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  ‘Passionate, intriguing and beautifully written, The Things We Never Said deserves to stand on the shelf next to Maggie O’Farrell’s books. A powerful

  and talented new voice’ Rachel Hore, bestselling author of A Gathering Storm and A Place of Secrets




  ‘This is a staggeringly accomplished first novel, perfectly paced. It sweeps you up from the very first page and doesn’t let you go until the end. The hauntingly

  nostalgic tale of the trauma of an unwanted pregnancy in the sixties, it has echoes of Lynn Reid Banks and Margaret Forster. You can almost smell the boarding house and feel the cold of an

  unforgiving winter as aspiring actress Maggie faces up to some brutal choices that will affect her for the rest of her life. The ensuing trauma is entwined with a very modern tale of marriage,

  impending fatherhood and the perils of the workplace in twenty-first-century Britain. The two stories dovetail to perfection. It’s both deeply moving and uplifting – an emotional

  rollercoaster.




  If you love Maggie O’Farrell, you will love this’ Veronica Henry, bestselling author of The Long Weekend




  ‘A brave and moving story about how much can be lost and what happens next. A compelling and impressive debut’ Alison Moore, author of the Booker-shortlisted The
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  ‘Two intertwined stories explore a past filled with terror and grief, and a heart-breaking present, in writing as smooth and bittersweet as fine dark chocolate’

  Jane Rogers, author of the Booker-longlisted The Testament of Jessie Lamb




  ‘Tightly-woven and tender, The Things We Never Said is a beautifully crafted story that explores harsh family secrets with effortless clarity. A wonderful

  debut’ Isabel Ashdown, award-winning author of Glasshopper




  ‘I was swept along by Elliot Wright’s assured storytelling’ Katie Ward, author of Girl, Reading




  ‘Compelling and deeply moving . . . this is superb storytelling which transports the reader with ease between past and present, across a gulf of fifty years, while

  gradually revealing the connection between the two. I couldn’t put it down’ Jane Rusbridge, author of The Devil’s Music and Rook
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  For Francis.
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  PROLOGUE




  February 2009




  The curtains are drawn but she knows it’s still raining because she can hear the cars on the coast road swishing as they pass. There was a flurry of snow last night, but

  the rain seems to have driven it away, thank heavens. She hates snow; shudders when she thinks about it. The overhead bulb seems dim so she switches on the standard lamp, her finger catching on the

  fringed trim that’s coming away from the shade. She looks again at the letter, a single sheet of paper, two paragraphs of black print with a handwritten signature. Somehow, she manages to

  still her trembling hands enough to tuck it back into its envelope and stuff it into the pocket of her dressing gown, conscious at once of her senses tuning up. She mustn’t allow herself to

  panic; she just needs to think. The moment crystallises and she becomes aware, all at the same time, of the faint chink of plates from the kitchen, the smell of almost-burnt toast, the clunk of the

  kitchen clock labouring its way to the next minute, and the bitter-orange tang of marmalade on her tongue. She hurries out of the sitting room and along the hallway to the bedroom, where it seems

  she’s left the radio on. She sits on her side of the bed, tempted briefly to crawl back under the covers, pull the duvet over her head and pretend it’s still night.




  Heavy snow in parts of the south is causing major disruption to London’s transport network, John Humphrys is saying. After the news, he’ll be asking the chief executive of the Local

  Government Association whether councils should have been better prepared. The pips go; eight o’clock. She tries to focus on the news headlines: snow; schools closed; credit crunch to worsen;

  Nick Clegg vows to slash class sizes; sharp increase in measles cases described as ‘very worrying’. She hits the off button, then looks around as if not quite sure where she is.

  Fresh air, that’s what she needs; fresh sea air. Her gardening skirt is draped over the back of the chair, and there’s a jumper on the floor. And she’ll need underwear, of course,

  and a couple of socks. But as she gathers the clothes, the thought of putting them on overwhelms her. She sits back on the bed, defeated, and allows the garments to slither to the floor. She needs

  to get outside. Now. If she can just feel the rain on her head and the salty air on her face, she’ll be able to think more clearly.




  Until she climbs the steep concrete steps up to the street, she doesn’t realise how heavily it’s raining. The pavements are awash; water is cascading noisily from gutters and

  flooding out from downpipes. There is a high sea wind, and even from here, she can hear the chunky waves thudding against the sea wall. She pushes her greying hair back from her face and stands

  there, allowing the rain to soak her and the wind to whip around the hem of her dressing gown. The envelope crackles in her pocket; she can feel it against her hip.




  It is cold, even for Hastings, even for February. Her ears begin to sting, and the rain is icy on her scalp. Whether it’s the wind or the realisation that it’s February, she

  doesn’t know, but something causes the memory to fly in, sharp and cold, settling right at the front of her mind.




  It is 1962; the night is cold and dark, and the wind is biting chunks from her face. ‘Watch out!’ he shouts, and pulls her towards him as a roof slate crashes to the ground, just

  missing her. Then there is another, louder crash, and what looks like part of a chimney pot smashes onto the roof of a car behind them. ‘Christ, we’ll be killed at this rate.’ He

  grabs her arm and pulls her into the gennel. ‘Come on, down here, out of the wind.’




  Was it then that something struck her on the head? Or was that a bit later? The memory sparkles with clarity in some places, yet is vague in others. She sways slightly, puts her hand out to the

  metal railings to steady herself. Despite the noise of the wind and rain, she can hear the sound of her own breathing, just as she had on that night in 1962 as she’d run down the hill . .

  .




