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For Barbara Bradshaw, cara amica.




How does it happen that our lives can drift


far from our selves, while we stay trapped in time … 


Carol Ann Duffy, Rapture 




Anna


I wake abruptly with a terrible start, because it feels like I’m holding something very, very precious, and I’ve dropped it. When I snap my eyes open, heart thumping, it’s always just fallen from my arms. It’s Teddy I’m dropping, even though I never actually have. In my half-waking, half-sleeping state I see it happen, as if I am both in and out of my thrumming body. 


Teddy’s still a baby in the dream, and he’s wearing a striped red-and-white romper. My right hand is cradling his head, and my left hand is curled up and over his knees. Looking at us – and I can see that my crossed elbows are an additional hammock beneath him – dropping him couldn’t feasibly happen, but it’s always the sensation I have, my mouth parched, my arms flailing.


The babygro – the red-and-white-striped one – is an accurate memory. I’m confident of that. I must still have it, neatly folded in a cupboard somewhere. We’re not by ourselves in the dream. The health visitor who was assigned to Teddy is there too, a woman who yawned constantly, her hand barely covering her mouth, her broad face placid and bovine. Perhaps she was bored, or tired, or maybe in need of more oxygen than the series of rooms provided. 


The sequence begins as I put him in the scale pan, and he lies there, soft as butter, wearing a cotton-knit hat shaped like a strawberry. The hat accentuates the colour of his lips, and his tiny Cupid’s bow, and I resist stretching across to kiss him because I know it would get in the way of the weighing, the measuring, the calibrating, and the jotting in the red book with her cheap biro that smudges. And so, while the health visitor writes, I am self-contained, sitting with my hands in my lap, my back straight, surreptitiously checking my watch, and with just the beginnings of a sprightly fretfulness that Isaac will shortly finish school and I will not be at the playground gate. 


The health visitor looks at her notes and her tick-box charts, and gestures to indicate that I can pick Teddy up again, and as I lean to gather him to me, that’s where the accurate recall stops. Instead, there’s the chest-punching horror that I’ve dropped him, my arms flung inexplicably wide, my palms facing ceilingward. When I look down to where he should surely be falling towards my feet, I can’t see him there either. There is nothing other than a dizzying blackness that tilts and shifts around me, as if we are in fact both tumbling in free fall, our arms and legs spread wide like stars, with Teddy invisible beyond my reach, cartwheeling down through space. 


If I look over my shoulder – and the room is shrinking behind me and is suddenly bleached of all colour – the health visitor is still sitting plumply by her scale pan, her pen poised in mid-air. Her expression doesn’t change, however many times I dream it. She is not startled, or concerned. She doesn’t even drop her pen. What her face mostly shows is disappointment. She is clearly disappointed in my failure to scoop up Teddy properly.




Tom


Is it Eliza? It takes a moment, looking through the smoked grey glass of the hotel in Geneva, to confirm that it is. Her swimming costume is red; a red so bright she is as vivid as a scarlet poppy when she walks out from the changing room. The colour is unexpected, almost startling. Her work clothes are usually muted – neutrals and greys, and sometimes a blue that is almost black. Occasionally her lips are red; the only clue that would suggest her choice of swimming costume. When they are, I find it hard to look directly at her as she speaks, instead focusing on her temple, or her hairline, or the space beyond her. She wears blouses that are cleverly tailored and which have neat little tucks and seams and move entirely with her. A seamstress would understand the mechanics of that. I do not, but recognise that they are pieces she must have chosen with care and insight.


Eliza walks to the poolside shower, tilts back her head, and momentarily lets the water drench her. She shivers as it touches her skin. The act of observing her, even though in a public place, seems an intrusion. She pauses momentarily by the deep end of the pool and leans to look out of the window at the street below. The snow, which began thawing earlier, has continued to do so, and the pavement is slushy with gritty melt. It is much warmer than yesterday; unseasonably so. She won’t need to wear the coat with the high lambskin collar that she wore on the way from the airport. 


From her cupped palm Eliza produces goggles, which she snaps on with a surprisingly practised hand, licking her fingertip and quickly tracing the lens. She blows out through her lips, rises to her tiptoes, lifts her arms above her head and stretches.


Anna and the boys look up at me from my iPhone screen saver. Isaac is standing next to Anna in the garden, his hands held behind him like a soldier standing to attention. I look at the photo fixedly to navigate myself back to them. Anna is smiling, but – seeing her freshly in the clean Swiss light of this calm and neat breakfast room – it occurs to me that it is a grim, stoical smile, which ends at the corners of her lips and is firmly staunched by the clamped press of her jaw. Teddy is on her lap, his head spooled back on her collarbone. 


