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To Eoin, Niamh and Cian, who changed things forever




Daisy


Wexford, Easter 1975


It’s dusty under the bed and it smells like the back of Nana’s wardrobe. There are little balls of dust, like mini moons, across the carpet and there’s a broken flip-flop, too. The bit that goes in between your toes is sticking up in the air. I know that flip-flop, because it has a big, red flower on it and I’ve seen it before. I don’t know what it’s doing in here though.


We are lying on the floor, side by side, and my nose feels itchy. I’m trying not to sneeze and I screw up my face with the effort. You start to laugh and I feel it then, a giggle rising in my tummy and bubbling up and out through my mouth. I press my hand over it, but a little bit of it escapes. Now you are laughing, really hard, and your face is squeezed up and bright red and I am finding it very hard not to copy you, to laugh and sneeze at the same time. We do that a lot – we laugh and read and play cards under the bed. It’s our hiding place in the house, like the den is our hiding place on the beach.


Then your face goes really still and you poke me in the side with your elbow. ‘Ow—’ I begin, but you put your finger to your lips.


You are lying in front of me and over your head, I see the bedroom door open. A pair of legs appears in the doorway, red and hairy, attached to brown leather sandals and green socks, which have been pulled halfway up, to the calf muscle. The legs come closer, followed now by another pair of legs, these hidden in a big yellow maxi dress. The feet are bare and brown, the toenails painted red. It’s only April, too early in the year for bare feet and I feel a shiver as I think of it. The sandals come closer as we lie under the bed. I can feel you tense, holding your breath. I stop breathing too. Then there’s a squeak as someone sits down on the bed, a big bump appearing in the wire mesh of the bed base. The bump is just above your head and you lift your eyes to it, before glancing over at me. I want to laugh, but I think it’s a scared laugh, not a real one.


Then the red-painted toes come close and there’s another squeak, and another bump appears, this one just above my head, the wires of the base almost touching my hair. I want to itch and scratch and push it away, but I don’t dare.


There’s a long silence then, followed by a squeak, and the bump above my head moves closer to the bump above yours. There’s a kind of silence then, but it feels full, as if something is happening, and I can hear a kind of squelching sound, then a small ‘pop’, like the sound you make when you put your finger into your cheek and pull hard. You look at me and make a face. I feel it again, that bubble of laughter rising inside of me. I know that I have to keep it down, but the effort is making me want to laugh even more. I think I might wet my pants. Then I see your face, as we both hear a low moan. You look as if you’re going to be sick.


‘Stop,’ a voice says from above our heads, a woman’s voice, low and husky. A smoker’s voice. ‘Someone could come in at any minute.’


‘That makes it all the more exciting,’ a man’s voice replies. ‘Don’t you like it, the thought that we could be caught. Doesn’t that make you all hot and bothered? C’mere and let me get my hands on you …’


There’s more squelching and moaning and then a rustling sound. ‘I mean it. Stop.’


‘I can’t help myself. You’re driving me wild, Bridget. I’ve never felt like this before. Nuala doesn’t …’


‘Shush. No names. I told you that.’


I want to grab your hand and jump out from under the bed, to run screaming out of the room, but I can’t move. I don’t even want to turn my head to look at you because I don’t want to see your face.


‘What are we going to do?’ the man says.


‘What do you mean, what are we going to do? We are going to do nothing. There’s nothing to do.’


‘Some day we’ll be together,’ he says hopefully.


The woman just laughs, that tinkling laugh she makes when she finds something funny, even if it’s not. ‘I don’t think that’s going to happen, now, is it?’ The red-painted toenails wiggle in front of my eyes. ‘I mean, this is just a thing, a holiday fling, if you like. It doesn’t mean anything.’


There’s a long silence then, and then the hairy legs move, very slightly. ‘A holiday fling? Is that all I am to you?’


‘Francis, don’t be silly—’


‘I thought what we had was real. I thought that you felt about me the way I feel about you.’


‘I do, Francis. Look, I think you’re really sweet, but you know that this can’t go any further.’


‘What? You mean because of Michael and Nuala?’


I reach out and take your hand and squeeze it as hard as I can. You screw up your face in pain, but then I feel you move closer to me, so that I can feel the denim of your brand new jeans against my leg. You turn your head to me then, even though it’s really awkward in the small space and you smile at me and I can see that you are trying to make me feel better, to focus on your face, so that we don’t really hear my mother and your father talking above our heads.


‘You should have thought about them before you got into bed with me,’ the woman’s voice says then.


There’s another silence, then the word ‘Bitch’. The word is like a gunshot in the room, big and loud and ugly. The bump disappears suddenly from above your head, and the hairy legs move towards the door, which opens quietly. The sound of laughter and chat echoes down the corridor, then fades as the door is closed quietly again.


‘For God’s sake,’ my mother’s voice says tiredly. The bump above my head moves slightly on the bed and then we can smell cigarette smoke, can hear the slight swish as she inhales and exhales, the ‘hiss’ as the cigarette is put out in the ashtray beside the bed. My mother always puts cigarettes out really well, crushing them and pressing them really hard into the ashtray, because she’s terrified of dying in a fire. Then she, too, gets up. She goes to the door and, when she opens it, you make a small sound. I put my hand over your mouth and your breath is warm on my palm. She hesitates for a second. We both hold our breath, and then she is gone.


Later that day, we play on the beach under the tarpaulin that Dad gave us, its navy blue stretched above us as we lie on the cold, damp sand. I wonder if I should talk to you about what we heard – if it would make any difference. And then I think that maybe I didn’t hear it at all – maybe there was something about Mum and Francis that I didn’t understand properly.


I look at you and you are staring into the darkness of the tarpaulin, at the tiny pinpricks of light that shine through the material. I’m about to say something when you turn to me and say, ‘Do you know that the Milky Way is made up of between a hundred and four hundred billion stars?’


