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1


To be, rather than to seem. The school motto was carved in stone in the arch above the entrance. It was in English on the way in, and in Latin – Esse Quam Videre – on the way out, presumably, Nessa thought, to reflect the learning aspired to by the girls who passed through these gates. Meanwhile, Jennifer, her daughter, was struggling with lower level French. 


Nessa had taken several shortcuts, the traffic light gods had smiled on her, and now she was only seventeen minutes late for her meeting. She pulled into the visitor’s car park, between an Audi and a BMW station wagon. It was April and the school playing fields were fresh and green. Beyond the playing fields was Cork city, the grey slate rooftops silvered with recent rain. She walked past a two-storey block of 1970s construction to the new glass and steel annex where she was to meet Ms Johnson, Jennifer’s Year Head. She was unsure why she’d been asked to come in. Jennifer’s grades had improved since last term. And she was a polite girl, not counting interactions with her parents.


Ms Johnson was waiting in an empty classroom, correcting papers. Her blonde hair fell forward as she bent over the desk. ‘You must be Jennifer McCormack’s mum,’ she said, looking up and gesturing to a chair. ‘Nessa, isn’t it?’


‘That’s right.’ She sat down, tucked her dark hair behind her ear. She liked Ms Johnson, who was little more than a girl and had always been kind to Jennifer. 


Whenever she ran into Ms Johnson outside school hours, in the coffee shop or at the hairdressers, the teacher always spoke to her as if they were friends. ‘I’m sorry I’m late,’ Nessa said.


‘Not to worry,’ Ms Johnson said, indicating the pile of student compositions. ‘I have plenty of reading material to keep me occupied.’ She picked up a ruler and began beating a rhythm against the desk, a low-grade, irritating noise, twack, twack, twack. It was like something Jennifer might do, and Nessa had to fight an urge to tell her to stop.


‘Have you noticed Jennifer seems to have gone into herself lately,’ Ms Johnson said, ‘that she’s become more withdrawn than usual?’


Than usual? Jennifer was quiet, certainly, but withdrawn was different, wasn’t it? ‘She’s a teenager,’ Nessa said, ‘withdrawn is the factory setting.’


Ms Johnson frowned. ‘It seems to me that Jennifer’s social circle has contracted. It could be nothing, of course, but we watch for these kinds of changes. She’s not running with the same gang anymore. I was wondering if you knew of anything that might have happened.’


Nessa shook her head. ‘Not that I’ve heard.’


‘So you can’t think of anything that might be impacting on her?’ Her stare was bordering on defiant. 


Nessa understood that they were not, in fact, friends and never would be. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’


Ms Johnson sighed. ‘How can I put this . . . I understand that there may be problems at home?’


Oh, Jennifer, Nessa thought, as if I haven’t got enough to deal with. ‘There are no problems,’ she said hoarsely, her throat tightening.


Ms Johnson put down the ruler and sat back in her chair. ‘I see,’ she said. She looked toward the window, out to the green of the carefully tended playing fields. ‘There’s also the problem that has arisen concerning your daughter and Mandy Wilson.’


Nessa felt the blood rush to her cheeks. ‘I haven’t heard of any problem with Mandy.’ Please don’t do this to me, Jennifer, she thought. Please.


‘They were such good friends, weren’t they?’ Ms Johnson said. ‘Best friends, I would have said, though of course that’s something of a movable feast among girls that age.’ She smiled, as if to compensate for her brittleness earlier, but Nessa was no longer capable of smiling back. Her hands of their own accord had dropped to grip the plastic edge of her chair, and she brought them back to her lap.


‘Lately,’ Ms Johnson continued, ‘it’s clear that they are no longer friends and . . .’ She paused. ‘There’s no nice way of saying this, but Jennifer is bullying Mandy.’


‘No,’ Nessa said. It was impossible. Her child was not a bully.


‘Yes, I’m afraid,’ Ms Johnson said.


‘What exactly . . .’ Nessa stopped, swallowed a couple of times. It would be the Wilson girl, of course. Several times in recent months, Nessa had reached what she thought was peak hurt, only to be sideswiped by some new humiliation. It was bad enough Cora Wilson going about as if nothing had happened, running for re-election to Parents’ Council, and getting it too. Only last week, Nessa had picked up the school newsletter to find Cora’s round, jovial face beaming out at her. She glanced at Ms Johnson, tried to gauge how much she knew, but the young woman’s expression was opaque. Nessa cleared her throat. ‘What has been happening?’ she asked.


‘They used to be inseparable,’ the teacher said. ‘You never saw one without the other. They sat together in the cafeteria every day. Now, Jennifer eats lunch with some other girls she has recently taken up with – a girl in particular from the year above, one of the Sullivans, you may know her?’


Nessa nodded. ‘The name is familiar. I think she might be coming over today.’


‘Mandy now eats alone,’ Ms Johnson continued. ‘Mandy, even more so than Jennifer, has become isolated within the class. She’s more introverted, doesn’t seem to have adapted to the whole . . .’ She glanced quickly around the classroom, as if willing a suitable word to present itself. ‘. . . situation.’


