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for Nick


SIDE ONE

Two Weathers


Until that dismal week in August, when every plan he made was an attempt to cancel out another and every word he spoke was a diversion or a lie, I believed my father was a good man, somebody whose blood was fit to share. It’s easy to say now that I was wrong about him, just as it’s easy to dismiss his prior accomplishments in light of what occurred. But I was twelve years old that summer—as callow a boy as you could find, raised in a quiet street, pillowed by it—and I couldn’t tell a grown man’s imperfections from his fatal flaws. Maybe this naivety of mine was wilful. Maybe I’d already fathomed the extent of his deficiencies, seen it in a glitter-smear of lipstick on his cheek one night when he came home, and decided to ignore it. The truth is, everything I know about his life is altered with each explanation of it, gets magnified to such a scale that I glimpse meanings in the grain that are not there. This isn’t my attempt to rationalise him, only to account for what he made me. I can give you honesty, if little else.

That wretched week still slants the parts of me that should be upright, turns thoughts that should be clear and bright to murk. I’m not the Daniel Hardesty I was back then (by law, in fact: I changed my name when I was twenty) and yet I’ve been unable to erase the residue of him. How is it possible that a few short days of misery can corrupt a lifetime? How is it that we let ourselves be so defined by other people’s sins? All I know is, from the moment I was old enough to recognise his absence, my father had the most peculiar hold on me.

He always had two ways of being—‘two weathers’, my mother used to say of him—and he could switch between them without warning, without reason. There was gentle Francis Hardesty who stood too close to me in pictures, who hooked his arm around my shoulder everywhere we went, clung to me as though afraid that I’d forget the colour of his eyes if they weren’t near. And there was the distant other, who vanished into upstairs rooms without me, who leaned in doorways with young women, pretending that he couldn’t hear me as they giggled at his whispers; the Fran Hardesty who planted me on barstools to play fruit machines with pocket change while he attended to his own affairs, who let me have only the outermost of his attention, his perfunctory concern.

I loved him, and it shames me that I loved him, though everything he claimed to feel for me was just an affectation or a gesture of persuasion. I accept that this is not enough to vindicate my part in things. Still, when I think about that August week and what transpired, I know it is the fault line under every forward step I try to make. His mistakes are my inheritance. The rotten blood he gave me is the blood I will pass on.
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I can’t pretend to have been blessed with a prodigious memory for details, but I remember more than I care to, and there’s one period of my childhood I don’t need to recollect because it’s documented for me. Here, for instance, are the items that were in my father’s glovebox, catalogued the day his car was found by the police:

One half-eaten pack of Fox’s Glacier Mints, the wrapper torn back in a coil. Wooden golf tees of assorted colour, all unused. Three black Grundig cassette tapes bearing his careful handwriting in green biro: Blue Bell Knoll, Treasure, Louder than Bombs. A pair of nail scissors, bent. A 275ml tub of Swarfega. One rumpled envelope containing a receipt from Bryant’s Coachworks for ‘repairs to rear side door’, dated 19th July 1993. A Volvo 240 owner’s manual in a faux-leather case. A box of Anadin in which every capsule had been thumbed out of the blister-pack. Thirty-four pence in change: a twenty, a ten, and two coppers. What else? The red wax belt from a Babybel cheese, gone hard. A broken pen from the Hotel Metropole, Leeds. An empty cigarillo tin.

These objects were not introduced as evidence, but their images still pad out his case file like expired coupons in a drawer. They are all inconsequential now, and yet by virtue of their placement in his glovebox at a certain point in time they’ve come to bear significance. So much of the fine print of our lives goes disregarded until one unlawful action makes it all portentous, worthy of examining for clues, and I can’t help but scrutinise my past in the same way. As though the truth rests somewhere in these incidentals. As though what happened was a gradual accretion of small, ordinary things that no one thought to notice.
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Our village had a life before my father, too, of course. Little Missenden was the kind of place that people still referred to as a parish. It was a pleasant rest stop in the Chiltern hills, known best for its Saxon church and manor houses: sites of niche historical interest that drew occasional visitors from London and beyond. Flannel-shirted men would often stop by to paint watercolours, and I would stand behind their easels while they sketched, numbing them with questions. They never seemed to capture the same landscape that I saw. They drew trees with bold distinctive shapes, birds of no velocity, cottages with characterful faces, country lanes mottled with shade. The Little Missenden I knew was harder to convey, a picture of entangled spaces. It was a rutted loop of track on which I rode my bike, the crawl space I’d spent years working underneath our garden hedge, the coin spout in the public phone box where my figurines camped out on recon missions, the flagpole on the belfry of the church that I could see from every upstairs window of our house, the perfect sleighing camber of the fields I prayed for snow to cover every Christmas. Things like these are how you separate a home from its location. If I had the courage to return to them today, I know I’d find them changed—and changed is just another word for gone.
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The first change happened on a quiet Thursday morning, 17th August 1995, when I saw his old blue Volvo coming down our road like some dark clot inside a vein. I had woken early to look out for him, kneeling on the hardwood bench that spanned our guestroom window. For so long, the empty lane outside our house was just a dewy trail of bitumen, a parade ground for the crows, and I felt deflated every time I heard an engine revving in the distance that didn’t materialise on our driveway.

My mother had spent weeks preparing me for disappointment: she wanted me to understand that Francis Hardesty, despite his many pledges and assurances, might not appear at all. ‘Your father does whatever suits him,’ she’d warned me. ‘If he lets you down, it won’t be personal. You’ll just have slipped his mind completely.’ I never liked it when she spoke of him this way. The more she levelled at my father in his absence, the easier it was to close my ears. He became less faulty in our separations. I believed that he would prove her wrong someday, demonstrate his true efficiency.

