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For my beautiful new granddaughters
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That day


The boats are turning their bows inland as the creeks slowly fill. A wind has got up, as it often does when the tide comes in. The clank of mainsails against masts provides a steady rhythm as the water loosens hulls from their mud berths. Apart from the distant thump of a hammer banging in the boat shed at the far end of the harbour, there’s no sign of anyone out on the boardwalks now, or walking along the coastal paths. I glance towards the horizon again. The tide appears to be dragging the sky with it, draping cloud patterns over the mudflats.


I give a quick wave back through the houseboat window, then hurry along the boardwalks, those not yet submerged, and take the footpath to the village. My car’s hidden away in the visitor car park, which is, fortunately, deserted at this time on a Monday afternoon.


In the car I sit for a moment, catch my breath. When my heart rate has slowed, I start the ignition and pull out onto the main road. There’s an old Simon and Garfunkel song playing on the radio. ‘Homeward Bound’. It feels serendipitous. I sing along at full volume as I drive away from the harbour. Up through the village, then along lanes lined with tall hedges. The sun has slipped out and burnishes the tops of trees. Their leaves are turning ochre and oxblood, complimenting the old gold of the fields.


I don’t take the causeway back to the island but drive on, because the chemist in town is better stocked than ours, and I need to make sure Tobias has his medication today. That’s what I tell myself. If my husband asks, I can say I’ve been in town. And have his prescription as proof.


‘It’ll be ready in twenty.’ I wonder if the pharmacist looks at me oddly.


I’m being paranoid. Why would she? She doesn’t know me, or my family.


I try to behave normally as I potter about the shops while my husband’s medication is prepared. In the charity shop window there’s a Burberry trench coat I quite fancy, the kind of thing my mother would approve of. Funny that she still influences me when I buy clothes, after all these years. I can hear her exacting tone. Check that it’s natural fibres. You don’t want man-made at your age. At any age but especially now you’re older.


She’s right, though. Anything synthetic against my skin sets off the heat, causing it to rush through me, up my neck and into my face. This makes me self-conscious, afraid it shows, not just the beads of sweat breaking out on my brow, but the sense of turmoil; that I’m losing my grip.


I ponder for a while, then decide to try the coat on, to kill time. The shop assistant takes it off the manikin and holds it out for me to slip my arms into, as if I were royalty. It fits perfectly. The twenty-five pounds I pay is a bargain. Leaving the shop, I experience that little lift of pleasure buying new (or nearly new in this case) clothes gives me. I keep the coat on and spring back the way I’ve come to the chemist’s. The prescription is ready. Thanking the pharmacist, I push the paper bag of medication into my pocket and hurry back to my car feeling stylish and foolishly happy. Along with my husband’s pills, I clutch the secret about where I spent this afternoon to my chest.


By the time I do finally arrive back at the causeway to the island, the spring tide – they happen twice a month but this one is even fuller than usual – means the road’s completely vanished. A queue of cars, mostly Audis and four-by-fours and the odd Tesla, has formed in front of me and in the rear-view mirror I see more traffic arriving. There have been times when a vehicle has got submerged, its driver discovering the hard way that the water is deeper in the middle of the causeway than they envisaged. They forget that although it’s the twenty-first century, we are still fundamentally linked, even in our top-of-the-range cars, to the phases of the moon, to the rhythm of the tides, to the weather, to the elements. We are still dependent on nature and ignore this truth at our peril. It’s something Jonah and I often discuss, how we recognize, particularly as we age, that we belong to something bigger. He often talks of his renewed sense of awe for the environment that’s been further kindled by his living on the boat.


At last the road surface emerges as the waters slip away and the cars in front move tentatively over the causeway. We’ve had to wait over half an hour to move. But this afternoon no one gets stuck. We crawl across safely.


At home, Tobias is at the computer as usual, sorting through family photos. A project he embarked on after his stroke.


‘I hand over the curating of our married life to you, my love,’ I’d said when he came up with the idea. It’s true I wondered at the time what would remain when he’d reduced our life together to his key scenes, sorted into albums that he intends to give as gifts to Mia and George on their birthdays. As Tobias works through the photographs, he adjusts our family history, removing the things that don’t fit with the facade he likes to present to the world. What tale will the photos tell when he’s edited out what, or who, he doesn’t want to remember? I’ve resigned myself to accepting his narrative, aware part of our family history will be confined to the rubbish heap. But with the best will in the world, you can’t retain a record of every moment of all your children’s and grandchildren’s growing years. I have my own memories anyway, my own things that matter to me. I have diaries, drawings, cards made by the children when they were little or sent to me when they were older.


