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In the time of foxes


In London, where Nina lived, it was the time of foxes.


There had never been so many. It was said there were ten fox families per square mile. Their numbers thinned in the countryside as they migrated to the cities, a great animal migration to match the human one. They trotted into town along railway tracks, scavenged in bins, scouted territories, pissed and shat, snoozed on manhole covers, bit the heads off chickens, left corpses and intestines strewn about back courtyards, lucky-dipped for frogs, and generally sniffed about. They went from garden to garden, heeding neither man nor fence.


Hackney Council sent a leaflet. It came through the door one day.


The red fox is a wild member of the dog family.


The fox year – a month-by-month guide to fox activity and behaviour.


(There was a chart with descriptions and colour illustrations.)


Foxes are very adaptable and extremely well suited to urban environments. They have the largest natural distribution of any land mammal except humans.


‘Sorry, you were saying…’


Nina had other things on her mind the day the leaflet came through the door. She stood in her kitchen, looking through the French doors to the garden. On the phone, her faraway brother was questioning whether their mother should stay in her own house. She was trying to persuade him that yes, of course she should.


‘That’s what’s best for her. She knows where she is, she has all her things, it’s home.’


Outside, the garden was overgrown, the grass luxuriantly green. Nina spoke with her head crooked at an angle, sandwiching the phone between her shoulder and ear so that her hands were free to clean the coffee machine casket. Ronnie was at her legs, saying, ‘Mama, Mama,’ and frisking her jeans-clad thighs.


‘Wait a minute, darling, Mama’s speaking to Uncle Jared.’


When she looked up again it was to see two young foxes in a sunbeam. They were bounding and tumbling. Cavorting, she thought.


‘Foxes, Ronnie,’ she said. ‘Look. They’re cubs, fox children.’


As soon as she said the words he detached himself from her legs and hurried to the doors with his funny waddling almost-run. He put his hands out, stroked the glass, and let out a breathy Oh.


‘Works like a charm every time,’ she told her brother. But she knew something must be done. Foxes were breeding in the garden. There was a nest – a den? – back there.


With Ronnie entertained, they returned to their conversation.


‘We can make it work with her at home,’ she went on. ‘I’ll manage the invoices, I’ll help.’


She knew it was hard on Jared. There was only so much she could do over the phone and by email. He was the one in Sydney, living closest to their mother (although he wasn’t close enough to make the visits easy). She could tell he was unconvinced but he gave her the dates of his holiday, and she agreed to stay with Helen in his absence.


‘Got it,’ she said. ‘I’ll look at flights.’


She called the real estate agent next. ‘We have a Fox Situation,’ she said, emphasising the words. The animals were getting to be a problem, what with the holes they dug everywhere. Her son could fall and hurt himself. Anybody could.


‘It’s also the poo,’ she said. The Poo Situation. ‘You have to play hopscotch to miss them.’


‘The foxes?’


‘No, the poos.’


‘Ah, I see. Sounds like we’d better have a look.’


When she hung up, the cubs were still revelling in the sun, snapping at blades of grass. Ronnie watched in wonder, mesmerised, until she told him, ‘Okay, mister, time for your play date at the park.’


As she packed his bag, Nina felt a little guilty. With her call to the agent, she had set things in motion – there would now be a process, perhaps involving the council and men wearing dungarees. Or so she thought until the agent called her back the next day. Apparently the landlady wanted to be humane. Had Nina tried securing the rubbish bin and not leaving food about?


Nina was curt in response. She insisted on action. Afterwards, she told her husband she was going to have to be the baddie, the one putting her foot down. ‘I’ve had my share of appalling landlords but this woman takes the cake. We can’t be expected to run a sanctuary in the garden.’


The thing with the foxes was one more thing to sort out before their trip. The other things included work things, Ronnie’s childcare hiatus, and plans for how to get from the airport in Sydney to her mother’s house two hours south. She crowd-sourced distractions for Ronnie for the plane, putting the call out in a Facebook post.


Other things, so many things. She received a recommendation for a grief counsellor and hoped to squeeze in a session. It had been six months since her father had died, but she’d barely had time to grieve. Grieve: put that on the to-do list with everything else!


Nina was never not in motion, never not hurrying somewhere. She tag-teamed with her husband Brent on dinner-and-bath routines. She read children’s books to Ronnie; she never read adult books anymore (or just ‘books’, as she used to call them). At best she read articles on her phone, scrolling mindlessly in the dark after checking her messages. She took her son on the tube to the co-working creche, which had an adjoining office where she could do a few hours’ work, always feeling there was never quite enough time to make a dent in her projects.


On the days Ronnie was in childcare she went to her agency in Shoreditch. They had rooms that she could use for editing and meetings. Most of her work was directing arty-looking TV commercials and documentary-style content. Lately she had worked as one of the directors on a TV series, a comedy about the trials of parenting. The show was irreverent and funny and a lot of people liked it. In the background, she was also labouring on a project of her own, a script for a feature film. This took untold hours of writing, with much plotting and re-plotting, and sometimes she had the feeling that it would never be finished.


In between meetings and the odd brief creative burst, Nina made calls about the Fox Situation. The landlady was being silly. Securing the bins – ugh. She tried that. It didn’t work. Researching online, Nina found the details of a fox rescue group that ran a catch-and-release program, but she ruled this out, guessing the foxes would return. She had started to get some serious side-eye from her neighbours, who saw her garden as a hotbed of fox activity. Her neighbour at number 40, a man with a military bearing, accused her of feeding them. Not knowing his name, she mentally christened him Old Gammon. He told her to have the foxes shot.


‘From those French doors of yours. There’s a man you can call for that,’ he said. ‘Get the nasty little Charlies. Wait till you hear them screaming in the small hours of the morning, that’s when they have intercourse,’ he told her with distaste.