That morning, she was waiting to receive him in the hallway. Perhaps she had been standing there for hours. When the bell rang, she was staring at the gilded clock over the door. ‘Seven thirty on the dot,’ she said to me, as I came downstairs. ‘It can’t actually be him. We mustn’t be awake yet.’ But we both saw the looming smudge of his body through the door glass, the pale disc of his face above the fabric of his shirt, the blackness of his hair. I had never listened so intently to the sound of our own doorbell before; it seemed to ring inside my head longer than usual—now and then, I come across another with the same artificial chime and its quaint music rattles through me.

My father stood a moment on the front step, looking in. I wish I could describe him for you in a way that makes him seem a likely candidate for prison: tattooed fingers, skinhead, biker’s leather, someone who could overpower me with a simple shift of his blank eyes. But the fact is, Francis Hardesty was not striking in his build. He was five foot nine and lean—skinny isn’t the right word for him, because there was still a paunchiness about his middle. He dressed in polyester shirts and crew-neck sweaters, always plain or faintly patterned, and stonewashed jeans or navy cords that grew patchy where he kept his keys and wallet. What gave him such an influence on people was the texture of his voice—it had a radio announcer’s fullness, soft where other men’s were sharp; deep and slightly murmuring. And he was handsome, too; handsome in an inadvertent way. His nose, for instance, had a bridge as hefty as a knuckle and yet the arches of his nostrils were slim and deft to counterbalance it. His eyes had a colour that I’ve not encountered since: a honeyed shade of brown with inner spokes of orange. He liked to stay clean-shaven, but if he let the stubble grow for longer than a day, it lent his face a different quality, kinder, less harassed. Somehow, his one eccentricity—a preference he had for cigarillos—gave him an air of poise, of single-mindedness, when it could’ve made him look pretentious. He was a loyal smoker of the Café Crème variety, except he thought that name was better suited to a pudding, so he called them Wintermans instead, as in, ‘One more Wintermans for me, then I’m calling it a night.’ The rims of his index and middle fingers were permanently yellowed by them; his clothes, his hair, his skin reeked of their musk.

He was squinting at my mother on the threshold. ‘Kath,’ he said, giving a timid wave. ‘Good to see you. Is he ready?’ She had barred one arm across the doorway out of instinct, and he leaned to stare beyond it. ‘I hope you’re ready in there, sunshine. Get your things. We need to beat the traffic.’

I was more than ready: bathed and dressed and full of cornflakes, my holdall packed the night before. I’d barely slept. But I was too elated by the sight of him to speak. It was so rare for him to live up to a promise that it left me partly disbelieving he was there at all. Also, blood was welling in my mouth and I didn’t want to open it. In my excitement, I had jumped down from the ledge and nicked my tongue with my hind teeth.

‘What’s the matter—lost your voice?’ he called to me. ‘Grab your things. Let’s go.’

My mother handed him my bag. He sagged to the left, pretending it was too much load for him to bear. ‘How much has he packed in here?’

‘It’s mostly books, I think,’ she said. ‘I tried to make him scale back, but he’s stubborn.’

‘This must be the whole of the Encyclopaedia Britannica.’

‘Give it a few hours, he’ll need something to read.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing, Fran. Nothing.’

I tugged my mother’s sleeve, showed her my tongue.

‘Ooh, that looks sore,’ she said. ‘What happened?’ She studied the wound under the light. ‘Okay. Get yourself a piece of kitchen towel and wrap an ice cube in it. Hold it on there for ten minutes.’

I did as she advised—my mother had no medical expertise or training, but she always knew the best methods for treating minor injuries, and seemed able to draw answers from a vast resource of knowledge. At the time, I found it vaguely mystical, though, of course, it was maternal instinct and sound logic.

When I came out from the kitchen, Francis Hardesty was gone and so was my holdall. I found him on the driveway with my mother, who was still in her silk dressing gown and slippers. He was bungeeing a clutch of short thin planks to the roof rack of the Volvo, and she was talking to his sweaty back while he got on with it. ‘There,’ he said, turning to her. ‘That better now? Do I pass the inspection?’

She stepped away. ‘I don’t get why you didn’t put them up there in the first place.’

‘I don’t get why I can’t just store them in the garage.’

‘You don’t live here, Fran, that’s why, and it’s about time you got used to it. No more dirty boots in my kitchen, no more dumping off-cuts in my garage. No more taking liberties, full stop.’ At this point, she saw me coming down the path with the wrapped-up ice cube pressed against my mouth. ‘Everything’s loaded now. Just making extra space.’

‘We’re clear for take-off,’ my father said. He came and patted my head. ‘Take a seat and buckle up. I just need to go in and use the toilet, if it’s all right with your mother.’

‘Use the one downstairs,’ she told him, and he went off inside.

I got into the passenger seat. The car was warm and fragrant with chemicals, the plastic of the armrest singed, as though the bare flame of a lighter had been held against it briefly. My mother knocked on the window, so I wound it down for her. ‘Listen,’ she said, stooping to my eye line. ‘Listen for a sec.’

I don’t know how long this moment lasted—I didn’t watch the dashboard clock while it was happening—but it often feels as if it took place over one slow stretch of time between two blinks.

