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For my mother, who is thankfully nothing like Elena.
And for John.






        
        
California to London, January 1979


        She knew she was walking because she was definitely upright, moving down a row of seated passengers, with the baby howling on her shoulder. She could hardly hear the cries, though she was aware on a primitive level that the sound was urgent. But everything was blurred and muted, as if she were deep under water and the world shimmering somewhere on the surface. It didn’t matter that people stared, or the baby yowled and writhed. Nothing really mattered.

        He gave her instructions and she followed them. He issued his conditions, itineraries and tickets, and she accepted them all. He would be waiting at the other end for her. This was the start of a new year and a new life. He would put them into his car and take them to the house he had bought in some English village, with an apple tree in the garden. ‘You belong with me,’ he had told her, before he got on his plane. ‘You always did – I love you, I’ve always loved you. And – where else could you go?’ He was right. So she did the only rational thing: she followed his instructions.

        She couldn’t feel the baby’s mouth tugging at her breast, and when she looked down she was startled to find that it had come away and was open-mouthed, red and wailing, the poor little face screwed up and purple with fury. And there was a smear of blood coming from her nipple, trickling over her white skin, and a rub of it on the baby’s chin, too. The nipple was raw and glaring, as if articulating everything she couldn’t feel. Gently, with the edge of her shirt, she wiped the blood off her baby’s stretched-out mouth. Two white teeth glimmered in the redness.

        As the plane taxied along the runway and Elena latched the baby on again, she knew she would never go back. But this was not an escape. She could never escape because nothing would change what had happened – not Graham’s kindness, not a new English life, not even this needy, upset baby, who should have been weaned months ago.

        As the plane lurched into the sky she felt the physical fact of everything she was leaving behind, and the loss was as solid and loud and squalling as the ten-month-old on her lap.

        Then, because she couldn’t think about what was down there any more, she closed her eyes, and as the plane nosed through the clouds she took herself back to their very first journey north. She travelled it again in her mind, because maybe once she got there she’d be able to rewrite the ending and something – anything – other than this could happen instead.

        The plane banked, and the baby yawled and writhed and fought, but she was in the camper van with the windows wound down and the two of them singing James Taylor songs, warm Californian air on their skin. There was twelve hundred miles of highway ahead of them, and his hands were wide and strong on the wheel.

        They crossed the Golden Gate Bridge in a fog, talking about whales, and then headed onwards, skirting the wild beaches of northern California, into Oregon. A night on Cannon Beach, with their sleeping bags laid on the sand under improbably bright stars; he twisted a strand of sea-grass round her ring finger. The next day, they drove on, further north, into Washington State, and then they saw the sudden towers of downtown Seattle, the glittering arc of Puget Sound, Bainbridge Island and Whidbey hunched to the west. Rain closing in now, they chugged on, with the Olympic Peninsula rising on one side, the Cascades crimped on the other.

        Windows up, they found sweaters and blankets; coffee and cigarettes by the roadside waiting for the tow truck; a shared diner meal in the rain; a night in a garage forecourt, then – starter motor fixed – they drove onwards, crossing the Canadian border in a hailstorm. They arrived at the port just as the sky cleared. Lining up by the water with dive-bombing seagulls, and freighters unloading, they clanked on to the ferry and away across the water, bouncing off islands like a pinball, passing between cedar-dense mountains that rose straight from the sea like fins; skirting the shorelines – a white flash of a deer’s tail, a lumbering brown bear – rows of crowded pine, cedar and hemlock; a slithering sea otter glimpsed; harbour seals basking on grey rocks.

        Then there was Dean – Jonas suddenly more boyish – and Dean’s big boat; hours more through a hushed sea mist, talking about the research and the summer ahead of them. The big belching boat shuddering to a halt; the men rolling up their sleeves, disappearing, coming back oil-smeared with puffed-up chests. As they chuntered towards the island, the mist cleared to reveal a towering totem pole on the headland – the Kwakwaka’wakw tribe, the men explained – and there, on the very top, Max’inux, the sea wolf. It is fitting that a killer whale should mark the spot where her life began – and where it ended.

        *

On that flight to England, with her breasts bleeding into her baby’s mouth, she felt the totem of sorrow lodge itself inside her heart, stopping the blood flow and messing up the beat. She could not change what had happened, but a part of her would always be there – out on the water, listening, watching, making notes, moving through storms and sunsets and defying the facts of her life.

        

    






Chapter one



It turns out that it’s my job to locate the birth certificate.


‘Dad doesn’t know where it is,’ says Alice, ‘and I’ve looked everywhere else so it has to be in her studio.’


She looks at me across the kitchen table and we understand each other: she can’t go up there, and I can.


It is late, near midnight; Finn is sleeping in the travel cot upstairs and I am heavy-limbed and numb. But she is exhausted too and we both know that going up there would be worse for her than for me.


*

Our mother’s studio – a grand name for an old box room – is at the top and back of the house. I push back my chair and make my way up the two flights of stairs to the tiny landing. I peek into my old bedroom first. I can see him through the netting of the travel cot: his messy halo of hair and the lunar curve of his cheek above his sleeping bag. I tiptoe across and hover for a second, listening. At eighteen months, Finn is still my baby, still small enough that lurking somewhere in my maternal mechanism is the question of whether he will continue to breathe when I am not with him. I touch his forehead. I touch the back of his hand. He is warm despite the frigid air. I fold my cardigan tighter, hugging it around my body with both arms, and I gaze at him; he is perfect, curled on his side, breathing steadily, warm and safe. After a moment I go back out and cross the landing.


It is intensely cold up here. I hesitate, with one hand on the door. Then I take a breath and push it open.


There is an electric heater against one wall and a radiator, but clearly neither has been switched on for a long time. I pull the cardigan tighter, and go over to the window. The blind is rolled up and my face wavers back at me, eyeless and hollow-cheeked. My hair is witchy and mad-looking; I probably haven’t brushed it for days.


I lean over the desk and press my face against the glass until it freezes the tip of my nose. In daylight there is a bird’s-nest view over the houses, out beyond the village across the river and the water meadows. And under the stars I can just make out the road, whispering up the hill between the hedgerows like a secret.


I pull back. There’s a bottle of jasmine essential oil on the fireplace, an oil burner and two beach stones the size of babies’ fists. There are fragments of beach everywhere – driftwood, pebbles, shells; a vase filled with sea glass; a knot of rope. Night creeps through the objects and the scent of my mother seems to bloom in it – jasmine and turpentine; salt winds and garden soil.


The cleaner has spruced things up, but there are still sketches and paintings in piles all over the place. I have no idea what we are supposed to do with all this art.


Some canvases are stacked on the floor against the bookshelf. The one on the top is the ruined West Pier seen from Brighton beach. The skeleton juts from the waves. There is no walkway to reach or escape it; it is just a rusting core on insect legs. There is decay and stolen gaiety in the structure; a feeling of lost lights and bandstands, ghosts of girls in swing skirts. Even in the murky light I can make out how angry the sea is. It occurs to me that my mother was a really good artist.


A memory surfaces even though I don’t want it in my head. It was a very long time ago and we were standing on Brighton beach, just the two of us, watching a swarm of starlings seethe through the sky, switching direction this way and that, before vanishing through the ribs of the ruined pier like a cloud of smoke sucked into a vortex.


‘Why don’t they crash?’ I asked.


She looked down at me. ‘They do it by intuition,’ she said, ‘and trust.’ Then she knelt at my level and grabbed the tops of my arms. ‘Kali, I need … ’ She was breathing fast, as if she’d run somewhere. For a moment I felt as if she were really seeing me – just me – and I swelled into something important. But then the familiar cloud drew across her eyes and that good feeling crumbled as she dropped my arms. ‘No. It doesn’t matter.’ She turned away and then she just walked off up the beach, calling sharply over her shoulder for me to hurry or we’d be late to pick up Alice from ballet. I ran after her, up the steep bank, but the stones slipped under my boots and it was like one of those dreams where you can’t go any faster even though your life depends on it.


I flick through her other paintings, almost all abstract oils of the Seven Sisters, sailing boats at Seaford, pebbles at Beachy Head. All she ever painted was the sea – almost forty years of waves and boats and shingle and gulls, even though our village is fifteen miles from the coast, rooted in Wealden clay, with oak trees, bluebell woods, cow parsley, hawthorn hedges and the line of the Downs changing with the light and the seasons. All perfect subjects for a landscape artist; all stubbornly ignored by my mother.