‘Oh, really?’ I try not to say anything else, because I’d only encourage you to go on and on about the Milky Way when we have other things to be talking about. ‘Emmett?’


You are silent for a moment before saying, ‘Yes?’


‘Will we always be friends, do you think?’ I think about adding ‘after tonight’, but I know that you will understand anyway.


You are quiet for a very long time, but I know that you’re just thinking. ‘I hope so,’ you say eventually. So I know that you do understand.


The previous summer, we’d lain under the same tarpaulin and said that we’d be friends for ever and ever, as long as there were stars in the sky, even though you’d started on again about how many stars in the galaxy were disappearing ‘due to supernovae’. ‘But it’s OK,’ you’d said, ‘because there are new stars being made every year.’ Now, I wonder if we’ll ever lie here again. I don’t really think so. That makes where we are now, right this minute, seem all the more important. I want time to stretch, the way you say it can in black holes, to keep expanding on and on into outer space, light years away. Maybe if I concentrate hard enough, I can make it happen. I can make time stand still.


We hear the voices then, over the crashing of the waves. At first, they are faint, as if they are being carried off on the wind, but then they grow louder. I know that time isn’t going to stretch after all – it’s going to speed towards us, like a really fast car, so I sit up and take your hand in mine. ‘Promise me that we’ll always be together, even just in our thoughts.’


You give me that look, the one that says you feel sorry for me. ‘But that’s not possible, Daisy. Unless you believe in psychic communication—’


‘For God’s sake, Emmett, now is not the time to be a clever clogs.’ I’m yelling at you and I know that’s wrong, but I also know that time is nearly up. Tomorrow, I’ll be gone and I’m not sure if I’ll ever be coming back.


You look hurt. ‘Sorry. Excuse me if I don’t want to be ignorant for my whole life …’


‘It’s not that,’ I say more quietly. ‘It’s just … I want you always to think about me. Even if you never see me again. And I’ll always think about you. And then one day …’


‘Yes?’ You look hopeful, as the voices grow closer now.


‘Then one day we’ll be together. All we have to do is wait.’


‘How long?’


‘I don’t know. A long time. But you have to wait and so do I.’


You nod then and offer me your hand. ‘We’ll shake on it.’


But I don’t take your hand. I lean forward and I kiss you instead, on your cheek, which smells of Fruit Salad chews and something else, like the smell of under the bed. You go bright red, but I know that you’re pleased. ‘As long as it takes,’ you say.


‘As long as it takes.’


Then the tarpaulin is lifted and a bright light shines in. We have to cover our eyes. A hand reaches in and takes mine. ‘There you are, Daisy. Mum’s been looking for you everywhere. She’s frantic.’


I get up and let Dad lift me out of the den and into the evening air, telling me that I really shouldn’t worry Mum like that, but I don’t care. I look behind me then, because I think it might be the last time I see you, but you’re not there. I turn back to look up the beach towards the house, but the sand is completely empty. You have already gone.




Emmett


1.


London, winter 1995–1996


I’m not a grown-up, I think miserably to myself as I sit hunched over the kitchen table of a tiny flat in north London. I’m really not. I don’t have a job, or a bank account, or savings, or a pension. I don’t have a wife, or a dog, a car, or a house. But I do have a daughter. And because I have a daughter, I have leapfrogged every one of the staging posts along the way to adulthood to become a fully fledged grown-up overnight, and it’s terrifying.


And because it’s terrifying, I’m doing what comes naturally – hiding.


I’m due to meet my new daughter in an hour, as I do every Sunday for a few hours, and I’m trying to write her a poem to tell her how I feel. I’m a poet, so it’s not exactly a huge deal. Before, it would only have taken a bit of looking out the window of my office in the Department of Fisheries onto the rainy pavements of Molesworth Street or walking around Merrion Square pretending to be Patrick Kavanagh, but, of course, I’m not in Molesworth Street any more, with the view of a tiny corner of the verdant playing fields in Trinity College. I’m in London, in my brother’s flat in a grubby street off the Holloway Road, with a water heater hissing noisily in the corner and the rumble of the Tube in the distance.


‘Misty,’ I begin, ‘with your nut-brown hair …’


Oh, Christ. I cross that out. ‘Misty …’ I stop, pen poised over the page, because I can’t think what might come next. I want to say something profound to her, something dad-like, something about how every time I look at her I understand the meaning of fatherhood, but I can’t, because I don’t. Fatherhood is alien to me and, even though I might say otherwise, I know in my heart that I would really like to keep it that way.


I close my eyes and I see her, her dark-brown hair pulled into bunches on either side of her head, tied up with red bobbins, her little bee backpack on her back, looking at me, with eyes the same hazel as my own. She’s taking me in, this new arrival in her life, and she’s wondering what on earth to make of me, this person she’s told is her dad, whom she’d never heard of until a few weeks ago.


‘Hello, Emmett.’ Those were her first words to me when we met in front of the penguin enclosure at London Zoo four days after Christmas. I’d never thought my name could sound so sad. Amanda thought it was better to meet somewhere ‘neutral’, as if we were dogs that might attack each other instead of father and daughter. Then, my first thought was: not ‘Dad’, just ‘Emmett’, and I tried to suppress that mixture of relief and disappointment that bubbled up inside me. Relief, because I wouldn’t have known what to do if she had called me ‘Dad’, and disappointment, because she hadn’t.


I wonder if this makes me more like my own dad.


My aunty Maeve used to call me a chip off the old block and it used to make me seethe. The last person on earth I wanted to be was him, I thought. A liar. A cheat. Mum knew, of course, because she’d lean over to Aunty Maeve and say, ‘Do you know, Maeve, I think he’s more like my side of the family.’ And she’d put an arm around my shoulders and squeeze.


