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These are the days that must happen to you.
– Walt Whitman





BOOK ONE
mirage
– an optical illusion caused by atmospheric conditions, especially the appearance of a sheet of water in a desert or on a hot road caused by the refraction of light from the sky by heated air.
– an unrealistic hope or wish that cannot be achieved.
– Oxford English Dictionary





Part 1



A Place Made Not for This World
They met a few days into ’70. Frank had been travelling around California for a while with friends, and there were ten days left before his ticket home, but the experience had soured and the time came to split. Someone had told Frank about a town in the desert two hours east of LA where the buildings were all shimmering steel and glass, and Frank thought to himself: I have to see this town.
He hitch-hiked his way out of LA and was still about thirty miles from his destination when his ride dropped him off. He walked for a while. It was especially warm for January, and he had dressed in his layers instead of carrying them on his back. They would be coated in desert grit by now, but he would just find another launderette. That always made him feel the real deal of being a traveller: to peel the clothes off his body and throw them in, then don again when fresh, not to need anything more than fifty cents for the slot and the comb in his pocket … this was the romance of being alive to a twenty-four-year-old Frank O’Hara.
He had wanted California all his life. He had dreamt of it while peeling spuds in a restaurant kitchen, while labouring outdoors in February, and gained a childhood education in ‘The West’ from Saturday matinees. He learnt morality from B-movie Westerns, with the bad guy always killed at the end. But, although California had proved as glorious as his fantasy, there was a sense of paranoia and unease he hadn’t expected. Five months on from the Sharon Tate murders, the news still talked of little else. She followed him throughout the trip, in newspapers and on television sets in cheap motels. Her blonde hair, big eyes, her happy, laughing face. How could such horror happen here where the sun never stopped shining? Her blurred smile had been the only cloud in his Californian sky.
With his Elvis T-shirt and slicked-back hair, Frank looked ten years too late for the train he wanted to ride. Now was the time of hippies and their turn-on-tune-in-drop-out and just look what they had done to this beautiful world, with their Woodstock and their bloody, druggy murders out on Cielo Drive. The sixties had ended with the word pig scrawled in human blood. And yet – the bad guy never wins; good times were coming – Frank could feel it in his old-fashioned bones.
He walked backwards along the highway, holding his sign, breathing the sweet dust of rejection. And then a lemon-yellow Jaguar E-Type convertible sped by with its top down, before the driver swerved into the dirt at the side of the road.
Frank stared over his shoulder, unsure if he was the reason it had stopped. All he could see was a mass of blonde hair and a pair of oversized sunglasses in the mirror. In all his years of hitch-hiking, a woman had never picked him up.
The driver pushed on the horn and threw out her arms. This ain’t no bus stop, cowboy!
Frank’s throat ran dry as he strolled over, not from the car or desert, but from the woman behind the mahogany wheel: golden hair, tanned skin, that Californian look he so loved.
This is your lucky day, she said, throwing things into the back. Palm Springs is our next stop.
Frank leant on the open passenger window, feeling the heat from the metalwork and smelling the leather upholstery. He caught his reflection in the mirror and brushed the dust from his black hair. He avoided looking at her. Walking in the desert was all the heat he could take.
Seriously. I haven’t got all day. She pulled down her glasses and looked at him. You know, it’s funny. You look just like that French actor. Whatsisname. Well, come on, Frenchie. Hop aboard.
He straightened up. Didn’t your father ever tell you not to pick up strange men?
Her face burst into happiness. You’re English? She reached over and opened the door. Okay, now I insist you get in.
Years later, Frank would often think about how this was where it started. He had come to seek his fortune, turn his traditional meat-and-two-veg life on its head. Adventure was calling. What if he had carried on walking, kicking at dust? What if she had driven to Palm Springs the next day or even the next hour? Every moment of tomorrow would have completely changed.
Frank got in.
He couldn’t hear with the top down, so instead he turned to look. He noticed her lack of head scarf, how the desert wind whipped her hair, and he knew this was a woman who lived by the roll of her own dice.
She made an impatient gesture when he didn’t respond. He pointed upwards, making a spiral motion with his hand.
Again, with hardly a check of the mirror, she pulled over and stalled the engine before reaching behind to close the roof.
Nice car. Shame you mutilated the bodywork. When she looked confused, he said, Who wants their Jaguar to look like fruit?
An eye-roll. It’s sunshine, not a lemon. And maybe it came this way?
He shook his head. This has custom written all over it.
Are all British men this rude? I hope so.
He half turned to face her, his elbow leaning on the open window. What made you stop?
She sighed. This car is ridiculous. I hate it, really. There are boys dying in Vietnam while I cruise around in an overpriced metal can. I figure it’s my duty to stop and give young guys a break, use the car for some good.
You might want to go easy on picking us up, though. One day it won’t be a nice one. They’ll nick that ruby from your finger and dump you in the boot.
Boot? Boot! She sighed. I love that.