Time for a quick chat? 


Her response is instant.


What do you think?


Perhaps I should send an emoji with a downturned mouth and a question mark beside it. Perhaps then she would respond. Likely it is just one of those mornings and she is best left alone. She has said, many times, ‘Just let me get on.’ 


My gaze is drawn again to Eliza, who dips her chin to her chest and dives in. Without pause, she begins to swim an efficient crawl, her hands meeting momentarily at the front of her reach so that she seems to spear effortlessly between strokes. Her body skates through the water.


I should text my assistant and confirm the time of today’s flight back from Geneva. The 10 a.m. meeting should not overrun; most of what was required was successfully completed yesterday. Eliza, at the boardroom table, going through the PowerPoint presentation, her grey eyes fixed purposefully on the client. I make the image of her dissolve, as if it is occluded by blotches of snow.


The waitress appears with the breakfast menu which is loaded with waffles, pancakes, Viennoiserie. 


‘Just an Americano, please.’


Am I only a heartbeat away from sitting here old and unfit, instead of forty-two and in reasonable shape? The other guests at the hotel are mostly the former. Perhaps the pool was built next to the breakfast room as a kind of subliminal taunt.


Eliza is still swimming, completing each length with a neat turn, her hand outstretched to touch the pool wall.


I’m reading a newspaper when she arrives beside me, dressed in a skirt that is possibly blue, possibly grey; it is hard to call it. She has on a jacket cut exactly to the curve of her body, which is somehow clearer to me now that I have seen her in her swimsuit. The waitress appears again.


‘A flat white and some bircher muesli, please.’


Eliza’s hair looks perfectly dry and is secured into some kind of chignon with a curved pin that has a small flurry of seed pearls at its tip. It’s only when she reaches forward to return the menu to the waitress that it becomes visible: one small, damp curl stuck to the palest skin at the side of her neck, just behind and below her ear. I turn away, guilty with the noticing.




Anna


I’ve lost count of the times I’ve said, ‘Don’t text first thing.’ It’s not that I don’t understand the inclination; can’t remember perfectly, in fact, the impulse to do so: arriving early for a meeting, grabbing a coffee in a café, or sitting in a bland hotel lobby waiting for a taxi; the reflex to touch base, to check in, to report back. 


Not now, though. The possibility of silence, first thing, is something to be safeguarded, like a small rectangle of lustrous matt whiteness snipped from a paint chart and held carefully in my palm. A window of opportunity, even though my use of it is increasingly questionable. Cleaning. Sanitising. Scrubbing at nooks and crannies in the kitchen with my lips pursed before the day has even begun. Who would have guessed that my grip on a mop could be so accustomed, so adroit? I think habits can be tracked back to their source, like long twisty rivers, or birds that have made complex migratory flights. All of this – all of what I begin each weekday with – flows back to a junior doctor, her hair held high in a swinging ponytail, who examined Teddy when he was in hospital for a chest infection last winter. She washed her hands at length, meticulously soaping between her fingers, the mechanised procedure still freshly learned. ‘It’s amazing quite how much infection can be prevented if people wash their hands regularly and thoroughly. Cleanliness makes a real difference to children like Teddy and their level of exposure to risk.’


Bullseye. Thoughts gain traction and heft, and now I sanitise all the kitchen surfaces, even though I can’t rationally say what contamination I think happens during the night. Flies do not drop from the ceiling; cats do not pad in through the letter box; germs surely don’t sally forth from the sink. 


I repeatedly scrub my hands like the doctor did, so much so that the skin between my fingers is cracked and sore. If I stretch my hands wide it flashes at me like small, cross-hatched ensigns. At the table with Tom I keep my fingers pressed together, as if they are contained in invisible mesh mittens. On my phone I have googled the definition of ‘open-handed’; it means giving freely, or generous. Perhaps now I don’t qualify as either of these; instead I am a woman with a masterful grasp of a mop, who wrings it out into a second bucket so that the original water is not sullied with dirt.