I stand in the doorway and watch my husband before he notices me. Tobias’s once fair hair is beginning to grey. He still has that pale Scandinavian look about him that I found so attractive when I first met him. Still do, on occasion. But Tobias is a faded version of the man he was before, since his illness. In addition to physio, he had to have speech therapy for months, joining an Afasic group where he learned to name things, the way Xavier, our baby grandson, was doing at the time. Tobias still often gets his words muddled. Some days he seems more diminished by the stroke, poor man, than on others. He’s still tall, slender, good-looking, with his high cheekbones and prominent chin. But his hairline’s receded at the front, and he needs a haircut at the back where the darker grey is curling into his collar. Cutting my husband’s hair used to be something I took pride in. The fact it’s got so long and unruly speaks of my recent preoccupation. I’ve been neglecting him.


Leaning over his shoulder, I see he’s reached a time three summers ago, when Mia had just moved up here with Xavier. Xav’s three years old in the picture, wearing a yellow raincoat and too-big wellies. He’s holding a fishing net on a stick and grinning at the camera.


‘Where’ve you been?’ Tobias talks to the screen.


‘Getting your medication. Then the tide was up.’


Tobias doesn’t ask any more about my day. He has these periods when he’s remote. This isn’t his fault either; it’s a result of his medical condition. But I do sometimes feel I’ve lost him. The person he was before, I mean. I sometimes feel I’m battling on with what’s left of our family life alone.


Of course, today Tobias’s lack of curiosity works to my advantage. I don’t have to spin elaborate lies. If he’s not interested, then why should I tell him where I spent the afternoon?


‘I’ll have my wine now,’ he says without looking up. ‘And pistachios if we have any.’


It’s not anywhere near wine o’clock, as Mia calls it, and my tenderness turns to irritation, which is unkind. Tobias has got into the habit of asking me to do the slightest thing for him. He objects to his disabilities yet he willingly adopts the role of dependent. It seems to me like surrender. Or even indulgence. Knowing I won’t refuse him anything has turned him into a kind of lord of the manor who, at times, treats me like one of his subjects. But as I go through to the kitchen to get his wine, something he could have done himself, I wonder whether my irritation is, after all, a kind of sublimated guilt? Am I angry with myself for withholding the truth about where I spent the afternoon? Guilty of lying by omission to the man I’ve shared everything with for the last thirty years?


As a therapist I’ve noticed, in families like the Ollards who’ve been coming to me for some time now, that when one of a couple seeks something outside of the marriage, it’s not usually to hurt or betray their partner; it’s more likely to be a desperate attempt to feel alive again. To retrieve something of their former selves that seems to have been trampled on by the day-to-dayness of married life. Or to discover a part of themselves they have yet to know. And perhaps, in a slightly different way (no two unhappy families are alike, as Tolstoy famously said), it’s like this for me too. I wonder if not telling my husband about my visit to the boat this afternoon, a little inlet out of my usual time, has given me back a sense of self I’ve been lacking for quite some time.


In the kitchen I get the glass Tobias likes from the shelf. He’s not strictly supposed to drink. Yet removing one of his few remaining pleasures in life seemed so cruel, we made this compromise between us, that Tobias can have his early-evening glass of well-chilled Entre-Deux-Mers with a small snack, and then a glass of red Malbec with dinner. I hand him his wine and go back to the kitchen.


With the same radio station I had on in the car for cheering background music, I chop an onion and crush garlic under the flat blade of a knife. Adding celery to the onion, it all sweats in a sofrito. The diced sweet potato and carrot remind me of little cubed sweets the kids used to love, and they sizzle pleasingly as I add them to the pan with tins of tomatoes and leave it all to simmer. Later, this will go into a food box to deliver tomorrow between clients.


George rings as I’m washing the pans that don’t fit in the dishwasher.


‘Hi, Mum, thought I’d check in. How’re you doing?’


‘I’m fine, George. I’m actually very good.’


‘You sound it. You sound . . . I don’t know . . . brighter than you have for some time.’


I pause for a beat and temper my voice when I next speak.


‘Well. It’s been a beautiful day here.’


‘And how’s Dad doing?’


‘He’s doing well. Just having a glass of wine, in fact. Sorting photos. D’you want to speak to him?’


‘Not if he’s busy. Next time.’


‘How are you, my darling? How’s it all going?’


My son tells me about the latest role he’s playing in a costume drama they’re shooting opposite the Tower of London. ‘It’s a great setting,’ he says. ‘Loads of street food nearby. You must come. You could watch for a bit then I’ll take you to eat.’


‘If ever I find a moment, I’d love that, George.’


‘OK. Let me know when you’ve got time. Say hi to Dad. I’ll speak to him tomorrow. Got to go.’


‘OK. Love you.’


When my mobile sounds again Mia’s name flashes up on the screen. I pick up and she speaks straight away.