Mum. She was always on my side. Which is why it hurt so much to see the look on her face when I told her, that time I came home to Galway from Dublin to visit, three days after I got the letter that began, ‘Dear Emmett, I suppose you thought you’d never hear from me again. Well, this may come as a surprise to you …’


Mum had been sitting in her favourite spot: in the Parker Knoll armchair that was a wedding gift from her mother, beside the range, the winter sun streaming in through the living-room window. She had her feet up on the ancient red leather pouffe and Joanna Trollope’s latest novel on her knee, scanning the words eagerly. When she saw me, she beamed and showed me the cover. ‘I’ve finally got my hands on it. That madam Mary O’Brien had it out of the library for six weeks on account of her dyslexia, she says, the fibber, and she was about to get it out again only for Jacinta, who put it under the counter for me.’ She gave a fist-in-the-air gesture of triumph, but, seeing my expression, her face fell. ‘What is it? It’s not your brother, is it? I told him not to go to London—’


‘It’s not Tom,’ I said. ‘It’s me. Mum, I need to tell you something.’


I try to put the memory of her expression out of my mind as I sit here, pen in hand. Her face was rigid with shock and then I could see it change as tears filled her eyes and she tried to hide her disappointment. Then she rallied. ‘Nothing could make me think any less of you, son,’ she said, which quite naturally made it worse. ‘Do you hear me?’ she’d said, clutching me to her cushiony bosom and patting my head. ‘Nothing. We’re all human, love, and we all make mistakes. It’s what we do about them that counts.’ At this, we exchanged a meaningful look, before she said, ‘You know what to do, love – don’t you?’


I’d nodded silently, all the while wanting to wail, ‘But I don’t want to do it!’


‘Good man,’ she’d said, patting me on the shoulder.


She told Dad for me, murmured voices in the kitchen when I was upstairs in the bathroom, brushing my teeth. Of course, he didn’t say anything to me – how could he? He was hardly in any position to lecture. Instead, he and Mum sat silently in the car in front of me as we drove to the travel agent’s in Galway city to buy my ferry ticket, then sitting beside me, nodding, as I requested an open return.


‘Planning a long holiday?’ The girl behind the counter smiled.


‘He’s going for good,’ Dad replied shortly. The girl had looked from him to me to Mum, then nodded and continued filling out the carbon sheets of the ticket.


‘He’s got a job offer,’ Mum added. The fact that she said it out loud made the lie more obvious.


‘Isn’t that great,’ the girl said faintly, stamping one of the sheets with the company logo.


We said our goodbyes at the front door, Mum and me, because Mum can’t drive, so ‘Muggins’, as she calls Dad, was to drive me to the ferry in Dún Laoghaire. Mum was in her candlewick dressing gown that she’d had for twenty years, and she’d squeezed me as tightly as she could, before holding me at arm’s length. ‘Oh, son,’ she said sadly. ‘It’s not the life you’d planned, but you’re doing the right thing by Amanda, I know you are.’


Mum had liked Amanda the moment she’d met her, on that one visit she’d paid to Galway, years before. Every so often, she’d ask me about her and I’d tell her that I hadn’t spoken to her since and she’d look faintly disappointed.


‘I don’t want to do the right thing,’ I’d blurted.


‘No, but you will. And’ – shooting a sharp glare at Dad, who was busy defrosting the windscreen with a kettle of boiling water and a plastic scraper – ‘you’re to stop in Hayden’s in Ballinasloe, do you hear? There’s no need to be rushing all the way to Dublin as if you were being pursued by the hounds of hell.’


‘For God’s sake, Mary, he’s not a child who needs a toilet break,’ Dad muttered as he scraped.


‘I know that, Francis,’ Mum barked. ‘But it might be good to be civilised for once.’ She smiled at me slyly. ‘Keep him on his toes.’


I know that she loves him, in spite of everything, even though, as she told me once, ‘he needs to know that he’s not off the hook – I learned that the hard way.’


Of course, we didn’t stop in Ballinasloe but drove straight through the rainy streets, past the chipper and the town hall, until we were back out on the Dublin road, doing the remaining trudge through the quiet midwinter towns of middle Ireland in complete silence. Finally, without a word, he stopped at a petrol station in Kinnegad, as the cattle trucks and buses whizzed by, taking a cigarette from the packet he always kept in the breast pocket of his jacket and lighting it, letting it hang from his bottom lip while he filled the car up with petrol, cupping it in his hand as he went into the shop to pay, then coming out with a sandwich tray with two white-bread ham sandwiches in it and a bottle of Lucozade. He offered me one sandwich and chomped the other himself, feeding bits of white bread and ham into his mouth ‘like an animal’, as Mum would have said, washing it down with a swig of the fizzy drink.


Then he put the key back into the ignition, started the car and drove on. He said not another word to me, nor I to him, until we were standing at the ferryport in Dún Laoghaire, buffeted by the winter wind.


‘Not a bad day for a sailing,’ he said finally.


‘No, it isn’t,’ I agreed stupidly.


He pulled the packet of Rothmans out of his pocket, removing a cigarette with a swift gesture, lighting it then going to the boot and taking out my duffel bag. He handed it to me, cigarette clamped between his lips, eyes squinting against the cigarette smoke, like a cowboy in one of the Westerns he loved so much.


I nearly didn’t hear what he said because I was saying thanks, so his words stumbled out over mine. ‘I’m disappointed, son.’


‘I know,’ I replied.


‘You need to be a man now, do you hear?’


‘What, like you?’


I’d heard him say it a million times before and had managed to ignore the obvious hypocrisy, but now, the retort came out before I could stop it. The expression on his face changed just a fraction. A crease appeared between his eyes and his mouth pursed slightly. When he reached out, I wondered for a minute if he was going to hit me but, instead, he just placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a little squeeze, nodding softly to himself. ‘Time to put the dreams away,’ he added. ‘It comes to us all.’ With that crushing statement, he gave me a little shove in the direction of the ferry terminal, the way he used to give me a shove onto the soccer pitch on rainy Sunday afternoons. I stumbled forward, then righted myself and walked up the steps to the terminal door. I didn’t even turn around, but just pushed through the doors and joined the queue of others off on the boat to England.