‘Look, you’ve heard all this before, but try not to get too disappointed if it doesn’t go exactly as you hope it will, okay? I mean, if you don’t get to meet the actors like he said—if Maxine whatshername isn’t there to meet you, or if you don’t get to see them filming—just don’t be too upset, all right? You’ll still have fun, whatever happens. Your dad can be quite funny when he wants to be, and the important thing is that you spend some proper time together. I know that’s important to you. So just enjoy yourself. Be good. Okay?’

I smiled, hummed in agreement.

She leaned in and took the wet kitchen paper from my hand. ‘Let me see that tongue.’ I pushed it out. ‘Well, there’s a proper lump, but it’ll heal. Drink plenty of cold water. And phone me from the service stations, just so I know where you are. It’s three and a bit hours to Leeds, if he keeps to the limit.’ She was squeezing the paper in her fist. ‘Hold on while I go and see what’s taking him so long. I love you, son.’

‘I love you, too,’ I said.

She stooped lower, pointing at her cheekbone, and I reached up to kiss her there. The skin felt slightly oiled. I caught the candy-lemon scent of ‘Sunflowers’, her perfume.

I put my seatbelt on and waited. All the books and card games I’d selected for the trip, my figurines, my camera, were stowed inside my holdall in the boot. I had nothing to occupy myself except a fresh anxiety for what was taking place in the house. Imagined arguments were much worse than those I witnessed; in the peace and quiet when my parents were alone somewhere, beyond surveillance, my hands would glisten with cold sweat and I’d get a queasy feeling in my gut.

Before too long, my father came outside again, holding a blue coolbox. He was prolonging a dispute that must’ve started somewhere between the downstairs toilet and the front door. ‘No, come on, I’m on your side about this, Kath,’ he was saying. ‘Of course it isn’t fair. But I don’t see why you’re blaming me—you gave me two days’ notice. Two days!’

‘It would’ve made a difference, you being there. They like to see both parents at these things.’

‘Well, I don’t know what to tell you. If there aren’t places, there aren’t places. The man was hardly going to change the rules just ’cause of me. If I was that persuasive, we’d be on the kitchen floor right now, believe me.’

My mother crossed her arms and gave him an expression she usually reserved for cleaning dog muck from our footpath. ‘My god, you’re such a juvenile.’ Above their heads, the sky was dimming. A gloom slow-skated on the bonnet of the Volvo, passing right to left.

‘Or maybe you just take yourself a bit too seriously,’ Fran Hardesty went on. ‘And anyway, I’m not convinced it’s right for him. Those places only mess kids up, from what I’ve seen.’

‘You’re unbelievable,’ my mother said. ‘Have you not been listening to a word I’ve said?’

‘It’s your old man behind this, obviously.’

‘Fran. Stop. You’re making it worse.’

‘You always wanted him to go to Chesham Park.’

‘Yeah, well, I wanted a lot of things . . .’

I needed a distraction from their squabbling, and my father’s glovebox always had such great potential for discovery: perhaps he’d brought a present for me and had stored it in there for safe keeping? Maybe there would be a photograph of something adult cut out of a magazine, or a dangerous object like a penknife I could hide and use in secret? But I found nothing interesting (see previous). The giant road atlas of Britain was slotted in the gap beside the handbrake, so I drew it out and flipped to a page at random. I tried to lose myself inside the grid, in all the road numbers and junctions, all the places I had never been: Buckden, Little Paxton, Offord Cluny, Offord D’Arcy, Yelling—a town they must’ve named after my parents.

I’d only studied two pages by the time I heard my father stamping down the path, calling: ‘Come and say goodbye, then, if you’re going to. We need to hit the road.’ The coolbox was buffeting his thigh. He was hot-faced and shining. I thought at first that he was talking to me, so I unclipped my seatbelt. But then my mother appeared behind him, coming round the passenger side. She opened the door and moved to kiss my temple. ‘Why haven’t you got that belt on?’ she said to me, and then towards the headrest: ‘Fran—what the heck? He hasn’t got his seatbelt on. What’s wrong with you?’

My father said: ‘Give me a break. We haven’t even left the bloody driveway.’ He was making room in the back footwell for the coolbox.

‘Just make sure you drive safely. Take it slow. And please don’t swear.’

‘It’s all the other idiots on the road I’d worry about.’

‘Be extra vigilant.’

‘Oh, sure,’ my father said, under his breath. ‘That’s bound to help.’

She gripped my cheeks and shook me gently by the jaw. ‘Make sure you behave,’ she told me. ‘Make sure he behaves. Don’t let him feed you chocolate bars and Coke. And keep all your receipts.’ If there was one thing that displeased me about my mother, it was this: the way she used me to refract insults in his direction, as though it would disguise her meaning. ‘I’ll miss you so much, darling. Phone me every time you stop. Whenever you’ve a chance.’

I promised—again—that I would.

The driver’s door came open with a clunk and my father dropped into the seat. He gripped the wheel and straightened his arms, rolling his head until his neck gave a click. ‘Right, come on.’ He put the key in the ignition. ‘I should probably get fuel at some point.’

As we backed out of the drive, I noticed that the front door of our house was hanging open. I knew that my mother would stand there, waving till our car was out of sight. But I didn’t realise that this would be the final time that I would see the house I had grown up in as it truly was, a beautiful assembly of red-brown bricks and casement windows, a home so neatly curtained off by trees that you could only see its face when you were playing in the garden. I didn’t know that we were making it a relic.

My father put the car in forward gear and we arced slowly past the house. He struck the horn twice with his fist. It was a friendly noise, intended for my mother, and it was loud enough to shoo the pigeons from the garage roof—they startled her. As we drove off, she was smiling at herself, a limp hand spread across her heart. It was the last I ever saw of her.