‘Can I talk to him?’


‘Hello, Mia.’ I think how different she is to her brother – my youngest – who always asks how I am first. ‘I’m fine, thank you, how are you?’


‘Sorry, Mum. How are you?’


‘I’m OK. Was just cooking.’


‘It’s just I’m missing him so much.’


‘Missing him?’ For a second I think she means her dad.


‘I’ve popped back to the hotel between drinks and dinner. Wanted to say night night before he goes to bed.’


Night night?


‘Xavier, Mum. I want to speak to him.’ Xavier.


‘Mum?’


A ringing starts up in my ears.


‘Xavier isn’t here.’


‘What do you mean, he isn’t there? Where is he? You were picking him up from school today.’


‘But it’s Monday.’


It is Monday, not one of my usual Xavier days. But Mia’s away, Mia’s in Amsterdam on a course. I took Xav to school this morning and was supposed to pick him up this afternoon. The kitchen turns vivid, as if, until this moment, I’ve been viewing it through soft focus. The pans on the stove. The mixture inside them. The boxes of cereal I keep here specially for Xav with their bold lettering.


Xav, Xav, Xav. Xav should be right here with me, eating his tea, chatting about sea life creatures. The way he does three days every week. But not usually this day, not usually Monday. I grab the work surface to steady myself.


‘Oh my God. I forgot.’


‘You forgot? What do you mean? Where is he? Where’s my son?’


‘OK, Mia, listen . . . I’m going now, I’m going up to the school.’


The numbers on the cooker clock blink. It’s gone five!


I should have been at the school gates an hour and a half ago! And no one has called. Why has no one from school called?


Tobias’s voice comes from the sitting room. ‘Darling, a little more wine?’


But Mia’s speaking too. ‘I don’t understand. The school haven’t tried to ring me . . . the school always ring if I’m late picking up. Why haven’t they rung? Didn’t you get a call? They must’ve tried to reach you when they couldn’t get through to me.’


‘I’m going. I’ll call you back.’


I drag the stupid trench coat on as I run out of the door, berating myself for lingering on the boat, for making that detour to cover my tracks, for ambling around charity shops when I should have been at the school gates, for my vanity, for singing along to Simon and Garfunkel as if all my cares were over. And what am I going to tell them? About where I was when I should have been picking up my grandson?


It’s a ten-minute jog to the primary school.


As I run, the thoughts pile in: Mia calling a few weeks ago to let me know about the course in Amsterdam; me promising I would pick up Xavier for her today.


Yes, I’d said, because I love spending time with my only grandchild. Yes, I can take and pick up Xavier on Monday and Tuesday.


And then, as if I’d already stored this promise on a calendar with a reminder, and so didn’t need to look at it again, I carried on with whatever I was doing. Only I hadn’t stored it on my phone calendar, or on anything else. And I clearly hadn’t stored it in my mind either; instead, when I should have been getting ready to pick up my grandson, I’d gone blithely to the boat the minute Jonah called, my heart singing. I’d spent the afternoon there, then, afraid I’d be seen, made that unnecessary detour to the town for Tobias’s medicine and got stuck at the causeway because the tide had come in. A spring tide, deeper than usual.


I’m here now, at school, sliding back the bolt and opening the gates, running over the tarmac to the main entrance, leaning against the bell. Cursing the fact schools have all this security these days, that you can’t just march in, demand to see the teacher who is in loco parentis until you get there.


I didn’t get a call. Did I? As I wait for a member of staff to let me in, I scroll through my ‘recents’, my texts, my WhatsApps but there’s nothing. I bang on the door. A child’s painting of a sun with a smiley face grins down at me. Surely the staff must still be here? Someone must still be here, a cleaner, a caretaker? Someone has Xavier.


When I ring the school it goes straight to voicemail, telling me the office is now closed until eight thirty tomorrow morning.


The wind tosses the leaves about on the horse chestnuts. The play equipment is motionless, the primary colours vulgar now they’re devoid of children clambering over them.


There’s the rattle of the door and I swing round. Paul Kicks is there, the school caretaker, a dad I know from days when we used to take George to football.


‘You OK?’ He sticks his head round the door.


‘I came for Xavier. I was supposed to pick him up. I’m terribly late.’


‘The staff have gone. Some course they’re on up at the education centre.’


‘I don’t know where he is.’ I try to control the panic in my voice.


‘Hmm. There was no one left in the classrooms or the office when I came in.’ Paul opens the door wider. ‘You sure he didn’t go back with a mate?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. Someone would have said.’


My phone rings. Mia.


‘Mum, is he there?’


‘I’m just talking to the caretaker. He says the children had all gone when he came in.’