Isaac will appear in a moment. For a child of almost ten, he is unusually obedient to his alarm. (‘Snooze button? Lose button,’ he said once. ‘Why would anyone want one of those?’) He will tiptoe into the kitchen, trying his best to avoid the patches that are not yet completely dry, and pick up the bowl of cereal I have put out for him on the counter. He will sit on the stool and hold his legs bent at ninety degrees so that I can swoosh past him more easily. He pours the milk carefully and makes sure not to spill it on the clean surface. I should tell him that I am grateful for this; for this gesture of allegiance, of tacit support. I get it, his body language seems to say, his elbow suspended at a right angle above the worktop. 


Most mornings there is just the sound of him eating his cereal, and the clink of his mug of milk as he puts it down. I worry that his almost-silence is because I give the impression of listening for something else, a sound that will come from just beyond us and which I might miss if I don’t give it my full attention. Only yesterday, I shushed him mid-sentence and then waited in the hiatus for the sound of Teddy stirring, while Isaac held the cereal spoon midway to his mouth like someone caught in the shutter of a camera frame. Perhaps this is why we start each weekday in the kitchen in what I’d prefer to think of as companionable silence – my elder son eating, me mopping and wiping, the street lights blinking off outside as the daylight increases.


Even now, as I empty the bucket into the sink, my head is cocked like a gun primed to smoke blue. I knead the side of my neck with my fingertips, aware of a tightness that tracks to my left ear. It is constantly tilted upwards, as if a particular sound will be poured into it abruptly, like water from a jug. Teddy frequently wakes with a coughing fit and can be promptly sick. On these days it is not just the bottom sheet but all the bed linen that needs changing. 


Weekends are not like this. The cleaning and sanitising does not happen when Tom is sitting here, reading the papers, a coffee in his hand, filling the kitchen with his solid certainty; the length of his femur, his hand span, making me feel that germs are surely vanquished. If he saw me doing this, he would look at me, baffled. When I used to have a cleaner, I saw her wiping the side with the same cloth she’d just used for the floor. I told her – white-lipped – that from now on I didn’t want her to touch the kitchen. She looked at me sideways with a flintiness in her expression that suggested detached, dispassionate evaluation. See how you’d deal with it, I wanted to say to her. I fired her shortly afterwards, relieved to be free of another set of eyes scrutinising me, and at the same time wondering how I became a person who might audibly crackle with internally generated bolts of lightning.


I take down Isaac’s jacket from the peg in the hallway and put it next to his school bag. At least it isn’t raining. The guilt is worse on wet mornings, when he goes off by himself, his feet nimbly hopscotching the puddles. He has walked to school alone for almost a year. I comfort myself with the fact that it’s only a short distance and there are no unsupervised roads to cross. 


Getting Teddy up and ready to accompany him brought its own kind of chaos: Teddy wailing because he wanted breakfast and there wasn’t time to feed it to him; or often a coughing fit that would bring everything to a halt, all the time Isaac standing patiently next to the front door, tapping his book bag against his knees. 


One morning, as I knelt on the hallway floor zipping Teddy into his snowsuit, Isaac simply said, ‘Why don’t I walk by myself? It’s no trouble. It’s not like I don’t know the way.’ 


No trouble. I could print that on a T-shirt and give it to him to wear; Isaac with his quick, dark, watchful eyes, which I suspect probably see more than most. 


Now, he comes down the stairs, tugging his sweatshirt into place, and I step forward to wrap my arms around him in a hug. 


‘You are such a star.’ 


Is it surprise that he is registering? He gives a quick smile.


After he has cleaned his teeth, he walks off down the path. I sit on the bottom stair with a cup of coffee on the tread beside me. Perhaps Tom is still wherever he texted from earlier. Half an hour has passed. It’s more likely he will have left for a meeting and already be busy. My reply would anyway be stringy and lumpen, and a kind of withholding. I see that clearly.


Teddy has an appointment with the musculoskeletal team this morning. It’s better that he sleeps; better that he is his best possible, strongest, straightest self. 


The sound of a blackbird filters through from the cherry tree beyond the porch. Last week, there was a robin perilously close to the open casement. When I was a child, a great-aunt told me that a bird coming into the house is a foreteller of a death. This is why I am a woman who flaps her arms, panic-struck, to shoo away bold fledglings that alight on a sill. This is why I crane my neck, now, to make sure the blackbird is tucked in the tree and not actually inside the porch. My great-aunt’s superstition is like a sticky cobweb; I would like to brush it away and feel my skin smooth and clean.


And then, there it is: a small, yawny mewl. Teddy. Awake. I scramble to my feet, the coffee untouched where it sits on the tread.