I suppose that every liar has to possess some credibility. My father understood this well and built half of his life upon the premise. He told mistruths in varying degrees: as letting agents put a shine on wretched houses with their bluster, as car salesmen adjust the mileage on a rust heap, as doctors conceal negligence by tampering with patients’ notes. The lies that reeled me in towards the end were predicated on my faith in him, which makes them the hardest lies to stomach.

After his relations with my mother began to sour, he tried to use my weaknesses to gain favour with her. I was a studious boy with narrow interests and a tendency to turn the things I cared about into obsessions. For example, I was ten years old the day my mother—trying to introduce some sunlight to my ‘librarian’ complexion—took me to a jumble sale at St John the Baptist church. On a trestle table there, displayed beside a set of romance novels and a letter opener, I saw what I assumed to be a broken pair of scissors, made of tarnished brass, all handles and no blades; but, inspecting them, I realised that they were spectacles, a strange old kind whose lenses moved around a central rivet, and I bought them with the small change that my mother let me have. They were, it turned out, French scissor-spectacles from 1901, not especially valuable in modern terms, given their condition, but far from worthless. And it should tell you something about how easily I give up on a fixation that they formed the basis of a spectacle collection that today contains over three hundred pieces, some of them (the early slit-bridge bow specs and the Adams-style lorgnettes) museum-worthy.

I’m not sure how my father learned about them—perhaps my mother let it slip about the jumble sale during a routine argument over the telephone, or maybe, in a teary lull after she passed me the receiver, I told him about the specs because I had nothing left to say. My parents weren’t quite separated at this time, but their marriage was about to die as surely as a family dog that no longer gets up from the carpet, and my father was calling home every other night to fend off the inevitable. He was staying with a friend in Dublin and helping to construct the set for Brand, an Ibsen adaptation. I remember that he rang me to discuss my birthday gift. ‘Listen, Dan, I’ve been a little short of time. But I went out to a few antique shops here with Lydia, trying to get my hands on some of those old specs you like.’ His voice was breathy, tired. I didn’t know who Lydia was or why he expected me to recognise her name. ‘Well, we didn’t have much luck with those, but we did find something—a fancy sort of magnifying glass. It’s proper silver and the lens is in good order, so the lady said. How about I go back there and buy it for you? I mean, it probably won’t arrive exactly on your birthday if I get it in the post tomorrow, but, anyway—how’s that sound?’

I think this brief exchange gladdened my mother for a while, to know he’d been attuned to something I was interested in. After this, their phone conversations sounded cheerier, ran on longer, and she started to refer to him in kinder tones. Until his final days, he’d go on swearing that the gift got lost in transit; he even produced a letter of apology from a Dublin post office branch to persuade us of the fact. With my father, there were no straightforward apologies, no admissions of guilt, just this—an aftermath of make-believe excuses that grew more and more pathetic.

I expect he thought it quite unusual for a young boy to obsess about antique spectacles, and I appreciate that it was difficult for a man like him—somebody who grew up baling hay and tending sheep with his own father—to rationalise it. But it’s clear that my attentiveness to artefacts derived from him. In fact, I only seized upon those spectacles because I saw them as an opportunity to bring us closer.

Months before that jumble sale, he’d surprised me at the school gates, whistling to me from the kerbside where he’d parked the car—I’d walked right past him. ‘Danno! Oi!’ He was dressed in paint-streaked overalls, puffing on a cigarillo. The car’s suspension rocked as he stood upright from the bonnet. ‘You needn’t look at me like that. It’s fine. I’ve cleared the whole thing with your mother.’ A lie, as it transpired.

It was the first time I had seen him in six weeks, since she’d filled a dozen bin liners with his clothes and dumped them on our driveway. I can only guess which of his infidelities had triggered the eviction. He was sleeping with a red-haired woman at the driving range around this time; I know because he often took me there to watch him swing and miss. He’d leave me in our cubicle with a bucket of golf balls and a baby five iron, whacking at the astroturf, while the redhead serviced him in the staff toilet. Her name is not important, though every man at the golf centre appeared to know it (‘That Nadine is gagging for it. I’d love to peel those little shorts off’). I didn’t witness anything explicit, you’ll be pleased to hear—it’s more that I observed it in my father’s twitchiness when he resumed his golfing, in the pinched fabric of his shirt, in the flush of Nadine’s cheeks when we returned our empty buckets to the pro shop.

‘Come on, jump in,’ he told me. ‘I want to show you something.’ He drove me from the school gates to High Wycombe that afternoon—about six miles west—and parked by the Swan Theatre. We went in through the loading doors in a back alley, and he marched me through the dark guts of the building, up onto the stage. ‘There wasn’t much of a budget,’ he told me. ‘It’s all coming down on Tuesday week, so I thought I’d better bring you now.’ He gestured at the set: a dingy bar with green-rinsed walls festooned in paper chains, two French doors backlit with a cityscape. It was for The Iceman Cometh. ‘So, what d’you reckon? Will it do?’ I don’t know what level of response he was expecting from a ten-year-old, but I gave him an enthusiastic nod. He let me run around in circles on the stage awhile, observing from the wings, but I could’ve been anywhere in the world right then, circuiting the rubble of a landfill site with the same degree of interest, and he must’ve realised it. ‘Okay, stop mucking about,’ he said. ‘Let’s take you back. I thought you’d like to see what I’ve been up to lately, that’s all. Never mind.’ I was beckoned off the stage. He was always keen to show me things he thought made him extraordinary. ‘Your mother seems to think I’ve had my feet up this whole time, living the good life in hotels. Well, take a look. You can see what I’ve been doing, can’t you? Now when she asks you, you can tell her where my head’s been.’