A fretful pause. Then she says, ‘I just thought, there’s a mum at the school, Harriet, who called last week to ask if Xav could come and play and I said sometime this week would be good. It’s possible she took him home with his new friend, Poppy. I’m going to ring her.’


She hangs up.


‘It’ll be OK, you know. We’ll find him.’ I look up. Paul Kicks is speaking to me kindly. ‘Children do not go missing in a place like this. Now you come in and sit down for a bit and I’m going to make some phone calls.’


My mobile sounds again.


‘Harriet hasn’t got him. She didn’t see him at home time. Where is he, Mum? What’s happened to my son? And where the fuck were you ?’
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Ten days earlier


I scrunch the T-shirt into a ball and throw it across the room. It’s far too hot and clings to all the wrong places, which is bizarre. Only a year ago it looked fine. And I haven’t put on any weight. I know because I weighed myself this morning and was the same as I’ve been for the last ten years. It’s as if my flesh is shifting about on my body, deliberately seeking out new places to settle so my clothes no longer fit. I rummage about for something cool, although right now I could stand under a cold shower and still feel as if I have a furnace blazing inside. I want to tear my skin off. It feels like a thick, thermal, too-tight bodysuit. Sometimes, at night, as I lie naked under the sheets, I fantasize that there’s a zip running down the front of my body that I can undo, so I can step out of this insulating layer and allow cold air to rush over me.


Rummaging for a cooler top makes me hotter still, exhausted and irritable. And it isn’t yet seven o’clock and I’ve only been up half an hour. I grab another T-shirt and wipe the sweat from my brow then pull a crisper, white cotton shirt off a hanger. I want clothes that don’t actually touch my skin. Clothes that let the air waft through them. Clothes that, as I listen to my clients, don’t suddenly feel as if they are closing in on me, crushing the breath from me. I think of the sea swim I have planned at the end of the week with my friends and wish I could be there now, the cold water easing the heat away, chilling my bones from within like those icicles you stick into wine bottles.


The white shirt seems to work, with some wide-leg trousers like funnels that I wouldn’t have looked twice at a couple of years ago when I still actually enjoyed the feel of skinny jeans close around my legs.


There’s the sound of a car outside and I move to the window. Mia’s little blue Nissan has pulled up at the kerb and she’s getting Xavier out. Beyond them the estuary glitters in the morning light. Small triangular sails dot the horizon. The tide’s in and it’s a beautiful day. I glance back at Mia and Xav. For the first time ever, my daughter looks to me like a middle-aged woman. Mia is only twenty-seven. But there’s something in her expression this morning as she says something to Xavier, in her posture as she hurries with him to the door, that reminds me of a much older woman.


I go down to open the door and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror at the bottom of the stairs. A while ago I had my hair chopped into a short bob (a mistake with unruly curls like mine) and dyed a shade of brown that looks too harsh for my skin tone. It’s messed up from pulling the shirt on over my head, and my mascara’s smeared because of the sweat. I look slightly deranged, as if I’m unable to properly care for myself. But I’ll fix that later because here is Xavier. Charging towards me, letting me pick him up and kiss him and blow raspberries on his deliciously cool cheeks. I hug him to me as I always do; oh, how I love the feel of him, how I love him for allowing me to be the most doting grandmother. I swing my grandson up and down and give him another squeeze, pressing my cheek upon his before releasing him.


‘I’m late.’ Mia’s already on her way back out of the door. I wonder if she’ll mention the date. I shouldn’t be surprised when she doesn’t. She glances at me.


‘Mum. You’ve got mascara round your—’


‘I know, I know. Don’t worry, off you go, I’ve got him.’


Xav has found the blue bike we keep for him here and is peddling round the garden. The bike was a present from Irena on his fifth birthday. Mia refuses to have it in her house. Watching my grandson cycle round the garden, my chest contracts with love. It’s been the case since he was tiny, since he first fitted into the crook of my elbow, since his tiny arms were covered in soft black down. I never expected this torrent of feeling for her child when Mia first told me she was pregnant.


More dear than the child is the child’s child – where had I heard that? But it felt – still feels – true. I don’t remember the same acute physical response with any of mine when they were newborn. Perhaps you’re just too busy with your own children to notice the way your heart clenches with protection and tenderness. Suddenly I wonder. Did I fail somewhere along the way? At loving them all equally? At communicating my love to them? Is that why things have turned out the way they have?


When I look at Xavier, however, my love is tinged with a kind of melancholy. But why should loving Xavier make me sad? Having someone as innocent as my grandson in my life should surely make me happy? Well, there’s a question I should be able to answer, as a therapist. Jonah says the feeling I’ve tried to describe is a type of introjection. Xavier’s father has left and he’s coping perfectly well. But I feel the little boy’s loss as if it were mine.