‘Be a man.’ I used to think that meant throwing a ball further up the rugby pitch, drinking more pints than anyone else in the college bar or finding the most interesting way to smoke weed, but it’s not. It turns out that it’s a lot more complicated than that.


Which is why I’m here at half-past seven on a Sunday morning, sitting at a kitchen table, taking up more space than I should in Tom’s flat, the rumble of the Tube outside my window, the clang and rustle of the market stalls being assembled on the little laneway outside. Tom’s out at work – some extra job he does on a Sunday to add to the money he gets on the building site at Canada Square. He’s up every morning at five o’clock, and I wake from my perch on the sofa to see him standing in front of the fridge swigging from a carton of milk. His arms are huge from all the lugging and digging he does, and his hair is permanently covered in a fine coating of cement dust. He likes big fry-ups and outings to the Galtymore or the Swan in Stockwell to see Irish bands, and, as I look at him, scratching his arse with one hand as he sniffs a pack of bacon with another, I wonder how the two of us are brothers.


I stare at my notebook, a blanket draped over my shoulders. The two-bar heater doesn’t do much more than warm a small space at the back of my legs. I’m trying to write that poem, but everything I write is just … bad. Of course, I don’t want to write bad poetry – I’m not doing it deliberately – but the rubbish words just keep pouring out. You’d think that fatherhood would give me something to write about – profound poems that express universal truths about being a parent – but, instead, I find myself writing about the Tube or the Indian corner shop, with its display of phone cards and models of Ganesh, the shops on Holloway Road or the Turkish barbers on Greenlands Avenue, where I had a haircut last week. I write about my pilgrimage to the Coach and Horses pub and waiting for Jeffrey Bernard there one Sunday afternoon, lurking on the horrible red banquette in the hope of a glimpse of my hero, hoping for a bon mot and a bit of bad behaviour. But it’s all trivia, really, when I’m avoiding the one subject that’s in front of my very eyes. I can write about Jeffrey Bernard all I like, but it won’t make any difference to the truth.


I sigh and chew my pen a bit more. ‘Misty …’ I try again, but the words won’t come. I end up throwing my pen onto the ground in frustration and then put my head in my hands and contemplate having a little cry to myself. I tell myself to get a grip. I sigh and reach for the book that I found in a second-hand shop on Holloway Road one Saturday afternoon when I was just walking around. I do that a lot here, just walk around. I think that if I do, I might somehow get a grip on this vast place, begin to understand more about the jumble of streets and parks and libraries and bridges and football stadiums, the long red-brick terraces that seem to stretch for miles, the shops that sell everything from wigs to jars of olive oil, the greasy-spoon cafés next to the curry houses. It just seems to go on and on for ever, until you reach that grim bit of motorway at the end, the great big slab of concrete that heads north.


The bookshop advertised itself as a ‘Fantasy Emporium’, which I took to mean a certain kind of fantasy, until I noticed the big stack of Lord of the Rings inside the doorway. In the shop was a large model dragon made out of plastic, resting on top of a big novel by Raymond E. Feist and, beside it, on a narrow shelf, a few tatty paperbacks. ‘Men’s Interest’ read the little sign, in biro, taped to the shelf. I flicked through The Crisis of Masculinity – God, no – then Iron John, which I opened and read for a bit, wondering if I needed to dig deep into my psyche and find my inner Wild Man. Maybe that’s the problem, I told myself – I don’t have a Wild Man inside me. I’m one of those Soft Men that the author talks about, in touch with my feminine side, unable to reach the hairy man that lurks within because a half-century of pampering has ensured that I no longer know where he is.


I closed the book and sighed. I didn’t need to find my inner hairy man – I just needed a few pointers on how to be a dad in a book that didn’t feature a smiling man in a pair of dungarees.


I picked up another book with a stern man on the front, arms folded, clad in army fatigues – SAS Dad: The Military Approach to Parenting. I looked at him for a long time, wondering if I could ever see myself in combats, urging Misty to polish her shoes and put knife-edge creases in her bedsheets. God, I thought, is it any wonder masculinity is in crisis. I turned to a book on parenting that had one whole chapter for dads, which told me that I needed to tune in to my baby’s needs and balance playful activity with nurturing. That sounds a bit more like it, I thought, reading that I needed to send ‘Mum’ out of the house so that I could be Dad for the day and carry my daughter around in a sling to bond with her. A picture of Misty’s legs dangling out of an oversized sling popped into my head, which almost made me smile, before I slammed the book shut. For God’s sake, why weren’t there any instructions on what to do when you’ve missed the first seven years of your child’s life? I don’t suppose it’s been written, I thought gloomily, ignoring the guy with the beard behind the till, who was ostentatiously clearing his throat.


‘We’re closing,’ he said eventually.


In a panic, I picked up the smallest and therefore least intimidating book on the shelf, brought it to the till and proffered the requested 20p. I didn’t even look at it until I got outside. It was one of those American paperbacks, with red block lettering – Be a Dad: How to Ignore the Advice and Trust Your Instincts. That sounded about right, I thought, looking at the smiling man on the front, with his bald, egg-shaped head – Dr Jasper Johnsson. He looked warmly sensible and kind and not too intimidating. In the absence of anyone else, he would have to do.


I begin to read, now, from chapter two – ‘You Are Good Enough!’ Yes, I am Good Enough! I think, turning the pages. Apparently, I have to keep repeating the mantra to myself, but I find that I can’t because I don’t feel it’s true. How can I be good enough if I haven’t even done anything? My eyes are burning and my head feels heavy because of the extra pint I drank in front of Match of the Day last night, feeling sorry for myself. I don’t even like Match of the Day, but the north-London derby was on and I thought it would bring me closer to my new home. I’d opened the window earlier to hear the match live, the roar of the crowd at the Highbury ground a half-mile away as their team scored another goal. Then I woke up this morning at half-past five, my mind filled with random and unhelpful thoughts.