My attention shifted, then, to all the painted flats and groundrows that made up the set. There was a queasy angularity to the scenery—I admired the trick it played on my eyes from far away, how all the shapes lost depth as I got near. ‘What’s it all made of?’ I asked.

‘Well—’ He paused, inhaled. ‘Mostly wood and fibreglass. A bloke drew me a picture and I built it how I thought was best.’

I went to get a closer view of what was on the table, centre stage: wonky candelabras, clouded wine glasses, lustreless old cutlery. I lifted up a teaspoon. ‘Did you make this?’

‘No. That’s real. The props department sourced it. Probably from a junk shop.’

‘What’s a props department?’

‘Why d’you want to know?’

‘I like to know things.’

He huffed, scratched at his temple. ‘Well, all right,’ he carried on, ‘that spoon you’re holding is what they call a prop. A prop’s an object that the actors use during a play. The props department are the men—or women, in our case—who find the objects and make sure they’re put where the actors need them to be in every scene. Sometimes, if the script asks for a certain object to be used but the real thing is too expensive—like that chandelier up there, or, I don’t know, a fancy Chinese vase, let’s say—the props department has to make it out of something cheaper. It’ll look the same, except it won’t cost much.’

‘Can’t people tell it’s different?’

‘Not from where they’re sitting, no. Not if the prop maker’s any good.’

I examined the teaspoon in my fingers. ‘Can you make props too, Dad?’

‘I can—I mean, I have before—but I prefer to build the sets, and furniture, occasionally. You know, structural things.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, son. I just do.’

I put the spoon back on the table. ‘When can we make props together?’

‘One day, when you’re older.’

‘I want to be your props department.’

‘That’d be nice,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, you need to be at least yay high to get the gig.’ He levelled a hand against his chin. ‘Why don’t you start one at school? That’s how most people get into it.’

‘It’s nearly end of term.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Any prop man worth his salt has to collect things between productions, store them up in case they’re useful later—that way, he’s prepared for anything; Shakespeare, pantomimes, you name it. If you want to start with something from that table, I won’t tell on you.’

For a moment, I considered it. ‘No, it’s for the actors.’

‘They won’t miss one little spoon.’

‘But I’ll get in trouble.’

‘Only if you’re caught.’

I frowned at this. The mere suggestion made me shiver. He was leading me downhill.

‘Your decision, son,’ he told me, checking his watch. ‘Don’t take all day, though.’

I never admitted it to him—because it took a fortnight for my mother’s rage over this episode to subside, and for us to be allowed to speak again—but when I saw the antique spectacles at the jumble sale a few months later, I thought they were the prop on which I’d base our future, his and mine.

The next school play was announced in September, and I went to volunteer my services with the teacher after registration, bringing her the specs and the stolen spoon to underline my credentials. I believe she laughed at me: not cruelly, just unthinkingly. ‘Oh no, you keep hold of those, my love. They’re much too nice,’ she said. ‘We’ve got boxes full of things already, don’t you worry.’ I felt some burning part of me extinguish. It didn’t matter how robust that spark of goodness was I sheltered for my father, it always seemed to get snuffed out. I wonder if he sensed this, too. I wonder if, towards the end, he deemed it kinder on us both to forsake goodness altogether.


A pearly remnant of the moon was still hanging in the sky as we left Little Missenden. The low carriage of the Volvo meant that I could feel each lump and corrugation in the beaten track of Taylors Lane, passing the nurtured gardens of the manor house I never thought I’d miss, all the post-and-wire fences in the meadows. My father didn’t say a word until we reached the junction. He stopped the car and let the indicator go on ticking left-left-left. A single lorry thudded by us. ‘Right then, Danno,’ he said, twisting. ‘Think you’re up to navigating?’ He hooked his arm to fetch the road atlas before I could reply. Its flat weight dropped into my lap. ‘I’ve already marked the route. All you need to do is keep your finger on the roads, follow the lines as we go. A clever lad like you can do it with his eyes closed.’

The Ordnance Survey Road Atlas of Great Britain is now an heirloom of the past. If it hadn’t been so integral to my father’s plans that week, I would probably reflect on it with the same dreamy sentiment I confer on the antiques in my collection. Instead, I picture it exactly as it was: an ungainly book of cold, stiff pages, warped by damp. It was not the simplest document for a child to read: a bizarre logic fused together sections of the country—on page thirty-seven was the fractured coast of south-east England, on page thirty-eight the witch’s brow of northern Wales—so the first effect of leafing through it was bewilderment. My father’s edition was a year out of date, but he said this didn’t matter. ‘I shouldn’t think they’ve moved anything. Not without asking my permission, anyway.’

Looking through it earlier, I hadn’t seen the highlighted tracks that he’d made on the middle pages, or noticed the home square (E3) that he’d coloured in for me on page twenty-two. Little Missenden was inked yellow, and branching away from it were all the roads and places that he wanted me to guide us through.

Cars were flashing past in both directions now. He waited for a minute, then became impatient, seizing a gap in the onrushing traffic. As we straightened up, he let the wheel spin through his fists. He said: ‘Christ, you’d have thought somebody would’ve let us out there, wouldn’t you? They could see I was turning.’ He glared at the rear-view mirror. ‘This idiot behind us, look. Where’s he got to go that’s so important? Joker!’ I didn’t know how to respond. He let me focus on the map. ‘Anyway, who cares? We’re on our way now. Bang on schedule.’ His arms levelled. He leaned back. ‘So, come on then, navigator: what’s this road we’re on?’