Her easel sits in one corner and there are boxes of charcoals and paintbrushes everywhere. Tubes of paint overflow from a wooden crate. Her worn black boots sit in one corner – but I can’t look at those – and her green silk scarf is on the back of the door. It is the same shade as her eyes. I always wished I’d inherited her eyes, rather than my own, a sort of navy blue that Doug generously calls ‘violet’.


But I can’t think about Doug. Not now. I just can’t. Not while I am doing this. Since I found his phone and everything torpedoed, I have been unable to think about Doug at all. Even if I try to think about what it means, my mind shuts down as if a blanket has been thrown over that part of my brain.


When I heard his voice earlier that day the fury was so intense that my words came out strangled: ‘I have to stay down here, and help with the funeral.’


‘But I’ll drive down – I should be there … you shouldn’t do this alone. You can’t.’ I heard the guilt in his voice.


‘No!’ I barked. ‘I don’t want you to come.’


There was a second of silence. And then I hung up.


All I wanted was to run – to go far away where none of this could touch me. He would have put my inability to speak to him down to shock or grief, initially. Maybe he’d even have been relieved, on some level, that I was staying in Sussex with Finn. With us away, he could work longer at whatever vital meeting or conference or lecture he had scheduled and he wouldn’t have to stress about being back for bathtime or feel guilty that I was doing everything again. Or perhaps he would take off, to be with her.


But I can’t think this sort of thought. Not now. The timing of all this is horrendous. I try to breathe. All I want to do is flee. Every single part of me is saying, ‘Run’. I want to be anywhere but here; I want to be gone, far away.


I have to focus and get this done. There is nowhere to run to. It’s so late, my eyes hurt, as if they’re shrivelling inside my head. I just have to find her birth certificate and get out of this room.


Then, as if my thoughts have made it all the way to Oxford, the phone buzzes in my jeans pocket. I tug it out and jab ‘ignore’. He has been trying to call all night, but I can’t hear his voice, his excuses or, worse still, his confessions. I can’t face either the truth or lies. I drop the phone on the ground and kneel in front of the filing cabinet, wrench it open. The phone rings again and I kick it under the desk. It bleeps and goes silent.


I am here to find my mother’s birth certificate. When I’ve found it I will go and sleep next to Finn, and I will wake up in less than five hours with my baby laughing and singing and bashing his fists on the side of the cot, calling, ‘Mama! Mama? Mam-A!’ And I will keep going; I’ll keep moving through the next day and the next because whatever else I have lost, I still have Finn.


*

The hanging files are surprisingly organized. There are health folders containing her NHS card, some information about iron deficiency and an ironic all-clear from a mammogram three years ago. There must be a stack of hospital paperwork somewhere. I hope I don’t find that.


I flick through the files – bank statements, random receipts. But no birth certificate. I pull out a file marked ‘Personal’ and tip the contents onto the carpet. There is a Mother’s Day card with a love heart that I made from stuck-on sequins when I was little, and hopelessly trying to win her over – or make her feel better. There is a painting of the apple tree by Alice, aged ten, far more accomplished than any of my efforts, and some more Mother’s Day cards – mostly from Alice. Then there is an old blue airmail envelope with my mother’s name on it, and an address in California. I recognize my father’s handwriting. It is careful and controlled, with each letter perfectly formed.


I look at it. I shouldn’t. But I can’t not. I unfold the blue paper into a single, crackling sheet.


It is dated around the time he brought us to England from California. I would have been about ten months old.



My darling Elena,


In just two weeks you will be here – I hope you still have the paper I wrote out for you, with the flight times. Kris will drive you to the airport – you have his number on the paper. But before you come, I wanted to clarify a few things since I’m not sure how much you could take in when we spoke before.


Please know that I will do my best to make you happy here in England. I will look after you, always, and do my best for Kali. The house is just about ready for you both, but I know you will want to make it your own so I kept it all very plain – white walls, neutral carpet throughout. I hope you won’t find it too plain but you can do whatever you want to it once you’re here – curtains and furnishings and such. There is a bedroom looking out at the apple tree that Kali might like. I like to picture her climbing that tree one day.


Please also know that we must stick to the agreement we made on the beach – we have to go forwards from now on and not look back at all. This will be difficult for you, I know, it will take commitment from us both, but it is for the best because time will heal – we must have faith in that. Time will bring forgiveness and healing. We will have a good life together, I will make sure of that.


I want you to know that I do understand that it will take a long time for you to get over what has happened. But I do – fervently – believe that recovery is possible. And you must too. As agreed, we will not talk about this any more – for all our sakes.


I think you’ll like it here in Sussex. It is a lot as you have always imagined England to be – the village is pretty, and there’s a small school for Kali when she gets to that age. The house stands right at the bottom of the main street where the roads fork. From our bedroom window you look down on the signpost and the roundabout, which is why I called it Signpost House. It is a proud Sussex Victorian – red brick and flint, original sash windows, well-proportioned rooms though smaller and less airy, of course, than the Californian properties we are both used to. It has a pleasant (though rather small) garden, which I hope you will enjoy. It is a fine place to start a new life.


I shall be at the airport to meet your flight and will drive you both straight down. It takes about two hours to get to Sussex from the airport. I’ve been getting the London train every day from Cooksbridge – the station is a few miles from the village – and it is perfectly manageable, though it does make for a long day. I shall probably have to find a place to stay in London for some nights during the week, eventually. Working at the firm is exciting, if exhausting, and although Derwent treats me like a schoolboy, I think he is pleased with what I’ve contributed so far.


I do miss you and long to see you. You must know that I never stopped loving you – and I never will stop loving you.


Gray





The paper crackles as I refold it and stuff it back in the file. I feel as if I have barged into a room that someone forgot to lock. My father would be appalled if he knew that I had read this. Whatever happened between them all those years ago, I have no right to know.


But it’s obvious what happened – his guilt is palpable – and it makes total sense. They never talked about California or reminisced about how they met. There is no family story of a romantic proposal and I have never seen a wedding album. My mother always shut me down instantly if I asked about America. Now I know why.


It is hard to imagine my father doing anything so passionate or so morally wrong as to have an affair. But it was California in the seventies, and maybe he was different then; priorities or morals were different then. I have never heard him call himself Gray. He has always been Graham.


I shouldn’t have read the letter. The last thing I need is confirmation that all marriages are subject to betrayal, or that even my upright father could cheat.


I wonder if Alice knows about the affair. She might, since she and our mother talked about everything. I’d hear the chatting in the kitchen with Radio 4 in the background, spaghetti sauce bubbling on the hob, Alice’s homework spread across the table, and I’d walk through the door and they’d stop talking and look at me. Then Alice would jump up and make a space, or ask me for help with her maths, trying, almost pathetically, to include me – as if it were her job to make me feel wanted. But at some point, inevitably, my mother and I would lock eyes over her head. It must have been exhausting for my sister to be stuck between us all the time.


But this is old news. I’m not going to do this, not now. It’s much too late.


The birth certificate isn’t in these files. It isn’t here at all. I scoop everything back and scramble to my feet, resting my hands on the desktop. I feel the tightness around my heart, a physical reality, but a numbness, too. Somewhere in my gut the pain is organizing itself for another day.


The desk is rickety, with curlicues of woodworm running across the surface. There are two drawers. I slide one open and peer inside, as if, miraculously, the birth certificate will be lying there, waiting for me. But the drawer is packed with postcards. I prod at them.


There are pictures of pottery vases, a few Native American paintings, mostly cubic-looking fish in bold blacks and reds, square faces, square eyes, thick black outlines and curling designs on their bodies. I notice a painting of a man’s face and turn it over. It comes from a chapel in Ecuador. There is a single sentence written on the card:




Thinking of you today,


Susannah





I turn the others over, one by one, and for a moment I think I have lost my mind: my brain is short-circuiting. Every card says the same thing, in the same cramped hand.




Thinking of you today,


Susannah





Most of the postcards have Canadian stamps, though one is sent from Taos, New Mexico, another from Seattle and a few from even further afield – Quito, Moscow, Durban. Not all the postmarks are visible, but every one I can read was mailed on the same date: May 6th. The earliest I can make out was posted thirty-seven years ago. My mother’s birthday was in June, so these aren’t birthday cards.


I notice that most of the later postcards, from the early nineties onwards, come from the Susannah Gillespie Gallery.