He stared at her fearless face. I mean it.
I love that you’ve been in this car not even five minutes and are lecturing me on safety.
You do it often?
It’s like a compulsion. If I pass one by and don’t stop, I feel guilty for the rest of the day. I see his face in my head, riddled with napalm or bullets.
Blimey.
Crazy, right? I hate the luck of life.
He gave a low whistle. Yeah, you’ve had some rotten luck.
Twenty miles of desert lay before them. In those miles, he talked of his love of California, how he knew even before he came that it was where he was meant to be. The damp that lived in his bones, the dead weight of moss and war and history, all faded away with that punch of heat when he stepped out through the aeroplane door.
It’s new, he said of the architecture. It’s not referencing something that came before, that was and then failed. It’s a fresh start. He thought of England and its filthy centuries, the rationing that lasted for a decade past the war. Born in ’46, he had had nothing to do with any of it, yet his childhood had been swaddled in grey.
I want to be where they’re looking forward, he said. Glass houses filled with light.
I want the opposite, she said. I want a four-hundred-year-old home with walls two feet deep. Thick curtains to block out the light on the days when I’m gloomy and sad. I want towns and places that knew life before me. I want rain. Monuments. Great lumps of stone that know all kinds of weather. Great lumps of stone that can’t be destroyed.
They didn’t speak for a while. It was an easy silence. Frank turned his head as they passed the first palm tree, and then another, and another, before losing count. His pleasure at finally arriving was tempered by the knowledge his time with her would end.
She pulled off the road into a gas station. The huge, triangular roof jutted out of the ground at an angle, throwing welcome shade across the pumps.
So here we are on the edge of it all, she said. This is where the boys get out.
Moments later, they were back on the road towards town.
I’m going to take you to one of the finest homes in Palm Springs, she said. I’m staying there a few days. Nelda won’t mind. She’s a family friend; I’ve known her all my life. She’d let me hide a body there if I asked.
I won’t stay long enough to be murdered, he said.
Where are you staying?
He shrugged. There must be a Motel 6?
She looked at him. Okay, you really haven’t thought this through.
You can’t embrace life if you have it all mapped out.
She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. I can always give you –
No. I’ve bummed a ride, that’s all. You saved me from a fictional napalm death.
The car pulled in through a gate between boulders studded with cacti, and he saw he had come to the right place. The building consisted of long, low rectangular forms, with slatted metal walls that gleamed in the sun. In the near distance were the mountains he had followed here, and dotted around the brown desert floor were green grasses and palms. Out front were six rows of bright pink petunias. It was like staring at a million bucks.
Wait. He touched her arm and his voice was soft. Did you really only stop because I was just another boy?
She looked at him. No twenty-something guy in an Elvis T-shirt is going to hurt me. Rolling Stones? Maybe. Led Zeppelin, definitely. But no boy who loves to gyrate to ‘That’s All Right, Mama’ is going to give me any trouble.
You’ve got it all figured out, haven’t you? There’s no mystery.
She didn’t answer. He noticed her habit of pursing her lips when in thought.
Okay, she said. Some mystery. We haven’t told each other our names yet. Isn’t that strange? Let’s keep it that way. I want to spend the rest of my life wondering what you were called.
Fuck, he thought. I’m in love with this woman.
The citrus air outside warmed his skin. He slung his duffle bag over his shoulder as she got out an expensive-looking carpet bag from the trunk.
Oh, it’s just Chrissy, called a man from the first floor.
She screwed up her face and looked at him, and they fell into each other, laughing.
No, she said, pressing a finger to his lip. You’re still a mirage.
They were met at the door by Nelda, a glamorous blonde in sunflower yellow, who pulled Chrissy close and said, Hello, sweetheart. You’re right on time. Slim will be here any minute. I thought you were him.
Chrissy pulled back, confused. Your photographer friend?
Yes, he’s swinging by to take some shots by the pool. Helen and a few others are coming. Are you in? Her attention passed to the hitch-hiker in the doorway, covered in dust.
Oh, Nel, this is … Cuthbert.
He coughed.
Nelda looked down at his Elvis T-shirt, amused. You don’t look like a Cuthbert.
Chrissy returned his wide-eyed expression.
It’s my surname, he said, reluctantly. It’s what I’m known by. My real name is –
Byron!
Nelda looked at Chrissy. The poet?
He bit his lip.
Yes, Byron Cuthbert. Isn’t he lovely, Nel? Listen … can we hang out for a while? We’ll stay in the background.
Of course, darling. Byron is very welcome to the room beside yours. But you know – she looked down at his clothes – everyone will be here soon and it is Slim so I’m not sure jeans are going to be quite …
Oh, we’ll get out of your hair. Drop our things and head out. Chrissy looped her arm through his and led him towards the guest wing.
Cuthbert? he hissed.
It’s British, right?
He set down his bag in the room adjoining hers. It dripped with money – a large bed, built-in wardrobes, floor-to-ceiling windows with a mountain view. At the snap of her fingers, he had gone from walking a dusty desert highway to life in a magazine.