I had my index finger on the number already, expecting he would ask. ‘The A314.’

‘Ah,’ he said, as though he hadn’t driven it a thousand times. ‘The trusty old A314. And where does this one take us?’

‘Aylesbury,’ I said. ‘Dad, are you going to do this all the way?’

‘I might check in every so often, yeah.’ He sniffed. ‘Just to make sure you’re pulling your weight. I mean, we can’t have you leading us off course. We might end up in the sea.’

He was trying to lighten my mood. But we had spent so little time together in the past two years I found it hard to interpret all the tiny fluctuations of his personality. I didn’t know how much of it—the fatherly patter, the fleeting rage at other motorists, the bonhomie—was artifice, and how much of it was Francis Hardesty. I suspect he didn’t know either. And I couldn’t let myself relax too quickly in his company, because it felt disloyal to my mother somehow, to allow so easy a transition from estrangement to familiarity. ‘Hey, see over there,’ he said, pointing to my side of the windscreen. ‘What’s it got, a mouse?’

Above the dry beige grassland in the distance, a red kite was hovering. ‘A vole,’ I said. ‘That’s what they’re meant to like.’

‘Where’d you learn that?’

‘Someone came to talk to us at school.’

‘What, from the RSPB?’

I nodded.

‘That sounds nice. Wish I’d seen that.’

‘It was just an assembly.’

‘Well, maybe they might come again and I can go next time.’

‘Yeah, maybe. I don’t think parents are allowed, though.’

The bird got more defined as we drove up to it. From half a mile away, it was simply a dark figure pinned against the sky, but all the subtle movements of its wings could be discerned from closer up, each elevating twitch. My father braked so I could see it properly. ‘Majestic,’ he said.

Its russet wings were spread out in a T, patched white. The deadweight of a creature dangled from its talons. ‘I think it’s a rabbit,’ I said.

‘What’s it waiting for?’

‘Huh?’

‘Why doesn’t it fly off and eat the thing?’

It disappeared from view, above the roof and into history. ‘I think it was looking for more.’

‘Must’ve been a female,’ my father said. ‘Maybe it’s got chicks to feed, or whatever baby kites are called.’ We were suddenly accelerating again. ‘Kitelets. Kitelings.’ The world became a smudge beside his head. ‘Kitty-kites.’

I snickered at him. ‘How many miles is it to Leeds?’

He eased off the pedal. ‘You bored of me already?’

‘No, I just want to know how many miles it is.’

‘Well, you’re the navigator, you tell me.’

‘But you’ve done this journey loads before. It’s easier if you say.’

‘You’ve got the map there, haven’t you? Work it out. Each square on that grid’s about two inches high and wide. And there’s roughly three miles to an inch. So, if you count them all—’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘It’s about three hours away. Mum already told me.’

‘And you’re just going to take her word for it, are you? What a cop out.’

‘I’ll just wait for a sign to tell me, then.’

‘Cop out.’

I shrugged at him.

‘I thought you were a lad who liked to know things.’

‘Why can’t you just tell me?’

‘Because,’ he said, ‘life’s not always as straightforward as you want it to be. And the things that you remember when you’re older aren’t the things that just get handed to you, they’re the things you had to work at. Like this car, for instance. You want to know how I got this car?’

He was going to tell me, of course, whether I cared to hear it or not.

‘I got this car from an old lady whose house I decorated. A fantastic job I did on that place for her, believe me—something out of Ideal Home it looked like, after I was done with it—but I’ll tell you what else, it was some of the hardest decorating work I ever did. Not just painting every room, three coats emulsion, two coats gloss, but she had wallpaper in that house from before the war that’d been glued on with something industrial. Like earwax it was, underneath. I had to strip and scrape and sand the place from floor to ceiling before I could put on a lick of primer. Still, by the end of it all, that old woman was so pleased she wanted me to take her husband’s car—he’d died not long before, and she was going to sell it, but she said, You know what, Fran? I’ve seen how hard you work, and that little van you’ve got just seems to make a lot of smoke, so I want you have Edward’s car. She said she wanted it to go to someone decent, someone who’d appreciate it. Now, see that number there?’ He jabbed his finger on the Perspex screen that covered the milometer. ‘Over a hundred thousand on the clock, right? Well, it had nine hundred on it when she gave it to me. Every mile I drive in this car makes me feel proud, and I’ve never regretted a single ache and pain I got from painting that woman’s house. You understand what I’m telling you?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I get it.’

‘Good lad.’

If I’d known then what I understand now—that the Volvo we were sitting in was bought on hire purchase from a dealership in Chesham two years after I was born and was still registered under my mother’s name—I would never have been pacified by his story of hard work and reward. As it was, I took his lies to heart.

He pulled into the first garage that advertised a decent price for diesel. The needle on the fuel gauge had reached empty in the middle of his fable, and we must’ve passed five other petrol stations before he settled on the one we ended up in: a ramshackle establishment you used to see a lot of in those days, which looked as though a motley co-op of retired locals ran it for a hobby. The forecourt was a dust-track and the pump handles were corroded. All of the carnations they left out for sale stood parched in margarine tubs.

While he filled up the tank and went in to pay, I waited in the car with the atlas open on my knees, tracing the bright-yellow route he’d charted for us. Map reading is a skill that other boys my age picked up at Scouts, but I happened to learn it in the context of my father’s underhandedness. I tallied the grids, converted all the inches, got the answer I was searching for: it was 190 miles to Leeds, give or take. But I noticed something else, too. The route he had plotted was not the most direct. It took us on a snaking course of A-roads.