Thinking of you today,


Susannah





I push them all back into the drawer and shut it, then open the second drawer. It contains pencils and rubbers, a paring knife, a packet of Orbit chewing gum, a nail file, Post-its, a stapler, a box of Swan matches, an ancient silver lipstick.


The base of my skull throbs and I feel the fury massing in my chest: who ignores a lump in the breast? Who sits and watches it grow beneath the surface of their skin and does nothing? Tears are coming down my cheeks, and I give in and lean on the desk, gasping for breath as they roll off my face and into her drawer.


Then I stop, almost as abruptly as I started. I slam the drawer shut, stand up, wipe my nose on my sleeve, swallow, breathe in and out. There is no reason to believe that my mother actually wanted to die. Maybe she just thought that she was invincible. I wipe at my damp face with both wrists. She didn’t believe in illness. When we were young, if we ever complained of headaches, shivers, fevers she’d say, ‘If you think about being sick, you’ll get sick.’


*

I think of the time before this – the last time I saw her properly. It was August, just after the diagnosis. We were in the garden. Finn was on his haunches by my chair, putting dirt into his mouth then spitting it out. My mother was thinner and bone-pale, as if her skeleton were sucking away at her flesh. Her old jeans were rolled up, feet bare as usual, but her hair was lacklustre, curls looser, scraped back, more silvery. She looked intensely small, with blue flowers towering behind her.


We sat with a pot of tea and a lemon cake that she had baked, but didn’t eat. On my one day in the office that week I’d had to interview three women for the new ‘living with breast cancer’ section. While they told me their intimate, awful stories, all I could think about was my mother and what she must be going through and how she would never – ever – talk to me like this. Afterwards, one of the women, about my mother’s age, clutched my hand and said the website was a ‘life-saver’. When she logged on and watched the videos of others talking about their similar situations she realized that she wasn’t alone.


But my mother, sitting upright on her white wooden garden chair, was so alone that it hurt to look at her. She would never find comfort in videos of other people talking about this disease. The new section on the website wasn’t even worth mentioning to her. I couldn’t bear to look at her, so I looked at Finn instead, ruddy-cheeked, squatting in his dungarees with his fat fists buried in the dirt.


Doug obviously felt the tension rising because he pointed at the tall flowers, and said, in a slightly desperate voice, ‘They’re such a nice colour, what are they?’


‘Wolf’s bane.’ She gave him a grateful smile. Even at the end, when she was so thin and her cheekbones so sharp and huge, her green eyes sunken, she still had dimples on each cheek when she smiled. Then she told him how the roots of the plant are used in Nepal to make a deadly poison, but in Chinese medicine, detoxified, they are a healing tonic. ‘Death and salvation,’ she said, ‘all in one lumpy root.’


Finn set off in a crawl towards the blue flowers. I leaped up and hoiked him back, but my mother didn’t even move. She just turned her face to the blue sky.


‘Granny’s flowers are poisonous,’ I said, pointedly. ‘Don’t touch them. Yuk.’ But I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and scream, ‘Oh my God! Your grandchild is right here! Don’t you even care? Can’t you see him? Don’t you want to know him before you die?’ But of course, I swallowed that back down, too, and turned away from her, setting Finn down on the grass, far away from her wolf’s bane.


We stayed out in the garden for too long that day, and in some ways it was as if nothing had changed at all. She was solicitous of Doug, as always, asking about university politics, his latest book, cutting him a second, thicker slice of cake. She didn’t offer cake to Finn and I had to ask – is it OK? – and then she looked surprised, and a little embarrassed.


‘Yes, sorry, of course.’


She smiled at Finn in her distant way as he ate the little corner of cake I gave him, sitting on my lap and spraying crumbs over us both. He looked up at her, and grinned back and I saw her face melt. She leaned towards him, and touched her fingertips to his toes. ‘Do you like that cake?’ she said, softly. ‘Do you?’ Then a film came down over her eyes, and she blinked, and looked away, leaving him gazing up at her with his big brown eyes. I felt my throat tighten and put my hand on Finn’s head. Doug stiffened next to me, perhaps anticipating trouble. But I started to talk – something about Finn’s eating, the first time I tried him on solids and how he didn’t spit it out the way the baby books said he would, but wolfed it down madly. As I babbled she just stared at the sky, nodding vaguely, gathering whatever it was back into that dark place.


I couldn’t bring myself to ask her directly, that day, about the treatment she had refused. I couldn’t find a way to lift my hand and touch hers; to say I was sorry, beyond sorry, and that I loved her despite all our difficulties and misunderstandings and furies; that this was unbearable – that she couldn’t die. I couldn’t tell her that I didn’t just blame her for the way we were – I blamed myself too. This was both of us. I couldn’t tell my mother that I loved her.


Only one thing was different between us that day. After I’d strapped Finn into his car seat, found his lost teddy bear, packed his wellies and board books and bottles and clothes into the boot, and snapped at Doug for not getting the travel cot down, we all stood for a moment by the car. Suddenly, she held out her arms and pulled me towards her, and kissed my face, ‘Take care, my lovely darling.’


She hadn’t called me that for years and years. Her words knotted themselves around my heart so tight it was all I could do to breathe and smile and get in the car with Finn and Doug, and roll down the window to say goodbye, see you soon.


But I didn’t see her; I didn’t visit again until the last day, just a week ago, when Alice called at five in the morning, and I had to get out of the leather armchair and come.


*

I straighten up. I really can’t be in this room. This is hideous. I am so cold now, cartoonishly cold – my teeth are actually chattering. I wipe at my wet face with both hands. No wonder Alice couldn’t face it up here.


*

As I come out of the studio I see a shape at the bottom of the stairs, standing in silence. The hall light isn’t on and for a disorientating moment, I think it’s a ghost, waiting to claim me. Then I realize it is my father.


‘Oh!’ I say. ‘Are you off to bed?’ But his bedroom is the other end of the corridor. He must have been on his way to the studio but heard me up here and stopped, not wanting to deal with my grief too. ‘Are you coming up?’


He says nothing, he doesn’t move. For a second I wonder if he is about to collapse.


But as I come down the stairs, I smell the whisky on him. I notice that he is swaying, gently. I have never in my life seen my father drunk and I know without even hearing his voice that this is going to be appalling. The smell on him is all wrong. At seventy-two, he is still tall and upright. He doesn’t move, but his faded grey eyes settle on my face.


‘She loved you very much,’ he says, with no lead in, as if we’re in the middle of a deep conversation, which has never, ever been the case. His accent, I notice, has become much more Edinburgh.


I lean away from the fumes. ‘Yes, well, I loved her too.’


‘Good God, Kali. You are so like her, that’s the real problem: the two of you are just so stubborn – and so entrenched. But she loves – loved – you so very much. She loved Finn too – you need to know this … ’


‘No, it’s OK. I do know it, Dad. It’s OK.’


‘She just had … she had … she had awful … She had so many complicated memories – they got in the way of everything for the two of you – it was … ’


‘Dad, please—’ I don’t want to be reminded of how nightmarish I was and how perfect Alice has always been. But he holds up a hand so I close my mouth.


‘She never,’ he enunciates carefully, ‘ … there are so many things you don’t know about your mother – oh Lord, Kali, so many things.’ He swallows, his upper body swaying slightly, forwards and back. He rarely calls me Kali, almost always Kal. Hearing him call me by my full name has a strange effect on me: one part of me melts while another freezes.


He is, I assume, alluding to my mother’s unhappy childhood – the death of her mother when she was just a child; the father she disliked so intensely that she could never even talk about him. Perhaps he’s talking about his affair, in California. He probably wants to give me details, as if this will explain why she found it so hard to be my mother. Maybe I reminded her of her hated father.


‘OK,’ I say. ‘So, what things don’t I know about her?’


He takes a long breath in.


‘Dad?’


‘I probably wasn’t here enough.’ He clears his throat. ‘When you were growing up. I just left you all to it and I am sorry about that. Truly.’ He looks into my eyes then. His are set deep, pink at the rims. I desperately want to look away, but I force myself not to.


‘But good Lord! I just couldn’t stand all the drama. You and your mother were,’ his voice is loud now, and suddenly outraged, ‘impossible!’ We are back on slightly more familiar territory now.


I consider telling him that, yes, he probably should have been there more, but I’m not sure this is really true. What good would he have done if he had tried to be more involved? He kept his distance because all these messy female emotions were alien to him and no sane person could blame him for that. It must have been unbearable when I was a teenager, with my mother and me ranting around the house, me yelling and slamming doors, her shutting down and cutting me off, both of us crawling under each other’s skin all the time, wriggling inside each other’s heads.