And yet Xavier’s loss is my gain. I was afraid, once upon a time, that I wouldn’t be involved at all in Xavier’s upbringing, when Mia and Eddie were determined to move down to the West Country. At that time, a few years ago, my mother was showing the first signs of dementia. We realized we’d have to move her from her house in France into a care home on the island. It would have been difficult to move away. Not to mention complicated, since I didn’t know if Mia and Eddie actually wanted us near. I used to imagine going to visit them, arriving at their house and how Xavier would be terrified of this older white woman – me – who he’d rarely met, with her ageing, disabled husband. This scenario for some reason obsessed me. It was another ‘loss’ fantasy, Jonah told me, a fear of separation, of abandonment that had perhaps been ignited by something in my childhood (my father leaving? My mother’s string of lovers?) and confirmed for me by what had happened to Tobias (I’d lost part of him to his stroke) and Irena. But then all that ridiculous gambling stuff with Eddie happened and the house they had only just bought was repossessed. And, due to what to my mind seemed Mia’s intractability, she and Eddie split up.


Thank goodness someone needs me, I’d thought, when Mia told me she was moving back to the island. Which is ridiculous, because sometimes it feels as if my clients, as well as Tobias and my mother, need me a little too much. But I was overjoyed that I’d be seeing Xavier more often, be witness to his growing up. To help him get over losing regular contact with his dad. So yes, Mia and Eddie’s break-up has had a silver lining for me.


In the kitchen I spoon heaps of coffee into the cafetière, breathing in its rich aromas.


My friend Maureen tells me if I want to control the hot flushes, I should give up caffeine, but it’s a pleasure I’m not prepared to forgo. Irena, my middle child, is the only one of my children who used to love coffee the way I do. As I pour the water into the cafetière I picture her in Paris, leaning across one of those small round cafe tables, discussing activism with one of her earnest friends, espressos in tiny cups, paper sugar envelopes scattered across the table, cig arettes half-smoked, tin ashtrays. Perhaps she’s having a croissant, a celebratory birthday breakfast? This image is complete fantasy. I know nothing about her life in France. I don’t even know if she’s in Paris any more.


‘Thought you’d gone.’


Tobias is in the kitchen doorway, stabilizing himself with his good hand on the door frame. He’s dressed in baggy trackpants and a T-shirt. ‘I’ve got the physio,’ he explains. ‘Thought you’d left.’


Tobias and I sleep apart since he had a stroke. He’s taken Irena’s old room, where he can spend as long as he wants getting comfortable without disturbing me. It takes him a while to get up and wash and clean his teeth and he likes to do it by himself. Getting up early is my tacit way of giving him space. He turns and walks lopsidedly away from me into the garden to join Xav. I want to call him back. I want to ask, do you realize what day it is today? But his stance tells me he doesn’t want me to say anything. He wanted me and Xav to be gone by the time he got up so he could avoid the conversation he knew I’d want to have.


The postman arrives. A pile of envelopes slithers through the box onto the mat.


I shuffle through them. They’re mostly official stuff and charity circulars but there’s one stiff envelope addressed to Irena.


It’s a birthday card from someone who doesn’t know. I’m tempted to open it, to see who it’s from, because anyone can be a clue, anyone who knows or knew Irena may be able to throw some light on what’s happened to her. There’s a moral dimension to this that Tobias and I have argued about in the past. Tobias’s argument was always that post is private and personal and we do not have a right to open our grown-up children’s mail. But the desire to know something is too strong. And Tobias in his present state is not going to notice. I hold the envelope over the steam from the kettle like an old-fashioned sleuth.


It is barely stuck down and opens easily. Inside is a birthday card to Irena from Sunanda, one of my own old friends who is particularly good at remembering the birthdays of her friends’ children. My heart sinks. No clue then. Sunanda has no idea Irena doesn’t come home any more. And I can’t forward the card, because I don’t know where Irena is myself. There’s a stash of Irena’s mail behind one of the Kilner jars in the kitchen and this one joins it. Some of it has been there for over six years now.


Once I’ve dropped Xav at school, I cycle over the causeway to the counselling centre where I lease a room. The centre is in an old Tudor house on the edge of our local town on the mainland. My room has double aspect windows and is filled with light. It has wonky floorboards that I’ve covered with a tapestry rug. House plants that love the sun-filled room scramble up one corner with their varying textures and shades of green. The white walls are punctuated with abstract art collected during the island’s open studios. The room smells subtly of lavender and rosewood, issuing from a reed diffuser. It is all designed to relax my clients, but it relaxes me, too, the minute I settle down to read my notes.