She didn’t care about the neighbours’ dirty looks. But the smells, the defecation, the missing shoe of Ronnie’s that delayed a trip to the doctor – these were things she didn’t need. The trip to the doctor was a checkup; they wanted to check his vital signs and say what percentile he was in for this or that, was he tall or short or fat for a two-and-a-half-year-old. She found the shoe later, masticated, slimy with saliva. She rinsed it with detergent, thinking that would have to do. Worst of all was the morning when, on leaving the house, she saw there had been a hit-and-run. The body was inert. It made a neat crescent shape on the road. It was one of the cubs; she knew it by its ears, the colouring on its paws. The runt of the litter. Ronnie gazed at it, dismayed.


‘What happened, Mama?’


‘A car. A car is what happened, sweetheart.’


She was about to call the council when out came Old Gammon from number 40. Putting on a pair of gardening gloves, he lifted the lifeless fox and slid it into a heavy-duty bin bag, then dumped it in his wheelie bin like any other bag of rubbish.


‘Pickup day,’ he said to her. ‘They won’t be long.’ Then he muttered something about needing to scrub the bin out later. His tone said, I told you so, this is what you get for feeding them.


With her hand forced, she spoke to the agent and threatened to call someone herself. ‘Name’s Bruce. He’s very nice. He has a .22 Winchester, pops them off from the back window.’ She had seen this on the internet. It was legal, apparently. She saw her husband’s horrified look as he glanced over from the sofa. He was gentle by nature; he never so much as raised his voice. She flapped her hand at him: don’t worry.


‘How does that sound, alright? We can send you the invoice when he’s done.’


Her bluff had the desired effect. A fox man arrived promptly. He wore dungarees, looked the part.


‘My word, they’ve had a field day. You’ve got yourself a breeding earth. That big old tree stump in the ground, it’s rotted out from the inside. That’s what they’ve been burrowing to get to. A bit of shelter for them – very cosy, I imagine.’


A breeding earth. So that was what it was called.


‘Don’t worry,’ he reassured her. ‘We’ve strict instructions from the client to be humane and sympathetic.’


‘Hmm,’ said Nina. ‘That’s why I’m worried.’


She said it needed a proper job, he had to get rid of the breeding earth. She took no pleasure in saying so. She didn’t want to be the baddie; she knew the eviction of the foxes would distress Ronnie. He saw them as his friends, furry counterparts of a sort. How was she going to tell him that their homes had been destroyed?





She arranged for the work to happen while they were away. Flying Heathrow to Sydney for the second time in six months made her feel pre-emptively exhausted. They flew as a trio at the beginning of December: Nina and Brent, both with their laptops for emails, and Ronnie with his own small backpack of toys.


Nina’s brother met them at the airport and drove them to Wollongong, to save them renting a car. He made one stop, to show Nina the residential home in Sydney’s southern suburbs.


‘It’s on our way,’ he pointed out. ‘It’ll take us twenty minutes.’


She was jet-lagged and unimpressed, but she agreed. They toured the home. It was nine in the morning when they reached the complex, the sun was rudely bright and Ronnie’s hat was buried somewhere in their luggage. This was nothing to him, of course. He had slept well on the second leg and now tottered happily behind, holding his dad’s hand. The home was well laid out as a series of share houses for three or four residents. Each house was fitted with special lights and special doorknobs, a manager told them. The lights were ambient and soft, and the doorknob for every room felt different, features designed to reduce disorientation. Nina listened politely. She duly admired the fittings. She whispered to her brother so the manager wouldn’t hear her, ‘This is overkill, Jared. She doesn’t need this stuff.’


He pretended not to hear her. ‘It’s not like other old people’s homes,’ he said. ‘There are no stupid crafts, which is good if you’re like Mum and you’ve never been into crafts.’


When they finally reached the real house, Nina’s childhood home, her mother was inside waiting, still wearing her floral cotton nightie. Ronnie launched himself at his nanna. He rarely saw her in person, but they spoke every week on Skype.


‘Aren’t you big, Ronnie!’ she said, cuddling him and making him beam. But as Nina moved about the kitchen, putting out a plate of biscuits and sitting at the Formica table, she saw how much her mother had aged in the last six months. She was greyer, more stooped and uncertain, more defeated. Her brother had warned her, it had all come on so quickly. She was only sixty-three. Sixty-three! Unable to let her hands lie still, she kept smoothing her hair, her thighs, or rubbing her forearms, up and down, an incessant habit. Sometimes, when she remembered or Jared handed it to her, she squeezed a raspberry-pink stress ball with a nubby surface.


This was what Nina’s mother’s Alzheimer’s was like. It seemed less like an illness of forgetting than a bad case of anxiety. She had always been anxious, had always rubbed her forearms when she worried, but now it was as if the worrier was the only part of her left.


It had been three years since Helen was diagnosed with the disease. Until then, Nina knew almost nothing about Alzheimer’s. Working as a director, she’d made mini-documentaries for charities, short films about misfortunes that happened to other people. Blindness, for instance. Or having your life saved by the London Air Ambulance. For the macular blindness one, she used blurry and shadowed footage to mimic the progression of the illness. First a shot in which a mother adjusts her son’s school tie, then a later shot where she can’t.


In the Air Ambulance one, she filmed a road accident survivor. She took him back to the intersection and had him tell the story: how he was hit by a car while riding his bike, how the car ran him over, crushing his pelvis. Going over the footage later, she cut the part where the man cried, deciding to show him almost-crying instead. You had to hold something back, give the viewer room to feel. Her style played well with the British. They were crazy for stoicism, someone keeping it together. When she played a cut of the film, the reps from the client started crying. They hugged her and said they could not have been happier.