Nessa experienced a twinge of guilt. Part of her was secretly glad to hear that her daughter’s friendship with the Wilson girl had cooled. It was too difficult, looking at Mandy only to be reminded of the girl’s mother. And if Jennifer and Mandy had not been friends, then perhaps Cora Wilson would never have got to know Philip and might have confined her affections to her own husband.


‘It’s not the sort of thing parents can intervene in, is it?’ Nessa said. ‘They’re sixteen. We can’t make them hang out if they don’t want to. And eating lunch with new friends hardly counts as bullying. Maybe you could speak with Mandy’s parents?’


Ms Johnson’s gaze was steady. ‘I believe this is hurting Jennifer as much as Mandy,’ she said. ‘She’s missing their friendship, I can tell. It’s a classic case of misplaced anger, like she’s lashing out. And it’s more serious than Jennifer simply having new lunch friends, I’m afraid.’ She paused. ‘A number of stationery items belonging to Mandy have gone missing.’


Nessa sat straighter on her chair. ‘So my daughter’s a thief now?’


‘I never said that.’ Ms Johnson’s tone remained neutral. ‘Please listen carefully to what I am saying.’ She got up and went to the water cooler, came back with a glass, which she offered to Nessa.


Nessa shook her head. ‘No. Thank you.’


Ms Johnson set the glass down on the desk. ‘I’ll leave it here in case you change your mind.’ She picked up the ruler again and this time began to tap it against her knee. ‘Jennifer has also stopped playing hockey. She says she refuses to play on a team with Mandy. I have heard her, on more than one occasion, remark on Mandy’s physical appearance – Mandy’s weight, Mandy’s hair, for example. And I’ve noticed that when school finishes, Mandy walks home alone.’


It was true that it had been a long time since she’d found Mandy Wilson sprawled on their couch after school, or, more often than not, on a beanbag on the living room floor, watching YouTube videos. ‘When did this start?’ Nessa asked, though she could guess.


‘A few months ago. But things have deteriorated in recent weeks. I fear the other girls in the year may begin taking sides.’


Nessa swallowed. ‘How come we’re only hearing about this now?’


The teacher’s gaze flickered again to the inviting green of the outdoors. ‘I did discuss it with Jennifer’s dad at the parent-teacher evening. I take it he hasn’t mentioned it to you?’


When Nessa said nothing, Ms Johnson said, ‘I guess this brings us, in a roundabout way, to what I was getting at earlier – the question of whether there might be problems at home . . .’


Nessa stood up abruptly, banging against the desk and upsetting the glass of water.


‘Please sit down,’ Ms Johnson said. She lifted the pile of papers out of the path of the encroaching water and dabbed at the spill with a tissue. ‘I appreciate that this must be awkward for you. In the circumstances. But we need to think about Jennifer. And Mandy. I assure you that I’m not here to judge you in any way . . .’


‘Good,’ Nessa said. She straightened her shoulders, took a deep breath. ‘Because we pay fees to this school to have our daughter educated. Not to be judged. Not to have our private lives dissected.’


‘I have precisely zero interest in your private life.’ Ms Johnson threw the wet tissue in the bin with a certain degree of force. ‘I’m interested only in the well-being of the pupils under my care, specifically in this instance the well-being of your daughter and Mandy Wilson.’


Nessa remained standing. She gripped the back of the chair to stop her hands from trembling. The teacher got to her feet also, smoothing down her skirt before she spoke. ‘As a first step in these instances, we usually invite the parents of both girls in for an informal chat. Everyone around the table together. In most cases, we find that to be very helpful.’


Nessa shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. She and Philip sitting across the table from Cora Wilson and Mr Wilson? It was unthinkable.


Ms Johnson placed a hand on her arm. ‘As I said, I know this must be awkward . . .’


‘How old are you?’ Nessa said, shaking off her hand. ‘Twenty-three? Twenty-four? You know nothing.’ Fat treacherous tears began rolling down her cheeks. She turned and walked out of the classroom and down the corridor, ignoring Ms Johnson, who stood in the doorway looking after her.


Nessa waited twenty minutes in the school car park before driving home. She wasn’t one of those women who cried well. Hers was the puffy-eyed, graceless kind of crying. She watched Ms Johnson come out of the building and leave in a 1995 Toyota, one quarter panel a different shade of blue from the rest of the car. Nessa took a stick of concealer from her handbag and dabbed at the worst of the red blotches on her skin, then set off for home.


They’d inherited the house, or rather Philip had, from his mother, who’d paid off the final instalment of her mortgage a year before she died. Philip had managed to remortgage it for almost a million, all of which he’d sunk into property ­investments that had crashed. The house was in Sunday’s Well, mid-nineteenth century, with big sash windows, the ones at the rear looking out onto a sloping garden that ran down to the river.


In the hall, she found the usual muddle of shoes and coats and bags. Going into the kitchen, she heard a snuffling from beside the table. Bailey, a blind Labrador also inherited from Philip’s mother, had upended a plate containing the remains of a sandwich and was licking mayonnaise from the floor. ‘Out!’ she said, picking up the plate, but he nuzzled against her legs until she took him by the collar and dragged him to his blanket by the back door. In the living room the curtains were drawn and the room was in darkness save for the flicker of the TV in the corner. Jennifer was sprawled on the couch with her headphones on. Nessa switched on the light. ‘Hey, Jen. What’s up?’ The girl was tall, like her father, and her legs dangled over the end of the couch. She’d cajoled her mother into taking up the hem of her uniform by several inches, and Nessa could see where the sewing was already coming undone.