Maybe I should just find that Motel 6, he said.
She looked up. What?
He sighed and put his hands in his pockets. He didn’t belong here. He was at the mercy of her favour, and it was her games and choices that would decide his fate. At least in a motel he would call his own shots. This woman didn’t want to know his name. Even now, she was getting ready for his exit.
Okay, she said from the doorway. Not Cuthbert. So pick your own. I don’t want the one your parents gave you. Who do you want to be?
He thought about it and smiled.
God.
She blinked. God?
Why not?
But –
You asked who I’d be. All the power in the world at my fingertips. The ability to change my stars, change the future. He nodded. I want to be God.
Okay … God, she said, looking pleased to have met her match. How about I take you to see my favourite house in the world?
The patio now teemed with Nelda’s friends. On the far side of the pool, a smartly dressed man set up a camera while chatting to Nelda’s husband, Joe. The butler filled glasses. Are you sure you don’t want to stay? Frank asked, but she shook her head and said, I can’t stand her Racquet Club friends. All they do is stand around. The world here is very small.
That day would become a story to tell, when a picture from that afternoon would go on to become one of the most iconic photographs of all time. And I was almost there, he would say. Almost. It would be another could to add to the woulds and shoulds of Frank’s life.
It took ten minutes, the mountains nearing with each step. As they walked, they cherry-picked parts of their lives to fast-forward their knowledge of each other. Frank looked at the long, low houses, spaced apart with room to breathe, all speaking the same language. He could not believe such a place existed. A place where the sun always shone, where everything was built for enjoyment, for unfolding like a flower in the desert heat. He thought of England. Drab, cobwebbed England, with houses jumbled together and forever drenched with rain.
She kept asking him questions but all he wanted to know was her. This woman who belonged so completely in a place he now completely loved.
There, she said, leaning in, her voice a whisper.
The cul-de-sac contained a single house. What looked like a circular glass pod jutted out over a stone wall, barely touching the triangular roof which seemed to hover over the structure like a jet wing before disappearing behind palms on each side. Its vibe was the future. Roof cut-outs gave views of the mountains. Shapes, lines, curves. It looked to Frank like a spaceship, a place not made for this world.
Chrissy looked at him. They call it the House of Tomorrow.
And he thought: Nothing could go wrong for you here.
It’s where Elvis and Priscilla honeymooned, she said, and laughed at his surprise. She pulled his T-shirt taut. Are you ready to see inside again, King?
He felt an odd sense of déjà vu as they started up the slope. Large circular lily-pads of pebbled concrete formed the entrance steps over a gentle waterfall, and he followed her up, hearing the trickle of money. The double front door stretched the full height of the house, a towering rectangle of Egyptian-style panelled wood.
She rang the bell. No answer.
What are you doing? he said as she turned the handle.
Hello?
He expected her to walk away when nobody answered, but instead she went inside.
Relax, I know them. She stepped barefoot on to the terrazzo. Come on, God. If you’re with me, I’ll be safe.
He left his dusty canvas shoes beside her finely stitched leather sandals.
Steps took them down from the entranceway into the sunken lounge, which swept around in another circle, a white banquette sofa curving along the exposed stone wall. Frank stared. The sofa must have been sixty feet in length. They held hands as they walked in silence. He tried to take in the beauty of the space, but nothing consumed him like she did. The house, the sunshine, the pure joy of this place – they only existed through her illumination.
The shag-pile carpet felt soft under his dirty hitch-hiker toes as he took her hand and pulled her to him. His fists balled up the fabric of her terry-cloth dress as they kissed in a stranger’s lounge.
Finally, she said. You’re the boy who took longest.
He smiled, not caring if it was true.
There was no sign of anyone else. She said nobody locked their doors here, that the owners would probably be at the Racquet Club until late, and, besides, they wouldn’t care. He got the impression everyone knew her. She was this light they all wanted around.
She waited by the pool while he showered off the desert. When he came out in a towel, she handed him a cocktail and asked if he wanted a swim. She peeled off her dress and threw it on the ground.
He dropped the towel.
They both jumped in.
They swam lengths and drank each other’s cocktails. The sun had set behind the mountains, leaving a scorched ribbon of fire along its raggedy edge. He listened to the quiet, to the sound of water as it lapped around her body, and felt the warmth of the spirit he had drunk flood through his soul.
I will get you this house, he said.
She sank further into the water. She didn’t laugh or argue, but let him be for a moment who he wanted to be.
He swam towards her. She put her arms around his neck and cradled him against the side of the pool. There was now no light at all apart from the soft, distant glow of a lamp from the circular lounge. There were no stars that night.
He put his hand between her legs.
Oh God, she said.
Yes?
She laughed into him, her face wet against his cheek. He bent towards her ear and felt her push against his fingers.
Frank, he whispered. Because I don’t want to be remembered. I want to be known.