Teddy


My curtains flap flap flap like the wings of the Canada geese I watched taking off from the muddy riverbank. I can lift my arm a little, and move my hand in and out of the slice of shadow the curtains make. My window is always just a little bit open because fresh air is good; good in my nose, in my lungs, in my chest, in my blood. This is what Mummy says when she is helping to expectorate me. EX-PEC-TOR-ATE. She says it in time with the tap-claps on my chest. I am not a drummer boy like the one with gold buttons on his jacket in one of my books. I am like an actual drum; a drum that is properly alive and has real skin, pink and soft, rather than dried skin stretched tight. Each time I cough, the fresh air helps to draw the bad stuff up. When I breathe in, Mummy says I am filling my lungs with goodness. I am supposed to think of my lungs like balloons, and blow them up, full as possible.


Big breaths in also means I’m champion at smelling things. I can even smell colours if I think very hard. The air smells of grass on summer afternoons when Daddy has mowed the lawn. It smells emerald green when it goes into my nose. On winter mornings I think I can smell frost, and that if I could just lick the window pane with the very tip of my tongue it would stick to the glass like it does to an ice cube.


My bed smells of things that make me feel safe. Most mornings, when I’m only just awake and beginning to look up at the ceiling through my eyelashes, I sniff – quick quick – to check that everything smells just as it should do. Mummy says I’m like a little mouse, starting the day coming out of its hole with its whiskers twitching and wobbling. What I can mostly actually smell is washing powder, because my sheets are changed each day because there are all kinds of spills, and also the warm plastic of the mattress cover, which is sweet and sharp all at the same time. 


Next to my bed are my armies. This is Mummy’s name for them, and it makes me feel like a general with medals and ribbons on his chest rather than someone whose arms are mostly a bit floppy. They’re two little red slings that attach to a frame to help me exercise. I hold two tiny cymbals and when I bring my arms together, the cymbals can ding. If I can’t quite reach, there’s no sound and I don’t win a point. My points get totted up on the abacus next to my bed. That’s another of my exercises – pushing the wooden beads along the length of the wire – but that one is for my fingers. It’s important to keep my arms and hands as strong as I can, and also to practise sitting up a lot. Children like me are either sitters or non-sitters, and being a sitter is better, although I’m not quite sure why.


When Mummy comes up the stairs and into my room, the first thing I hear is the rustle of her clothes, which are always soft soft soft. Then it’s her voice, and she coos like the wood pigeons who sit on the chimney pot. ‘Teddy, Teddy, Teddy,’ she says, her voice in a sing-song. When she leans down to me, the ropes of her hair always touch me before her hands do. If I were quick and strong I could climb right up them. She wears two silver bracelets that chink as she comes up the stairs. 


Her footsteps are always quick and hurried: busy busy busy. At home, outside, inside, everywhere. Even if I couldn’t smell her (say I had a peg on my nose) or see her (say I had a blindfold tied around my forehead), I’d know it was her footsteps – swip swip swip on the landing carpet. Sometimes I can hear her in the bathroom and she calls, ‘I’m coming, I’m coming’, even though I haven’t even called out to her, just maybe hiccupped or have a frog in my throat. 


Yesterday she almost ran into my room. Maybe it sounded like I might be sick. She stood by my bed and caught up with her breath, and she laughed and said, the words coming out in a spill, ‘Just making sure you’re not about to do a runner on me.’


I will do when she’s carried me downstairs and put me into my Wizzybug. Isaac says I’m like Lewis Hamilton when I get into that. Mummy got it for me when I was three, and I’m so good at driving it I can zip around everywhere. Now that I’m five, I’m almost too old for it, and Mummy is talking to the physiotherapist and the occupational therapist about what I should have next. 


The Wizzybug has a sticker on the side that says: With my Wizzybug, I’m free to be me. Mummy has also painted in tiny silver letters: See me, not the chair. Mostly people screw up their eyes at that part, so it might be a bit too small to read. 


She’s coming in now and she bends down to kiss me. I lift my hand and pat at the side of her cheek.


‘Morning, my little charmer,’ she says. ‘Who’s my beautiful darling boy?’




Isaac


Tiptoeing across a mopped kitchen floor means damp toes, or at least damp socks first and then damp toes. Do they smell of Flash? Possibly.


There’s also the chance that my jumper smells of Dettox where I accidentally leaned against the side, although Dettox is not actually meant to smell of anything at all. It’s meant to leave everything not just clean but hygienically clean. There must be a difference, but I don’t think it’s a difference you can see; not in this kitchen anyway. The bottle has an extra label that says it’s effective against cold and flu viruses. Mummy gave everything a few extra zaps today as if to make sure.