  . . . she hears the slap slap of her feet on the pavement as she runs. The gale is at her back and seems to be aiding her flight, so she lets herself go with it. There are bangs and crashes,

  glass breaking, a dog barking in the distance. The street is so littered with debris that she has to keep leaping over things. It looks as though the town has been bombed, but the war ended years

  ago. She is in danger: this she knows for certain. A lump of wood lands in her path; she trips and hits the ground with a smack. The palms of her hands sting as they hit the cold pavement and she

  grazes both knees, although she doesn’t realise this until much later.




  She shakes the memory away. For a moment, she struggles to think what she’s doing standing out here in her dressing gown on such a filthy morning, then she remembers. She puts her hand

  into her pocket; the letter is still there. It’s real; she didn’t imagine it.




  The eerie cry of a distant seagull, its familiar call mutated, shortened by the wind, causes a swell of sadness inside her so powerful it almost steals her breath. She takes the letter from the

  envelope, unfolds it, and holds it steady in the wind while she reads the words again. She has thought about this moment many times over the decades, and as she’d feared, it has flung open a

  trapdoor to her past. Now she must peer through the void, down, down into the darkness.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  November 2008




  It’s a cold, damp afternoon, but at least this morning’s fog has cleared. As Jonathan Robson walks across the playground, its concrete surface polka-dotted with

  chewing gum, his thoughts spool forward to this evening. He’s planning to cook a special meal for their anniversary – confit of duck, spicy red cabbage and dauphinoise potatoes, and

  he’s even managed to find a half-decent low-alcohol wine. He notices a new addition to the graffiti-covered wall of the science block as he heads for the parking area: My arse smells of

  apples. He smiles; at least it’s original, and compared to the rest, it has a certain quaint charm. He rounds the corner and walks right into Jerome Wilson, Year 9, a bit of a pain

  sometimes but a nice enough kid. He’d caught the boy reading something under the desk once, and as he’d waited for him to hand it over, he’d braced himself; some of the stuff

  he’d confiscated in school would make a grown man blush. But it turned out to be a book about dinosaurs. He’s had a soft spot for Jerome ever since.




  Jerome looks startled for a moment. ‘All right, Sir?’ he says.




  ‘Hello, Jerome. Put that fag out, there’s a good man.’




  Jerome seems about to deny it, but Jonathan stares pointedly at the pale grey wisps that are rising into the chilly air from behind the boy’s back. He tries not to enjoy the delicious

  whiff of second-hand smoke. Jerome grins sheepishly, glances around, takes another quick drag and then stubs the cigarette out on the wall. ‘Sorry, Sir.’




  ‘Go on, Jerome, get yourself off home and I’ll pretend I didn’t see that.’




  ‘Thanks, Sir. See ya.’




  He’s just getting into the car when his phone beeps. Fiona. Sorry about this morning. Didn’t mean to go on at U like that, especially just b4 work. Preg hormones making me moody!

  C U later x. He texts straight back. I’m sorry too. Will be home soon. x. Predictive text suggests ‘will be good soon’, which makes him think. It’s true

  that Fiona’s been a bit snappy over the last few weeks, but he hasn’t been sweetness and light himself. He yawns; tiredness is making him irritable. He really needs to sleep better

  tonight; he can’t take many more nights of lying there watching the numbers on the clock roll through the hours while his mind jabbers away at him. When, over the last few years, he’s

  allowed himself to imagine this time in their lives, he’s always pictured the pregnancy as a time of intimacy and happy anticipation, but so far, it doesn’t seem to be going that way at

  all. If anything, it feels like the connection between them is becoming weaker rather than stronger.




  The traffic on Shooter’s Hill Road is a nightmare. It crawls across Blackheath and at one point comes to a standstill, so he stops worrying about it and just looks out at the trees

  silhouetted like black filigree against the darkening sky. Everything will be all right tonight, it has to be – he can’t bear the thought of them being off with each other on their

  anniversary. This will be their last anniversary as a couple; next year they’ll be a family. He feels the familiar creep of apprehension. They’re having a baby, and he can’t shake

  off the feeling that he should be doing more towards it but he doesn’t know what. He’s not even sure what he should be saying. Even though this is a first child for both of them, he

  feels as though it’s very definitely Fiona who’s the expert. He wishes he’d paid more attention when Malcolm and Cass were expecting Poppy. If he can be as good a dad as Malcolm

  is, he won’t go far wrong.




  *




  The evening goes well, so well that they skip pudding and take their wine up to bed, something they used to do quite frequently before trying for a baby became so fraught with

  anxiety, a ‘task’ to be managed with temperature charts and special diets and calendars.




  ‘Happy anniversary,’ she whispers, pushing him onto his back and sliding on top of him. ‘I didn’t have time to get you a present. Will this do?’




  He grins. It’s the first time she’s instigated sex in weeks. ‘Oh, go on then. I suppose so.’




  Their lovemaking is brief but joyous, more like the roll-around shags they used to have before they started trying to get pregnant. After, they hold hands as they lie side by side, hip to hip,

  thigh to thigh, each enjoying the heat from the other’s skin, reluctant to break the connection by allowing air to move between them. For once, perhaps sated by food, wine and sex, Jonathan

  falls asleep quickly and sleeps peacefully for a good few hours before slipping into the recurring dream that has plagued him over the last few weeks. He is up to his knees, building a snowman.

  Dazzling sunlight glances off the whiteness and there are deep drifts all around. He can feel the snow under his fingers, but suddenly the cold is shockingly, unbearably intense. Then he is

  waist-high, trying to struggle free, and that’s when he sees the child, not much more than a baby, sinking down in the snow next to him. He tries and tries to pull her out, but it’s

  hopeless; the snow has claimed her.