But Alzheimer’s had been a mystery. Slipping away from the gathering in the kitchen to look around the house, Nina saw evidence of her brother’s efforts and felt the familiar guilt. Thanks to him, the bathroom sported a new set of safety handles – plasticky, beige and sturdy; not very attractive. On the fridge door she had noticed instructions for the carers, a laminated mini-essay with the heading ‘A Typical Day’. Helen has two crumpets with honey for breakfast. There are crumpet bags in the freezer. If the left side of the toaster sticks, give it a jiggle…


The house was otherwise little changed. It was in a working-class neighbourhood, a place of straight, unshaded streets to fly along on a bike. It was still the house of Nina’s childhood, a postwar brick box with an upstairs addition. Taking their bags upstairs, she found that her old room had been taken over by the young couple who lived in the house rent-free, an arrangement that ensured Helen was not alone at night. They had timed their own holiday to coincide with Nina’s brother’s, but the space was full to bursting with their big upholstered bed, matching bedside tables, and throw pillows embroidered with motivational sayings. She closed the door on the room, which was hers no longer. She dumped the bags in Jared’s old room, unfolded the sofa bed in the upstairs sitting room for Ronnie, and located a box of her brother’s old toys: Transformers, Lego, Duplo, a train set.


Before long, Jared left them, taking the train back to Sydney and leaving his Subaru for them to use. There was a booster seat in the back (borrowed from a cousin, as Jared did not have children). He was taking two weeks’ leave from his busy job in TV production to go on holiday with his partner. They would decamp that night to Queensland, somewhere with snorkelling and rainforests.


Once her brother had left, Nina made crumpets, pushing them down in the ancient toaster. A typical day, she thought. She spread honey and made more tea, let the mug cool for a good five minutes, put it on the table in front of her mother.


‘Love a cup of tea,’ said Helen.


‘Nothing better,’ Nina said, though she herself drank coffee.


That first day and night, Nina saw just how much vigilance was needed. Her mother was now unable to notice when she was too hot or too cold, so Nina had to keep watch for the signs, put her cardigan on or take it off. She couldn’t shower by herself, but she didn’t like Nina to help her do it either. She preferred to wait until mid-morning when the carer came, whoever it was that day according to the roster. The one thing she could do without help was clean her teeth, but then she would forget and worry that she hadn’t done it.


‘Ronnie, let’s clean your teeth,’ said Nina.


‘Did I clean my teeth?’ asked Helen.


‘Yes, Mum. You did.’


‘Oh good.’ To mask her embarrassment, she turned the exchange into a lesson. ‘Very important to clean your teeth, isn’t it, Ronnie?’


Waking at odd hours during the night, a jet-lagged Nina read emails on her phone. Remembering the foxes in her garden, she summoned justifications for clearing them out. It wasn’t as if they were endangered. They were colonisers, really. Furry little conquistadors, making themselves at home, profiting from easy pickings wherever humans built towns and cities.


In the mornings they woke to birds. The birds! The sound declared the day as belonging to a different country, even before you were fully awake, before your brain kicked into gear. There were the normal suburban birds, raucous and loud, and the smaller twittering birds that were drawn to the nearby lake. On the second morning of their stay, when Nina rose and went downstairs in the quiet house, she found a pair of her mother’s underpants laid out, wet, on the kitchen table. It looked as if she had rinsed them in the sink. Finding her mother in her room, she asked what had happened, but her mother knew nothing about it. She just kept smoothing the nightie over her bottom and thighs as if she felt self-conscious with nothing underneath.


In the two weeks that followed, Brent came and went from the house, taking the train to work in his company’s Sydney office. He was the finance guy in a team that consulted on the redevelopment of old industrial sites, turning them into mixed-use precincts and waterfront meadows and so on. Having used up all of his annual leave on their last trip, he was working remotely this time and had to keep up with his projects. In his absences, Nina was often alone with Ronnie and her mum. It was always a relief when the carer came at eleven o’clock each morning. With the help of some government support and a great deal of wrangling, Nina and Jared had organised the carer roster after their father’s death.


The best of the carers was Cath, a large, indefatigable woman. She came with her bulk and her cheerfulness and helped out for several hours. She showered and dressed Helen. She helped her to go to the toilet, making male visitors stay clear of the hall to preserve Helen’s dignity. Cath was very particular about toilet-related matters. She had worked for a woman in a wheelchair who, when Cath was in the toilet, parked herself outside and kept up the conversation.


‘I quit that job, don’t worry! Some things should be sacred.’


Back in London, the fox man emailed to update Nina on the breeding earth. He attached a photo of the garden looking like a demolition site, which made her glad that Ronnie was well out of the way. Those dark voids in the earth made her think of her mother’s mind, its mysterious workings. Had parts of the brain got hollowed out, leaving cavities? Was that where her memory had gone? Or was it all still there, intact, but unreachable somehow?





It took an outing to a shopping centre that Friday for Nina to realise how bad things really were. All the noise and light were too much for Helen, who became increasingly agitated. Then a chatty shop assistant happened to mention Christmas and this started Helen worrying that she wasn’t ready. She needed to get her hair done. She needed to buy presents, something to wear. And what would they do for Christmas lunch?


Christmas was two weeks off, but it might as well have been in half an hour, the way she spoke about it. She had no grip on time, it concertinaed in her mind like an accordion being played by a deranged musician. The baggy folds were brought together with an alarming wheeze, and voilà! Time was compressed. Helen went into a panic.


Ronnie stood below counter-height, looking from Nina to his nanna. Trying to read the situation, he looked baffled and concerned. He knew there was a problem but could not pick what it was. Clamouring for Nina’s attention as she tried to calm her mother, he started tugging at her top. ‘Mama, Mama,’ he insisted, his voice taking on a sharp new edge.