He ambled across the forecourt, studying the receipt. ‘Not as cheap as I thought,’ he said, getting in beside me. ‘They haven’t changed their sign for weeks, the lazy gits.’ He stuffed the receipt into his pocket. ‘Want a mint?’

A pack of Fox’s glaciers was held under my nose. ‘No, thanks.’

‘I got us a Drifter each for later.’ He leaned across me, flipped open the glovebox, tossed his haul of confectionery inside.

‘How come we aren’t going on the motorway?’ I asked.

He slid a mint around in his teeth, turned on the engine. ‘Roadworks,’ he said. ‘Once you hit Leicester, there’s a wall of traffic. Best to skirt around it.’

‘Oh.’ I took him at his word. It seemed to me that fathers were supposed to have an intuition for such matters, just as mothers were supposed to have a native sense for flower arrangement. There was such nonchalance to his dishonesties, such a measure of conviction, that they left me feeling impudent for raising questions. ‘Anyway, it’s about the same in miles. I counted.’

‘Does that mean you approve?’ He rolled us away from the garage, back onto the road. ‘Because a navigator and his captain have to stand together. I’m not having any insubordination.’

I stayed quiet.

‘Know that word? Insubordinate?’

‘No.’

He bit down on his mint, chewed it for a moment. ‘Well, it’s what happens when people get ideas above their station, start thinking they know better than you do. When a boat sinks in the middle of the ocean, it’s normally because of that.’ And he turned to me, eyes wide. ‘But we’re not going to sink, are we?’

I pressed my finger hard against the atlas, held it there. ‘No way.’
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There wasn’t much that bound us, so I cleaved to any small thing that we held in common. Reading, for example. He said his favourite novel was The Comedians, but the books he renewed most at the library were historical doorstops like Torquemada and The Name of the Rose, which would take him months to slog through; I loaned mostly science fiction or boys’ adventure novels where smart-talking youths rode motorbikes and hunted bounty.

We often watched old films together on TV, turgid Westerns with orchestral soundtracks (he liked to lie back on the sofa with a can of beer and give a running commentary: ‘Whoever cast Bogart in this role needs hanging too, Sheriff’). On certain Saturdays when my mother had to work, he’d take me to whatever matinee was showing at the multiplex—we’d see films that were too grown-up for me, like Brewster’s Millions and Eight Men Out. Afterwards, he’d say, ‘Well, it wasn’t art, but I’m not asking for my money back, are you?’ He twice took me to play snooker at a gloomy club in Amersham, and I recall that he was impressed by my knack for potting balls, although he grew impatient with the minutes I spent measuring the angle of each shot—a third outing was not proposed.

We went to the golf centre a great deal, of course, and in between encounters with Nadine, he did show me how to grip a club correctly and the right way to plant my feet. There was also the fact that his favourite chocolate bar was a Drifter and so was mine: he had the sweetest tooth of anyone I knew. We enjoyed spaghetti Bolognese and cold toast with raspberry jam, we hated cauliflower and raw tomato. He kept a blonde Fender Telecaster locked in a black case inside his wardrobe and would bring it out every so often just to hold it in his arms, strumming it inexpertly with one thumb—it was the aesthetic of the instrument he admired most, not its potential sound, and I felt the same. What else? Our hair colour—tar black, identical—and I’m sad to say that I inherited my features from his end of the gene pool, which makes it difficult to stand before the shaving mirror these days, or sit in the barber’s chair, or hold my head up as I walk into a lift.

The rest of our likenesses were so insubstantial they don’t bear repeating. I’m not sure we ever saw the world with the same eyes. And yet, when I was twelve, I’d broadcast his achievements to anyone who’d listen. If babysitters asked me, ‘What about your dad? Does he come over much?’ my chest would swell with pride. I wouldn’t think about the shortage of our time together, the places he no longer took me, the films we didn’t watch, the meals we never ate at the same table. Because I knew that he was doing something more important with his life than taking care of me. ‘He’s away a lot. He works on a TV show,’ I would say. ‘Oh yeah,’ they’d answer, ‘which one?’ And I’d watch their faces soften as I spoke its name—The Artifex—as if the words explained his absence and absolved it.
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I’ve never had the mettle to review the scratchy VHS recordings of the programme I once made as a boy, though I’ve held on to them—for the same reason, I suppose, that people keep the urn after the ashes have been scattered. If I were to watch those episodes again, I would lose the final memory of their goodness, and I can’t stand to close the gap between the poor expectant kid who made the tapes and the man who now possesses them. Had it not been for my father, it’s unlikely I would ever have tuned in to The Artifex at all, and yet when I first saw the show it gave me a sensation that few stories ever have—a voluminous excitement slow-flooding my body, a recognition that I’d seen these characters and scenes before, that I was born with the show in me like some fossil waiting in a rock.

You’ll have your own fixations, I am sure, and you’ll recognise how difficult it is to move beyond them, even when they end or you outgrow them. The Artifex was mine, and I evangelised about it—at school, to my Sunday maths tutor, to my mother’s friends, to any set of ears that entered my vicinity—believing that I had a more profound connection to the show than anyone, a deeper insight into its material, because my father was involved in its making. I will admit that it gave me a feeling of specialness. It was rare that I could make it through a day without re-watching it. This is still a problem I am working on, for different reasons.