  Although he wakes drenched in sweat, his teeth are chattering and he feels like he did in the dream, like his bones are chilled and there’s iced water in his stomach. The luminous green

  digits on the clock say 5.58. He won’t get back to sleep now. A strip of orange light from the streetlamp falls through the gap in the curtains, making Fiona’s dark-blonde hair look

  golden. He watches her for a moment; she’s lying on her back with her arms stretched above her head; her face looks smooth and almost childlike in sleep; her lashes are flickering, and when

  he looks closely, he can see her eyes moving back and forth rapidly beneath the fine-veined lids. He lifts the covers and slides out of bed gently so as not to disturb her. The carpet feels warm

  under his feet; they must have left the heating on. But despite the warmth, he shivers as the sweat cools on his skin. The dream varies sometimes, but there’s always snow, and there’s

  always a child. Sometimes, he knows the child is himself, but not always. He assumes it’s due to some sort of anxiety about the baby, especially as Fiona’s been having frightening baby

  dreams as well. The other night she dreamt she gave birth to a dead crow. She’d woken with a cry, breathing hard, her face wet with tears; he’d held her while she told him about it, her

  voice wavering at the horrible details. Then she’d made a joke as if to try to banish it entirely. But long after she’d gone back to sleep he could hear the slight judder in her

  breathing, as though some part of her was still crying. He ached to comfort her, but she was locked in, beyond his reach. He shivers again. He hadn’t been aware of temperature in dreams

  before now, although he often dreams in colour, and he knows you can dream a smell, because in the nightmares where his father is pushing his head into the lavatory pan to stop him swearing, the

  smell of old urine and Harpic makes him wake up gagging.




  Downstairs, the kitchen hums and buzzes, its noises oddly reassuring. The burnt-down candles from their anniversary meal are still on the table, surrounded by an interesting formation of wax.

  Without switching on the light, he walks across the tiled floor and looks out of the window. The sky is no longer black but a smudged, slate colour, blurred by an early mist. He’s had about

  five hours’ sleep; it could be worse. And it’s Saturday. He has some marking to do, but at least he hasn’t got to stand in front of a class and try to look wide awake. He fills

  the kettle and reaches for a teabag, then changes his mind. A good, strong coffee is what he needs, something to jolt him properly awake and pull him away from the icy dream, which is still lurking

  just behind his eyes.




  He is enjoying the rich, smoky flavour of the coffee and thinking how much a cigarette would enhance it, when he senses her behind him.




  ‘Hey.’ A warm hand on his shoulder, a kiss on the back of his head. Fiona yawns and pulls out the chair opposite. One side of her face is creased with red marks and her eyes are

  still half-closed. ‘What’s up?’ she says. ‘Can’t sleep again? Or is it another bad dream?’




  He nods. ‘Can’t get it out of my head.’




  ‘What was it about?’




  ‘I don’t want to put it in your head as well.’ He’s told her about some of the snowy dreams, the ones where he thought the child in the dream was himself, but he

  doesn’t think telling her about babies sinking in the snow is a great idea. ‘I’m not sure which is worse,’ he says, ‘this or the insomnia.’




  Fiona doesn’t say anything for a minute, then she picks up his mug and slowly takes a mouthful of coffee. He notices that she’s started biting her nails again.




  ‘Jonno,’ she says slowly. ‘This insomnia, the bad dreams and so on – is it . . .’ She hesitates. ‘Is it because of the baby?’




  ‘Because of the baby? How do you mean?’




  ‘Well, this is what I was trying to say yesterday morning – I know it was a stupid time to bring it up, but there isn’t a good time and . . .’ She looks down at her

  hands. ‘I’ve got to say it. I know we had a lovely time last night, but apart from that, you don’t seem very happy, to be honest. You’re stressed, you’re not sleeping.

  And it’s all since we got pregnant.’




  ‘I’m tired, that’s all; it’s nothing to do with the baby.’ He looks at her. Her hair has fallen across her face so he can’t see her eyes.

  ‘Listen.’ He reaches for her hand. ‘We both wanted this.’




  ‘But it’s taken so long to get pregnant; you could have changed your mind.’ She brushes her hair out of her face, but she still won’t meet his eye. ‘You told me

  yourself that you broke up with whatserface because she wanted kids—’




  ‘That was totally different.’




  ‘And you’re so reluctant to . . . I mean, you haven’t even told your parents yet.’ Now she’s looking at him again. ‘What am I supposed to think?’ Her

  eyes begin to glisten.




  ‘Fi, I’m not unhappy,’ he says gently. ‘And of course I want this baby. I suppose I’m a bit scared as well, but that’s normal, isn’t it? Scared

  I’ll make a balls-up of it; scared I’ll turn into my father; scared Larkin had a point – that we’re destined to ruin our kids’ lives even if we don’t mean

  to.’ He pauses. ‘Aren’t you scared too? Just a bit?’




  She thinks for a moment. ‘I suppose so. But I still don’t see why you haven’t told your parents.’




  ‘I’ll tell them soon. I just need to—’




  ‘Jonathan, why not just tell them?’




  He sighs. Even thinking about his father brings on a sort of cold dread. ‘I suppose . . . it’s him, really. You know what he’s like.’ He knows with bitter certainty that

  his father will be unimpressed, unmoved, convinced that being a father is something Jonathan cannot possibly succeed at. And what if he’s right? What if, despite all Jonathan’s

  pronouncements about how he’ll always support his child, praise every achievement, never shout unnecessarily, what if, despite his best intentions, he simply fails?