‘Stop that, Ronnie. Come on, Mum. Why don’t we go home? Alright?’


Nina had always harboured a special hatred of shopping centres, but this was a nightmare of a different order. She shepherded her charges out of the shop and towards the exit, placating and steering Helen, and making sure Ronnie followed. They had to cross the car park, an acre of softening asphalt lined with glinting windscreens. She opened all four doors of the car to let out the hot air, then made Ronnie stand and wait while she helped her mother into her seat.


It was almost six pm. Brent had been at work in Sydney and Nina hoped he’d be back soon. The drive home from the shops did not take long. Nina talked brightly the whole way, keeping up a running commentary to help Helen orient herself. At the house, she enlisted Ronnie’s help to get his nanna inside, which was as much a ploy to occupy him as anything else. Nina was banking on her mum’s calming down once she was home. The small, dated kitchen should have been comforting, familiar, but Helen remained confused and distressed throughout dinner. When Nina was clearing up afterwards, Helen suddenly stared wildly at her and demanded, ‘Nina? Are you Nina?’


‘Yes, Mum. It’s me, Nina.’ Looking around, she realised that the single unshaded bulb – the only source of light – was behind her head, meaning that her mother could only see her silhouette. Nina circled the table, moving into a position where her face was in the light. ‘See, Mum? It’s me.’ But she couldn’t reassure Helen, who leapt out of her chair and veered between the benches, a trapped bird trying to flee. Unable to calm her, Nina tried to contain her.


Standing in the doorway watching, Ronnie started to cry, then stopped. He looked through his tears, aghast at his nanna’s behaviour. Here she was, a full-sized adult needing care and attention! His nanna, a full-sized adult having a meltdown! He couldn’t say, but must have felt, that he was being upstaged.


Nina made a snap decision. She couldn’t manage them both, and she judged Ronnie to be the more capable. ‘Go outside and play,’ she told him, even though it was already dark. He looked at her, astonished, but did as he was told. He went outside with his frisbee (a lightweight, travel-friendly toy). Nina tried to calm her mother, but when the frisbee bounced off the neighbours’ fence it set the dog barking, further agitating Helen.


‘Where’s Ronnie?’ she asked. ‘I can’t find Ronnie. I don’t know where – I’ve lost him.’


Ronnie was the one person she never failed to remember, thought Nina.


‘He’s outside playing, Mum. He’s fine.’ God, why was Brent so late?


Helen wouldn’t be consoled, no matter what Nina said or did. She flailed, wheezed, cried, and started hyperventilating.


And then finally Brent was home, coming in through the back door. Standing framed in the doorway, with the weight of his laptop bag dragging at his shoulder, he looked handsome, even heroic, in a creased sort of way. He sized up the situation, saw the state Helen was in. ‘Right, hospital,’ he said. ‘This can’t be right. It can’t be.’


They all went to the hospital together. To Ronnie, this part of the crisis was a big adventure. Off to Emergency, a waiting room with hard plastic seats, a triage nurse, quite stern, other children to inspect. Two nurses came out with a trolley, and with some cajoling and manhandling got Helen onto it. Then the doctor, a slim woman with a tic in one eye from fatigue, examined Helen carefully, looked over her file and prescribed antibiotics.


‘UTI,’ she said. ‘Urinary tract infection. These infections make them crazy.’ She grimaced before adding, ‘With this kind of Alzheimer’s, there’s no gentle forgetting, is there?’


No, there was not, thought Nina.


The hospital released Helen that night, but the stress of the evening stayed with Nina. It was still with her the next day when she debriefed with Jared. Up until this point of her stay she had tried not to call him, sticking to messages when she had questions or updates. She had called him briefly on the way to the hospital, and then again to let him know when Helen was released. He rang her the following morning and they spoke for a long time. During the call, she suggested that they get a valuation for the house. It was something they’d talked about before, though only in general terms, agreeing they would need to get one down the track. Now she volunteered to get the real estate agents in.


‘Let’s see what they say,’ she said. Jared didn’t need persuading.


Early the next week, she arranged to show two real estate agents around the house. The agents were awful, both of them, perspiring with eagerness in their suits. Nina put her mother (nicely dressed) in the good sitting room downstairs, perched on the beige sofa that even after several decades was still as stiff and unyielding as hospital-grade plastic. She gave Ronnie her phone to let him FaceTime his dad. This kept him occupied while she spoke to the agents and wrote down numbers on a card, estimates of the house’s value. Once the second one had left, she had to hunt for the phone to call her brother.


‘Where is the phone, Ronnie?’


But he was making a game of rolling on the sofa, from one armrest to the other, squirming roughly past his nanna at the point where her bottom blocked his route. He squealed with delight as he tunnelled back and forth, while his nanna sat helpless.


‘Stop that, Ronnie!’ Nina told him on seeing the distress on her mother’s face. ‘Stop it and say sorry to Nanna.’


She could see he was struggling with the idea that his nanna was somehow vulnerable, defenceless. Actually, she couldn’t blame him. She was struggling with this too. Nina thought of her mother as someone who was good with kids. Helen was – had been until recently – a capable primary school teacher, the one exercising patience in a room full of little horrors, giving out colouring-in tasks and reading picture books aloud. It was only four or five years ago that she retired from the job, saying she was making way for someone younger and quicker on their feet.


It was confronting, the change in Helen. Confronting for them all. Nina had kept up with her mother over Skype, but most of their calls were taken up with Ronnie-and-Nanna time, and her exchanges with her mother were brief and incidental. And how are you getting on? she’d ask, trying to gauge how Helen was. She regretted the talks they didn’t have when it was still possible to have them.