It was much easier to avoid the show before the internet, of course, which only gets more complicated to navigate. Technology keeps generating new ways to disseminate the episodes. The web is a scrapyard of pixelated clips on YouTube, Vimeo, Dailymotion, Vuze, to name only a few—they appear whenever I’m compelled to type The Artifex into a search bar, which is much too often, and I have to summon the reserve not to click play. Many of the VHS originals remain in circulation, despite all my hard work to intercept them on eBay, Craigslist, Gumtree, and the other two-bit platforms people use to flog unwanted wares around the globe—I have at least a hundred copies boxed inside my storage locker because I can’t quite bring myself to make a bonfire out of them. Facebook, Twitter, and Wordpress are the hardest to evade: nostalgia pages and devotional accounts are always rising up like cupboard ants and I’m forced to let them carry on existing. There’s a stubborn mastermind out there who keeps restoring all the links I cull from Wikipedia pages, such as this one:


The Artifex Appears



From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

For the television adaptation, see The Artifex (TV Series)

The Artifex Appears is a science fiction/fantasy novel by children’s author Agnes Mosur. Believed to have been written in the early part of her career (c. 1954), it remained unpublished until after Mosur’s death from pancreatic cancer in 1986. The full typewritten manuscript was discovered with a hoard of uncompleted works at Mosur’s home in Primrose Hill by editor Clarence Denholm. It was first published by Asphodel Press within the posthumous collection In Otherland: New, Unseen and Unfinished Stories, but was repackaged as a single edition in October 1993 to tie in with a successful adaptation of the story for children’s television starring Maxine Laidlaw and Mike Egan.

Plot summary



It is 1955. When young Albert Bloor races his two sisters in the woodland on their father’s estate, he falls behind and has a fit of asthma, passing out. He is found among the leaves and saved by a mysterious, disfigured woman named Cryck, who heals him with natural remedies. She insists that she is from a distant planet called Aoxi, and claims to be invisible to everyone but Albert.

In Cryck’s eyes, the Earth is an abandoned prison world and the landscape of Britain is littered with underground compartments that once housed Aoxin criminals. Cryck calls herself an artifex: ‘an artist, a craftsman, but also a thinker. I invent things, mostly.’ She is stuck on Earth after an engineering malfunction projected her through time and space, and has conceived a scheme to get home, for which she enlists Albert’s help. Each day, he visits her in the woods until she agrees to let him join her mission to Aoxi.

They work together, salvaging materials from what Cryck says are old Aoxin compartments buried in the countryside. From these, she constructs a power-generating device (‘conducer’) that is meant to fuel her journey back across the galaxies – but how much of what Cryck describes to Albert Bloor is really possible? Whose version of reality is better to accept?

Television series



Main article: The Artifex (TV Series)

Upon the book’s release in 1987, ITV Children’s Drama bought the adaptation rights for British television in a co-production with New Original. Screenwriter Joel Kasper (Pantheon Nine) was enlisted to write the first series of six episodes. ‘I was asked to retain the darker aspects of the source material and ramp up the spookiness,’ said Kasper in an interview with Radio Times. ‘It’s an old-fashioned story but I think most kids today will get a kick out of it – they don’t like things sugar-coated.’ Filming began in January 1993 on a sound stage at Yorkshire Television studios in Leeds; exteriors were recorded at various locations in Lancashire, London and South Wales. The programme debuted on Wednesday 13 October 1993 at 5:00pm



—which is the date and time my father made me write down on a piece of paper and stick to our refrigerator door, in case my mother and I forgot to watch. The first five minutes of that episode were all it took.
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It opens on a quiet shot of misty autumn woodland. A title card goes up: Devon, 1955. An overlapping sound of frantic footsteps on soft ground, a leafy rustle. Cut to the mud-spattered legs of children bounding through the trees. Close up on the face of the smallest child, a boy trailing far behind the pack. He is a wheezing curlytop in shorts and jacket. One of his shoes is missing. He calls out to the others, begging them to stop and wait, but they keep running. ‘Last one there’s a rotten egg!’ they shout back, or something similar. They get further and further away. The boy has no choice but to stumble on. His panting worsens and his face flushes red. It’s an asthma attack. A bad one. He falls onto the mulch, clutching his chest. The other children are too distant to notice. An eerie piano theme begins. The camera cranes upwards, showing the helpless boy left on the forest floor, until the screen whites out. A moment passes. The whiteness gradually dissolves into the quavering tips of pine trees. A woman’s voice says: ‘Drink up, little one. You’ll be all right.’ We see a pale hand lifting the boy’s head up, a cup being pushed to his lips. As he gulps, a greenish liquid spills down his chin. ‘Breathe now, breathe,’ she tells him. ‘A bit of ranyan tea, that’s all you needed.’ The boy’s lungs fill with air again. He opens his eyes and sees his rescuer.

She does not seem human. Her eyes have strange pale irises. Her hair is ragged and wiry. She has a toothless mouth and scars across her brow. Her skin is pockmarked, stippled with blisters. The boy is startled by the oddness of her, but he’s too weak to get up. ‘Who . . . ?’ he manages to say.

She seems surprised. ‘You can see me?’

He starts to wheeze.

‘No, no, no, don’t be afraid, boy. Give those lungs a rest. Can you hear me, too?’

He nods at her, still fearful.

‘I had a feeling you were different.’ She has a strange accent: European with an American tinge. As she gets up, we see how tall she is: at least seven feet. She’s dressed in a beige boiler suit, as a prisoner might wear, and she’s barefoot. ‘My name is Cryck,’ she says. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Albert,’ he murmurs.

‘Well, I think I’d better take you to my camp until you get your strength back. Then we’ll find your friends and get you home. What do you say?’
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