Jennifer blinked, rubbed her eyes. She had the same strong brows and hazel eyes as her mother. ‘Nothing,’ she said, and yawned. She took out her earbuds.


Nessa had expected to see the Sullivan girl too. She glanced around the room – perhaps some lithe thing was sunk in a beanbag, but no, there was only her daughter. ‘I thought you’d a friend coming over?’


Jennifer shrugged. ‘She had to cancel.’


Before today, before her conversation with Ms Johnson, Nessa would have thought nothing of this. Now she said, ‘Why? Was she sick?’


‘Yeah. I think so.’ Jennifer’s eyes were fixed on the TV, which was showing cartoons. The sound was off.


‘You think so? What did she say?’


‘She said her mom thought it would be better if she waited until her sore throat had cleared.’


‘But she was at school? With her sore throat?’


‘Yes.’ Jennifer picked up the remote and began scrolling through channels.


‘Was it the Sullivan girl?’


‘Sorry?’


‘What was her name? The girl who was supposed to come over.’


Jennifer frowned. ‘Deirdre Sullivan.’


Nessa remembered now that the Sullivans lived on the same road as the Wilsons. Were the parents taking sides? She knew Mrs Sullivan slightly, wouldn’t put it past her to meddle in her daughter’s friendships as a show of loyalty to Cora Wilson.


She positioned herself between her daughter and the TV screen. ‘You know who I was thinking of on the way home this evening? That girl, Serena, who used to be in your piano class? We haven’t had her round in a while. We should invite her over.’


Jennifer sat up, swinging her feet onto the carpet. ‘Why?’ she said suspiciously. She was in the process of putting her earbuds back in, but stopped.


‘You seemed to get on well together.’


Jennifer made a face. ‘She’s all right.’


‘Maybe someone else then. One of the other girls.’


‘Deirdre Sullivan will come over next week when her throat’s better. Doesn’t she count?’


‘Of course she counts, but I just thought it might be nice for you to have someone else round.’


Jennifer shook her head. ‘What’s the matter with you, anyway?’


Nessa sighed. ‘Is anything wrong at school, sweetheart? Is there anything you want to tell me about? Because I went to see Ms Johnson this afternoon.’


Jennifer frowned. ‘Why did you do that? Ms Johnson is such a ditz. What’s she been saying?’


Nessa sat on the arm of the couch. ‘You used to like her, if I remember.’


‘Yeah, well, not anymore. What did she say?’


‘She said that you and Mandy Wilson don’t hang out anymore, and . . .’ Nessa held up a hand to silence her daughter’s protest, because Jennifer was already on her feet, eyes flashing. ‘I know there are reasons for that, and I feel bad about it, believe me, you have no idea how bad I feel about it. Your father does too. But just because things went wrong between us adults isn’t any reason for you to be unhappy.’


‘I’m not unhappy. Mandy Wilson is a dope, Mom. I don’t know why I was ever friends with her in the first place. She’s a dope, and her mother’s a tramp.’


‘Jennifer!’


‘Well, they are. Or are you going to tell me that Mrs Wilson is a really nice person?’


Her daughter’s bitterness shocked her. She attempted to keep her own voice even. ‘Ms Johnson said you’ve started to bully Mandy.’


‘Well, I haven’t. Mandy has been feeding her a pack of lies.’


‘She said you and Mandy don’t sit at the same lunch table anymore. She said you left hockey because you refused to be on the same team as Mandy.’


Jennifer rolled her eyes. ‘I left hockey because I wasn’t any good at it, okay? I left because I’d rather be in choir and the times clashed. And, last time I checked, there is no obligation on me to be anybody’s friend if I don’t want to be.’ She paused. ‘I don’t see you being friends with Mrs Wilson.’


Nessa stared at her daughter. She felt tears rising and blinked them away. She would have to revisit this later; she didn’t have the strength for it now. ‘Is your dad home?’


‘He’s in his den.’


On her way out to the hall, Nessa paused in the doorway. ‘Your father and I are okay, Jennifer. You do know that, don’t you?’


Jennifer glanced at her mother, a pink blush rising on her cheeks. ‘Yes,’ she said, before looking away.


A room off the hall had been fitted out as a studio for Philip. On the walls were framed sketches of various buildings he’d worked on, and a cork bulletin board, on which he had tacked correspondence from local authorities, cost engineers, builders. An architect, he sometimes held meetings in this room, but mostly he preferred to meet his clients in hotels. The studio, or den as Jennifer called it, had been his mother’s ‘good room’, crammed with fussy furniture, rarely used. Nessa had cleared it out and painted it white. Along one wall was Philip’s drafting table, an antique Fritz and Goeldel mechanical table she’d found years ago during a trip to London, when they’d had money for things like that. He was at the table now, a set of plans in front of him.


‘New gig?’ she said when he looked up.


‘A kitchen extension.’ He said it the way one might say ‘dog turd’. ‘For the woman who owns the florists on the corner. I could hardly say no.’ He was sallow-skinned, tall and sinewy, with dark blond hair that had begun to recede and was cut short at the back and sides.