I decide that I’ll rest for a second, just so I’m fresh for Misty later. I lie my head on my arms and feel my eyelids grow heavy.




2.


When I wake, the sounds from outside are different. The market traders’ shouts are louder now, as if they are in full swing, selling their hairdryers and magic weighing scales, and there’s a general air of daytime busyness about the place. I jump to my feet, the blanket dropping to the floor, and glance at the clock above the kitchen window. Half-past eight. Better get a move on, I think, but then I squint at it again. ‘Jesus fucking Christ, it’s ten o’clock!’ My voice sounds shrill in the silence of the kitchen. Fuck, fuck, fuck, I think, as I spin around in the room. Amanda will fucking kill me.


‘Right, don’t panic,’ I say unnecessarily, bolting into Tom’s bedroom, where I keep my stuff, and yanking on a pair of jeans. I haven’t changed my underpants since yesterday, but there’s no time. I half-run, half-scuttle into the bathroom, pulling my jeans up around my waist, attempting to grab my toothbrush at the same time and put a smear of toothpaste on it. I wonder if there’s any really quick way to brush your teeth, as I jab the brush around in my mouth, spit and then rinse. It turns out that there isn’t – you have to do all three in sequence – and then I run into the bedroom again and hunt under the thin duvet with the horrible maroon cover for a pair of socks. I only have three pairs, and the other two are on the line over the bath in the bathroom. I fumble around, cursing and swearing, before finding one. Where the hell is the other? I think, looking under the bed. Too fucking late. I’ll just have to wear one sock then, I think, as I pull my shoes out from under the bed.


My bare foot protests as I shove it into my shoe, but I lace it up anyway, and then the other and I grab my bag, shove my notebook and pen into it and run, whipping my coat off the hook on the back of the kitchen door and bolting down the stairs. I get to the bottom and remember that I’ve forgotten my glasses and that I can only half-see without them, but there’s no fucking time. I think vaguely about what it will be like to spend an entire day peering into a kind of fuzzy fog, but it’s too late now.


I spend the Tube journey to King’s Cross inventing excuses in my head, while trying to conceal my one bare ankle from the curious gaze of the elderly woman opposite me. Maybe I can say that the Tube was struck by a meteorite or that a group of mad nuns hijacked it and held us all hostage. My thoughts grow increasingly hysterical as the Tube rattles along through the dark, and when it finally stops, I bound out of the carriage and up the escalators, charging through the ticket barrier, cursing and swearing in my head as I get stuck behind the crowds milling around the ticket hall. They look like sheep, shuffling along with vacant Sunday-morning expressions on their faces, and I find myself only barely resisting the urge to yell at them to get out of my way. Can’t they see that I’m a man in a hurry? ‘Excuse me!’ I say, over and over again, elbowing and nudging past a man in a huge puffer jacket and bucket hat, baggy jeans hanging around his backside. ‘Easy mate,’ he protests.


‘Sorry, it’s my daughter! I’m late!’ I say as I bolt for the steps and out into the winter sunlight. ‘My daughter.’ What a grown-up thing to say, I think as I stand there for a second, trying to get my bearings. I know that it’s up Pentonville Road and then left … or is that right. Oh, Christ. And I’ve no A–Z. I flap my arms for a bit and feel the bitter winter wind whistle around my bare ankle and the panic begins to rise in my chest, but then I remember that I’m Good Enough, even if I am a bit late. I summon my inner strength … Left, I suddenly think. It’s left. And I turn left and run up Pentonville Road.


I’m almost at the top of the hill, my lungs burning with the effort, my ankle chafing in my shoe, when I see a small, furry object on the footpath. It looks like a cat and I hate cats, so I kind of do a little jump around it and keep going, legs heavy as I jog along. Then I look back and it’s still sitting there, ears pricked. I haven’t got the time, I tell myself – I’m already an hour and a half late – I cannot stop to examine some odd creature on the pavement. I turn again to start running, but then I swear under my breath. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ and I turn around. I walk back to it, and it looks up at me with eyes bigger than its tiny furry body. It’s a dog – at least, I think it is. It’s the smallest dog I’ve ever seen, with a tuft of ginger fur on its head and sticky out bits on its ears, which look kind of crimped. It has a blaze of white on its chest and four tiny white paws. It regards me with an imploring look, its bug eyes fixing on mine.


‘Hi,’ I say.


It continues to stare at me, and then I notice that its tiny body is vibrating with the cold. I lean down and find myself picking it up, and it turns its little head away from me, a faraway look in its eyes, before turning back and giving me a brief lick on the chin.


‘Where did you come from?’ I say. ‘Hmm?’


Naturally, he’s not going to oblige me with an answer. He’s not wearing a collar, so he could have walked from Southend for all I know. As he looks about six inches tall, it’s unlikely, but still. I look around, as if his owner might spring from the bushes, but the road is empty.


‘What am I going to do with you?’ I say.


His answer is to turn his head again and repeat the brief lick to the chin before looking away, as if to say, ‘You know the answer to that.’


‘Fuck’s sake,’ I say, tucking him under my jacket and continuing my run up the hill.


‘I’m sorry – there was a security alert on the Tube,’ I blurt as soon as the door opens, and regret my stupidity instantly. It’s not Amanda standing there but her boyfriend, Roland, and I find myself feeling as stupid as I always do around him, sweating gently on his doorstep, in one sock, a tiny dog tucked inside my jacket, as I peer myopically into the gloom behind him. I feel like a schoolboy giving the teacher an excuse.


‘No worries, man!’ Roland clamps a large hand on my shoulder and ushers me inside. ‘I don’t think Mist is ready anyway.’