Then there would be the remorse – I’d sob and she’d stroke my hair and tell me she loved me, would always love me, no matter what I did or said. I remember the softness of her body under my ear, the rumbles and sighs inside her belly, her steady heartbeat as we settled into a temporary truce. And then hours – minutes – moments – later we’d be at it again, something would change, some switch would flick in her or me, and we’d be at each other again. No wonder my father stayed up in London as much as he could.


I am suddenly extraordinarily tired. ‘Listen, Dad, it really doesn’t matter.’ I lean one shoulder against the stairwell. ‘You did your best. You really mustn’t feel bad about anything.’


‘I always treated you and Alice exactly the same, didn’t I? Always. Exactly the same.’


‘Yes.’ I realize this is true. ‘Actually, you really did.’ It was only my mother who openly found my sister so much more delightful and easy.


He reaches out and grabs my hand, and pins it to his forearm. The tweed feels rough and his hand is chilly and leathery, but surprisingly strong. ‘I should have let her … We should have … ’ he says. ‘It might have made things better. She wanted to … ’


‘What, Dad? Wanted to what?’


‘Oh God.’ He closes his eyes. ‘Oh dear God. This is not right.’


‘Dad. Please, it’s OK.’ I pat his hand a few times with my free one. He is incoherent. He doesn’t really know what he’s saying. I realize that even if he does have something to tell me, I actually don’t want to hear it. This is too much. I want to erase myself from this stairway. I just want to be somewhere else. ‘Look, Dad, all this is just ancient history, all this, and anyway, we were fine, in the end, weren’t we? Mum and I really got on fine.’


He sways and his face is suddenly distressed. The muscles seem to collapse, presaging the elderly man that is just round the corner. It’s as if a layer has been stripped off him by the grief and whisky and he’s just pulsing there in front of me, exposed.


All my life, my father has been this beacon of self-control: a tall, dignified, priestly man with his unwavering routines, anchoring the family from afar. But now the structure of his face is unsteady; he might actually cry.


But then he stiffens, raises himself upright again and clamps his jaw tight. He would never let that happen, even in this terrible state. He lifts his chin and looks up the staircase behind me, and I turn, too, and I think we both half-expect her to emerge from her studio, Medusa-haired, and order us to stop this nonsense and go to bed. The landing is dark and the door is shut.


‘Well,’ he says, and clears his throat. ‘Bedtime, I suppose.’


His legs fold at the knee as he slowly walks away.


As I stand in the stairwell, listening to his footsteps recede, I feel an emptiness spread through my bones, as if I too have failed him. How can he bear to go and sleep in that room, in the bed where she just died? He must feel so alone. But maybe that is just it – maybe you cling to the space because the space is all you have left.





Chapter two



It is only as I begin to read the Emily Dickinson poem out loud that I realize how totally inappropriate it is.


I chose it because I found the book under the coffee table, and my mother had marked this poem with a card. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Finn was toddling around, pulling books off the shelves with methodical focus. I didn’t really read it properly, I just saw that the poem was about loss and thought she must have wanted it, or she wouldn’t have left it out like this, as a sign – and that reading it would mean I didn’t have to talk about her in front of all these people.


But now, too late, I see that the poem is about the death of a lover. It is so completely wrong, and I feel my face getting hotter and hotter as I read on. My father will be mortified, Alice baffled. I can’t look at either of them as I come back to the seats. I feel all the faces, some familiar, some not, turned on me as I walk.


I reach out and take Finn from Alice – he holds out his arms to me and I feel unspeakable relief as his solid little body anchors mine back onto the bench. I bury my face in his neck.


‘Ba,’ he says. ‘Blah, ba, ba.’ He pats my head, reassuringly.


I kiss the side of his head, and smell the nape of his neck and close my eyes as if I might suck in some of his imperviousness to the awful event that is going on around us. There is an eerie silence in the crematorium, broken only by the sound of Finn’s toy ambulance running up and down my arm. Finally, Alice gets up.


My sister is spookily beautiful in grief. Her eyes are red-rimmed, even more strikingly green today because her face is so pale. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She’s all bone structure, like our father. She’s wearing layers of grey cashmere and her slim feet are slotted into ballet pumps. She’s a couple of inches taller than me, and we’re so clearly made from different materials that no one would ever guess we were sisters. It always seemed ironic that I was the one to take after our mother physically. But Alice got the beautiful green eyes.


She stands and talks movingly and simply about what an inspiration our mother was: friend and confidante, protector, and how she hopes one day to be half as good a mother herself. If I had stood up and spoken from the heart like this, rather than reading a bizarre poem, we would sound as if we had been raised by two completely different women: Alice’s mother stable, loving, balanced; mine steeped in sadness, stormy, rising and falling like the tide, giving love only to withdraw it again the next instant.


But being so much younger, Alice has never seen the aspects of our mother that I remember all too clearly. Her first newborn summer, when I was six, our mother lay in bed on her side day after day, staring at the wall with one arm under her own head and Alice attached to her nipple like an afterthought. This seemed to go on for weeks, though I have no idea how long it was really. I just remember her dull eyes, and how she kept the curtains closed and spoke in a hoarse voice, saying, ‘Go play. The baby needs to sleep.’ I remember Alice’s constant mewling and the horrible sickly smell that my mother’s body gave off, as if she was sweating out stale milk.


She didn’t get up to cook or take me to the beach, so I spent a lot of time lodged in the apple tree, watching the cars as they came down the village towards the signpost outside our house. I invented a game of guessing which way they’d turn, and I’d keep score by slashing the bark with a penknife every time I got one wrong. Sometimes she sent me up to the shop on my own for bread or milk, and I remember trying to make toast and not knowing how to work the toaster, so holding the bread in with a fork. That was the only time I remember her actually moving: her feet thundering towards me.


My father was presumably aware of the problem, because he’d take me for a drive or an ice cream at weekends. But he probably didn’t have a clue what to do about any of it.


I should have taken against Alice. That would have been a healthy response to a new baby rival, but I didn’t. I remember feeling protective of this strange little woodland creature, not quite in the world yet.


There were other episodes afterwards, as we got bigger, when my mother would stay in bed all day with her face turned to the wall, her hair massed on the pillow like dead leaves and I would try to make things better. I’d take toddler Alice to the swings or tidy up the kitchen, or pick flowers and put them in a jam jar by her bed. Then, at some point, these episodes didn’t happen any more and I was older, almost a teenager. But my resentment had stacked up by then. I knew I couldn’t trust her, and that’s when the big fights started. Alice and I really did have very different mothers.


*

Several people come up to me after the service to give condolences, and coo over Finn, who bombs around grabbing handfuls of flowers, pinging off people’s legs, dodging pats on the head, grabbing and tugging at things. No one mentions the poem, but several people say, ‘You really do look like your mum.’ A woman about my mother’s age, with hennaed hair and Peruvian earrings, tells me that my mother’s art should be exhibited. ‘She was a wonderful artist and a wonderful friend.’ She touches my arm and our eyes meet. Hers are kind, the colour of soft leather. ‘I know you two had issues, but she always talked very proudly of you and her beautiful grandson.’


I feel my throat constrict, and for a second it strikes me that this woman must be the magic link to my mother – she will find my mother for me, and bring her back. She hands me a tissue and says, ‘I’m so sorry, Kal.’


*


The morning light is pale and the kitchen windows are fogged. I can see the outline of the apple tree; its bare claws sway in the wind. Alice is by the sink with her back to me. Her hair is swept up off her neck and she is on her mobile. Finn has both arms wrapped around me and is still sleepy and snugly. The tiles are cold underfoot and I wish I had thick socks. The heating hasn’t kicked in yet but I am in a warm old jumper of Doug’s with the sleeves rolled up. I took it without thinking. It smells of Doug.


It is not even 6.30 but Alice has obviously been going through our mother’s papers: documents and files are strewn over the kitchen table. I wonder if she slept at all. She is so diligent and so desperate to do the right thing all the time – she always has been.


I know she has to go back to the office today, but as far as I know no one will be there when she gets home tonight to make her dinner and hold onto her while she cries for our mother. She stands pluckily at the sink in leggings and an oversized sweater, nodding into her phone. Her neck looks fragile beneath the weight of her head.