‘Will you get paid, do you think?’


‘I don’t know. But she seems to be doing well enough, so here’s hoping.’


Nessa sat down on the sofa, took a deep breath. ‘I met Ms Johnson after school this afternoon.’


He frowned. She could see that he was trying to work out who Ms Johnson might be; perhaps he thought he was about to be accused of doing something with her. 


‘Jennifer’s Year Head,’ she said.


‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘I remember her now.’


Ms Johnson was the sort of woman men tended to remember, Nessa thought. She felt a twinge of jealousy, pushed it aside. ‘It seems that Jennifer’s having some problems at school. Her social circle has changed, contracted. Did Ms Johnson mention anything at the parent-teacher meeting?’


He shook his head. ‘Nope. I’d have remembered.’


‘Are you sure?’ She swallowed. ‘Because she asked me if there were issues at home.’


‘I’m positive.’ He had a way of saying things that convinced his listeners utterly. There was a time when it had even worked on her. It was partly why they were in so much debt. ‘Apparently Jennifer has started bullying Mandy Wilson. Ms Johnson said she told you about it.’


His expression became more guarded. ‘She did mention something about Mandy. It didn’t sound like much, to be honest.’


‘And you didn’t think to tell me?’


He looked away. ‘I didn’t want to upset you. On account of it being the Wilson girl. I thought it was one of those things that kids sort out best on their own. I still think that. Us getting involved is only going to make things worse, particularly when it’s . . . well, you know. The Wilsons.’


‘Ms Johnson wants both sets of parents to meet,’ Nessa said quietly.


‘What?’


‘She wants you and me to sit down with the Wilsons to talk about our daughters.’


He sat up straighter. ‘Well, that isn’t going to happen.’


‘That’s what I tried to tell her. But . . .’ In spite of herself, her voice shook. ‘She knows, Philip. Ms Johnson knows. She knows about everything.’


He got up and came to sit beside her. He wiped away a tear that was sliding down her cheek. ‘She’d have to be a simpleton not to,’ he said. ‘You didn’t really think we’d be able to keep it quiet, did you?’


There was a time you thought you’d be able to keep it quiet, Nessa thought, but didn’t say. He put an arm around her shoulder, but she shook it off. She took a tissue from a box on the table and blew her nose.


‘How were things left?’ he said.


Nessa felt her cheeks grow hot. ‘Up in the air.’ He didn’t need to know about the crying, or the storming out. ‘She said we’ll talk about it again.’


‘Maybe we can encourage the girls to . . . I don’t know . . . sort things out themselves.’


As if it were that easy, she thought. As if the mess their lives had become would magically resolve itself, just like that. She stood up. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we invite Mandy Wilson for a sleepover? We used to do that before, remember? Before you started having sex with her mother.’


‘Please, Nessa,’ he said. ‘Come on now, that’s not fair. This is about Jennifer.’


‘Maybe Cora Wilson could come too. Maybe you, me, and her could, I don’t know, play Scrabble or something, while the girls hang out.’ She shoved her feet back into her shoes. ‘You know why Jennifer is taking things out on Mandy Wilson? The same reason she takes things out on me. It saves her blaming you.’ She banged the door behind her as she left the room. In the kitchen she took a bottle of wine from the fridge. The thing was, Jennifer really had been good friends with Mandy Wilson, before Philip did the dirt with Cora. Let him think about that for a while.


As she struggled with the corkscrew, she heard a familiar low hum from across the river. There was a public park along the opposite bank, and the park attendant often cut the grass at this hour. He had a ride-on lawnmower that was stored in the maintenance building during the day and in the evening she would hear it stirring out of silence like an animal disturbed, a whimper first as the engine ignited, then a steady growl as it began its looped journey in and out between the trees. The dog knew the sound too, and now he responded, not with annoyance but like it was a call to vespers, rising from his blanket and pawing at the door until she let him out into the garden. He stood snapping at insects in the long grass while his eyes trailed the machine across the river, as if he could see it. She poured a glass of wine and sat at the kitchen table, listening for any sound of Philip coming out of the studio to her.


She got out her laptop, opened the Progress Report that she was required to submit once a month to the gallery where she worked. The gallery, in turn, filed the report with the EU cultural agency funding the acquisition she was currently curating. All the boxes had to be filled in. If she didn’t fill in one box, it wouldn’t allow her to proceed to the next, and she stared at it for a while as she drank her wine, then closed it again. She thought that if Philip met her halfway, if he came out of the studio now and came as far as the kitchen door, then she would be the one to apologise. There hadn’t been another woman since Cora Wilson, she was reasonably sure of that. 


Possibly there hadn’t been another woman before her either. There had, perhaps, been an occasional, discreet straying, evidenced by a temporary distancing when he got home from a business trip, a restraint in the way he touched her. But nothing like those months when she thought that she’d lost him. Then, even the nights he was home, asleep beside her, she’d get up and walk the house in the small hours, touching things, trailing her fingers along walls, the backs of chairs, as if trying to hold down everything that was slipping away.