In the end, she had to extract the apology from Ronnie. He finally mumbled a sorry, Nanna. Maybe she shouldn’t have forced the issue. She’d read online that most children his age did not yet have the empathy that was needed for a real apology. Parenting articles blithely suggested alternatives, such as asking the toddler to offer help to the wounded party. One had described, as an example, a child at a playground being prompted to say to another child, ‘Are you hurt? Can I get you a wet towel?’ And Nina could not imagine a universe in which Ronnie would say that.


That evening, however, he did say something that surprised her. ‘Mama, I want to go back to London.’


She looked down at his upturned face, briefly lost for words. She had always lazily assumed that her son would love Australia: the open space, the beaches, the outdoorsiness of it.


‘Soon, Ronnie,’ she said with a sinking heart. Then she took him upstairs and read him The Wind in the Willows.


There seemed to be no end to this wood, and no beginning, and no difference in it, and, worst of all, no way out.


Onion sauce! Onion sauce!


It shouldn’t have been so surprising that he would want to go back to London. He had his routines there, his friends, the fox cubs in the garden. It was where they had their lives as a family. It was where Nina had her friends, her work. It had taken a while to establish herself there, but now that she had, doors were starting to open. People were taking notice, especially after her credit on the comedy series. None of this had come easily. It hadn’t happened overnight. It was the result of a lot of hustling, countless coffees and mentorships, the usual long apprenticeship for overnight success.


The next morning, she opened an email from her agent in London. He was writing with big news: Nina had won a grant from the British Film Institute to develop her feature film. Nina blinked at the screen and read her agent’s words again, not quite able to believe them. She had put in the application so long ago she had almost forgotten about it. The grants were tightly contested and it had seemed too much to hope that she might win. The film was a psychological thriller about a romantic getaway gone wrong. Now her agent was asking her to write a treatment of the film so he could send it to investors. Reading this, Nina paused, suddenly deterred. In normal circumstances, she would start work on the treatment straight away. Aim to make a good impression, show she was on the job.


But she couldn’t do it now. Not this week; there wasn’t time.


She would do it soon, she wrote back.


The agent would understand. Or not. Instead of worrying that she was not doing enough, she surprised herself by deciding it would happen when it happened.


The end of their stay was fast approaching. Brent stopped commuting and worked from home. On Friday afternoon, they made an excursion as a foursome, driving out to the cemetery where Nina’s dad, Syd, was buried. Nina had noticed that Helen never spoke of him, but she had to know, at some level, that he had passed away. Otherwise she would surely ask them where he was.


They made the trip for Helen, wanting to help her to understand. Nina also wanted to see the grave for reasons of her own. She hadn’t been to the cemetery since the day of the funeral. She wanted to have the feeling of visiting her dad, or at least of making time to pause and think about him. And she hoped that Ronnie would remember his grandad in some way.


Nina and Brent weren’t sure how Helen would handle the grave visit. Maybe the grief counsellor would have had tips for this situation, Nina remarked with a wry smile. As it turned out, the visit itself was uneventful. Helen was unperturbed, Ronnie curious and watchful. They left flowers, stood about, and finally drove away. It was only on the way back that Helen came out with a question, piping up to ask, ‘Has Syd gone to live somewhere else?’


As if her husband had moved out. As if, having reached the ripe old age of seventy-four, he had taken a flat somewhere or moved into a sharehouse with hipsters in Wollongong.





A world away in London, foxes carried out fox business. They stared with tawny eyes, trailed their tails behind them like rudders, came to grief in hit-and-runs, dying or limping on, went bald from mange and mites, picnicked in parks under the cover of darkness, traversed the top of garden walls, and were captured and released. They slunk under the cold gaze of CCTV cameras, startled commuters and carried on.


Fox news winged its way to Nina. The workmen had dug out the rotted tree trunk and roots, or as much of them as they could. They doused the holes with repellent, gave it a few days and came back. They filled in the cavities with loose earth. Finally, to be certain, they paved a neat rectangle of ground over the top. While they were at it, they cut back the bushes at the rear, rebuilt the retaining wall and repaired the fence.


It was time to return. Over a weekend in mid-December, the trio flew back to London and reoccupied the flat. Having held it together for the trip, Nina came apart at home. Halfway through the unpacking, she slumped to the floor and cried. Brent made coffee, brought it to her, and took Ronnie out to play, bundling him into his coat and boots. ‘You’re not in Australia now, Toto,’ he said. Remarkably, Ronnie had no jet lag. He launched back into his life like a happy duckling into water. He did not ask about the foxes, and Nina realised that this was the talent of small children: their love had the character of sunlight, falling on whatever or whoever was there with them. They gave no thought to what was missing. They mourned nothing and no one. The task of grieving fell to adults.


So it’s down to me, she thought. She thought of the foxes. She was not immune to their charms. She had watched them playing in the garden and known them all by sight. She thought of the cub with the four black socks using its hind paw to scratch its ears. And of the cub with black-tipped ears and orange-white hind legs. She thought of the vixen, her tall ears drawn smartly back, in rude health with no trace of mange, a sleek white bib of fur lining her undercarriage.


They weren’t her foxes but she loved them. She wasn’t supposed to but she did. What was it about them? Their animal natures. Their ability to be themselves, which was its own sort of talent. The ease with which they moved, assuming that the world was theirs and everyone else just lived in it.


Now they were gone. She did not know where. As for the workmen, they’d left some gear rather carelessly at the back. A bag of cement, a few paving stones, a shovel. These items delighted Ronnie, who looked on them as toys. They were not at all suitable as toys but that did not stop him for a second. He thought it was Christmas – and in fact it almost was. Nina pulled herself together and they all went shopping for a tree. Choosing a furry pine that brought the smell of a forest into their home, they stood it in a pot next to the French doors.


Gazing past it to the garden, she saw no sign of the tree stump. She nodded when her husband said the new patio was nice – they could use it in the summer, eat there on warm days, and in general make more use of that part of the garden. Yes, she agreed, though summer seemed a long way off. She felt guilty about her mother, leaving her behind. She felt guilty about the foxes.