I will have to leave too. Only I can’t go home. It’s impossible to imagine even standing in the same room as Doug right now. I have to find somewhere else to go. Alice would have us to stay. I try to imagine myself and Finn in her clean white flat.


‘That’s just not realistic,’ Alice snaps.


‘Down.’ Finn squirms and I press my hand against his thigh, feeling its doughy give. ‘Down!’


‘How about you sit in here, in your chair, and we’ll have some breakfast first, eh?’ I slot him swiftly into his portable high chair.


‘We can’t do that,’ Alice says, curtly. She turns, looks at me over her shoulder, and raises her eyes to the ceiling. Who is she talking to at this time in the morning? Nobody seems to sleep any more.


‘Down!’ Finn slaps both hands on to the high-chair table then looks down at them – two chubby starfish. He slaps again, rather pleased by the noise.


‘You just sit there for a minute, love, and I’ll get you some milk.’ I hurry to the fridge, scraping my hair into a ponytail with the hair tie that was round my wrist. Finn watches me, edgily, as I fill his sippy cup, then he seizes it with two hands, and sucks on the spout, looking up at me from under his fringe. I kiss the top of his head and start to cut bread.


‘Is Dad asleep?’ I mouth when Alice turns around again.


She gestures towards the study.


Where else? Even at this time of the morning, the day after the funeral, he is up and working too.


I shouldn’t be surprised, since this has been my father’s response to almost any difficult situation for as long as I can remember: retreat and work. Go to London. Work a bit more.


But I am being unfair. He is reeling. Last night was awful. Why shouldn’t he cling to anything that will keep him upright? The moment she died, a grey veil dropped over his face, and now he is halting and unsteady, as if the blood is no longer pumping quite so efficiently around his body. He did what he promised to do in his guilt letter: he loved and looked after her until the end.


Of course, nothing will be said about our encounter on the stairs. For as long as I can remember, my father and I have avoided discussing anything remotely personal. I imagine he will be mortified. I wonder how he is going to organize his life now. He can’t come down here at weekends to a cold and empty house. I imagine him driving down the village street and letting himself into the echoing hallway every Friday night. He can’t. Surely he’ll sell. Without her, our family home is just bricks and flint constructed around an unbearable, swollen absence.


I butter Finn’s toast, spread it with Marmite and slice it into soldiers. He takes one, and examines it as if it is a fascinating artefact. Then he crushes it in his fist. His hair is all over the place, tangled into fuzzy knots at the back, his fringe too long, and beneath it his eyes are wide and dark-lashed – Doug’s chocolate-brown. He shoves a bit of toast into his mouth. I lean over and smooth his hair out of his eyes.


And without warning I’m back there, by our bed, holding Doug’s phone, reading the two texts that have changed everything. How could he do this?


There is a cafetière on the table and I grab it, and pour myself some of Alice’s thick coffee and sit down next to Finn, swigging at it. Alice drinks coffee all day. This is like treacle, growing cold. It can’t be good for her. No wonder she doesn’t sleep. I should eat something, but since I found Doug’s phone, I have felt slightly sick most of the time. But I am so tired. I just want to go back to bed. I rub my face with both hands. I need a shower. Badly. Coffee.


Alice comes over, stands by the table and holds up a finger at me. ‘I don’t think that’s realistic,’ she says into her phone. It’s strange to see her dominant and brusque. My little sister, I realize, is probably quite intimidating in a work environment.


I have no idea how she could possibly focus on work right now. Still nodding into her phone, she points with one elbow at what looks like an old jewellery box on the table.


She will want to divide everything up. Alice is obsessed with fairness. Maybe it’s a lawyer thing – or perhaps it is the old guilt at being the preferred daughter.


‘Yes, quarterly.’ She gestures at the box again. Then she holds one hand over her phone. ‘I found that,’ she hisses, ‘in the back of her wardrobe. I think it’s just a few bits and pieces from her university days in California – but do you want any of it?’ She takes her hand off the mouthpiece again. ‘What’s the spend on that?’


It is about the size of a shoebox but less deep, and covered in blue velvet. The corners are worn and the material has faded unevenly, with an oblong mark pressed into the padded lid as if it has been wedged behind something for years.


Finn chews his toast. His cheeks bulge like a hamster’s; he looks at me expectantly.


‘Is that toast really good?’ I say. He grins.


Then slowly, I open the lid.


An ivory carving about the size of a matchbox sits on top of a folded notebook. I lift it out and hold it up to the light. It is a fish-like creature with a hollowed belly and curling lines carved on its body. Something squats inside it. I peer at it from a different angle and realize that I’m staring into a leering human face, or almost human, an oversized block-shaped thing with two big eyes and a grimace that shows tiny, square teeth. For a moment I feel as if it’s alive and might bite me. I put it down.


Then I pry out the notebook. The cover won’t straighten. The paper is the colour of weak tea but her neat high-school cursive is unmistakable. It is the one thing from her American past that she never managed to shake off.


I am looking at a string of vowels – ‘eeeeoooup’. I turn the page. There is a list of times in one column, starting at 06.00 and going to 18.18. Opposite the times are more vowel-heavy sounds, with notes – ‘pectoral slap’, ‘simultaneous dive’, ‘B breach’. I flick forwards a few pages – some scientific jargon, more odd observations: ‘tail lob’, ‘fluke lift’, ‘still’.


*

I haven’t thought about all this in years. It is easy to forget that my mother was once a scientist. I don’t know if I ever even asked her what her abandoned doctorate was about – marine biology, I know; dolphins, I think. But I probably never asked her for specifics because she was always so prickly about her past. As I got older I realized that her abandoned research was a source of deep regret and possibly shame. This, presumably, caused the early bouts of depression. It is a common enough story: an intelligent, energetic woman forced to drop the career she is passionate about and live a life of domestic boredom. No wonder she was depressed. When I was a teenager I decided that since I was the reason she had to give up her PhD, I must be the root cause of her unhappiness. The last thing I wanted to do, after that, was to dredge it up for her.


Now, of course, I can see that it must have been more complicated than this. There was an undiagnosed postnatal depression for a start. But it’s too late now. I’ll never really know why she was so sad and I’ll never know what interested her about dolphins, or why she gave up her PhD, and never worked again. They have marine biology departments on this side of the Atlantic too, but she would never even take us to the aquarium. I will never know, now, about her childhood, or my grandparents, or why she disliked her father so much that she refused even to talk about him.


I can’t imagine why she kept this ancient notebook. Why on earth would she want a reminder of a period of her life that she had tried so pathologically to forget? I flick forward and back a few times in case there are revelations or diary entries, but it really is just scientific notes.


Still, it is odd to hold this proof of her past in my hands. I have always felt as if this first part of her life, the bit before she married my father and brought me to England, when she was American and young and free and a scientist, never really happened. My father behaved as if she wasn’t invented before he brought her to England. And she never seemed particularly American – though traces of an accent always haunted her speech – and there were the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches that she called PBJ and put in our lunchboxes every day.


She used to wrap them in acres of cling film. It would take us half the lunch hour just to pry them open. She did this with other packages and envelopes too. She used feet of sellotape wound round and round as if readying the envelope for a war zone rather than the sorting office. You’d actually need tools to get into them: Stanley knives, sharp scissors.


For a second I sit, reeling. It is as if someone has opened me up, scooped my insides out and left a pulsing hole. I want my mum. I want her back. She cannot have gone. This is just not possible.


I lay the notebook next to the carved fish thing. The walls swoop in and then out, and I feel quite sick. I try to focus on something outside my body. I’m looking at her painting. It has always been here so I hardly see it now. But it is actually a fantastic bright picture, in greys and blues, of Brighton pier – the living one – with waves crashing towards the eye and white foam flying up, alight with sun. I make myself breathe in and out.


‘Are you OK?’


Alice is off the phone now.


‘I was,’ I take another big breath, ‘just thinking about the PBJs – the cling film. And the sellotape – all the sellotape she used when she posted things … ’ Alice sits down, heavily, next to me. We look at each other and then we both start to cry. We grip each other’s forearms and crumple.


‘Mamamama!’ Finn sings. He bashes his cup on the high chair. ‘Maaaaamaaa. Mammam!’ I push back my hair as it is coming loose, and I wipe at my face with the backs of my hands. Alice does the same and we both turn blotchy smiles on him.


‘Alish?’ He flashes her his best grin. He has always, practically from the moment they first met, seen Alice as a personal challenge. He can feel both her unease and her adoration, and makes a point of offering her his most irresistible smiles.