He calls her ‘Mist’, which is even more stupid than Misty. I didn’t have any say in the name, obviously. If I had, I would have chosen Siobhan or Mary, something plain and honest, but then, as Amanda had reminded me crisply when I’d asked how she’d come up with the name, I wasn’t around to ‘contribute’. I would have been, I thought, the first time we spoke, on a crackling phone line – you only had to ask.


‘Thanks.’ I step into the enormous hallway, hovering just inside the door, taking in the huge tapestry on the wall, the vivid blues and pale sandy colours of the Caribbean. Roland’s mum had made it, apparently, and had shipped it over to her son to remind him of his home in Jamaica. It’s the only homely touch in this vast space, with the huge lampshade made out of tuning forks that Roland picked up at some art fair. It looks pretentious and a bit silly, like somebody’s idea of good art, but it works in this slightly silly house.


Actually, it’s not a house, according to Roland, it’s a ‘property’. He’s in that line of business, so I suppose words like that come naturally to him, words like ‘leverage’ and ‘overexposed’, in spite of the laid-back way he behaves, as if he’s strolling along a beach with the sand between his toes. He wears his success lightly, with his big, handsome frame in his expensive designer jeans and ancient-looking T-shirts designed by students at St Martin’s and the brick-like mobile phone he keeps under the hall table, so as not to appear to be trying too hard. That makes it worse, I think as I stand there, sweating like a racehorse after the 3.30 at Kempton Park, the fact that it just seems to come so easily to him to be wealthy and successful and a nice guy at the same time.


I remember the dog then, quivering under my armpit and I reach into my jacket and pull him gently out. He still has the same dignified look on his face, surveying his surroundings.


‘Nice dog, mate.’ Roland’s craggy face splits into a grin, revealing his magnificent teeth. Roland radiates good health.


I look at the tiny creature and understand that he is the least manly dog you could possibly imagine, and I blush to the roots of my hair. I glare at the dog, as if hoping he’ll understand just how much of an eejit he’s making me look, but he just gives me that imploring look again, followed by a damp sneeze. I contemplate explaining to Roland exactly how I found him and that he’s a stray and that I’ll be bringing him to the pound as soon as I can, but the dog turns his head then and licks my chin again.


‘Thanks,’ I find myself saying. ‘He’s called Bran.’


‘Right,’ Roland says doubtfully. ‘Like the breakfast cereal?’


‘No,’ I reply. ‘After Fionn Mac Cumhaill’s dog, in Irish mythology.’ Even as I give my explanation, it dawns on me just how pompous I sound.


‘Of course.’ Roland gives a patient smile. ‘We have legends too where I’m from.’


Touché.


‘Anyway, why don’t you and Bran Flake come into the kitchen,’ Roland says, strolling down the hall into an equally vast kitchen, a temple of gleaming granite worktops and white cupboards. He’s barefoot, loping along, but my bare heel is beginning to chafe against the back of my shoe, so I have to kind of hop along after him.


‘You OK, man?’ He turns and gives me a puzzled look.


‘Yeah, it’s nothing,’ I say, wincing as I press my foot into my shoe again. ‘Just picked up an ankle injury playing five-a-side.’


‘Right.’ He gives a small smile and I want to cringe. I haven’t played five-a-side since I was in college and, even then, I was always in goal, the safest place for someone whose foot wouldn’t connect with the ball and whose arms were twice as long as anyone else’s.


He goes to the enormous fridge in the corner of the kitchen, sticking his head inside then pulling out a large green bottle. ‘Water? Amanda won’t touch the stuff in the tap.’


I really want a double vodka, or even a nice, creamy pint of Guinness even at 11 o’clock in the morning, but I nod and accept the huge glass Roland is handing me. I spot a chair and go to sit down, Bran on my knee, but Roland looks alarmed for a second. ‘Hang on, man, you’re going to sit on my sound system.’


‘Oh, sorry,’ I say, ‘I forgot’. I stand up again, putting the dog on the floor, where he stands for a moment, looking around, before going to inspect the long line of immaculate cupboards, sniffing under each one. When he gets to the last cupboard, beside the kitchen door, he lifts his leg and a surprisingly vigorous spurt of yellow shoots out and splashes against the cupboard.


‘Oh, God, sorry,’ I say, running over to him. ‘Bran, bold,’ I say, in what I hope is a stern voice, but he just gives me a blank look before continuing his investigation of the kitchen.


‘Oh, no, man!’ Roland says. ‘I hope that dog urine doesn’t stain.’ He looks as disturbed as I have ever seen him as he approaches the cupboard with a J-Cloth and a large bottle of kitchen cleaner, his face screwing up in distaste as he dabs at the wee. ‘Amanda will kill me,’ he says as he wipes. ‘She spent a fortune on these cupboards. They have some kind of special laminate to give an extra sheen … See?’ he says, demonstrating proudly. ‘They cost a packet too, so they must be good.’


‘Right,’ I say, as I lift Bran up, giving him what I hope he understands is a stern look. ‘I’ll find you a seat,’ Roland says, after dabbing for a bit.


‘Thanks,’ I say, as he goes to one of the tall cupboards and opens it to reveal a stack of neatly folded chairs, pulling one out and offering it to me. I can’t for the life of me understand why you wouldn’t have actual chairs in a kitchen – or a table, come to think of it. ‘It’s minimalism,’ Roland says, as if reading my mind. ‘Mands and I saw this really cool article on it in one of those interiors magazines and we decided to go for it. I think it’s great in this kind of space.’


‘Mmm,’ I nod, as I lower myself gingerly onto the chair, dog on my knee, wondering why it can’t just be a kitchen. Why it has to be a ‘space’.