The whole kitchen, actually, must be hygienically clean, whatever that looks like. Five mornings a week when I come downstairs Mummy is scrubbing, so that means it must be. She uses a toothbrush to clean in between the tiles behind the cooker. She replaces the toothbrush after a week, and there is a neat stack of new ones in the cupboard with the cleaning products. It’s like a shop in there, everything in super-neat rows. I wonder if the people who design toothbrushes think they might be used in this way – first horizontally and then vertically. They probably imagine rows of white teeth, not tiles with very clean grouting.


Mummy bought a steamer recently. It gets used on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and then it feels like a rainforest in the kitchen. A parrot would be perfectly at home. The steamer is bright yellow and made in Italy. It has Ciao! written in red letters on the side, although this disappears each time Mummy pulls the trigger and a huge cloud of steam comes out. I haven’t decided whether socks that smell of Flash are a better start to the day than socks that are properly damp – steam travels further and quicker than you think – but there doesn’t seem to be much point in deciding, because none of it looks like it’s about to change. Anyway, my socks dry out surprisingly fast. My toes must pump out heat like a radiator, because they always crisp up nicely before morning break.


One of the best things about walking to school is looking in everybody’s window. Not in a staring, nosy kind of way, but in a super-speedy one. Walking along and looking through kitchen windows is a good way of learning that people are very different. One lady sits by the window reading the paper in her dressing gown with her hair all over the place and an enormous mug in her hands. She doesn’t look like she’d be keen on a stack of fresh toothbrushes for cleaning thoroughly between tiles. An old man two doors along opens the window just a crack and waters his window box carefully with his teapot. I don’t know if it contains leftover tea, or just the water he’s rinsing it out with. Either way, it doesn’t seem to be bringing anything in the window box to life. There are no shoots, no stalks, nothing. Nada. That’s my new word. And niente. Both mean nothing. I’ve taught them to Teddy. We call out nada, nothing, niente when Mummy shouts up the stairs to ask what we’re up to, and then fall about laughing when she suddenly appears and says, ‘Really?’ her head poking around the bedroom door.


It’s colder today. It’s the first morning with my hands properly stuffed in my pockets. Daddy slept in Geneva, which means there will be a present. Judging by this morning, gloves would be good. Not babyish ones that thread through your coat sleeves and are impossible to lose even if you hate them, but cool ones like my friend Harry’s, which are special skiing gloves and have fingers made from leather. Those are the kind of gloves that I would be very careful not to lose. They are also the kind of gloves that would be good for helping to push Teddy to school, although it doesn’t look like this is going to happen any time soon. Firstly, because Mummy keeps having to go in for meetings about what needs to change – ramps, handrails, a special loo – and that list seems to be getting longer, and secondly because arrangements need to be made for a teaching assistant to help Teddy all the time, someone who will sit right next to him, which Mummy says is ‘an issue for the finance committee and the governing body’. 


It’s not that Teddy won’t understand what the reception class teacher says – he’ll be onto that in a whizz – but because there will be a lot of picking up required. I could have told them that before all the meetings. Mostly paper, pens and scissors, which will rain to the floor when Teddy’s hands get tired. Also, someone to help at lunchtime, what with Tupperwares to be opened, and buttons and zips after going to the loo, and also the caps to pop up on the water bottles. It would have been a good idea if they had asked me what help Teddy might need, seeing as I am the only person who lives in the same house and goes to the school so probably count as an expert. Nobody has, though. I’ll give Teddy some top tips anyway, and Teddy will store them up. He can be counted on for that. He might look as if he’s just lolling about in his wheelchair, but he’s not. Ever.


Problem is, adults mostly don’t listen to your advice when you’re almost ten. The occupational therapist could do with some listening-up for a start off. The activities she tries to get Teddy to do are mostly lame. Last week she tried to teach him to play cat’s cradle with a loop of pale blue wool. ‘It’s fabulous for manual dexterity,’ she said to Mummy, who looked across at us with her eyes a little bit extra wide in the hope that Teddy might be up for a stab at it. He made a total hash of it, the wool in a criss-cross cobweb around his fingers. He thought it was boring – it was easy to see. Sometimes he makes his hands go extra limp on purpose, especially if it’s something stupid that he’s been asked to do. I could have told the therapist – if she’d even bothered to notice me – that shuffling cards is far better muscle exercise. I do that with him sometimes, and I’ve made a small sign saying Viva Las Vegas in red and purple to put beside him as he does it. Next time we practise, I’m going to sneak a bow tie from Daddy’s wardrobe so that Teddy looks like a proper dealer at a casino table. I’ll pretend to smoke a cigar and drink a cocktail while waiting for my fan of cards, and Teddy’s heart will practically beat out of his chest with the trying. Cat’s cradle is never going to ace that.