In the night she woke to a noise. She thought she’d heard a wail, a heart-rending, plaintive cry. Her husband slept on undisturbed while she lay awake thinking of the breeding earth. It was now obliterated; it was as if it had never been. In the small hours of the morning, she mourned the loss of her childhood home. Of her mother’s memories, and of herself in those memories. She mourned the loss of her father, whom she’d barely had time to think of. He had been a popular man, her dad, a former steel worker. He had a big funeral, a big wake. Everyone was there, his workmates, his friends, the guys from the footy club. They had the wake in the backyard, a lot of food on trestle tables, everyone coming by to say how sorry they were.


In the morning, she called the workmen to pick up their tools and the cement. Then she called her brother. She told him, ‘You were right.’


‘I don’t want to be right.’


‘I know. But you are. I should have listened.’


They agreed to sell the house to pay for the residential home. They would put their mother on the waiting list to get in and hope the money lasted as long as she lived.


Nina rummaged to find the forms from their real estate agent of choice, the slightly less awful one. Looking up from the paperwork, she was startled to see a fox. They were still in the neighbourhood, people said.


Now one was in her garden again. The sight of the cub through the glass doors stopped her in her tracks. It was the one with the black-tipped ears, but bigger now, long-legged. He looked dirty, feral, wild and take-your-breath-away beautiful. If he was here, she thought, the others could be too. They could be out there, not far off, flitting through alleyways and gardens.


‘You little beauty,’ she said, standing still as she watched him go.










The invitation


Of the two of them, it was Nikolai who impressed Paul most at first.


Nikolai Kalinin, fortyish and greying, with his urbane good manners and habitual frown of concentration. Darya, at a decade younger, was not in the mould of a glamorous second wife. She dressed neatly but plainly and did not go in for makeup. Her lank fawn-coloured hair was pulled back in a practical bun, and her jutting lower jaw gave her a look of determination. When Paul got to know her, he thought her beautiful, but she was not the sort of woman he noticed on the metro, not among the striking faces he saw in the carriages, the faces of people from across the old republics who came to Moscow to try their luck.


He had come to Russia for his own mundane reasons. After working a year at a scruffy school in Luton, he’d been told that his next contract would not start until autumn. He was known for being fair, even-tempered, unflappable. Mild-mannered Mr Cullen. A geography teacher three years out, he knew how to settle a class, although one or two boys thought they could tell him to fuck off, sir, and the girls could switch quickly from flirtation to insolence. The idea of going to work in Moscow came from his college friend Julius. He was working there as a private tutor, making the faintly obscene amount of forty pounds an hour. He said he’d send Paul’s CV to the agency he used. ‘Come for the summer,’ he said. ‘This place is literally insane.’


Russia appealed as something bold, a wide impressive country. Paul imagined Moscow to be a place of machinations and intrigue, of old state power giving way to new liberties and glitz. Even though it was May, he pictured a snowdome city of images from the news: Red Square, St Basil’s confectionary colours, the bridge over the Moskva River, flag-waving protesters in Bolotnaya Square.


Initially the reality was something of a let-down. His first job, through the long and cloyingly humid summer, saw him living in an outlying gated community, working for a family who had made it big in fertiliser. He was tasked with tutoring their twins, an identically sullen pair of boys. He was supposed to be grooming them for an English boarding school – the prospectus had been sent for and was shown to him when it came – but he couldn’t have cared less about polish and etiquette. Julius had decamped, which was a Julius thing to do; he had followed his girlfriend to live in St Petersburg.


In August, Paul received an email from Luton. There would be no new contract, he learned, the numbers had shifted; very sorry, but there we are. This was when Nikolai stepped into the breach. He had asked the agency for a native English speaker, Oxbridge preferably, available at short notice. In an informal interview he spoke to Paul as an equal. Engaging him in conversation on EU monetary policy, which was in the news with the debt crisis, he sounded more like a technocrat than an oil executive. He touched briefly on his work as an ‘operations guy’, saying, ‘People don’t know how much care and expertise goes into oil production. I work on brownfields, mature fields. To maintain output is complex, delicate. It’s jeweller’s work, as we say in Russian.’ He spoke frankly about his family situation: his estranged wife had been diagnosed with lupus, an illness that left her constantly tired. Nikolai had recently brought their son, four-year-old Anton, to live with him and his girlfriend. He led the shy boy into the room, prompting a ‘Hello, Mr Cullen.’ When Nikolai checked his watch, Paul was encouraged to see that it was not a flashy statement brand, just an ordinary plastic Casio.


He started work soon afterwards. His new employers, thank Christ, were nothing like his last. Instead of sequestering themselves in an outer suburb, they lived in Yakimanka, in the centre of Moscow. The Kalinin flat was large, solidly comfortable, and showed no sign of having been updated since it was built in the fifties. Nikolai had a love of animals, and the entrance hall was hung with framed photos of his horses, as well as several shots of red foxes in the snow, with their whiskers and black-tipped ears shown in sharp detail. He had taken the wildlife images while out hiking in his younger days, before work took over.


‘Foxes are misunderstood by humans,’ he told Paul when he saw him pausing in front of the prints. ‘They’re not deceitful in the least. Just marvellous survivors, the way they live and thrive in the most extreme conditions.’


Paul’s job came with a modest flat several floors below the Kalinins’. Here he was to tutor Anton every morning, Monday to Friday. When it was time for Anton’s lesson, it was usually Darya who brought him down in the lift, before she went out to run errands, or, as the weather cooled, before she went nowhere at all, staying home to binge-watch Breaking Bad. He learned that she used to work selling TV advertising but had given up the job because she was away too often with Nikolai, accompanying him to the dacha near Tula (this was where he kept and rode his beloved horses) or on work trips further afield. ‘At least I have this one,’ she said brightly, tousling Anton’s hair. Belting her coat securely, she would run out to buy cigarettes, only ever paying cash so Nikolai wouldn’t know.