At nine thirty Amy comes in and drops onto the chenille sofa that I keep for my clients. I sit opposite in a leather chair I found in an antique shop and had reupholstered. Amy’s partner Yannis lollops in behind her as usual and leaves a significant half metre between them, angling his face away from both of us, avoiding eye contact. They’ve been coming for a few weeks now. They share the childcare of Amy’s little girl, Sasha, but Amy began to mistrust Yannis after he left the child at home to pop out to the shop one evening. Yannis, a stockily built Albanian lorry driver, rarely speaks. I wonder whether Amy should indeed trust him with her young child, whether he has it in him to parent a child who isn’t his. And yet Amy, who is as chatty as Yannis is silent, insists she wants him involved. And he, too, says he wants to be a father to Sasha. So that’s what we’re working on. Enabling Amy to trust Yannis, and Yannis to show Amy he’s worthy of her trust.


After Amy and Yannis, I have Dan and Joe. They married a couple of years ago. When they first came to me, Dan explained he’d found a surrogate who was prepared to have a baby for them, but Joe had done a U-turn, saying he had cold feet about raising a child. This caused an ongoing rift between them. Joe believes they can have a good life together without children. But Dan is desperate to have a child and believes this is something they’d agreed on before they married. This morning for the first time, Dan admits that if Joe doesn’t want a child, he’ll consider leaving him, and having the baby via the surrogate even if it means doing so alone.


The room fills with a charged silence. It feels almost voyeuristic to be present when one member of a couple reveals something so earth-shattering in front of you.


My heart rate speeds up as I anticipate some emotional outburst from Joe.


Instead, Joe stays quiet, looking into his hands. I ask gentle probing questions, hoping these will lead them to their own route through this impasse. But other than that, all I can do is sit with their misery.


I see so much pain, so much heartache in my room. At times I wonder if I’m doing my clients any good at all.


When my last couple of the day have gone, I step outside and am met with air heavy with the late-summer scent of bramble, reminiscent of childhood – my own and my children’s – and blackberry picking. I close my eyes for a minute and breathe. It’s a relief to have finished, but I need some time to unwind before I can face Tobias and his needs. I unlock my bike, pull on my helmet, breathing in the warm fragrant air as I cycle the couple of miles down to the harbour where the houseboats are moored.


Jonah’s sitting on the step outside his cabin. He’s got his pan of water on the gas hob and he gets up when I arrive, to spoon instant coffee into two plastic beakers. Tobias sneers at instant coffee, and I’ve already had my daily fix. But this is Jonah, and I don’t want to reject the efforts he’s going to.


The houseboats occupy an area close to the harbour in a village a couple of miles from the town where I work. They’re moored in what are known as ‘mud berths’, reached by little boardwalks that criss-cross the creeks on the nature reserve. Jonah lives on one of the boats but he also looks after a few of the others for a friend who keeps them for holiday lets. He likes to joke that he’s become a kind of landlord, overseer of many homes, but in fact this is a defence. Jonah’s marriage fell apart a while ago and he found himself on his uppers, so moved into this houseboat. Jonah keeps the truth from his clients. I am honoured that he’s confided in me. But Jonah was my supervisor when I first started work as a therapist, and I still take my more complicated client cases to him to talk over. We’ve known each other for a long time now so perhaps keeping secrets from one another seems a little redundant. The only thing I don’t know is what happened in his marriage, and I won’t ask. Jonah will tell me, if and when he wants to.


I join Jonah on the cabin step. The wood feels warm, imbued with the heat of a long summer just coming to an end. I turn my face to the sun. The sky is high and blue, and the water reflects this as it seeps around the grassy tussocks. There’s the smell on the breeze of salt, seaweed, brine.


Jonah’s older than me, approaching his seventieth birthday. He has white hair and wrinkled skin bronzed by the sun, and shiny brown eyes. He’s wearing blue sailing shorts and boat shoes and a faded orange hooded sweatshirt. His legs are sinewy and burnished by the elements.


‘Looks like you’ve been out in your boat today, Jonah?’


‘Well, as a matter of fact I have. It was beautiful early this morning on the creek.’


As well as his houseboat, Jonah keeps an old sailing dinghy. He isn’t one of the yacht-club people (like Tobias used to be) who like the competition, the lifestyle. He just loves being out on the water. His dinghy’s in need of some TLC, the varnish on the hull flaking, the seats rickety, but he says it’s all he needs. To get out, to feel the wind, to hear the splash of waves against the boat. To hear the cry of the seabirds and perhaps spot some sea life before coming in feeling cold, and then wrapping up in the houseboat to warm his hands on the flame from the tiny gas ring or the wood burner if he’s had time to light it.


The deck of Jonah’s boat is festooned with pots of herbs and vegetables, a tangled mass now of the last wrinkled beans scrambling up bamboo canes, tomatoes splitting at the end of drooping stems, bright nasturtiums, mint and thyme and basil lacing the air with their pungent scents.