I think of Mum’s kitchen in Ireland, with the yellow Formica cupboards that Dad put up in 1973, the macramé pot-holders that Mum made in one of her evening classes. I think of her standing at the window in her pink dressing gown, mug of tea in hand, the view outside, the ditch with its row of bright orange montbretia swaying in the wind and, beyond it, the field of sheep that ends in the blue sea. Even though I haven’t lived at home for ten years, I feel a sudden sense of the loss of it, a longing to be there, walking along the beach, picking up crabs’ legs and bits of shell, looking out at the waves crashing against the lighthouse. How strange, I think, when all I used to want was to be down and out in London or Paris, with nothing but a pencil and notebook to sustain me. It hasn’t quite turned out like that.


There’s an excruciating silence for a few minutes, me sipping my water, Roland leaning against the stone counter top. I’m not very good at breaking silences, so I concentrate really hard on pretending to look relaxed, leaning back in the chair, crossing the ankle with the sock over the bare one, even though the dog wobbles and then tries to struggle off my lap. I grip him firmly and smile at Roland. He’s a nice guy and he’s taken the sudden appearance into his life of Misty’s dad with more dignity than I’d muster in the same position, which makes our Sunday encounters all the more gruesome.


‘So, written any poems lately?’ Roland eventually asks, eyeing the dog suspiciously. I don’t think he’s a poetry lover, but I appreciate the effort.


‘Oh, a few,’ I say. ‘London’s a great source of inspiration.’ I’m lying, of course. ‘How’s the property business?’ I ask, hoping that the response will be brief.


‘Ah, ticking along, mate,’ Roland says. ‘Got a new development just off the King’s Road. Nice flats. You should have a look at one. It’d be right up your alley.’


‘Great!’ I find myself replying. For fuck’s sake, I’m a poet, jobless, with a hundred quid left in the whole world, enough to pay for another week in this city, providing I don’t want to eat and drink at the same time – I’m not exactly looking to jump on the property ladder. ‘But I’d probably be looking for something a bit closer to Misty,’ I find myself saying, as if I was actually contemplating his offer.


‘Oh, sure, man,’ Roland says, ‘of course you would,’ pushing himself off the counter top and clapping his hands decisively. ‘Wonder what’s keeping the girls?’ A slight roll of the eyes and a conspiratorial wink – ‘girls, they’re all the same’, the wink says. I play along, as if the two of us, me and my replacement as Misty’s father, are best mates sharing a joke.


As if on cue, Amanda marches into the kitchen, her blonde ponytail bobbing, a teddy bear under her arm. ‘Mr Bear needs a wash, apparently,’ she says to Roland, before spotting me in the corner in my chair. ‘Oh, I didn’t know you were here.’ She seems to forget what she’s doing with the bear for a moment, propping it on the empty kitchen counter, where it leans to one side before falling gently on its ear. We all look at it and the silence lengthens. Then Amanda catches my eye, and she quickly looks away. I wonder if she really wants me here. Maybe I’m embarrassing her, reminding her of a lapse in her usually good judgement, of the one time she didn’t aim for a guy like Roland. But then, she asked me to come, she asked me to be a father to Misty – and here I am.


After she sent that letter, the one that changed my life completely, she rang me at home. I had given her my number all those years ago and had spent the following three months waiting for the call that never came, finally understanding that a summer fling on a grape-picking holiday in France followed by one stilted visit to Ireland didn’t constitute a relationship. Until six weeks ago that is.


I stood in the hall, shivering – Mum never puts the heat on there, because ‘it’d only get sucked out of the front door’ – nodding and yessing, my head spinning, Mum in the background in her dressing gown, mouthing, ‘Who is it?’ When I told her later, she’d looked happy and sad at the same time.


Amanda didn’t say much when I phoned the following day to tell her that I was on my way to London. I hadn’t been expecting her to roll out the red carpet but, still, I allowed myself a moment’s self-pity when she simply said that that was ‘nice’ and asked me to meet her in a café on the King’s Road. She’d explain more when we met up. And so, I found my way from Euston Station at seven o’clock in the morning, eyes gritty from lack of sleep, my hair greasy, though I’d managed to brush my teeth at a sink in the station toilets, splashing my face with lukewarm water. I got on the Tube to Earl’s Court, then a bus down the streets lined with lovely white houses, praying that I was going in the right direction. Like the country hick that I was, I’d asked the bus conductor to tell me where King’s Road was, and a little old lady with a budgie in a cage on her knee said she’d be sure to let me know when to get off.


‘Ooh, you’re Irish,’ she said. ‘I do love the Irish. Here on a little holiday?’


‘Well, I’m visiting … relatives,’ I managed.


‘That’s good. You Irish do love your families, don’t you? You all stick together like glue, not like us English … I haven’t seen my sister Doreen in twenty-five years,’ she said sadly. ‘He’s all I’ve got,’ and she nodded in the direction of the budgie, who turned his head, as if he’d been listening all along.


‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said.


The little old lady’s words rang in my ears as I trudged down the King’s Road, past trendy shops with lovely clothes and fierce-looking shop assistants. I don’t want Misty to end up with nobody but a budgie, I thought. It was silly, I know – I didn’t know who she had in her life, but she had Amanda; she wasn’t going to end up on a bus in Chelsea, her only friend in a cage on her knee. I wondered then if Misty ever felt lonely because she didn’t have a dad, if she’d ever wondered who I was, but then I stopped myself. She mustn’t have done if Amanda had only contacted me now, when she was seven years old.


It was the first question I asked Amanda, when she slid into the booth opposite me in the little café, all chintzy light fittings and floral wallpaper. I felt as if I were trapped in the soft furnishings section of a department store. I didn’t mean to, but I lost my composure and just blurted it out, like an eejit. ‘WhydidyounevertellmeaboutMistybeforenow?’


She gave me that look that I still remember, even though we’d spent only the best part of a week together almost eight years before, her clear blue eyes flicking over me, sussing me out and finding me just about acceptable – acceptable for a few nights under the stars, but clearly not for anything else.