In the playground, Mrs Jackson is trying to get everyone into a neat line before the bell rings. 


‘Boys, boys, stand nicely and stop whirling about like seeds from the sycamore tree.’ She makes a helicopter motion with her index finger just to be extra clear. You can always rely on Mrs Jackson for a seasonal simile. The girls don’t look that neat and tidy either but she never seems to notice that. The playground is, anyway, all of a muddle. Maybe she could also do with a steamer with Ciao! written on the side. One burst of that and the whole class would be lined up straight as a ruler.


Teddy has an appointment at the muscle clinic today. It was written up on the whiteboard in the kitchen. If it is on time and they’re out just before school finishes, Mummy will drive back past school and park on the road next to the playground and pick me up. She might bring some banana cake or a cookie from the Pret that’s opened on the ground floor of the hospital. Before Pret, the best to be hoped for was a tuna and cucumber sandwich from the League of Friends café. 


Mummy’s not usually in the best of moods after hospital appointments. What she often says is ‘I’m spitting feathers’, and then she quickly changes the subject. When she says that, I can feel actual feathers, dry and scratchy, on the back of my throat. It makes swallowing difficult, which spoils the banana cake or the cookie, which I know isn’t what Mummy means to happen. 


There’s a small shred of skin next to my thumbnail. When I tug at it with my teeth, it peels off, and the skin underneath is red-raw and shiny but not quite bleeding. It’s as if my blood is determined not to come out. 


In the summer, at the seaside, I went in a double kayak with Mummy while Daddy looked after Teddy on the beach. Mummy paddled straight out in a direct line over the waves. The paddle quickly gave her a blister on the side of her thumb. It was small and dark and the colour of a beetroot. Later, when she noticed it, she popped it with the tip of a kitchen knife and the blood shot out onto the splashback of the sink. I wiped it away when she carried Teddy upstairs for his bath. It’s funny that I should think about that now, waiting in line for my head to be tapped lightly because Mrs Jackson always likes to do a quick count-up before we go into the classroom. 


My thumb’s quite sore, and it’s hard not to keep stroking it with my finger, which isn’t helping at all. The skin’s gone all oozy. 


The memory’s still a shocker; Mummy’s blood was so bright red and fast and then became brown and dry so quickly, like it had never been alive at all.




Anna


Teddy’s laughing as I cradle his head and swoosh the water gently across his face. The water dribbles down his jaw and into my palm.


‘Stop wriggling, you little monkey. Look, it’s going in your ears. How have we managed to get Weetabix in your ears? If the doctor takes your temperature, his thermometer will come out with half your breakfast on it.’


I wipe carefully beneath Teddy’s chin. The skin is softest there, and if left damp will chafe against the collar of his shirt and bloom red and sore. I dab, dab, dab with the muslin cloth. 


‘Look, you’re my dab chick.’


‘What’s a dab chick?’


‘A little duck, I think. A dumpy little duck with a fluffy bottom. Here’s your shirt; we can do five buttons each.’


‘No buttons, no buttons. Plee-ase a sweatshirt today.’


‘Nope. You’ll be the smartest boy on the ward, and the one who’s had good button-doing-up practice as well. I’ll race you; you do this one and I’ll do the top one.’


‘I hate buttons.’ His tone is playful, rather than insistent.


‘Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief. Tinker, tailor … How can you hate buttons? See, you’re a tailor this morning! You’re not a dab chick, you’re the Tailor of Gloucester, sitting cross-legged with a thimble on your finger and sewing tiny stitches.’


‘You didn’t count all of them, you missed the ones on my trousers. With them, I’d be a sailor.’


‘Okay then, a sailor. An admiral, in fact. Let’s get your socks on, Admiral of the Fleet. If you do the buttons properly, I’ll give you a salute.’


Most days it takes an age; the dressing and the washing and the toileting, the cajoling and the coercing, the encouraging. Now he lies before me on the changing mat, the flat light of the morning spilling down over him through the Velux window. 


‘You’ll have to tell the receptionist you’re late because you won a medal for the slowest sock-pulling-on in the world.’