The American Dream
They awoke early in Chrissy’s bed, arms slung casually across each other. Warm light cut through the wide gap in the curtains they forgot to close and bathed the expensive room in amber. Frank’s natural morning instinct was to pull away, retreat into himself, but instead he drew the bedsheet up and over their naked bodies, inhaling the scent of salt water still clinging to her hair. He watched the ruby on her finger catch the light and cook her skin pink.
She stretched and made the usual morning noises, then turned so he spooned her.
How can you sleep underneath that rock? It would sink a body.
She looked at her finger as if she hadn’t realized the stone was there. I never take it off, she said.
What’s the story?
She hesitated. I suppose we have to tell each other these things.
He squeezed her, hearing a future in her words. He was no longer just another hitch-hiker.
It was a present from her father, who said she should never take it off. He had inherited his millions from his own father, who, in turn, had inherited from his. Tycoonery was the Wharton way, and they had made their millions during the Gilded Age, building the infrastructure of New York City. Chrissy’s father now built the high-rises peppering the skyline. He destroys things, she said. He makes his money from crushing what came before. Her eyes went dull as she said it.
Frank took her through a softer map of his childhood. He had been adopted aged five from an orphanage by an older couple whose only child had died in the war. Frank grew up helping his adoptive father on his market stall, who underpaid him if he thought him flirtatious with the housewives – that’s my reputation you’re upholding, boy – and kicked him under the table if his wife gave Frank a second serving of pie. Chrissy clutched his arm when Frank said adopted, and to her What was your father like?, Frank replied with a lean smile: Ah, he was all right. He wouldn’t say anything that might taint the sight of those mountains or the feel of her in his arms. The mother had been kind, he said, saving money all year to take him out for a birthday treat.
She sounds like a good one, said Chrissy. Where is she now?
Tuberculosis. It always went around.
Chrissy kissed his hand and tightened his hold around her.
It’s a diamond, she said. Not a ruby.
He looked at her hand. I thought diamonds were clear.
Most are. Coloured are more valuable because there aren’t many found. A natural red is the rarest of all.
She held up her hand for them both to examine, waving her fingers in the light.
They stayed the rest of the week with Nelda while Joe was out of town. Nelda hadn’t made a fuss when Chrissy revealed Frank’s real name, merely nodding with a light shrug. Kids.
Nelda’s Racquet Club friends dropped in constantly for card games or drinks. Frank enjoyed the lightness of their chatter. Money bought a general easing of life, he observed. They all loved Chrissy, who, despite her professed dislike, was talkative and friendly. Nelda pointed out the women’s clothes to him, drawing his attention to the cut of a dress or the intricate shape of a sleeve. He’s not interested in that, said Chrissy, and then Nelda looked at him and said, You do know it’s Chrissy who made the clothes?
Why didn’t you tell me I was sleeping with Coco Chanel? he asked when they were alone. He looped an arm around her and kissed her bare waist.
Oh, they’re just silly creations. Something to pass the time.
On the third day, Chrissy went to town early and bought him a camera. All his money had gone on the trip and she couldn’t believe there would be nothing to keep when it was all over. She didn’t say this exactly – they didn’t talk of time, or the lack of it – but he sensed her hesitation whenever she spoke of tomorrow. The days had begun to melt together, and they lived in their pooling warmth, not willing to put voices to the end they knew was coming.
One day Chrissy took him on a cable car up to the mountains, where it was thirty degrees cooler. From there, bundled up in Nelda’s and Joe’s coats, they stood in snow and looked down at the town on the balmy desert floor.
Should we go and see your parents? he asked.
In a week, they had lived years.
Chrissy tightened the Mongolian fur collar around her neck, then said, Carmel in winter isn’t like Palm Springs.
Well, we English are used to the cold.
She smiled, but he could see she was blue.
He pulled out his camera to take her picture. The light was right, the sun fading, a chill in the air. Frank knew as he looked through the viewfinder that he would go anywhere for this woman. Do anything. Be anything.
He told her a dirty joke. She laughed. Click.
They drove by the House of Tomorrow when they left Palm Springs the next day. Chrissy kept the engine running as she wound down the window. Until tomorrow! called Frank, and he would always remember how she turned to kiss him, the laughter in her eyes.
Frank O’Hara was leaving the town of his dreams, and by his side was a living, breathing red diamond.
Carmel was not like Palm Springs.
The grey skies reminded him of the English coast in midwinter, when buildings and sea walls were battered with wind. It’s bad today, Chrissy said, as they drove through town. He looked away out of the window. This was not the California he wanted. It reminded him too much of a place he’d spent years trying to leave.
Finally, they turned down a private road towards the sea. Chrissy pursed her lips as they approached the low, architect-designed house with a butterfly roof. Through glass walls he could see the ocean. To the right was a tennis court, and a path curved down through cragged rocks to the shore. He knew without asking that no member of the public knew that beach.
Let me do the talking, she said.
He gripped her hand.