I tell him a little about Amy and my concerns about Yannis.


‘He’s reluctant to talk. Either that or he doesn’t have good enough English, but I haven’t managed to get a word out of him. He’s a lorry driver, away a lot, doesn’t seem engaged. Amy’s fixated on the fact he went to the shop one evening and left the child home alone, asleep. She thinks he put his need for a beer above the child’s safety. Wonders if she can trust him any more. It’s hard to ignore the pain in his face when she says this . . . but what if I allow a safeguarding issue to slip through the net . . . ?’


‘You got his side of the story, I take it?’


‘Not all of it, I don’t think. Like I say, he’s monosyllabic. Doesn’t speak much at all.’


‘And you’re taking notes?’


‘Of course.’


‘I’d just keep stringent records for the time being. You’re not their social worker, Renee.’


‘No, I know. But I don’t want to get it wrong. I care about them.’


Jonah smiles. ‘Is there anyone you don’t care about?’


From somewhere in the far distant past a voice speaks to me. You give everyone time except your own family. Who said that? It was probably my mother. She has a phrase she started to trot out each time I saw her, when Irena had first become estranged: The cobbler’s children are always the worst shod.


‘Anyway, I didn’t actually come to talk about those two.’


I lean forward and loosen my scarf and let the cool wind lap around my neck.


Jonah takes a sip of his coffee and gazes out over the water.


A curlew’s plaintive rising call sounds over the estuary.


‘That’s such a mournful sound.’


‘Really? I always feel as if it’s kind of hopeful, that rising note . . .’ He pauses and a few moments go by before I feel that Jonah’s looking at me. ‘What have you come to talk about?’


Something seems to press painfully upon my clavicle. Is that what it’s called? The soft tissue between the collarbones, that feels as if it’s being compressed when an unhappiness rises up, gets too much to hold. My eyes prickle and I have to wipe a stupid tear away. I pretend it’s the brisk wind off the tide.


‘Take your time,’ he says.


‘It’s Irena’s birthday,’ I tell him.


It’s ironic that this subject, the one that Tobias and I should share, is easier to talk about with someone who only met Irena a few times, before she left, never knew her well, probably never will.


‘Twenty-four. She’s been gone for six years now. I can’t help hoping, on these occasions, that she’ll get in touch. Christmas, our birthdays, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, a little bit of me continues to hope, and when she doesn’t, it’s like going through it all again. The fact she’s gone for good. I’m so stupid, as if she didn’t make it clear when Tobias had his stroke.’


‘I remember.’


I lean forward, put my hands over my face.


‘Hey,’ is all Jonah says.


We sit for a while and Jonah is silent. I turn the mug around in my hands. The pressure between my collarbones intensifies. I shiver. I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to contain it. I pull my scarf up tighter again.


‘I understand that Mia and Tobias can’t forgive her for refusing to come home when Tobias was so ill.’ My throat is dry; it hurts when I speak. ‘But she must have her reasons for leaving in the first place.’


I think again about the last weekend Irena came home, having left school. I often wonder if something happened at school that had traumatized her. But I didn’t have the chance to ask her. And at first she seemed happy, excited, chatting about her plans to join a swimming team. To apply for a degree. She stayed for a couple of days, then went, without saying goodbye even, and we haven’t seen her since.


*


Tobias and I had been against Irena going to boarding school. I wanted all my children to go to the local school. And Tobias, who would have considered paying fees if he felt it was worth it, was nevertheless reluctant to do so for Irena. He said she didn’t have the academic calibre for the school she had her sights set on. But I could see it was something she needed. She was going through a difficult phase at the local school. She was something of a loner as she’d not made a good group of friends the way Mia had done, and the other children often taunted or teased her. And at home she regularly fell out with Tobias, who constantly picked up on her faults, her tendency to break things, knock things over. She told him she couldn’t wait to get away from him.


It was as a result of one of their arguments that he finally gave in.


‘OK then. If you really believe it’ll do you good, Irena, I’ll pay. But you’d better make it worth it.’


And she had. The school she chose allowed her to excel at things; she passed her exams, made some good friends, and one very close friend, Hermione.


‘I thought she had found her niche at that school,’ I say, remembering. ‘She was doing so well. I mean, you know what it was like for her at the local school; I told you at the time how she was relentlessly bullied, especially once George started and the other children asked about why half his face was scarred. But . . .’


I swallow.


‘Although that accident left George disfigured for life, literally, I always felt that it scarred Irena more, psychologically.’


‘How old were they when that happened? You told me before, but remind me.’


Jonah doesn’t need reminding but he senses my need to talk about it – something I can’t do at home.