There is always, however, the momentary pleasure of clean skin and fresh clothes. And, parallel to it, the small residual sadness that I am never removing trousers with knees scuffed with mud or grass stains but instead clothes with spilled food: drooled yoghurt, or juice, or porridge. 


‘Hold your hands out straight for me so that I can clean them properly with the flannel. And now your teeth. Oh my goodness, how wide can you open your mouth? As wide as a goldfish, a bear or a great white whale? How much plankton could you scoop in there?’ 


I circle my finger around the outline of his lips. A memory comes to me of how we used to wash Isaac on a beach the first time we went on holiday as a family to Greece.


We would walk down to the little pebbled cove in the late afternoon, when the sun had lost its heat but still retained its warmth. Isaac loved the water, and we would hold him and let him float on his back, and swirl him around in swooping crescents like a small, gleeful Poseidon. Afterwards, I would stand on the beach and take him beneath his arms and hold him out from my body while Tom poured fresh water from a bottle over him, and soaped his limbs until they were slick and slippery. He would wriggle and laugh as Tom drenched one limb at a time. I would take the edge of the towel in my teeth, Isaac now pressed to my shoulder, and swaddle him in it and then sit on the smooth pebbles with him damp-haired in my lap. I fed him his supper while Tom shook out our things and packed them ready to go. 


We would walk back to our little stone house, Isaac already fast asleep, his cheek rosy where it was pressed to my chest, and Tom and I would sit outside and eat supper on the terrace and watch the sky turn indigo. I thought there was nothing so beautiful, so heart-stoppingly joyful, as washing our sleek, clean child together, drenched in the late-afternoon rose light of the beach, with the salt-kissed taste of him fresh on my mouth. 


And now there is this, which is not the same thing at all, and which spikes me, suddenly, on a Tuesday morning at 9.30 a.m., because there will never be, can never be, that simple, unfettered, unencumbered joy. I trace around his mouth again.


‘Your teeth are like pearls. See in the mirror how white they are. Who’s my Bobby Dazzler? How busy we are today.’




Tom


I always buy the boys something from the airport on the way home from a business trip. I pretend that I’ve forgotten to think of them and then pull the gift from my coat pocket or bag as if I’m a magician. Ta-daah! Isaac always cheers. Now, standing in duty free, my briefcase held carefully on the floor between my feet, I skim past bumper packs of Milka chocolate, the purple-and-white wrappers gaudy on the shelves, and dismiss bright plastic watches, and beanie hats, and a miniature alpine horn that I can see Teddy trying, and failing, to blow. There are battery-operated walkie-talkies, with a drawing of a child crouched by a hedge, saying, in a speech bubble, ‘Over and out.’ If I buy them, will Isaac do his best to look grateful, but consider them a faff? Will Teddy have the fine motor co-ordination to operate the switches? I can see Anna looking at me with her eyes narrowed and her voice sown with disappointment: Why would you buy him something that underlines what he cannot do? 


I pick up a stuffed fleece cow with a bell around its neck and give it a shake; it sounds miserable. I’m drawn to the walkie-talkies again: there is always the temptation to aim high, fail big. Perhaps, miraculously, they will be a huge hit; Teddy will sit under the apple tree in his wheelchair and direct Isaac merrily on some kind of intricate scavenger hunt. I will devise clues, hide things; be the kind of father I find it easier conceptually than actually to be. Their childhood bears so little resemblance to mine on the farm. Streams, trees, meadows, sticks, fishing rods, wellingtons, hay bales, chickens; a warm egg held precious in a dirty fist. Scant regard, then, for books, or sitting still, or tears. Edward, my older brother, challenging, ‘I dare you, wetter, I dare you,’ at the foot of a just-about-climbable tree. Mum coming out on the stoop in a summer twilight and banging a wooden spoon on the colander – ‘Bathtime, now!’ – flushing the four of us out like rabbits from a warren. There were multiple litters of puppies, a ferret that stank, and once, a leveret found injured in a ditch and kept in a crate until its leg mended, its eyes wild and liquid, our voices hushed, our fingers looped through the chicken wire, knowing we must not touch.


One summer we became secret agents. What we would have given for a pair of proper walkie-talkies. We devised codes, planted clues, spoke in sentences that looped back obliquely on themselves. Mum gave us tomato tins and a large ball of twine, and it is this that comes to me now as I stand, indecisive, in Geneva airport. 


I am again under the bridge by the stream, my back pressed to the damp stones, my feet bare in the summer trickle of water, the can smooth in my hand. 