The door opened before they even reached it and out rushed a man and woman with arms flung wide.
Frank stood, dumbfounded, as Chrissy was consumed. It was as if she had returned from war, not a few days’ R&R in Palm Springs. The realization sucker-punched Frank’s gut: she was loved. The sight of so much volume – house, security, feeling – brought to his mind the memory of being small and cold in an orphanage bed.
Daddy, Mother – Chrissy drew back, but their arms still held her – this is Frank.
He felt them notice him for the first time, their wealthy eyes travel his body, absorb his jeans and beat-up canvas shoes, the fifties bowling shirt he had found in a Palm Springs thrift store. His face grew hot. Maybe I should get new clothes, he said to Chrissy on the way back down the mountain. She smoothed his lapel and said with a shake of her head: Let them see the man I fell in love with. Stay exactly who you are.
Her father stepped forward. Good to meet you, Frank. He held out his golden, unlined hand. No long days mixing cement for John Wharton. Millie tells me you met in the desert?
Yes, sir, said Frank, ensuring his shake was firm.
Oh, don’t be so formal, said Chrissy, pulling back and taking Frank’s hand. Frank was sure he saw her father flinch.
Pleasure, Frank, said Millie. Warm smile, no handshake, pale cashmere tied loosely around her neck. Chrissy had called her the perfect WASP. Frank could sense her stinger.
What an incredible house, he said as they entered. It was sparse and minimal, a home to be admired and untouched.
Yes. You could house ten families here, said Chrissy.
He noticed the pulse of nervous energy in how she gripped his hand.
I suppose you know Chrissy is something of an Anglophile, said her father, leading them down the hall, a loaded silence in his wake.
They sat and drank coffee in the lounge, a large room angled to jut out over the Pacific. Two walls of windows gave almost uninterrupted views, and Frank could tell there would soon be the most terrific sunset.
It was clear that Chrissy had no intention of making conversation. Imagining her father to be a man who valued initiative, Frank cleared his throat and said, I hear you’re in the construction business, John?
I’m in many things, Frank. Demolition is our main focus at present, much to my daughter’s disgust. He winked at Chrissy.
Well, it’s the fashion now to build big, said Frank. Clear away the old for the new. He felt Chrissy’s hard stare.
Millie cleared her throat. And what do you do, Frank?
He had thought of this on the journey, sifting through his job history, wondering which job to cherry-pick and shine. That year he had washed pans in a kitchen, every spare penny going towards striking gold in California. The year before he’d worked in a Soho nightclub, and ’67 had been the year of sand and cement.
I’ve built up a wealth of experience in customer service. He gave his empty cup a little shake. I’m giving a lot of thought as to the best way of using it.
And what does your father do?
Frank was adopted, said Chrissy.
A pause. Your adoptive father?
He was a market trader, said Frank, hoping they’d think finance, not fruit. He moved away when I was sixteen, so I’ve made my own way in the world. Frank thought this would appeal, it being the ethos of the American Dream.
When does your trip end?
It was the first time the words had been spoken. He and Chrissy looked at each other. My flight to England is in five days.
Ah, said Millie, clearly pleased. She gave her husband a nod.
Chrissy jumped up and went out. There was a long silence before she reappeared. Frank, she said, her voice steady. Come with me.
He followed her to a room in chaos. Open drawers, strewn paperwork, an open brown-and-green-striped suitcase on her bed.
She threw up her hands. It’s the fashion to build big?
I’m just trying to talk to h—
He’s never going to like you! She almost shouted the words. Don’t you get it? You’re never going to be good enough for him. She looked close to tears.
Frank stepped back, his reflex. She leapt forward.
No, she said, it’s not you. All he sees is money, or the lack of it. That’s how his world works.
But you’re not like that. Maybe –
Her eyes searched his. But I will be, Frank. I can see my future. All these wonderful things and my life being about how to keep them.
He put his hands on her shoulders. What do you want?
She pressed his hand against her cheek. Sideboards of silver, she said, an engraved fish fork for Christmas, lunch every day at a racquet club. All I know is I don’t want that.
He clenched her hand as they returned to the lounge.
Mr and Mrs Wharton, said Frank, his heart banging its drum as he made up his future. John. Millie. I want to marry your daughter. And – he looked at Chrissy – I’m pretty sure she wants to marry me.
Marry my daughter? Her father laughed. Do you hear that, Millie? They’ve only just met.
Chrissy gripped Frank’s arm. You’ve always said, Daddy, you know a good deal within ten minutes of being in the room.
A good deal, her mother repeated. This boy is a good deal?
Now it was Chrissy who laughed. Yes, she said. This boy.
And he’s going to provide for you, how?
We haven’t got that far yet. She smiled up at him. And we will provide for each other.
They married three days later in a tiny Las Vegas chapel. There were no rings exchanged, at the bride’s insistence. Chrissy bought a sewing machine from a hardware store, fabric from a dressmaker’s and spent the day before making her dress in the bedroom of a cheap motel.
