In no particular order. She came into the shop about two months ago and we’ve been together since the night after that. She isn’t working at the moment. As for background, you vile snob, I don’t think she’s got much in the way of family. Not that I mind that, you lot are more than enough for one man to deal with.’ Sophie smiled to herself; he’d paraphrased another theory she and Tara had come up with, an idea that they were drawn to people with sparse backgrounds because they were so easy to assimilate into the MacBrides. A competing clan might have proved an unstoppable force to the immovable object of their own unit. ‘She’s a riddle, wrapped inside an enigma, hidden inside a mystery . . . all lurking behind a fantastic pair of tits.’


‘Felix!’


‘I promise you, you’ve never seen anything like them,’ said Felix. ‘They’re—’


‘Strangely, I’m not particularly keen to imagine your girlfriend’s breasts,’ said Sophie, folding her arms across her own chest, very aware that milk had only temporarily restored to her the full breasts of her twenties. Not that Will saw them in that context any more, not since long before Edie was born. She breathed through the surge of anger until she felt calm, then surprised herself by throwing the empty wine bottle into the recycling bin so hard that it smashed.


Back in the sitting room, Felix tossed a beer each to Jake and Matt, then stretched out next to Kerry. Her jacket was back on, and her appearance less provocative, but the shift in the atmosphere had not been so easily remedied. Tara was staring through a fine veil of hair. The men were ignoring her now, Matt and Jake in conversation. Will was ostentatiously ignoring Kerry, as he did all attractive young women. The tension a stranger can introduce is different to the kind that can exist between people who know each other well. It is less elastic, more likely to shatter than stretch.


Felix curled an arm around his mute, beautiful girlfriend. Unusually it was the eager expression on his face rather than the features of it that showed his vulnerability. Kerry made no reciprocal gesture and Sophie was struck again by the conviction that such an uneven match could only end in Felix getting terribly hurt. For the first time since Lydia’s death Sophie was glad that her mother was not around to see what might unfold.
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Saturday 2nd November 2013


Edie had served her purpose as a human bolster in the night: now she functioned as a human alarm clock, seizing a fistful of her mother’s hair and hooking a fat little finger up her nose. Sophie gathered her up, still in her sleeping bag, and got out of bed. The open bathroom door and the synthetic citrus scent of disinfectant told her that Rowan was already up and last night’s mess dealt with.


Tara was in the sitting room, doing half-hearted sun salutations on the Indian rug. Rowan was at the kitchen table, a pot of tea on the go, looking fresher than he deserved to.


‘Edie!’ he said brightly. ‘Come and say good morning to Grandpa!’ He bounced the baby on his lap.


‘Dad, are you OK?’


‘Why wouldn’t I be?’


He was using his headmaster’s voice, which meant that this conversation would go the way he wanted it to – in this case, no further. Fine. It was with relief that she let the subject go. There were enough difficult conversations to be had as it was.


Rowan stroked Edie’s cheek. ‘She’s so like you were at her age, Sophie. It’s like having you back again.’


‘I’m right here,’ she said, but she knew exactly what he meant.


Outside, dawn was tentatively uncloaking the grey garden, the naked orchard of knuckle-dragging fruit trees, the piles of leaves, the lawn turned to mud. Although Sophie had spent all her childhood summers here, when she thought about the garden it was always in this state, stripped for winter, brown and bare. It was as wild and sprawling as their courtyard garden at home was cultivated. It sloped gently upwards and a foot-high dry stone wall separated it from a scattering of crumbling outbuildings that were all that remained from the estate’s days as a working farm. A hundred yards over the prow of the hill stood a derelict labourer’s cottage. Only its shell survived, each strong wind robbing the roof of a few more of its remaining tiles. Ugly steel at the door and windows kept the children out.


The farmhouse itself – a tiny, two-roomed shack – had been three centuries old when it was pulled down by Lydia’s grandfather. This had been in the 1950s and before the conservation movement had reached their part of Devon. The old foundations had finally been dug out just five years ago, with the intention of levelling the land and building a cabin on the site to create an overspill barn for the growing family. Planning permission had never been granted and the right-hand side of the garden remained a maze of deep dykes and ditches which the boys had commandeered for a mysterious, noisy war game known as Death in the Trenches. Next door Tara’s exhalations developed an air of conclusion, prompting Sophie to consider that this might be the last time all weekend she had her father to herself. It seemed important that they discuss Lydia’s ashes alone, a legacy of the childhood in which she had frequently been old enough to be party to information that her siblings were deemed too young to understand. She turned her back to the window.


‘Dad, about Mum’s ashes,’ she said. ‘We don’t have to scatter them this weekend if you don’t want to.’


The usual grief that arced across Rowan’s face upon hearing Lydia mentioned was this time corrupted with something else that Sophie could not identify.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly. ‘Forget it, I shouldn’t have mentioned it.’


‘No, it’s time,’ he said.


‘OK.’ She gestured to the garden. ‘The obvious place is out here, I suppose. We could plant a tree, maybe? Or even another orchard. Or we don’t have to plant anything, we could just say a few words and . . . when should we do it? I don’t know, Dad, what do you think?’


‘Mooorniiiing!’ Tara bounded into the kitchen. ‘I’m starving. Shall we get breakfast on?’ Her exuberance closed the possibility of serious discussion.


Sophie knew that the smell of a full English breakfast beckoning its way up the stairs would rouse the sleepers. She threw some rashers in a pan, melted a knob of butter for eggs. The grease worked its way into her skin and hair but that smell would soon be overpowered by woodsmoke.


Rowan watched Tara run a breadknife through a loaf of unsliced white and said, ‘I can’t believe that, in women of your generation and of your education, it’s still you who do all the cooking and the men who come downstairs and eat it.’


‘Not true,’ said Tara. ‘Will and Matt are doing some big supper thing later. And anyway, not all the women are downstairs cooking.’


Rowan looked blank.


‘Felix has brought a girl with him,’ said Sophie.
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