Alice wipes her eyes, gets up and runs a hand gently over his hair.


He stuffs some more toast into his mouth.


She bends down and smiles at his level. He offers her some chewed toast and Marmite, crushed in his fist. ‘Oh yum,’ she says, pretending to take a bite. He thrusts it closer, leaving Marmite on her reddened nose.


*

A white knitted square lies on the bottom of my mother’s jewellery box. I pick it up and pricks of light shine through the fine stitches. I turn it over. Embroidered, in blue thread, is a curling K.


My heart turns over again: so she did keep a treasure from my babyhood. There is a box of Alice’s baby things in the attic, but I didn’t realize she had kept anything at all of mine when we left California. Gently, I lay the blanket fragment next to the box.


There is just one more thing now – a flat, grey stone, about the size of my thumb, and heart-shaped. It is smooth and almost weightless. I try to imagine my father giving it to her on a Californian beach at sunset, all those years ago, when they met and fell in love. Before he betrayed her.


But this scenario feels unlikely. I can’t actually imagine my father picking out heart-shaped stones on beaches. He doesn’t belong on beaches at all, or in the Californian sun. He belongs in chilly northern cities, weaving through magisterial buildings in well-cut trousers, noting angles and lines with his architect’s eye.


Alice leans over and pokes at the carving with an index finger. ‘What is that thing?’ She still has a smear of Marmite on her nose, and for a second I want to reach out and hold onto my little sister. I want to stroke her hair and tell her that everything will be all right and that this grief won’t always be so intense. Maybe things will be more straightforward between us now we don’t have our mother to contend with. But this is not the way it works with us. The way it works is that Alice is sensible and holds everything together. She gets to worry about me, but I don’t get to worry about her. I can’t comfort her, even though, when she was little and had hurt herself, I’d be the one she’d run to first. But that all shifted as we got older, and my relationship with our mother deteriorated, and Alice became the peacekeeper, the smoother-over, the organizer.


She turns away now, and pours herself another coffee.


‘Alice?’


‘What?’


‘I’m sorry that I’ve been so crap, and I didn’t come, and you had to take all the strain of her illness, and everything. I’m really sorry I haven’t been here.’


‘Oh, right. No. That’s OK.’


‘The thing is, I just didn’t know if she’d want me to be here,’ I say. But I know this is not the whole story. The truth is, I didn’t know how to be here: I was scared that she would push me away when she only had weeks to live, and I knew there would be no deathbed reconciliations. Or perhaps it’s even more messed up than that. Perhaps I couldn’t face the thought that there would be a reconciliation – and then she’d die anyway. I have been a terrible coward.


Alice drains her coffee then puts the mug carefully on the table. It is an Emma Bridgewater mug, with a cockerel on it. We both look at the cockerel as if it might leap up and tell us what to do now.


‘Doesn’t it stop you sleeping?’ I ask.


‘What?’


‘All this coffee.’


‘It doesn’t affect me at all.’ She takes a sharp, efficient breath. ‘I sleep like a baby. You should try drinking more of it yourself, Kal. You might be more helpful if you were less out of it.’


I look at her. I want to tell her that babies do not, in fact, sleep – not mine, anyway. I have barely had an uninterrupted night in eighteen months. This might explain why my husband has … for a moment, the blood pounds in my ears.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘No, sorry. God. I’m just … I’m tired too. I’m really, really tired.’ She rests her forehead on the heels of her hands. Her fingers are long and tapering, with soft cuticles and delicate pads and perfectly filed nails. ‘This is bloody awful.’


‘I know.’ We sit in silence for a moment. Finn chomps at his toast and kicks his heels against the high chair.


Our lives are so completely different. Alice spends her time in high-octane meetings and negotiations, flying business class to New York and Dubai and Singapore and Hong Kong, while I divide my time between Mummy and Me Music, Little Sunflowers Playgroup, Sainsbury’s, the swings, and the office – where I am becoming increasingly superfluous.


‘So when are you going back to Oxford?’


‘I don’t know. What about you?’


‘Well, I have to head back to London today. I have this thing going on at work … you know what it’s like.’


I really don’t, at least not any more, but I nod. ‘It’s OK, you should go. You’ve done so much here already.’ Finn has his sippy cup upside down now, and is pouring it onto the plastic table, then smashing his hand flat into the milk and sodden toast, splattering it across the floor.


‘Should he be doing that?’ Alice says anxiously.


I get up and take the cup away. He wails and holds out both hands for it. I give him back the cup and he spurts it into my face. As I wipe milk out of my eye, I remember I have three recorded interviews in the car. I should have left them in the office for someone else to work on. But it all fell apart so fast.


I used to care about qualitative research into patient experiences. I used to put huge effort into getting the most truthful, enlightening story from each person I interviewed. But my work has been squeezed into one and a half days a week and has, therefore, rendered itself almost pointless. The pay barely covers the babysitter. I leave things undone, half done, badly done – to be tidied up by others. But if I let my work go – the job I once loved, and worked so hard for – then what? I cannot see myself at home full time – I saw what that did to my mother. So the only answer is to work more, not less. But I can’t do that because then I’d have to hand Finn over to the babysitter for even longer, and that feels wrong too. He is so small and he needs me. He needs to know that his mother is always there for him, always puts him first.


It would be easier if Doug’s work were more flexible. But as my job has been crushed into fewer and fewer hours, Doug’s has swollen, with the promotion to professor, the book, the global speaking invitations. Each month his schedule gets a little more demanding, with more travel, more meetings, more talks, readings, conferences, while my life is shrink-wrapped around Finn and our home. It is not clear how my years of education and ambition have funnelled me into Mummy and Me Music, but I do know one thing: there is a sharp red line leading from that to what is happening with Doug right now.


I can’t believe that it’s only a week since I tore through our wardrobe at five in the morning with him behind me saying, ‘Stop, stop, please – wait – I should come with you.’


I couldn’t even look at him.


I had been up all night in the leather armchair downstairs while he slept. I had just about decided to go and wake him up and confront him with what I’d found when my mobile rang. I wasn’t really surprised to hear Alice’s panicky voice telling me to come down to Sussex. I’d been waiting for her call all week.


I shoved some of Finn’s clothes and nappies, his bunny, his sippy cup and his toy cars into a bag. Then I went into our bedroom to grab some of my own things before I woke Finn, wrapped him in blankets and coaxed him, gently, out into the January pre-dawn fog, and into his car seat.


Doug would have put my behaviour down to shock, initially, but at some point, after I’d gone, he would have noticed that his phone was downstairs on the leather chair. Then he would have known that I’d seen her other text, too. Maybe he thought I’d forget about it all, with my mother’s death.


But of course I have heard his guilt behind every interaction we’ve had since that morning. I have felt it licking at my heart the whole time. His guilt is how I know that this is real and not just a made-up drama, a silly misunderstanding.


Alice is tapping at her iPad and Finn is battering his cup on the side of the table, singing a nonsense song to himself while drumming his heels.


‘That’s a lovely song.’ I sit back down.


‘Are you all right?’ Alice says. ‘Are you actually OK?’


I look at her. ‘I’m not sure. Are you?’


‘Not really.’


We stare at each other. Finn goes quiet and watches us, perhaps concerned that we may be about to bawl again.


Then Alice takes a breath. ‘Kal – you don’t have to answer this, but why didn’t you want Doug here? I know you said there was a good reason, but obviously … he wouldn’t … I mean. This must be serious. What’s going on with you two?’


I glance at Finn. I can’t possibly explain all this to her with him sitting there, covered in milk and Marmite, his brown eyes fixed on our faces.


‘It’s OK,’ she says. ‘If you don’t want to talk about it. That’s OK too.’


I take a gulp of coffee then I lean over and with one hand I stroke the hair off Finn’s face. ‘I can’t really, at the moment.’ His fringe really needs cutting. ‘I just can’t really even think about it, to be honest.’ I try to sluice the bits of soggy toast into a heap on his tray.


‘No. That’s OK. Don’t worry.’ Alice pushes her chair back, gets up and starts scraping her papers together. I heave Finn out of his chair and put him on the floor. Drunk with freedom, he toddles off in his spaceman pyjamas towards the open dishwasher. ‘It’s all right,’ she says. ‘I can see why you wouldn’t feel able to face anything right now. So. Look. You know what? I still can’t find the bloody birth certificate.’


‘But we don’t need it now, do we?’


‘I know, but I want to find it. It feels odd not to. It feels incomplete.’