After pleading made no difference, her father had changed tack. Marry this boy and I will never support you, he said. We will never speak again. Anger took over and Frank had gone hard as stone. He had never felt so important. As her parents listed his negatives, Chrissy declared her love. Can you love someone partly for how they see you? Frank found that, yes, he could.
There was madness in her love. En route to Vegas, they stopped at a diner where Chrissy said to go inside and order. Five minutes later, he watched her pick a lonely booth and order the soup of the day. He could tell she wanted him to be a stranger, so he stayed at the counter, even when another diner sauntered up. The man leant in. I’m good, she said. Frank watched him return to his table, his feather no longer jaunty. Finally, she walked over to Frank, whispered in his ear, then led him out. They went around the back to the dumpsters and he picked her up against the wall, the dirty desert scent in their noses, the sounds of the cooks and their banging pots as their beat.
We’ll have to go to England, she had said as they left Carmel. I can’t live here now. You know that, right? They’ll always find me here.
Frank thought of Palm Springs and he already missed its heat. Those days had only just gone, but he knew they would forever hold his happiness. When he’d been God for a short while. He was nostalgic for that time even as he lived it.
Frank imagined waking up next to her for the rest of his life.
We’ll make our own House of Tomorrow, he said.
The day after the wedding, Chrissy walked into a high-class jeweller and sold the red diamond. She presented the certificate of authenticity to the jeweller and watched the blood rush to his head. Calls were made, then came the offer. He could pay half the value now, but, if she wanted more – he named his best price – it would take several days. Chrissy didn’t even think about it. She planned to be in England before the week was out.
They went to an LA diner for breakfast the morning of their flight. The yellow Jag had gone, Chrissy having sold it the day they arrived to a man who didn’t care about paperwork.
Frank stared out of the window at the dense Beverly Boulevard traffic as Chrissy ordered. Her accent. Maple syrup on the table. Palm trees in the breeze. He drank it in. So much of his life had been spent looking out, through orphanage windows or from a greengrocer’s stall. He had thought life was out there, a fire other people burned. Now he had captured the smoke. He was stoking the flames, living the wanted life.
You don’t want to go back, do you.
He answered with a long, hard kiss across the booth table. Here’s your coffee, said the waitress, dumping it on the melamine top with a splash and leaving before they’d come apart.
Give me a dime and I’ll buy you some music, Chrissy said.
He smiled. You, lucky thing, have had a lifetime of jukeboxes. I’ll pick the song.
On the way to the airport, their cab passed a music store and Chrissy shouted to the driver to stop. She paid ten bucks to pause the meter. The store window was filled with old jukeboxes, thirty years of Americana, waiting to be loved. Inside, Chrissy told Frank to pick one and then paid the seller in cash.
Delivery to England, she said. Hours later, they were on their way.



House of Yesterday
The red diamond money bought a plot of land on a Kentish hill where a house would be seen for miles. The price was cheap – nobody wanted a site facing the elements – and the long stretches of fields between houses made Frank think of Palm Springs. Space. Room to breathe.
And what could be safer than the top of a hill? Acres of glass through which you could see an enemy advancing, plenty of time to bolt every door. Frank had already insisted on triple external locks. He would take no chances, those childhood matinees of the protective cowboy drilled into his brain.
Chrissy searched the ads for architects and had plans drawn up for an exact replica of the House of Tomorrow. I can’t wait to fill those rooms with babies, she said, then laughed at his expression. Oh, yes. I want a thousand little Frank O’Haras stomping down the hall, saying how much they hate the rain.
The first architect came to the site in a flat cap and tweed. He arrived with a briefcase and glasses, clutching his back as he left the car. Chrissy looked him up and down and, with a flash of her smile, steered him back around. She said to bill them for the wasted journey.
Frank asked what on earth she was doing.
Do you want a House of Tomorrow or not?
Frank stared. But you just sent the architect packing?
Listen. If I was getting my … what do you call them, chocolate-box cottage – she closed her eyes with a wistful sigh – he would be our man. House of Yesterday? You bet. But Tweedle Dum will not get our vibe, capiche?
The next arrived in a shiny Volkswagen Beetle, a youngish man with sideburns and no jacket or tie. Frank and Chrissy exchanged satisfied glances. He whistled at the view and formed rectangles with his hands, enthusiasm brimming from his fashionable pores. He knew just what to do here, he said. They exchanged another look and Chrissy unrolled the House of Tomorrow. He looked confused. You mean you want exactly the same house?
That’s right, said Chrissy.
The man looked dumbfounded. But you can’t do that. Each house must relate to its surroundings. This kind of building is all well and good in California, but here on an exposed hill? In England? A cold steel frame and all that glass? He shook his head. Madness.
Chrissy thanked him for his time.
In the end, they gave the plans to a builder and Chrissy oversaw it herself. The builder tried to tell them they were crazy for putting a draughty glass house on an English hill. They wouldn’t listen. They had traded a rare diamond to get here. Nothing would stop them now.