  Fiona’s face softens. ‘Oh, Jonno. I know he’s a difficult man, but surely he’ll . . .’ But then she appears to lose confidence in what she’s about to say. She

  gets up, walks around the table and stands behind him, sliding her hands down his chest and nuzzling his neck. She smells of bed and his dick twitches, but then he remembers the dream, and shrugs

  her off without meaning to. ‘No, please don’t go.’ He catches her arm and turns his face into the warmth of her stomach.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  June 1964




  The ceiling is high and domed, and the white-painted brick walls make the room look stark. There’s a wireless on somewhere nearby; the newscaster’s clear voice is

  familiar: . . . announced that Senator McNamara will fly to South Vietnam next week to assess the situation. Here at home, Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein has confirmed that the

  group’s summer tour will go ahead. The tour was in doubt after drummer Ringo collapsed during a photo shoot . . .




  Brian Epstein; Ringo; she knows these names. She hears a woman’s voice, urgent. ‘Quick! Sister’s coming.’ . . . twenty-four-year-old Beatle is suffering from tonsill .

  . . then there is a click and silence. There’s something heavy covering her; she lifts her head and sees it’s a coarse, peat-coloured blanket with edges overstitched in red, and on

  top of that, a floral bedspread. She’s too hot, so she kicks the covers off and just lies still for a moment, looking up at the fancy plasterwork, way, way above her head. It’s very

  beautiful, that ceiling; like the icing on a wedding cake. There’s a fleur-de-lis pattern along the side wall, and in the centre where there should be a light, she can just make out the

  shapes of winged cherubs holding bunches of grapes. She drags her eyes away from the cherubs. She doesn’t remember seeing them before, and yet she knows she’s been here for a while

  because she’s acutely aware that time has passed, even though she has no memory of it actually doing so. It’s a bit like when you’ve had gas at the dentist’s. She turns her

  head to the left. There’s a huge set of doors at the end of the room, but she can’t remember what’s on the other side. She should get up and look, but she’s too tired; so

  tired that even to think is too great an effort. And there’s something she needs to do before . . . before what? She has thirteen . . . days? Hours? Time is going wrong.




  She sinks back below the surface and dreams about two little babies, playing in the snow, but as she opens her eyes the dream fragments into a thousand pieces. Oh, why is it so hot? Perspiration

  prickles along her hairline and pools in the hollows of her collarbones. How can she be dreaming of snow in this heat? Even the inside of her mind is hot and scarlet and misty. She tries to think

  and she feels something move, something plucking at her attention, but when she tries to focus, it scuttles off into a corner and crouches there, just out of reach. This time, though, she

  doesn’t drift back into sleep. Instead, she lies still, flicking her gaze around the room; there are other beds, and a woman standing by the window, writing something on a clipboard. A memory

  flits across her mind: she sees herself writing something, sign here; and here; good girl. Thirteen . . . thirteen what? But it slithers away. A golden evening sunlight bathes the

  woman’s face. She has thick, sooty eyelashes and a lot of blonde hair under her white cap, and she’s wearing a uniform, a blue dress with a white pinafore. The word nurse settles

  in her mind; yes, the woman is a nurse.




  ‘Is this a . . .’ she begins, but her voice is so dry and thin from lack of use that barely a sound comes out. She tries again, this time consciously mustering what strength she can.

  ‘Am I in hospital?’




  The woman’s head jerks up. ‘What?’




  Don’t say what, say pardon, she thinks, and wonders where the thought came from.




  The nurse moves away and calls out to someone, and within a minute or so, there are two more people standing around the bed. ‘Go on,’ the nurse urges. ‘Say

  something.’




  They are all watching her. There are two nurses now; the new one is a coloured girl, with a face as smooth and shiny as melted chocolate. The man is dressed in a tweed jacket with a

  saffron-yellow pullover, a white shirt and a black bow tie. He must be sweltering in those clothes. He’s older than the nurses, a big man with a mass of red-brown hair and a sprawling,

  copper-coloured beard, which takes up the lower half of his face and makes it seem even bigger.




  ‘Margaret,’ he says, his voice low and gentle, as though he’s afraid he’ll startle her. ‘Do you know where you are?’




  She looks from one to another of the three faces looking down at her. Margaret; is that her name then? It doesn’t seem quite right. The nurse, the first one, leans down to her and smiles.

  ‘Go on, dear. Say something. Like you did just now.’




  Maggie decides to risk it. She opens her mouth, wills the sound to come. ‘Have I – have I had an accident?’




  There is a burst of conversation, a palpable sense of, not relief exactly, more of release, a lifting of tension. She’s not sure how she has triggered this, but they seem pleased with

  her.




  ‘Not an accident; no, no; not an accident,’ the bearded man says, taking a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles and a white handkerchief from his breast pocket. ‘But you have been

  very poorly.’ He polishes the round lenses before putting the spectacles on, the tiny frames all but disappearing on his great bear-like face. ‘Oh yes.’ He peers through the

  lenses. ‘Very poorly indeed; and for quite a little while. Now, I want you to take things slowly, just one step at a time. Get a little more rest and I’ll be along to see you again in

  due course.’