‘George was a baby and Irena was only three. So she was not to blame. As we’ve tried to make absolutely clear to her throughout her life.’


‘Of course.’


The scene I normally try to extinguish from my memory comes back to me, raw.


The children playing tents under the kitchen table. Stretching the cloth from the table over the chairs to pretend it was a house. On this occasion, Tobias had left a pot of freshly made tea on the table, boiling hot. George was only five months old, in his bouncy chair. Irena must have been trying to stretch the cloth further than it would reach, to make another ‘roof’, and the teapot came with it, off the table and onto George. I still find it hard to envisage this, the moment the boiling water hit him, the pain he must have felt. But I remember the cry, the ear-splitting wail that I could hear even where I was, in my room at the top of the house. I knew instantly something horrific had happened. The guilt is still there too, the fact I was upstairs at the time. I should never have been so intent on my work. I should never have let Tobias take his camera with him whenever he was in charge of the children. Tobias phoned for help the minute he realized George had been scalded. But George’s burns were almost fatal. The hospital told us it was touch and go. That night was the worst night of my life.


‘We treated it as an accident, which it was. It was no one’s fault. Certainly not Irena’s. And any other accident might have been forgotten, but George’s facial scars were a constant, visual reminder. People were always asking, how did that happen? They still do. You know what kids are like; Mia would say, Irena did it, and later George learned to say the same. So the story that Irena caused the scars came with us, with her, followed her throughout her childhood. When George started school, a couple of years after Irena, the other children gleaned that Irena did it. George used to tease her that she was possessed. They all did. It was cruel.’


And even though Tobias and I never blamed Irena to her face, we had kept her away from George for the rest of his babyhood, as far as we could. Because Irena was, from the year dot, more un-coordinated than her sister, and more likely to act without thinking.


‘You know, Irena might have wanted to hurt George. She used to drop her toys on him when he was newborn. Accidentally on purpose.’


Jonah smiles. ‘What child hasn’t done that to their new sibling?’


‘But knowing that, we probably should have kept more of an eye on her that day.’


‘Tobias should. He was in charge at the time.’


I wonder whether Jonah is thinking as I sometimes do: that Tobias was ultimately the guilty one for putting a pot of hot tea on the table to start with. And then leaving them unattended, even if only for a couple of minutes, instead of watching them.


‘Tobias believes it was Irena’s impetuous character that made her pull that cloth off the table in the first place. But she was three! I sometimes think it was the other way around: that accident somehow came to define her. I wonder if that’s why she needed to get away to boarding school.’


‘The perennial nature/nurture debate.’


‘Yes. Who knows?’


I take a sip of the coffee.


‘Anyway. What I wonder now is whether something happened to her at the boarding school? Something unspeakable? Because she came home after sixth form and left us again without a word that very weekend. It doesn’t make sense.’


I put my face in my hands for a moment, then look up, take a big breath of salty air.


‘I wish I could talk to her, Jonah. I wish Irena would at least let me ask her what made her reject us all. I am supposed to hold my family together. I am the mother, and yet I cannot heal the rift at the heart of it.’


Jonah nods, then pats me on the wrist. He gets up and goes into the cabin for more hot water and the jar of coffee, but I shake my head as he offers me another cup.


He sits down beside me again.


‘You have no idea where she is now?’


‘Still in France as far as I know. She gets a friend to send me a message once every couple of months to tell me she’s OK. But she never responds to my emails.’


Jonah doesn’t speak for a bit.


‘The problem is,’ he says after a while, ‘it’s ambiguous loss. For you, I mean. There’s no closure. It means there’s nowhere for your pain to go.’


I almost wish Jonah would stop being such a good listener, because I’m afraid it’s going to make me cry in front of him, which would be mortifying.


‘Sounds as if Tobias and your other kids have dealt with it by deciding for themselves they don’t want to see her. They’ve told themselves they’ve rejected her, to disguise the fact she rejected them. An effective defence mechanism. It’s harder for you because you still have hope.’


‘Do you think I should stop hoping, Jonah?’


‘I’m not going to grace that with an answer.’


I remember then, Jonah relating to me how his mother, a Jewish refugee, had come over from Nazi Germany as a young woman in the forties. How she’d had to find and build a home for her children alone in a strange country where she didn’t speak the language, and how she had somehow found the resilience to create a life here. If she hadn’t had hope, Jonah would not be here now.


‘Do you know’ – I look at Jonah. He’s gazing straight ahead over the water – ‘You’re the only person, outside my family, who knows that Irena’s estranged from us?’


Jonah is silent for a few minutes. I want to explain, but then he says, ‘I’m going to get us some rugs, it’s getting cold,’ and the moment passes.


‘I need to go.’ I stand up. ‘I’m picking up Xav from school.’
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