England was everything Chrissy had hoped for and also a complete surprise. When not on site, she would sit at the front window of the damp Georgian flat they were renting and watch the rain for hours. She had never before seen skies of permanent grey.
The rain only brought out Frank’s thunder. Each morning when he left their maisonette, the tenor of his walk was a light skip for sunshine and a thunderous tread if it rained. Each time he put up an umbrella he was in England, and he could not relax until he returned home and held California in his arms. Those happy times were coming. Everything would be right in their House of Tomorrow. Just them, doors locked, all enemies shut out.
The autumn nights were too dark for visits to the site. Instead he waited for their weekends, when they wandered through the deserted beginnings of their home, touched half-built walls, shivered with glee. They would make-believe their life, Chrissy calling out from the kitchen to Frank sitting in an upturned wheelbarrow in the curved lounge. What’ll it be, my love? she called. Cheeseburger? Ribs? Then she would coo at an imaginary baby. Frank lay back with his hands behind his head, eyes staring at a sky that would soon be hidden by a winged boomerang-shaped roof. Before leaving, they would make love within the lines of a marked-out pool.
Frank took pictures of Chrissy dancing through half-finished rooms, her face always finding the light.
If Chrissy had her way, she would have commissioned another replica: an amalgamation of every English home in her head. Lacy side tables, heavy drapes, florals, mahogany furniture, Liberty fabrics, inglenook fireplaces, bric-a-brac, shelves heaving with books she would never read. She had known glass houses all her life. They were no longer special.
But that was what Frank wanted, and there was no dream home for Chrissy that did not make room for Frank. The story of his childhood that he’d recounted that morning in Palm Springs never left her. She would create the home he needed, ensure he was never abandoned again.
She set about building his dream. They would have the exact same terrazzo as the original house. Curved walls always meant custom, and custom always meant dear. She thought Frank meant That’s nice when he kept saying That’s dear about the prices of things. She did not realize it meant expensive until she asked why he always looked worried. Well, what do you expect, she said when he explained. Good buildings are expensive. It’s only money.
She spent a precious chunk on rare Elvis records to hang on the walls. He unwrapped them and looked at her with wonder, then saw the invisible dollar signs in the pristine sleeves. It’s only money, she repeated.
Frank was haunted by the idea of money running out, of the red diamond returning to its native habitat. Only a belly that has never known hunger can say It’s only money. It pushed Frank into action. He got a job in an advertising agency in London, starting in the post room. The head of another department – an older man who shared his love of Elvis – was impressed by this clean-cut youngster who seemed from a different era and wasn’t the type to lie in bed for world peace, and promoted him to a second-floor desk where he was never a minute late. Frank had no interest in socializing with colleagues or being anything other than a cog. He was there to earn Chrissy’s keep. That was all.
On New Year’s Eve, they toasted 1971 with teacups of champagne while sitting on the floor of their flat listening to the jukebox. Chrissy – now aware the money was dwindling – asked if they could afford new glasses.
I thought you’d like this, said Frank. More British.
She smiled. Oh, I think us huddled around this poxy gas fire is British enough.
Did you just say poxy? Frank touched his cup to hers. What’s happened to my all-American girl? Now swearing like a Cockney tart.
She swirled the champagne around the dainty china. It’s not that I mind. But the house will be ready soon, and –
And?
Chrissy tried not to smile. We’ll have to dress it, won’t we? Go to London and order curtains and all that jazz. We can’t live in an empty house. What harm can a few champagne flutes do to the cheque book?
He watched her, amused. Flutes, eh?
Oh, they’re very hip. She winked. Nobody uses coupes any more, darling. And our House of Tomorrow needs the latest. You wouldn’t want us looking old-fashioned.
He whistled. You know just how to get to me, don’t you.
She leant across to kiss him. He tasted the champagne on her lips, which were dry from the gas fire. He would buy her a balm, the finest salve on the market. And of course she would get her flutes. There was never any question. She could have said, ‘Frank, I want pure gold edging on the countertop,’ and he would have asked his boss for overtime. He kissed her harder, trying to soften her lips with his own. Within moments, they were pulling off each other’s clothes and making their own warmth on the brown-patterned carpet in front of the fire.
Afterwards, he lit a cigarette and said they would go to London whenever she wanted. She just had to say the word.
I’ll take you, said Frank, when she suggested Carnaby Street. It’s all men with shaggy hair in God-damn kaftans, and there’s always people with cameras, filming the trendsetters. Just your kind of place.
Chrissy remembered seeing it in a special London issue of Time, the young people swinging their limbs in knee-highs and vinyl coats. She had been eighteen, the perfect age for dreaming.