  *




  It feels like hours later when the sunlight wakes her. She tries to sit up, but catches her hair, which someone has plaited, under her elbow. The plait has come almost

  completely undone. How did her hair get this long? She looks around her; she can see the room properly now. Hers is one of a row of beds, mostly empty, all black-framed and with pink-and-yellow

  flowery bedspreads. The walls are a light-brownish colour, like weak tea. Opposite, there are tall mullioned windows, flanked by wooden shutters. Despite the heat, they’re only open a few

  inches at the top and bottom. Dust motes dance in the scorching sunshine that penetrates the glass; a fat black bluebottle zips back and forth, crazed in the heat. At one end of the room are double

  doors with glass panels above, at the other, a vast fireplace with easy chairs around it. She tries to get out of bed, but a nurse hurries towards her. ‘Not yet, dear,’ the nurse says.

  ‘Wait until you’ve seen the doctor.’




  She sees the man in the tweed jacket walking down the ward. He drags a chair over and places it next to her bed, then settles himself and smiles at her. She flops back on the pillow, exhausted

  with the effort of trying to get herself up. ‘This is a hospital, isn’t it?’ she asks.




  ‘Well done! Yes, this is a hospital.’ He takes a notebook from his inside pocket, flips it open and writes something quickly.




  She looks down at the long, greyish nightdress she’s wearing, but doesn’t recognise it. Lying across the end of her bed, there’s a sack-coloured dressing gown, and a sudden

  flash of memory tells her she has worn this garment; she remembers holding the edges together because it has no belt or buttons, and walking slowly along a corridor to the lavatory, a nurse either

  side holding her arms. There are six lavatories in a row, but no doors. Surely she would not have used a lavatory without a door? But then she has a vivid memory of sitting on the cold china in the

  gloom of early morning, and looking up at the row of washroom windows, of ice on the inside of the frosted glass. And seagulls; there were seagulls screeching outside.




  ‘Are we by the sea?’




  ‘Not far from it. Brighton’s about twelve miles away. Why do you ask?’ He’s looking at her intently.




  ‘I heard seagulls . . .’




  ‘Ah! Yes, yes, indeed. They come a long way inland sometimes. Now, tell me what you thought about when you heard the seagulls.’




  ‘I didn’t think about anything, just . . .’ But there is a twitch in her memory. The sea; cold, cold water. Images flash up to her left and to her right, some frozen, some

  shimmering with movement, but they evaporate before she can grasp their meaning. ‘How long have I been here?’




  ‘Oh, quite a little while, I believe. Not too long, you know, erm . . .’ He turns towards the nurse who leans down and mutters something in his ear. ‘Ah yes,’ he

  nods. ‘That’s right. December, wasn’t it? Yes, yes. Not long before Christmas.’ He is still speaking to the nurse.




  ‘You mean . . .’ She looks at the nurse. ‘I’ve been here since . . .’ She shakes her head. No; that can’t be right. Why can’t she remember?




  ‘Now, Margaret,’ the man says. ‘Can you tell me what your full name is?’




  The question bats her previous thought away. ‘Margaret Letitia Harrison.’ It comes out by itself. ‘Maggie,’ she adds, remembering that too. And then another name flashes

  into her head, and another; the two names are linked and for a moment everything sparkles and shouts; something is coming back, there is something she needs to do, and she hasn’t got long to

  do it. She tries to hang on so she can read the thought, but then it shrinks back and goes out like a candle.




  The man smiles, nods, writes something else in the little notebook. ‘Good,’ he mutters. ‘Oh yes. Very good.’




  Maggie feels a stab of irritation. ‘Are you a doctor?’




  He ignores her. ‘Do you know what year this is?’




  ‘What year?’ she repeats. Surprised that it doesn’t come to her immediately. Her thoughts are loose and shaky, and won’t hold together. The man is waiting for an answer;

  so is the nurse. Perhaps they think she’s simple.




  ‘It’s nineteen . . .’ She pauses, then it jumps into her brain. ‘Nineteen sixty-three.’




  He nods, writes it down. ‘Sixty-four, but that’s close enough. And can you tell me who the Prime Minister is?’




  ‘Mr Macmillan,’ she is certain this is right. ‘Harold Macmillan.’




  ‘Hmm.’ He writes this down, too. ‘Very close, but no.’ He frowns. ‘Macmillan resigned, you know, not long before you came to us.’ The nurse leans down and

  speaks into his ear again. He nods and says something back. All Maggie hears is ‘ . . . not have been aware . . . circumstances . . . trauma . . .’




  ‘What?’ She knows they’re talking about her, but none of it makes sense. ‘What are you saying—’




  ‘All in good time.’ He snaps his notebook shut then looks up and smiles, his eyes creasing into little slits. ‘Well now, it’s splendid to hear you talking again, I must

  say. I’ve no doubt you’re on the mend this time. No doubt at all.’




  ‘Please tell me,’ Maggie says. ‘Are you a proper doctor?’




  The man chortles at this. ‘That depends on what you mean by “proper”, I suppose. Some of my colleagues might dispute the fact but yes, I am a proper doctor.’ He extends

  his hand and she automatically shakes it. ‘I’m Dr Carver; I’m a psychiatrist.’ He pauses. ‘Couldn’t very well have gone into surgery with a name like that, could

  I?’ He turns, grinning to the nurse, who smiles dutifully.




  ‘So you think I’m mad.’ He doesn’t answer. She looks around the room. ‘Is this . . . a . . . one of those . . .’




  ‘It’s a psychiatric hospital, yes. Now you mustn’t worry about that. If you’d broken your leg, you’d go to an ordinary hospital, wouldn’t you? We’re

  very modern in our approach here, you know. It’s not like the old days.’




  ‘I’m not mad,’ Maggie says. ‘I just can’t remember . . .’ She pauses, tries again, concentrates as hard as she can on the hazy images skating just outside her

  mind’s edge. It is as though some memory is bouncing against the perimeters, trying to find a way in.