‘Sorry,’ I blurted. ‘I just—’


‘It’s fine,’ she said, taking off her mac and placing it carefully over the back of the chair. I had a sudden flashback of her insisting on placing her T-shirt and shorts over the end of the bed before hopping in beside me. It had driven me mad. I felt myself going red, looking fixedly down at my coffee while she ordered a tea from the waitress. ‘Earl Grey, please, no milk.’ And then she turned to me. ‘You look terrible.’


‘Thanks. You look great,’ I found myself saying. Because she did look great. She looked shiny and healthy, her ponytail a bright mane down her back, her cream T-shirt and grey slip dress elegant and trendy at the same time.


She shrugged, as if she was used to getting compliments, and she probably was. Amanda is terribly pretty, in a fine-boned English way, all cheekbones and narrow wrists. It was easy to see what I’d seen in her, as a sweaty twenty-one-year-old, straight out of an English and Philosophy degree, but what she’d seen in me was quite another matter. I don’t think she actually had seen anything much more than a summer fling.


‘What was it like?’ I blurted now.


She stopped stirring the spoon in her teacup. ‘What was what like?’ She looked at me sharply, suspiciously.


‘Finding out that you were pregnant with Misty.’


‘Oh, God.’ She relaxed and her features softened. ‘It was a bit of a shock, to be honest. I was still in college and I remember sitting on the loo in the common-room toilets, four tests open in front of me. Every time I did one and it came up positive, I’d throw it into the bin and open another one. But I had to believe it in the end.’


She gave a small shrug and a half-smile, and I tried to imagine her perched on the loo, holding the test up in front of her. I felt a dart of jealousy then, that she had been the one to see it, to discover it, while I’d been hundreds of miles away in a dusty office, churning out fishing licences and hunting permits blissfully unaware of what I’d done – of how I’d changed Amanda’s life for ever. It was a strange emotion because all I had felt to that point was numb shock, with a dash of panic for good measure.


‘How did you manage by yourself?’


‘Oh, I just did, I suppose. I had no choice,’ she murmured. ‘Well, I suppose I did.’ There was a long pause. ‘But I made the choice to keep her.’ She started stirring her spoon in her tea again, over and over, until I wanted to snatch it out of her hand. She looked at me then. ‘It was because of you, believe it or not.’


‘Because of me what?’


‘That I had Misty. I knew that I couldn’t do it, you know … knowing that you were at home in Ireland and you weren’t even aware—’ She stopped. ‘It didn’t seem right.’ For the first time, her composure slipped and her eyes filled with tears.


I reached out and patted her hand awkwardly, like an elderly uncle, and I immediately felt foolish, but she grabbed my hand and squeezed it, while reaching into her handbag for a tissue with the other. She blew her nose with a loud honk, which would have been amusing under any other circumstances. ‘Thanks.’


‘That’s OK,’ I said. We stayed like that for a few moments, and I remembered sitting across from her in a little café in St Paul de Vence, nursing an espresso, smoking a cigarette and feeling very French. The sun had burned down and the sky had been a livid blue, of a kind I’d never seen before. Everything had seemed brilliantly clear and intense, unlike the soft blurs of home, the muted greys and greens. Here, it was orange and yellow, bright, almost lurid colours that hurt my eyes. Amanda had been sitting opposite me, a diabolo fraise in front of her. She’d been wearing a huge sun hat, equally huge sunglasses and a little white sundress that had shown off her legs, which were long and slender. Sitting opposite her, my sallow skin burned brown by the sun, I’d felt like a movie star, not a graduate postponing life for a few months. Now, here we were, surrounded by acres of William Morris wallpaper, dingy lighting and wonky pale-green tables, her nose and eyes red, my face pale and hair lank. We sure weren’t movie stars now. Now, we were new parents, or rather I was. Amanda had been a parent for seven years, but I was going to be a grown-up for the first time in my twenty-eight years.


‘So,’ I repeated.


A silence settled over us both, and I could hear the hum and clatter of the café around me as we sat there, digesting the enormity of it all.


Amanda spoke first. ‘Would you like to see some pictures?’


I hesitated for a fraction too long and saw the look of hurt on her face. ‘I’d love to,’ I managed, pinning a smile on my face. After all, what father wouldn’t want to see pictures of his daughter? A father who was scared, that’s who.


Amanda reached into her handbag, took out a bulging Filofax and opened it, extracting a handful of photos. ‘This is the day she was born, in Finchley Hospital.’


I looked at the soft pink bundle in the photo, at the tiny pointed face, bright red from the effort of being born, her mouth an ‘o’ in mid-yawn, her eyes scrunched up under her little pink hat. The expression on her mother’s face was a mixture of exhaustion and elation, and as I looked at little Misty, I felt a sudden pain in my chest, as if someone had thumped me right over the heart, a feeling of being winded.


‘She looks so tiny,’ I croaked.


‘She was.’ Amanda’s smile was soft. ‘She was six pounds, and I used to torture myself wondering if I hadn’t eaten enough in pregnancy or had taken the wrong vitamins, but the doctor said some babies are just small. He asked me if she took after her dad.’ And she gave a brief smile, as I sat hunched over the too-small table. ‘I said no, that her dad was a giant.’ She laughed briefly, then, catching my expression, said, ‘Well …’


We looked through the photos – Misty blowing out her candles on her first birthday cake, Misty sitting on a donkey on Brighton Beach, looking uneasy about it, Misty eating an ice-cream under a palm tree in the south of Spain, a handsome man on one side of her, Amanda on the other.


‘Who’s he?’ I tried to keep the accusatory tone out of my voice.


‘Oh, that’s Roland. Misty’s D—, I mean, my partner.’


‘Oh. Right.’ What was I expecting? I wondered – that she’d been waiting for me for all of this time? I looked again at the photo of a happy family. Where did I belong? I couldn’t see where I’d fit in. I looked up at her, wondering if she expected more from me, that I’d ‘ooh’ and ‘ah’ over the photos, like a normal person, but she seemed to understand.
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