There were nights she’d taken things out to the garden, things singled out for destruction earlier in the evening: ornaments, serving dishes, a shell brought back from their vacation. She’d go to the end of their property, where Philip wouldn’t hear, and she’d smash them against his mother’s rusty fence. One night, glass littering the ground at her feet, she looked back up the hill and saw a light come on in the house next door, saw the blinds raised and Mrs Moriarty, their neighbour, at the window. She’d been an old, dear friend of Philip’s mother and for a split second Nessa had feared that the woman would go running to her mother-in-law with tittle-tattle tales, before she remembered that her mother-in-law was dead. She began to laugh then, right there in the middle of the night in her penguin-patterned pyjamas; she stood there and laughed at herself and at the old woman watching her.


When she’d discovered his affair with Cora Wilson, Philip had offered to leave. ‘Don’t think that you get to be the one to leave,’ she’d said. ‘If anybody’s going to leave, it’s going to be me.’ It was spoken in anger, but in retrospect, it was the best thing she could have said. He was still in contact with Cora then, and she’d seen immediately how unnerved he was at the prospect of being left to manage both the house and Jennifer. Cora, who had two younger children as well as Mandy, was unlikely to jump ship and come live with him. And if she did, she’d bring her whole brood with her. Nessa had often thought since that if his mother had been more of a feminist, if she’d raised her son to cook and clean and take an interest in child-rearing, they might have divorced.


In the event, when faced with the prospect of running a household, he’d broken with Cora Wilson. When next it was Nessa’s turn to host the monthly fundraiser for the school orchestra, she’d walked up to Cora at the school gates and handed her an invitation. Cora had turned up that Friday afternoon, Mandy shy beside her. She’d accepted a glass of elderflower cordial, complimented the cut of the crystal. And then she and Nessa and the other mothers had engaged in shrill, giddy conversation, laughed, even, if a little hysterically, while their daughters hung out in the living room, tapping at their phones. After that day, Mandy never came to their house again.




2


The day after her meeting at the school, she and Philip had an appointment with the marriage counsellor. They’d chosen a therapist in a small town twenty miles east of the city, where they weren’t known, or at least she had chosen the therapist and Philip had, grudgingly, agreed to go. ‘I don’t see why we must pay a stranger in order to talk to each other,’ he said.


‘Because we don’t talk to each other,’ Nessa said.


‘Yes we do.’


‘No, not properly. Not now.’


For several months they had unpeeled their lives in this room. It was, Nessa thought, like undressing in front of a stranger. That morning she wanted to raise the unfairness of Jennifer continuing to adore her father while becoming increasingly distant from her mother.


‘It’s like she’s blaming me for his affair,’ she said. They were seated around a table in a small, chintzy room above a dry cleaners.


‘That’s ridiculous,’ Philip said.


‘Is it?’ she said. ‘Children blame the wrong parent all the time. When my sister and I were young, we made a voodoo doll of our father and whenever he burned the dinner, or made us wait in the van while he was on a job, we’d stick pins in it. It makes me sad now to think about it, because our father was doing his best. It was our mother who was to blame, decamping to her relatives whenever the mood took her.’


‘How old were you,’ the therapist said, ‘when you played that game?’


She considered for a moment. ‘Ten. Maybe eleven. It wasn’t a game. I kept the doll. I never did anything with it afterwards, but I kept it, and for a while, when I was about fifteen, I used to take it to school with me.’


Philip glanced, in an obvious way, at his watch. ‘I think we’re getting off the topic.’


‘I’d like to stay with this a little longer, if we may,’ the therapist said. ‘Carry on, Nessa.’


She saw that he was looking at her expectantly. What more was there to say about the doll? ‘I remember wondering why it never worked for us,’ she said, ‘when it always worked for the people on the television.’


The therapist steepled his fingers. ‘Well . . .’ he said.


‘Hang on,’ Philip said. ‘Is that the cloth doll with the bamboo legs? The one I found in your sock drawer?’


‘Yes,’ Nessa said. ‘That’s it.’


‘You told me that doll belonged to your grandmother. A family heirloom.’


‘I’m more interested in the fact that you kept it,’ the therapist said. ‘Why was that, do you think, Nessa?’


Philip held up a hand to silence him. ‘You lied to me,’ he said, turning to Nessa.


She reddened. ‘What was I going to tell you? It was years ago. We didn’t know each other that well back then.’


‘We were married.’


She felt her temper rise. ‘After all the hurt you’ve caused,’ she said. ‘After everything you’ve done, you have the nerve to sit there and accuse me of lying. Me choosing not to talk about a doll, Philip, does not equate to you choosing to sleep with Cora Wilson.’


Philip looked to the therapist, as if to say Rein this in, but the man said nothing. ‘We drive all this way,’ Philip said, ‘to talk about us, and all you do is bring everything back to Cora. Cora, Cora, Cora.’


‘That is not fair,’ she said.


‘Maybe we should park this for the moment,’ the therapist said, ‘and get back to your relationship with your daughter.’ But for the remaining half hour, Philip was curt to the point of rudeness, and it was a relief when the time was finally up and they left in their separate cars, Nessa for Tragumna in West Cork, where she had an appointment on behalf of the gallery with the family of the acclaimed artist the late Robert Locke.