This is why Alice is the high-earning city lawyer, and not me. ‘But maybe she never brought it with her from America in the first place,’ I suggest. Finn is taking dirty cutlery out of the dishwasher and laying it out, quite neatly and slowly, on the tiled floor.


‘You can’t become a British citizen without a birth certificate.’


‘Was she ever a British citizen? Do we even know that she was?’


Alice frowns. ‘I suppose not. I found their marriage certificate, though. Did you know they didn’t get married till you were eight months old?’


I nod, surprised that I know something about my mother that Alice doesn’t. ‘They got married just before Dad brought us to England.’


‘That’s quite cool of them, when you think about it,’ she says. ‘There must have been a lot of pressure to get married.’


‘Well, it was California in the seventies, maybe not.’


‘But from Dad’s parents?’


‘Actually, that’s true … ’


The phone buzzes in my jeans pocket.


‘Kal!’ Alice cries.


I follow her eyes to Finn. He is brandishing a Sabatier kitchen knife, feet apart like a warrior. The blade glints. I hurl myself across the kitchen and wrench it out of his hands. He looks up at me with startled eyes.


‘Dangerous!’ I say, in a horrified voice, holding the knife high above us. ‘Dangerous! Knives are very, very dangerous!’ I put it in the sink. My hand is shaking.


‘Mine!’ He holds out both hands, outraged. ‘Minamineamine!’


‘No. Dangerous. It will cut you. Knives cut you. Ow!’


‘No. Mine. Mine!’


We wrangle for a bit, but eventually he settles for the soapy washing-up brush. I gather up the cutlery from the floor and close the dishwasher, aware of Alice behind me.


‘They’re quite full-on, aren’t they?’ she says. ‘Toddlers.’


I sit down again, and watch Finn scrub the kitchen cupboard.


‘You’re not tempted then?’


‘He’s gorgeous.’ She smiles. ‘But I’m quite glad he’s yours.’


I don’t know why Alice is single. She is so kind and clever, and immensely beautiful. Maybe she is just too busy for boyfriends. Or maybe she has someone, but hasn’t told me. There is something so self-sufficient about Alice, though. I can’t imagine her as part of a couple, even though she has had boyfriends in the past. Now does not seem to be the right time to ask her about her love life. I look at my phone. There are voicemails and texts, probably all from Doug.


I just want to be left alone.


‘Listen.’ Alice glances at my phone then at me. ‘If you’d like to pick out some of her jewellery, before you go … ’


‘No, it’s OK. I don’t want anything, I really don’t. You can have it.’


‘What? Why? You should take something. I’m not having it all.’


‘No, really, Alice. You deserve it. I don’t want her jewellery.’


‘Well, you can choose things when you’re ready,’ she says.


‘Look – how about you have the jewellery, and I’ll keep this box.’ I pull the blue box towards me. ‘It’s got her American things in it. I’m the American-born one, so I get this, OK? You have the jewellery.’


She raises her eyes to the ceiling and sighs. Then she gathers the rest of the paperwork.


‘So I have to go back to London around lunchtime … I’m going to finish up here and … ’ She walks to the door, pauses, then turns back to me. ‘Kal, whatever has happened with Doug, you two will work it out, won’t you? You have to.’


I nod, but I can’t speak. I swig the last of the coffee with my eyes shut, then I get a cloth and kneel down and wipe the Marmite off Finn’s face. He squawks. I kiss him, push back my mess of hair and survey the carnage – milk and toast and smears on the floor by the dishwasher and all over the white kitchen cabinets. I hear the door close behind me and Alice’s light feet on the stairs. Then I reach out and gather Finn’s solid body tight in my arms. He smells of Marmite and milk and, somewhere beneath it, sleep. I squeeze my eyes shut so that stars appear. This is the only thing that really matters. How could Doug throw this away? Finn wraps his arms around my neck and presses his sticky face into my hair. ‘Mama,’ he coos. ‘Mamamamamamamama.’


*

At some point I am going to have to confront Doug. I can’t just run away from this. And then suddenly, with Alice’s strong coffee buzzing through my head, I think I’ll just do it. Now. Tell him that I saw the texts and that I know he’s having an affair. I put Finn down, kiss him and get several pans and a wooden spoon from the cupboard. He seizes the spoon and begins to bash.


And before I can change my mind, I press ‘Doug’. The room spins as it rings, twice, and he picks up.


‘Thank God, Kal. I’ve been calling and calling you! Why didn’t you answer? Oh my love – are you OK? What’s happening down there? I’ve been going out of my mind – I can’t believe you wouldn’t let me come down, why … ’ But I hold the phone away from my ear. I breathe in and out.


I can feel his guilt bouncing off the base stations towards me, and my body vibrates with it. I can’t hear what he is actually saying because everything else is too loud. He has taken our small family and smashed it to pieces. The past eight years suddenly feels like a story that I made up because I needed to believe that love could be simple and constant and he has ripped it up now. This cannot be happening.


‘Stop,’ I say.


‘What?’


‘I saw your phone. I saw it, Doug. Stop lying to me.’


A pause. ‘What did you see?’


‘You know.’


‘You mean … ? OK. OK. Now, OK – look … this isn’t … ’


‘I can’t talk to you about this now!’ I yell. ‘Jesus!’


‘No – listen to me, Kal … I … ’


But I can’t hear it. I hang up.


A moment later, it rings again. I throw it across the room and it bounces off the plasterwork, making a dent.


Finn looks up – his eyebrows are knitted, his eyes wide.


‘It’s OK, sweetie, it’s OK.’


For a while, I don’t know how long, I sit and stare at the pier painting above the table, unable to move, or think, while Finn crashes the spoon on to my mother’s redundant Le Creusets.


Then my father comes in. His face is still ashen against his white shirt and navy-blue jumper, his cords hanging loosely off his long legs. He asks, slightly formally, whether Finn might like to come into the garden for a stroll. I bustle around, finding Finn’s coat, hat and his red wellies. I wonder what my father overheard, and I am embarrassed, but also rather touched that he is stepping in like this. Then again, I suppose he knows all about infidelity.


The two of them go out the front door together, my father bending sideways like a tree in a gale, to reach Finn’s small hand.


*

I sit at the kitchen table. I can’t go home today, that’s clear. The thought of confronting Doug makes waves of fury and fear rise inside me one after the other so I have to steady myself with both hands on the table edge. I just have to find a way to think clearly. All I want is to get as far away as possible from this mess. I can’t think – or talk to Doug. I can’t go home. But I can’t stay here, surrounded by my mother’s belongings, and all the memories of my complicated childhood and the ghosts of so many lost opportunities. I have to get away so I won’t have to face this any more. I basically want to vanish.


I always thought there would be time. I never thought she’d die like this, before she even turned sixty. She always seemed younger and more intrepid than other people’s mothers. She was fit and strong. She had odd, adventurous skills that did not fit a life of supermarket shops, dog-walking and painting. She could not only make a fish spear, but actually skewer a carp with it in the shallows of the River Ouse. She once taught me to start a fire like a Boy Scout, using only twigs and a mirror. She had a witchy attitude to the countryside, gathering fungi and picking herbs for medicinal teas; she could name constellations and understood things about the moon and tides. She could tie nautical knots too. I’d forgotten that. A buried memory surfaces: summertime on the beach at Birling Gap, a brusque wind, me sitting in a towelling robe as she showed me different knots. As she manipulated the rope, she gave their names: the cleat hitch, the clove hitch, the bowline, the sheet bend, the square knot. The skin on her hands was weathered and hard – more farmer than artist. There was always a line of soil or oil paint under her nails.


She was just so physically robust. She never got sick, never made a fuss over cuts or bruises – ours, or hers. I remember one night she slashed into her palm, trying to cut wax out of a candleholder, and I came into the kitchen to find her twisting a pair of knickers into a tourniquet with one hand. There was blood everywhere, like a slasher movie. She hadn’t thought to call for help even though I was next door watching TV, and Alice was upstairs doing homework. I called 999 and an ambulance came. She needed ten stitches.


She was supposed to be invincible but it all happened so fast – for us at least: diagnosis, decline, death. I never thought I’d have such a short while to make things right.


This is exactly what Doug warned me about on our Boxing Day visit, a year ago, before her diagnosis. As we drove out of the village, I remember him saying that he thought she was scared of me.


‘You’re kidding.’ I gave a dry laugh.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Honestly. She sometimes watches you when you aren’t looking, and she has this sort of anguished look, like she’s desperate to get through to you, but too scared that you’ll brush her off or something.’