  Dr Carver is watching her intently. ‘Tell me,’ he says, ‘do you know why you’re here?’ His voice has gone soft again, and she senses he is being careful. ‘Can

  you remember anything about when you were first admitted? Or before you came to us?’




  Again there are glimpses as she tries to force her brain to work, but the effort almost hurts. She shakes her head. ‘I can’t remember anything.’




  ‘That’s perfectly normal.’ Dr Carver gets to his feet, towers over her again. ‘It happens now and then, but it won’t last. I’ve a notion it’s the

  brain’s way of protecting us. Anyhow, it’s early days yet, early days indeed. Try not to think too hard.’ He taps his temple twice with his index finger. ‘Can’t force

  the old grey matter into action before it’s ready. Does no good, you know. No good at all.’ He starts to move away. ‘I’ll come and see you in a day or two. We’ll have

  a little chat.’




  Maggie watches him walk down the ward as the nurse straightens the bedclothes. ‘I’m not mad, you know,’ she says. But the phrase not right in the head comes out of

  somewhere, and it’s true, something isn’t quite right in her head. There are too many spaces.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  Jonathan feels a discernable tightening in his gut as he drives across Blackheath to his parents’ house. Even if his father isn’t thrilled, he’ll be a

  bit pleased, surely? Traffic is slow. It’s late afternoon and the light is beginning to fade as the November sky prepares to draw its blanket over the day. Out on the expanse of

  grassland, walkers huddle deeper into their coats against the wind; dogs chase balls and sticks; a few kids run, faces turned upwards as they pull at the strings of their kites, desperate to get

  the last dregs out of the afternoon. At the edge of the pond where he and Alan Harper used to fish for minnows and sticklebacks, a couple of oversized crows are shrieking at each other as they

  worry at a discarded burger. Blackheath: as kids, he and Alan had been beguiled by the idea that it was so-named because it was the site of a massive burial ground for victims of the Black Death,

  and they’d been gutted to discover that the plague story was an urban myth – the name actually came from ‘bleak heath’. And when you look at the balding, boggy grass, the

  grimy, defeated skyline and the traffic snaking down into the polluted bowl of Lewisham and Deptford, it is utterly appropriate.




  The area near Greenwich Park is crowded with cars, lorries and trailers emblazoned with the words Zippo’s Circus. A small group of boys mill around, just as he and Alan had all

  those years ago; it was Billy Smart’s in those days. One year, he’d asked his father if he could go to the circus as a birthday treat. ‘Certainly not,’ Gerald had said.

  ‘Apart from anything else, it is extremely bad manners to ask for a gift.’




  But the day before his birthday, he and Alan had gone up to the heath after school to hang around the trailers in the half-light, hoping for a glimpse of a clown, an acrobat or even Magnificent

  Marco the Human Cannonball. Rumour had it that Magnificent Marco had been injured so often he had his own bed at the hospital.




  Jonathan was sleeping at Alan’s that night and he couldn’t wait, partly because Mrs Harper said she had a surprise for him, but also because she made dinners he’d never get at

  home, like fish fingers and chips, followed by butterscotch Instant Whip with a cherry in the middle and what she called ‘chocolate mousedirts’ sprinkled on top. As they crept from

  trailer to trailer, taking turns to climb on each other’s backs to peek in uncurtained windows, he thought about the cold, silent mealtimes at home, the constant smell of potatoes boiling

  away on the stove. Couldn’t they have chips just once?




  ‘Oh, buggery!’ Alan said. ‘Mum said five at the latest and it’s ten to now. Better leg it.’ They ran across the grass, past the church and down Lewisham Hill to

  Alan’s flats, feet pounding the pavement and breath charging white in the chill November air. As they clattered up the pissy-smelling stairs, he wondered what the surprise could be.




  The tickets were on the kitchen table, propped up against the tomato ketchup. Alan’s mum was smiling. Eat up, chop-chop, or we’ll be late and we’ll end up sitting where the

  elephants do their business. Jonathan was weak with gratitude and so excited he couldn’t swallow. Mr Harper winked and ruffled his hair. Not hungry, Tiger? Oh well. Waste not, want

  not. And he scoffed the chips three at a time and everybody laughed. Jonathan pictured his father pushing equal amounts of mince, swede and potato onto his fork. Sometimes, he wished Mr Harper

  was his dad. Mr Harper liked the circus; Gerald said it was ‘a vulgar, gaudy spectacle full of dwarves, misfits and layabouts’, and Alan was a Guttersnipe and Mr Harper was an Oaf and a

  Wastrel. Jonathan didn’t know what a wastrel was, and he wasn’t going to look it up.




  At the circus, they saw a lady in a ballet dancer’s dress riding a horse standing up, four men walking down a pretend staircase on their hands, and clowns with orange hair and giant bow

  ties turning somersaults. When some of the clowns asked for a volunteer to hold the hosepipe and help them drench the others, Jonathan stretched his hand right up so they could see him. He could

  hardly believe it when they picked him.




  Later, after Alan’s mum kissed them goodnight, he went over it in his head. The very best bit, he decided, was after the hosepipe, when the clowns gave him a huge bag of sweets and asked

  where his mum and dad were and Mr and Mrs Harper shouted ‘over here’ and waved. The clowns carried him back, holding him high up on their shoulders while everybody clapped. When they

  put him down, everyone was smiling and proud of him. This was the best day of his whole life.




  *




  ‘I was expecting you before now,’ his mother says as she opens the door, the hall clock chiming five behind her. He’d said late afternoon, and is about to

  point this out when he notices how tired she looks. ‘Sorry,’ he kisses her proffered cheek. ‘Traffic was terrible.’ As always, she’s fully made-up, but today her

  lipstick and face powder seem uncharacteristically noticeable and clumsily applied.