Paul did not meet Anton’s mother, but she was present by her absence. Her disease was almost lunar, the way it waxed and waned. It confounded her doctors and by extension Nikolai, who had a rationalist’s faith in medical science. Mrs Kalinin’s condition was frequently discussed, and there were times when it looked like she might take Anton back. Paul had to wonder what Darya made of this. She had an ex-husband too, but he was practically never mentioned. Paul knew only that he had fought in Chechnya; Darya would later say, in a comment he found shocking, that it would have been better if he had died there.


Paul’s focus was Anton; he tried to bring him out of his shell. His young student was placid. Not fast to learn, but willing. He liked the flash cards Paul used, he counted in English, and he grew better at stringing sentences together. Paul was surprised to find that he enjoyed the work. Not that anyone kept tabs on what he did. Paul saw less and less of Nikolai as the autumn went on, and whenever he did put his head through the door of the flat he had an embattled look. His divorce from Anton’s mother had gone halfway then stalled. Perhaps it was the lupus; perhaps he was under fire at work.


The cold was deepening, but Paul was getting to know the city. Flush with his earnings, he booked a walking tour. He selected a guide named Angelica from the Real Guides of Russia website. Her page had great reviews, so he put aside the fact that her photo was slightly corny, showing her sniffing a daffodil. But she turned out to be a woeful guide: she drifted rather than led, took him to a closed cathedral, and muddled up the tickets for the Kremlin. He had hoped to be dazzled by tales of Napoleonic battles but she knew as much history as an indifferent high-school student. Still, he didn’t mind too much; he enjoyed her company. Over a drink, she helped him to say her name correctly, with the softer Russian zh: ‘Zh for zhuk, butterfly.’ When he helped her into her champagne-coloured puffer coat, they agreed to meet again.


But it was Darya, not Angelica, who seized his attention, by initiating a brief affair. It took place over four nights in mid-December. For Paul, the whole thing was unexpected, even miraculous. Anton was at his mother’s and Nikolai was away on back-to-back trips (first a work excursion to one of the oil company towns that dotted the tundra of the subarctic north, and then a few days’ skiing with his brother in the Khibiny Mountains).


This was how it happened. Darya, feeling reckless or lonely or both, came to Paul’s door wearing a wrap and towelling slippers. Walking in when he opened, she took his hand and put it on her breast under the wrap. Her hair was damp from the shower but she hadn’t shaved her legs, and in what followed her stubble grazed lightly on his shins. His main contribution to the unfolding of things was to offer her vodka (her reply: ‘I can’t stand vodka’) and to find a condom in the bedside drawer.


That was the first night. He didn’t have time to feel guilty. It just happened and then she left; there was the muffled clunk of the door behind her. But then he wondered how to account for it. Had he unwittingly invited her approach, given her signals? It was true that he’d begun to feel drawn to her, but he thought he’d been careful not to show it. Perhaps he had given away more than he knew with all that effortful not-looking, his studious attempts at professional disinterest?


When she returned the following night, he didn’t feel bad about that either. This time she had shaved her legs in an act of premeditation. Tracing his abdomen, she asked, ‘Why do you look like this?’ He thought it a strange question and laughed, saying, ‘Rowing, I suppose.’ Their conversation was light and inconsequential. She spoke about herself without revealing much, supplying cameo-like glimpses of a Russian childhood. She had grown up in St Petersburg and spoke fondly of the boulevards and canals, the wide Neva River, the walk to Vasilyevsky Island and her father’s office in a building made of granite. He would have liked to reciprocate with stories of his own, but he thought his childhood dull, too boringly suburban to be of any interest.


The third night, she showed up with a bottle of chablis. ‘What are you doing here, Paul?’ she asked in a wondering tone, the same tone she’d used when asking about his physique.


‘What are you doing here?’ he said.


‘You mean here, in this room?’


‘I mean with Nikolai.’


‘Let’s not talk about Koly.’ She pronounced her pet name for him like the first half of ‘cauliflower’. But after they had sex she spoke of him anyway, venting her frustration. He wouldn’t talk about his divorce, she complained; he said he had other things on his mind. But that hadn’t stopped him from going skiing. ‘Skiing!’ she repeated.


The worst part, she said, was that he wasn’t even close to his brother. The guy was boorish, disrespectful. He had made money, it was true, although it was unclear how. ‘Where does his money come from?’ she asked Paul, as if he would know. In the past, Nikolai had ignored his brother’s invitations to go hunting on the Kola Peninsula, saying he had no wish to kill animals for sport or to sit around with his brother’s cronies, drinking and singing. Darya couldn’t understand why he was spending time with him now. Nikolai was making his own way in the world, rising on his merits. ‘He doesn’t need anything from his brother,’ she declared, annoyed. ‘But enough of that,’ she said, lighting a cigarette. ‘Let’s talk about you.’


Paul obliged with a change of topic. He wanted to travel to see Russia’s far-flung reaches. He was thinking of those vast, snow-covered landscapes in Nikolai’s photographs, extraordinary swathes of white touched only by fox paws. He recalled in minute detail a Werner Herzog film, Happy People, depicting the people who still lived in the wilderness, solitary hunters who spent whole winters in the forests. Darya listened impatiently, then cut him off with a lecture on what she called ‘the reality picture’: Russia’s regions were depressed, there weren’t enough jobs, petty crime was rife and heroin cheap. She swigged her wine but was not drunk; there was something controlled in her. Before long she made her exit, ending the evening on a low.