‘She’s the one keeping her distance, not me.’ I felt the resentment rising again and I was surprised by how near the surface it still was. I had successfully protected myself against my mother for years, but now, with Finn, I was wide open again. I hadn’t considered this when I was pregnant. I didn’t realize that a baby shoots up the generations and ruches them together, like a strong thread. Having Finn had crushed me up against my mother again, and I couldn’t do anything about it.


‘She isn’t scared of me, Doug.’ I tried to sound reasonable. ‘It’s not fear that keeps her distant, it’s a total lack of interest. Haven’t you noticed what she’s like with Finn? She hardly even looks at him. It’s like he isn’t there.’


‘Come on, that’s just not true.’


‘Why are you defending her? I don’t think she held him once today, not one single time. Even my dad held him for a bit and he has never liked babies. And they’ve never even been up to Oxford to see him, have they? I tell you what, Doug, she can come to us next time. I’m not going to keep driving down here like this.’


‘Kal … ’


‘I expect she was like this with me as a baby too – uninterested. It explains a lot.’


‘I actually don’t believe that, Kal. I mean, look how you are with Finn – she must have done something right with you because all that love and patience you have with him – and your goodness and kindness – you – all that doesn’t just come out of nowhere.’


‘Do we have to do this?’


‘Why not? We haven’t talked about you and your mother for years,’ he said. ‘And there’s Finn now and that’s changed things. She bought that high chair, for God’s sake. She’s really not uninterested.’


His hands on the wheel were broad, strong and clean – hands to hold, hands to be held by, hands to keep things safe. I swallowed hard. I was not going to open all this up again. I turned and looked back at Finn in his car seat, gnawing on a teething ring. Seeing me, he let it drop and his face cracked into a great big grin. For a few seconds, my beautiful baby and I just smiled at each other, and the world was simple.


‘All I’m saying is I think she’s sad that you two aren’t closer.’ He really wouldn’t let it go. ‘I actually think she wants things to be better between you, but she doesn’t know how. She might not want to hold Finn and coo at him, but she’s totally aware of him. I saw her today, watching you while you were feeding him and talking to your father, and I think she was almost in tears. She really isn’t uninterested, Kal. Whatever this is for her, it’s definitely not lack of interest. Can’t you just try talking to her?’


‘Doug. Stop. Just leave it. My mother and I are totally fine.’


‘But this is surely a chance to put things behind you and … ’


I looked out the window, silently daring him to say ‘make a fresh start’. But he knew me better than that. ‘The two of you are complicated,’ he said. ‘I get that.’


I stared at the expanses of ploughed clay, the bare oaks flicking by, then the chalk quarry looming above us like a giant’s tooth. We turned onto the London road.


‘But don’t leave it too late,’ he said. ‘Or you might regret it one day.’


*

I should clean up breakfast – the cafetière, the mangle of Marmite and milk. I can’t sit here thinking about my mother and Doug. I can’t. While we had that Boxing Day lunch, her tumour was there already, growing in her breast, a deadly secret that she was hiding from us all.


It is also possible that Doug was keeping his horrible secret too, even then. Maybe he was already lying to me as he ate honey-glazed ham at my parents’ table. A vivid image rises in my brain of a curtain of strawberry-blonde hair and Doug’s broad hands pressing on pale flanks. All I want is to erase myself from this nightmare, completely.


A surge of nausea brings saliva into my mouth. I have to decide what to do next. But I can’t think. These images are too much to hold in my head. I just want to get away.


I wonder what my father is doing outside with Finn. I imagine him leaning down and trying to explain the Victorian architectural features of the house to his small grandson. I pick up my mother’s notebook. Holding it in my hands brings a sudden and unexpected comfort. Her handwriting, though younger, rounder, more girlish, is definitively hers. And it’s still here – still physically present. This small part of her is here and that must mean that she hasn’t really gone.


*

Alice leaves, but I don’t. After I have given Finn his bath, and read him three storybooks, and tucked him up in his sleeping bag, in the travel cot, then sung ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ until, finally, he really is asleep, I creep back downstairs.


My father is in his study; I can see the crease of light under his door. I walk through to the kitchen and flick the kettle on. Her old notebook is lying on the kitchen table, where I left it, next to the jewellery box. I take it, make myself a cup of peppermint tea, then go through to the living room. I curl up on the old Habitat sofa.


It is chilly in this room, and the floor lamp gives off a yellowish light, casting long shadows up the bookcases. I pull a scratchy tartan blanket around my shoulders. The house is eerily quiet, except for the far-off moan of the wind and the occasional creak and tick of the radiator. I feel as if she might pop her head in at any moment, and ask why I’m sitting here, all alone. Is something wrong? Has something happened?


I open the notebook. Maybe there is something in here that will give me a clue about who she really was. Maybe this book will help me understand why the two of us were so twisted and knotty.


But it is just lists and scientific jargon. I flip through pages of incomprehensible notes, tables of numbers and columns consisting mainly of vowels. Then I realize that there are little scribbled comments dotted here and there. They are often written vertically in the margins, or scrawled along the bottom of the page – little hints of a life outside the research. I flip from one to the next.




4 p.m. tomorrow – S


Find out about OMP


S bday


Where is B’s family? Puget Sound/Salish Sea?





I notice that the initial ‘S’ crops up frequently, but I can only find one reference to what could be my father:




G to NY Friday?





The last fifth of the book is blank – old, empty lined pages, waiting for something that never came. I wonder if it stops because she got pregnant. Maybe this notebook represents her last days as a scientist. Is that why she kept it?


Then something connects in my head. This S could be Susannah, the postcard sender. There were thirty-seven annual postcards, which means Susannah started to send them the very first year my mother got to England.


If there are old friends out there, like this Susannah person, then maybe there is family somewhere too. My mother was an only child, her parents are long dead, but maybe there are cousins, or at least old family friends. There must be people out there who knew her as a young woman, as a child. Perhaps one day I could take a trip out to the Pacific Northwest and find the people who knew her. Maybe it’s not too late to understand my mother – and if I can understand her, then perhaps I will be able to let her go. Then something occurs to me. I could go – now. I could take Finn and get on a plane and go.


The metal band that has been clamped around my heart for days immediately feels less tight. Just the thought of getting away is a huge release.


And I could do this. I really could. Why not?


If I leave then I won’t have to sit in our home and listen to the man I love explain how he fell for his ex-girlfriend all over again – or worse, how he has longed for her since college. I won’t have to hear him tell me how motherhood has changed me, or how having Finn has exposed the cracks that were always there in our relationship, I just didn’t see them. And I won’t have to hear him tell me that he understands, now, that he never should have left her in the first place and that marrying me was a mistake. He doesn’t love me in the right way. He loves her. He’s so sorry.


I put my mother’s notebook on the coffee table. My hands are shaking. An escape plan has dropped from the sky, and I must pick it up and use it before it shimmies away again.


I get up and go through to the kitchen and my laptop. I pour myself a large glass of red wine and take it back to the sofa, pulling the blanket back up as it falls to the floor.


My mother kept her maiden name, Halmstrom, slotted before my father’s: Elena Halmstrom MacKenzie. I have no idea how people go about searching for family members – there are probably millions of websites dedicated to this. But, not knowing where to start, I just google Halmstrom, Seattle.


Some long-ago Ellis Island slip must have turned a vowel because there are ninety-five Holmstroms in Seattle, but not a single Halmstrom. I feel the disappointment settle solidly in my belly. Maybe there really are no surviving members of my mother’s family.


I skim down the Google links for Halmstrom, and then something catches my eye: Harry Halmstrom, The Ida May Assisted Living Facility, Vancouver, British Columbia.


Seattle and Vancouver aren’t that far from each other. I click on the link. The Ida May Assisted Living Facility lists the names of its residents, and there is a Harry Halmstrom, along with the phone number of Jenny Zimmerman, his care worker.


My mother’s father is dead and I’m pretty sure that his name was Theodore. She never talked about him and yet I grew up knowing that she hated him and he died. I have no memory of any conversation at all, in fact, about my grandparents. Presumably she shut me down if I ever asked. This, I realize, is just not normal. It’s not just my genetic inheritance, it’s Finn’s now. Doug can trace his family back to the 1700s. My father’s MacKenzie clan goes back through generations of ministers and bagpipe players. But the other half of our lineage apparently vanished the day my mother died.
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