  ‘Father’s in the sitting room,’ she says. ‘I’ll be in when I’ve made the tea.’




  It’s almost dusk, but Gerald hasn’t switched the lights on. He can see perfectly well in the remaining light, he says, and just because Jonathan deigns to visit them, he sees no

  reason to be extravagant with electricity. ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ Jonathan snaps, flicking the switch.




  ‘Blasphemy, now, is it?’ Gerald makes a big deal of shielding his eyes. There’s a slight tremor to his hand, Jonathan notices. What little hair he has left seems to have

  yellowed even more, and there are dark, brownish crescents under his eyes. He seems particularly frail today; thinner than he was three weeks ago. ‘So,’ Jonathan says, sitting in the

  chair opposite; his eyes stray to the four different pill containers on the side table. He’s sure there weren’t that many last time. ‘How are you feeling?’




  ‘That’s your mother’s chair.’ Gerald picks up his pipe, taps it on the side of the ashtray and begins to fill the bowl with tobacco.




  ‘She’s making the tea. I’ll move when she comes in. I was asking how you are; you look tired.’




  ‘Blast!’ His father twists around in his chair. ‘Where the devil has your mother put my cigarette lighter?’ He always calls it that, even though he hasn’t smoked

  cigarettes for years. As he turns, he knocks his copy of The Times off the arm of his chair. It’s folded to the crossword page, and as Jonathan picks it up, he notices that Gerald has

  only filled in a couple of the clues, which is unusual; he usually has the whole thing finished by lunchtime.




  ‘Hang on,’ Jonathan says, ‘there it is.’ He can see the silver lighter poking out from under Gerald’s chair. He bends down to retrieve it and then hands it to his

  father.




  ‘Ah, yes.’ Gerald holds out his hand. ‘My thanks.’ There is a clunk as he puts the stem of his pipe between his teeth, holds the flame to the bowl and then sucks and

  puffs until the room is filled with billowing blue-grey smoke. He turns to Jonathan with the lighter still poised. ‘Well?’ he says. ‘Aren’t you having a

  cigarette?’




  Jonathan shakes his head. ‘No, I told you last time. I’ve given up.’




  Gerald takes his pipe from his mouth and holds it just an inch or two away as blue smoke curls out of the mouthpiece. ‘Given up? Don’t talk such nonsense. You’re as bad as your

  mother.’




  ‘I did tell you.’




  ‘Yes, but you’ve given up before and you’ve never stuck to it, have you? Why should this time be any different?’




  This is it, he thinks; the perfect opportunity to explain about the baby. But he can’t come out with it now, not while his mother is still in the kitchen. ‘I’m beginning to

  think more about the health risks, I suppose.’




  Gerald shakes his head in irritation. ‘I tell you, you’re more likely to die from worrying about what’s going to kill you than from enjoying the odd smoke.’ He sucks on

  the pipe again and turns to look for something on the bookshelf next to him. ‘Ah,’ he reaches for a slender red pack that lies among a stack of papers on top of the books. ‘Here

  we are.’ He tosses the pack – Henri Winterman’s Slim Panatellas – onto the coffee table. ‘You’ll have a cigar, though.’




  Jonathan looks at the pack. It’s so tempting. But he’s smoked cigars before and kidded himself that it didn’t count. He ended up on fifteen a day at one point.

  ‘No,’ he shakes his head. ‘Thanks anyway, but I’d better not.’




  ‘Oh, come on,’ Gerald says, still looking at him. Then when Jonathan doesn’t respond, he sighs heavily, picks up the pack of cigars and throws them back on top of the

  books.




  Jonathan sighs as well. They used to smoke together; it had never been particularly companionable, but it was one ritual they’d been able to share. It hadn’t occurred to him that

  Gerald might actually miss it. Maybe one cigar with his father wouldn’t be the end of the world, but before he can speak again, Gerald’s face assumes what Jonathan has come to think of

  as its default countenance, a mix of irritation, disdain and impatience.




  ‘So.’ Gerald’s voice is stony now. ‘How is your Business and Enterprise College or whatever it is they call the local comprehensive these days?’




  ‘School’s fine.’ Jonathan can hear the tightness in his own voice. All right, so his school is hardly Eton, but he doubts his father would be impressed even if it were. His

  father had been furious that he hadn’t gone into teaching straight after university, but he’d been determined to do his own thing so he’d pretended Gerald’s disapproval

  didn’t matter. It was only much later that he began to accept that it bothered him, it really, really bothered him. When he decided to become a teacher at the age of thirty-five, he

  hadn’t expected a fanfare, but nor had he expected Gerald to simply flick his newspaper and from behind it, ask if Jonathan was sure the profession would have him.




  ‘No problems with behaviour?’




  He hesitates for a moment then shakes his head. ‘Nothing major.’ In fact, managing behaviour in his school is a constant battle, but Gerald would be contemptuous of any failure to

  control a class.




  ‘I saw some of your pupils in Lewisham the other day. Savages, most of them. The school seems rather lax on discipline.’




  Discipline. For a moment, Jonathan flips back in time; he sees his father looming over him, carefully greased hair flopping forward as he brings down the cane onto Jonathan’s outstretched

  palm. Jonathan vows that he will never, ever, lay a finger on his own child.