‘One of us should hide under the bridge and the other in the red dust hollow in Flanagan’s meadow,’ James shouts.


His footsteps recede as he sprints to Edward in the hollow. I tug on the string as it runs taut away. I press my ear to the opening and listen; it sounds as if I have a shell pressed to my ear – a faint swooshing and whooshing – and beyond me the plink of water dripping from a crack in the bridge. I listen again. Nothing. And then William’s footsteps, slower because he is the youngest, and then his out-of-breath voice: 


‘Pull it harder. Edward says stop being a dope. It’s your turn to speak and you have to remember to say over and out.’ 


I push the can to my mouth. The rim is cold and wet. 


‘Checking in from Bridge Point. Over. Over and Out.’


‘And now?’ I say to William, who is lying on his front on the bridge so that only his head peers over. The sunlight bounces off his tangled red curls. 


‘I dunno. Shall I run back and check?’ 


When I press the can to my ear, there is a ripple of Edward’s voice. I touch the twine and can feel the faintest of trembles. What is Edward saying? The words shiver into themselves. I can hear James’s actual voice, out in the meadow, calling to William. 


‘They’re too far apart; that’s what it’ll be. The twine needs to be shorter. They should be closer together.’ 


I peep over the bridge and see the length of the twine threading its way through the field margin. Far beyond us, the combine puffs up a cloud of chaff. I press the can to my ear again. What is Edward saying? Can you hear me? Come nearer? Use your ear? I scramble out from under the bridge and hold the can pressed to my chest. Edward is running towards me, white-faced and furious because his voice has not carried, and the walkie-talkies and the plan have not worked, and his brothers are all idiots and no one listens to instructions properly, and he shouts all this at me, standing holding the twine, which I think is perhaps only suitable for the baler and may not be able to carry voices at all. I silently hand him the can. 


‘You can’t do anything right,’ he says, thumping me casually on the upper arm.


Maybe I still can’t.


Eliza is talking. 


‘Did you see? Our flight’s been called. It’s gate twenty-three. It’s on time, thank goodness.’


Since when did I become so indecisive? I put back the walkie-talkies, and pick up a tin of Caran d’Ache crayons. They are not overly slender; Teddy will be able to grip these. Isaac will perhaps draw something intricate and extraordinary. Anna will say they will result in five minutes’ peace. I take out my boarding pass and hand it to the assistant, and count out the amount owing from my accumulated coins. As I do so, there is the taste of tin, fresh again in my mouth.




Anna


The doorbell is unexpected. 


Teddy and I are playing with his shape sorter; pushing triangles, squares and hexagons into pre-cut holes. He is lining them up and swatting at them with the flat of his hand, and I’m sitting on my palms, because this way it is easier to resist doing it for him, and I’ve promised him a trip to feed the ducks in the park if he posts all the shapes before the timer beeps. That’s why, when the doorbell rings, I cross the kitchen with a red wooden triangle in one hand, which I’ve picked up from the floor, and a mouse-faced egg-shaped timer in the other. When I open the door – both items now transferred to my left hand – it’s Sophie on the doorstep in immaculate work wear, her hair perfectly blow-dried and wearing a shoe with a heel shape that probably has a descriptor but I don’t know what it is. I would have known once.


‘Hi! Surprise!’ Her voice is a little louder than it needs to be; the tone a little brighter, and she makes an exaggerated jazz-hands gesture as if to underline the intended playfulness of what she is saying. 


‘I’m just on my way back to town from an overnighter in Birmingham. I was going past on the M40 and I thought … just on the off chance … I’d see if you were in. You are useless at answering my texts, and I promised admin that I’d wing by and check you hadn’t moved or evaporated. It’s quite a thing, you know, knocking on a door with the possibility that a total stranger might answer it and leave me floundering.’ 


I am not a total stranger – even if it suddenly feels that I may be – but perhaps I am leaving her floundering anyway. The triangle brick falls from my hand and I stoop to pick it up. 


Sophie pauses. ‘Are you about to go out? Have I caught you at an inconvenient time? I could stop for a coffee if it suits you. It’s just none of us have heard from you for ages and so I just, I just …’


‘Come in, of course. That’s really kind of you. And yes, I’m here.’ I proffer the brick. ‘Advanced geometry this morning.’ There is a taste of ash in my mouth. I am a topic of discussion in the office. She will report back to admin. The level of scrutiny I am under laps wider each time I check. 
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