‘I’m afraid we’re running behind,’ Loretta Locke had said on the doorstep, ‘my mother took a bit of a turn.’ The first time she’d used that phrase, ‘a bit of a turn’, Nessa had been alarmed, but it turned out that Loretta used it to mean anything from a mild stroke to a fit of bad temper.


‘Is she all right?’ Nessa stepped over the leaves of an encroaching plant and onto the porch. Things grew with lush vulgarity here. Maybe it was the sea air: all those tiny particles of seaweed, all those hapless microorganisms blown inland to fertilise reedy fields.


‘Oh, Mother is absolutely fine.’ Loretta inclined her head to the small room at the end of the hall where Nessa usually spoke with Mrs Locke. ‘I’ve left you the newspaper.’


They were standing outside the studio where Robert Locke had worked on a number of his better-known pieces. Before the Lockes came to the house in the late sixties, the room must have been a sitting room. It was wide and bright, with two tall windows looking out to sea, another smaller window to the side, a ceiling with subdued cornicing and one bare lightbulb in the centre. Gravity, nominated for the Turner in 1985 and now in the National Gallery, had been conceived and shaped in this room. Venus at the Hotel Negresco, known locally as ‘the Chalk Sculpture’, was here still. Over seven feet tall, it commandeered the room, part human female, part abstract. The ‘chalk’ wasn’t strictly speaking chalk at all, but a soft gypsum Locke had experimented with, ­fleetingly, in his middle years. Come September, the sculpture would move to a more fitting space in the gallery in the city, and the studio would move with it – the door, the floor, the ceiling. Even the dust would be transported. ‘I’ll be in here, if that’s all right,’ Nessa said, indicating Locke’s studio. ‘I’ve one or two things to check.’


‘Of course,’ Loretta said. ‘We won’t be long.’ Locke’s daughter was in her late forties, tall and lean with close-cut auburn hair. She wore the kind of clothes that elicited politeness from shop assistants. That day it was tailored navy trousers, a striped blue and white shirt under a camel-coloured sweater.


It was humid, dull, save for a dazzle of light miles out at sea, and Nessa hadn’t worn any tights. She noticed that her legs, pale, and dappled here and there with old bruises, complemented the floorboards. She’d already measured every inch of this floor on her hands and knees, photographed it, sketched it on gridded paper over a series of afternoons in preparation for the gallery’s acquisition of the studio. She’d marked in pencil the exact location of Robert Locke’s chair; his workbench still with its rasps and chisels; the cast-iron statue, half stoat, half man, that had stood so long in one place that when she’d moved it, she’d found two perfect imprints of its clawed iron feet on the floor. She had liaised with the conservationist, commissioned the survey and the elevational drawings. She had tagged; she had devised a computerised archive. Already some things had been packed into boxes with typed labels on the outside, a catalogue number in the top right-hand corner.


The Chalk Sculpture stood in the middle of the room. It had achieved notoriety some years before when it came to be regarded as embodying fertility powers. The public had sought it out in their hundreds; they came in a spirit of supplication, less to marvel at what critics had described as the piece’s ‘gritty transcendence’, its alien, unsettling beauty, than to plead their case.


Nessa walked over and touched a hand to the swell of the figure’s belly. The sculpture had once languished for a period in a disused cowshed in Clonakilty, before the farmer, reportedly tired of it, delivered it by tractor and trailer back to the Locke women, Robert Locke being dead by then. Nessa touched a finger to the indent in the centre of the chalk-white belly. A groove had formed from the already water-damaged gypsum being eroded by the hands of pilgrims. Nessa wondered about these people, who’d flocked not to consider Robert Locke’s genius but to beg for babies. She had rescued the sculpture from such indignities. But when the gallery had set about acquiring it, parts still had a dung-ish tinge from the years in the cowshed. The conservationist had spent days with a small brush engaged in the complicated process of cleaning without erasing.


When she was younger and a student of art history, Nessa had written her thesis on Locke. There were many theories on why the sculpture didn’t have a face, and she had critically analysed all of them. Looking at the figure now, she was no nearer to understanding why Locke had left the head as a block of unchiselled stone, and yet made one foot so miraculously detailed that even now, all these years later, after all the erosions of air and cow breath, all the indignities of Loretta’s cleaning solvents before she knew better, it was still possible to see the trace of a hair on the big toe and the amphibian webbing of the two smallest ones.


Outside, beyond the patch of gravel where her car was parked, an untended field sloped to the seashore, with the ghost of an old pathway, a tiny modulation in the tilt and shading of the reeds, running down the centre. She imagined Robert Locke walking that path after a morning spent chiselling and shaping.


She’d met him, decades earlier, at college when she was a starstruck student. To be here, in his studio, his former home, still felt, on occasion, as if she were taking liberties, as if she were becoming privy to things that she shouldn’t. What sort of man had he been? What sort of father? Or husband? One who wouldn’t have made a fuss about a bloody doll, she thought; one who understood the necessity to transfer our emotions to forms and shapes outside ourselves, lest our feelings rise up and destroy us.


‘Everything all right?’ She hadn’t heard Loretta come back, but there she was, standing in the doorway, head quizzically to one side. ‘I’ll bring you down now. My mother’s ready.’