  His mother comes in carrying a tray, which Jonathan takes from her and sets down on the coffee table. In the interminable period it takes for Gerald to add sugar, stir, sip, and replace the cup

  in its saucer, Jonathan feels as he often does in this house – as though he’s ten years old again. Little has changed since then; the walls are a lighter colour but the same paintings

  hang from the picture rail; the curtains have a different pattern, but they’re still dark and heavy; the mantle clock, wall plates, vases and knickknacks gather dust now just as they did

  then. Tense Sunday afternoons; crossing the room with his father’s tea, gripping the saucer tightly and praying the cup wouldn’t rattle; Gerald’s scrutiny from over the top of his

  glasses. And the sounds: the gas fire, hissing and popping; the tick of the old clock; the terrifying sound of Gerald listening.




  He puts his cup and saucer on the table. I’ve got something to tell you. Or straight out: Fiona and I are having a baby. He wishes Fiona had come with him. Maybe the baby

  will bring them closer. His father is looking at him. Just say it. He clears his throat, looks at his mum, then at Gerald. ‘Now that you’re both here, I have

  some—’




  Gerald clicks his tongue irritably. ‘Have you run out of razor blades?’ His voice is prickly. ‘Or is it now acceptable for a schoolteacher to walk around looking like a

  vagrant?’




  Jonathan stands up. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, does it really—’




  ‘Gerald, please,’ his mother interrupts. ‘It is the weekend. I think you’re being a little ungracious.’




  ‘There’s always something, isn’t there?’ Jonathan says. ‘We can never just have a normal, nice afternoon without you finding something to complain about.’




  ‘I see I’ve offended your delicate sensibilities.’ Gerald grapples behind his chair for his stick. ‘So if you’ll excuse me.’ He struggles to his feet, batting

  away his wife’s attempts to help him.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  Maggie can feel someone shaking her gently, but opening her eyes is an effort. She recognises the nurse. ‘Betty?’




  ‘Hetty,’ the nurse smiles. ‘Not bad, though. This time last week you couldn’t remember your own name, never mind no one else’s. Up you get then; you’ve been

  asleep since breakfast and you’re to see His Nibs after dinner, by all accounts.’




  ‘Who’s—?’




  ‘Dr Carver, lord and master. He says you can get dressed today.’




  Maggie thinks for a minute. ‘Dr Carver,’ she mutters. The name is familiar. She looks at the nurse. ‘I can’t remember—’




  ‘Don’t you worry about that, dear. It’ll come back, you know, bit by bit.’ She starts to tidy the bedcovers. ‘Meself, I don’t think them pills are helping,

  neither.’ She tucks the sheet in briskly. ‘But what do I know? I’m only a nurse.’




  Maggie dresses in the things Hetty has brought for her. Although she vaguely remembers these clothes – navy Crimplene slacks, a white blouse and a pink Orlon cardigan – the process

  of putting them on feels odd and unfamiliar, and the seams feel abrasive against her skin.




  ‘Now, come down and talk to some of the other ladies, there’s a good girl.’ Maggie should feel patronised, but she doesn’t, because she now knows who Hetty reminds her

  of: it’s her mother. A pang of sadness creeps through her, because at the same moment as she remembers this, she also remembers that both her parents are dead.




  She follows Hetty down the ward, out through the double doors and along a dark, tiled hallway with a shiny parquet floor that smells of Johnson’s furniture polish. The day room has the

  same high arched ceiling and tall windows as the ward. Cigarette smoke swirls in the sunlight, and Maggie remembers that she smokes. She feels four years old again, on her first day at school when

  she didn’t know where to hang her coat or who to sit next to. Some of the women sit at the tables playing cards or doing jigsaw puzzles; one or two look up as she and Hetty pass, but mostly

  they don’t seem to notice. There is a television set in the corner, with the word Rediffusion in white lettering at the bottom of the polished wooden casing. Right in front of the set,

  a balding, skeletally thin woman in a turquoise dressing gown is kneeling with her face inches from the screen, apparently watching the test card. More women sit in the chairs that line the walls,

  some rocking back and forth, others quietly weeping or just staring into the past.




  As they make their way through the room, an elderly lady with crudely dyed blue-black pigtails bounces towards them. ‘Cha cha cha,’ she says cheerily. Her voice is high like a

  child’s, her face beaming. ‘What’s going on; what’s coming off.’ She twirls around, holding out the hem of her ill-fitting frock, and then sinks into an expansive

  curtsey. ‘I’m a little bit up the pole today,’ she tells Maggie. ‘Better than being down the pole, but Dr Carver says I’ve got to stay in the middle. Cha cha

  cha.’




  ‘Norma, love,’ Hetty lays a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t get too excited, now.’




  Norma grins, curtseys again and with another tinkling ‘cha cha cha’, dances off to talk to someone else.




  Maggie can feel her heart thudding. She stands a little closer to Hetty.




  ‘Pauline!’ Hetty calls out to a young woman who has just come into the room. ‘Sleeping Beauty here has finally woken up. You’ll look after her for me, dear, won’t

  you?’ She pats Maggie on the shoulder and nods encouragement before bustling off to attend to something else.




  Pauline is about Maggie’s age and looks like a model in her candy-pink summer dress with a white cardigan slung loosely around her shoulders. Her hair is lacquered into a beehive and

  she’s freshly made-up; Maggie can see the powder on her cheeks.




  ‘Hello, Maggie,’ she says, her voice unexpectedly deep and smooth. ‘Feeling better? It’s nice to see you up and about again.’




  ‘Again?’ Maggie is sure she must sound like a complete idiot. But she doesn’t know this glamorous woman. Perhaps she’s one of the nurses, off duty. ‘I don’t

  think we’ve—’
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