He thought he’d blown it. He really did. On the fourth night, he waited. When he finally went to bed he lay awake thinking about the danger in what he was doing, the risk of Nikolai discovering what he’d done. Paul tried to guess how he’d react. Would he confront him, irate? Throw him out on the street without a job? And then there was the question of what he would do to Darya.


It was after two when he heard Darya knock. Having relented after all, she had come down wearing a tracksuit. Paul forgot his fears as soon as he let her in. This time they had sex with more urgency than before. Then she fell asleep with her arm across his chest, so that he lay awake not daring to move, despite a tingling sensation and then a spreading ache. When he woke shortly before dawn she had already left.


Nikolai returned, and Paul worried about how their first meeting would go, but as things worked out he didn’t see him. Several days passed in which he didn’t even see Darya, and then he flew back to England to spend Christmas with his family.


‘How are the Reds?’ Nan asked, a gleam in her eye. She had been removed from her aged-care home and brought to his mother’s place in Ashford, where she sat at the table’s head like a wizened sexless queen. She gave Paul, her favourite, most of her turkey slices. The dining room felt cramped, with the five of them squeezed in among the knick-knacks and clutter. Paul’s brother Richard had brought his girlfriend Elle, and they sat across the table discussing bathroom tiles for their flat in Dartford. On Paul’s other side, his mother asked how his job was going. With her constitutional horror of inequality, she suspected he was working as a kind of servant. When she said the word ‘tutoring’, her voice betrayed her doubt; it was as if she were stepping on a pane of glass.


There was no way to reassure her, and he found her questions grating. As soon as he could he removed himself from the house. He spent an enjoyable New Year with Julius and his girlfriend Susan. They holed up in a cottage in the Welsh countryside that belonged to Julius’s parents. Paul was fond of the place, as it was where he and Julius had crammed for their finals in their last year at Cambridge. Susan regaled them with stories of working for Russia Today, the state-owned English TV station. ‘We cover anything to do with dead Romanovs, basically. There are always calls to dig them up to test some theory or other.’ They played Monopoly and Susan was gleeful when she won, grinding on Julius while singing, ‘I’m rich, I’m rich, I’m rich!’


Another night, they played cards, and Julius told them a Russian joke. ‘A bear, a wolf and a vixen are playing cards. The wolf is shuffling and he warns, “No cheating! If anyone is cheating, her smug red furry face is going to hurt.”’ He looked pointedly at Susan.


Susan laughed and protested, ‘I insist you take that back. I’ve never cheated in my life!’


‘Spoken like a woman.’


Paul felt his own face burning, but neither of them noticed and the moment passed.





He returned to the deep cold of Moscow. He expected to find tension. What if Nikolai had found out? Or what if he looked at him and knew? Instead, he got back to find his employers were still away. He occupied himself by going to the gym, cooking, watching TV. In the third week of January, he caught one of Susan’s segments on Russia Today. She was covering the custom of Epiphany ice-swimming, in which the faithful dunked themselves in a hole in a frozen lake. Susan took part herself, in a black Speedo swimsuit (modestly cut, but still showing a lot of side-boob). In a later shot, wearing a polar fleece, she said, ‘That’s certainly one way to ring in the New Year.’ And Paul, suddenly lonely, retrieved Angelica’s number, Angelica with a zh. He sent her a message, and another when she replied, and after that he started seeing her often.


Early February brought his employers back to the city. He found Darya carefully neutral, Nikolai oblivious. Yet something had changed. In a reversal of roles, it was Nikolai who now brought Anton down each morning. Darya mostly stayed in bed, probably watching a new series. Taking the boy back upstairs after his lesson, Paul might hear a toilet flush, or some other muffled sound indicating Darya’s presence, but she did not come out to greet him. Nikolai said she had the flu, and maybe she did. When she did at last appear she looked off-colour. Where once she had smelt of cigarettes, she now smelt faintly sour. She had given up smoking just as she had given up Paul, and these days when she went out it was to buy crisps and orange juice.


One day, bringing Anton into the kitchen at the flat, he glimpsed Nikolai’s supposedly boorish brother. A man – he looked quite normal – came to the door, then disappeared into a room to talk business with Nikolai. Paul shot Darya a glance. ‘They look thick as thieves,’ he observed.


She pursed her lips. ‘Brothers should stick together,’ she said. Then she softened slightly. ‘Before, I didn’t know this, but Nikolai has been having problems.’ She set out pastries on a plate and shook her head. ‘You know, six years ago, when we had the oil crash, his fields kept the company afloat! And now that they’re looking at doing some big deal, they’re trying to force him out, trying to get what’s his.’ Apparently Nikolai held his shares on the strength of a handshake deal with the chief of the company, an old school friend, someone he had trusted. ‘Poor Koly!’ she said without irony.


Going by her newfound loyalty, he guessed the divorce was back in motion. Well, good for her, he thought. He was determined not to mind. He was dating Angelica, and while their relationship was strangely distant, even a little formal, he enjoyed its element of mystery. She didn’t add him on Facebook, for example, even though he knew she used it. He didn’t press her about it because he remembered Millie Beecham, whom he’d dated at Cambridge, telling him he could be – her word – intense. ‘You just push a bit too hard,’ she’d said in an irritated tone.


Still, there were nights when he wondered if Darya might knock on his door again. The less attention she paid him, the more he wondered how she felt. By day, he had things to do. Anton’s English was improving. Paul was reading him his old favourite, The Cat in the Hat. ‘It is fun to have fun. But you have to know how.’ The boy’s mother was unwell, then rallying, then unwell. Yet in March, when the bad news came, it was not Mrs Kalinin, but Paul’s nan back in Kent. She had broken a hip, gone to hospital and died. He was shocked by the news; no one had told him about her fall.
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