In a smaller room at the back of the house, Mrs Locke was seated at a circular table. She was eighty-four, small proportioned, with white hair pinned in a French twist. There was a smattering of broken veins on her face, which she liked to disguise with a dusting of powder, always that little bit too much powder, so that fine grains of it sat on her cheeks, on the tip of her nose. She was wearing a black suit cut from a fabric that Nessa’s mother might have rubbed between her fingers before pronouncing good. She might also have pronounced it old-fashioned. The afternoon was overcast, and Nessa reached for the light switch.


‘I never need the lamps in the daytime,’ Eleanor said, ‘not in summer. Artificial light is a sacrilege in a place like this. We moved here for the light. Didn’t I ever tell you that?’


‘You did.’ Nessa went to a lamp in the corner, switched that on too.


‘Do you know what Robert would say if he could see us now? With all these lamps on? He’d say what a pity. What a pity to squander the lovely soft light.’


Nessa imagined that Robert Locke, if asked, would not call the light ‘soft’. The light here was glorious, but it was blade-sharp, unsparing. There were days, as she drove along the coast road, when she thought the darts of silver coming in off the water might slice her in two. She glanced at Loretta, but she had already sidled away with a book to an alcove at the side of the room. This was where she hid out on the afternoons Nessa interviewed her mother.


‘Is that thing on?’ Eleanor said, pointing to the Dictaphone.


‘Not yet.’


‘Well, turn it on, would you? I’ve remembered something I must tell you about Robert.’
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Robert Ethan Locke was born in a small village in southwest Scotland in 1932. The story told was that his father was a coal miner and his mother a seamstress. These were facts he’d often pressed into service when describing his early life, though how much mining or sewing was done depended on whom one spoke to.


His father, as a young man, had worked a summer in the mines at Muirkirk, but the family had a sheep farm near Priesthill where Robert spent most of his childhood. And his mother did make shifts and petticoats, but mostly as a charitable effort for the local Women’s Aid Committee. Robert had one sibling, an older brother who died in a drowning accident as a teenager, an incident he could never be drawn to discuss. In interviews, he’d spoken about how he spent a year at the Slade studying fine art in his early twenties, then dropped out to travel to India and South America before settling in Cambridgeshire, where he married Eleanor. In 1968 they moved to West Cork.


All of this Nessa had known from her undergraduate days, and none of it was what Eleanor wanted to talk about now. What she wanted to talk about was how badly Robert had treated her that time he disappeared for several weeks in 1972. This was also well known; Nessa had already heard it from Eleanor herself several times.


Eleanor had her mouth to the Dictaphone. ‘He was like a beggar when he came back that time,’ she said. ‘A beggar you might find sleeping under a piece of cardboard in the street. The filth of him. His hair sticking out like he’d hacked it off with a knife. His shirt torn.’ She sighed. ‘If he had to go away,’ she said, ‘would it have killed him to take a change of clothes? If you saw him then, you’d have offered him the price of a cup of tea.’ She turned toward the alcove. ‘Wouldn’t you, Loretta?’


Loretta put down her book. ‘My father never took much interest in his appearance,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t important to him.’


‘And he brought nothing home for the child,’ Eleanor said. ‘Washed up on my doorstep in the same clothes he was wearing the day he left, and nothing else. Not even a small trinket for his daughter. Remember, Loretta?’ she said.


‘It doesn’t matter, Mother,’ Loretta said. ‘It makes no difference.’


They sounded, Nessa thought, as if they were discussing something that had happened only the week before.


‘How difficult could it have been to find something small?’ Eleanor said. ‘Some little souvenir for his own child. A knickknack from a stall, a plastic donkey. You know the sort of thing. Anything would have been better than nothing.’ She paused. ‘And he wouldn’t even tell us where he’d been.’


Nessa was aware that Loretta had gone back to her book, but her expression was strained, and she wasn’t turning any pages.


‘Quite a man for the vanishing acts,’ Nessa said. She managed a polite smile.


‘Vanishing acts!’ Eleanor said. ‘You make them sound like something delightful. He ran away, that’s all. Ran away like a little boy to hide. But young women like you, you always come wanting to give him medals.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that. It must have been terrible for you, not knowing where he was.’


Eleanor glared. ‘You have no idea,’ she said. Then, as if the Dictaphone and Nessa were two separate audiences, she dipped her head low again to address the machine: ‘You have no idea.’


Corralling Eleanor’s thoughts was never easy, and that afternoon, still raw from her fight with Philip, Nessa found the job slower and more difficult than usual. She’d had an idea to write a paper, perhaps a newspaper article, to be published at the time of the gallery’s unveiling of the studio: Robert Locke through the eyes of the women who lived with him. Loretta had refused outright. Eleanor had taken to the idea when Nessa explained that it would, in part, be about her, but cracks had begun to emerge as to the precise nature of that part. Nessa was on the point of packing away her Dictaphone when Eleanor said, ‘You’re missing a button.’


Nessa looked down at her blouse. ‘So I am.’ She shrugged.


‘You must let me fix it.’


‘It’s fine. I have to go. I’m giving a talk on Robert’s work at the gallery later.’


‘My mother won’t be able to attend that talk,’ Loretta said quickly. ‘I’d prefer that she got some rest.’


‘I understand,’ Nessa said. ‘It’s just that I need to be on my way. The button doesn’t matter.’


‘No,’ Eleanor said, ‘go and take the blouse off. Loretta will fetch you something to put on while I’m sewing. It won’t take a minute.’


Nessa hoped Loretta would interject, but she put her book down on the floor and came over to the table. ‘Come on,’ she said, in a tone that suggested We might as well get this over with. She beckoned Nessa toward the stairs.


She had been in the house half a dozen times, but had never got further than the studio, the back room, the downstairs toilet. If she hadn’t been running late, she realised, she would’ve been grateful for the missing button. In curating the life of Robert Locke, what little she had learned so far of these women’s personal lives was confined to their roles as wife and daughter. Of their personal day-to-day existence she knew very little. And it was no small thing to know that Locke himself had slept in one of these very rooms, albeit almost two decades ago. Her student self would have blushed at the idea; now she thought that she’d like to settle herself, even briefly, on his bed. In some ways, Nessa thought, she was not that different from those people who came to paw at the Chalk Sculpture.


The landing was wide, with one wall shelved floor to ceiling and stuffed with all kinds of oddities. On closer inspection, she saw that many of them had gift tags or handwritten notes attached. It reminded her of Jennifer’s bedroom, but with varnished shells and boxed soaps instead of eye shadows and celebrity-endorsed perfumes. Loretta caught her staring. ‘Mostly they bring her ugly, sentimental things,’ she said, ‘things my father would have hated.’ She lifted a box from a shelf, grimaced, put it down again. ‘What use they think a statue might have for embroidered hankies I can’t imagine.’


‘Are people still coming to see the Chalk Sculpture?’ The house was no longer meant to be open to visitors. This was something on which the gallery and the Lockes had had extensive negotiations. The publicist was busy whipping up excitement about the planned unveiling of the sculpture in its new home at the gallery. These home visits were diluting the brand.


Loretta flushed. ‘These are from before. I used to toss everything out as soon as people left, but then I came to an arrangement with a woman who owns a souvenir shop further up the coast. If she needs extra stock during the regattas, I give her a box of things to sell.’


Loretta unlocked a door to a room that might once have belonged to a lodger or servant: a bed, a wardrobe, a desk and chair. ‘Take your blouse off. I’ll get you something to wear while you’re waiting.’ She went off, and Nessa heard another door opening, the metallic ring of hangers sliding across a rail. Loretta returned with a blouse that was most definitely Eleanor’s: a chiffony thing with a froth of lace around the neck, mother-of-pearl buttons at the cuffs. ‘Come down when you’re ready,’ she said, in the same kind but brisk tone the nurse at the GP’s practice used when leaving Nessa to undress before examination. Nessa looked around. Finally she was in the sleeping quarters of the house where Robert Locke had once lived. This room was so bare, though, that it was hard to imagine it had witnessed much living.


The blouse, being Eleanor’s, was much too small. Having failed to do up more than three buttons, Nessa clutched it closed at the front. She sat on the edge of the bed, not wishing to go downstairs. She would be late getting home to cook dinner, and she would have no time to go over her notes for the lecture. After what felt like an eternity, and holding the blouse closed with one hand, she stepped out onto the landing. She paused in front of the shelves stuffed with oddities. Loretta was right, what need had a sculpture for hankies, or lace doilies or paperweights or pincushions, for that matter? But then, the pilgrims were paying a visit; they could hardly have come, as her mother might have said, with their hands hanging. Perhaps they did not wish to scupper their chances by appearing mean. Ten years previously someone claimed to have become pregnant after touching the Chalk Sculpture, and for a while it did a brisk trade in superstition. It became an object of pilgrimage for the desperate, the ones who’d spent all their money on IVF, who’d said their last prayer, and whose only remaining hope was to push their last tenner into the donation box placed discreetly to one side. Then they’d rub the Chalk Sculpture’s magnificent belly, cry a bit, and leave a box of scented candles, say, or a string of rosary beads, on the floor by her feet. Nessa had read all about it in a newspaper at the time, back before she’d ever known Loretta and Eleanor, when Locke himself was just the brilliant man she’d studied at college. The day she got the letter from the gallery confirming funding had come through, that she was to be contracted to work on Locke’s studio, Philip had cracked a joke about keeping well back from that statue, how one child was quite enough. How they’d laughed! That was over a year ago, before Cora Wilson. Proof that they’d been happy once.


Downstairs, she found Eleanor struggling with the blouse and a needle, the fabric held close to her face. Loretta was in the chair that was usually Nessa’s. ‘Don’t get up,’ Nessa said, but Loretta was already drifting back to the alcove. Eleanor paused, needle mid-air. ‘I used to get shirts sent over from London when we moved here first,’ she said. ‘It was hard to get well-made clothes back then. Much better selection now. For those that want them. For those that have an eye.’ Then, with a flourish, she brought the thread to her mouth, bit it, and handed over the blouse.


Nessa wondered if she should go back upstairs to change, if they would consider it improper if she whipped the borrowed blouse off in front of them, exposing her greying Marks & Spencer’s bra, but she was in a hurry. She compromised by changing in the hall.


When at last she could get away, Loretta waved goodbye to her from the porch. Nessa walked to her car, sidestepping the wild rhubarb plants that protruded onto the path, their giant leaves heavy with rainwater.
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