If she was disappointed by the reality, she did her best not to show it. There were no movie cameras, the streets were not mad, and the buzz that had leapt from Time was nowhere to be found. She sought the cutting edge, the sauciness she had read about when two live mannequins had stripped off in the window and the police were called. But the colours were subdued. Gone were the bright vinyls and harlequin skirts, and in their place was a more romantic, muted look. The flower-power stickers on doors had faded. This is fashion, she told herself. As soon as it’s born, it changes again. But she couldn’t help feeling disappointed. She had wanted it too much and built an impossible fantasy.
Frank kept his dislike of the place to himself, not wanting to ruin her joy. She was saucer-eyed and silent as they wandered, peering into Biba’s dark windows. He was pleased the pavements weren’t as crowded as he remembered, and he hooked an arm around Chrissy’s shoulders.
What do you think, my beauty? Is it how you hoped?
She gave a dazzling smile. What a wondrous place.
He turned to face her. Aren’t we lucky? Aren’t you glad?
She put a hand to his cheek. Admit it, you hate this street.
I don’t know what you’re talking about.
She laughed and pulled him in.
They went on to Tottenham Court Road, where he led her to a shop and said, We’ll find everything we need here.
Chrissy looked up at the flat-fronted Habitat store with its square, austere columns, concrete flagstones and modern furniture in the window. Frank was already smiling at the simple, clean lines.
Oh, but … She looked at the adjoining shop, whose pillars were curved and whose walls had carvings, marble, history. She ran across to dance on the ornate checkerboard tiles. This one, Frank. Please!
He laughed, almost in horror. Heal’s? But we want streamlined. Heal’s isn’t streamlined.
Chrissy peered through the window. I’m sure they do Italian chrome and that sort of thing. That’s streamlined, isn’t it?
He scoffed. We don’t want Italian!
The terrazzo’s Italian.
Yes, but … Frank shook his head. This was where his bosses’ wives went for their sofas and that classic British look; floral dinner sets and heavy drapes. Heal’s was not the House of Tomorrow. No, it was completely wrong.
Chrissy hugged a column, her cheek kissing the limestone and her bottom lip sticking out. Frank gave a deep sigh and smiled. She would always win.
Back outside, they skipped towards the Tube. Crowds were thicker now, and Chrissy clung to his arm as they went towards the steps. Look at this woman loving me, Frank wanted to shout. Isn’t life stupendous!
Chrissy turned serious, stopping to pull him in by his collar. She searched his face. I love you, Frank. He frowned in surprise. The words were distinct and bold in their separation. I. Love. You. A declaration, with rifts between each word.
He was fast, moving in for a kiss like always. Whether he desired to eat the words and feed his lonely blood, or to stop her mouth with his own, he did not know. He would not consider the question.
No, she said, pressing her hand to his lips. You have kissed me a thousand times already.
She waited. He opened his mouth against her palm, trying to form the words. He had never told anyone he loved them, because he had never known what it meant to love. Nobody had said I love you to Frank before her. Nobody had been sure enough of wanting him. He wished he could tell her that he didn’t know what to do with such words. He wanted to put them on a shelf, keep them safe, sew them into his skin. They were too precious to throw around. If he littered the air with I love yous, it would tarnish the lustre of those she had given him. He knew it made no sense. But she had come from so much, and he had come from so little. He had not been shown how to unfurl. Instead, an unknown mother. A furtive rush away from the bundle dumped on orphanage steps. Clichéd fantasies plugged his gaps. He couldn’t reveal this to Chrissy, because life had taught Frank he was meant to be strong. And you couldn’t be strong for a person if they had to console your tears.
A flicker of pain shot through her eyes. He took a deep breath as his Chrissy stepped back.
Frank’s breathing grew tight. Here he was now, back on the merry-go-round, watching everyone in his life look around for something better. They always left eventually. His instinct told him to cling to his carousel horse, the one he had ridden since childhood, moulding his hands to its crudely painted mane. Better not to jump into the crowd. What if this woman chose not to catch him? Better to stay where he knew the nicks and grooves in the wood.
He felt the blood draining from his body as the hope faded from her face.
There was a great shout, then laughter, and a man from his left shot out into Chrissy, knocking her almost to the ground. She gave a small cry, contents spilling from her handbag, and the sound of her pain reverberated through Frank’s ears.
Oi! He lunged forward, grabbing the man by the throat. Already his arm was pulling back, his old slingshot move still there in his muscle. He heard Chrissy scream his name and pulled back in the last fraction of the second, his fist dealing the cheek only a graze.
The man fell into his friends, who dragged him away before a policeman could walk over. Frank stood there as the crowds continued to move, then he snapped out of his daze and bent down to take Chrissy’s arm. He felt her flinch at his touch and the fact of this almost made him scream. They crossed the road, not knowing where they were heading. Both wanting the crowds to fade.
In the quiet of Ramillies Street, he let go of her hand. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.
She dropped her bag and threw herself against him, almost knocking him to the floor.
They kissed for the thousandth and one time.



We Never Knew Any Damn War
Mirage appeared on the hill like a cool drink of water.
The spring day they arrived, he carried her over the threshold. They put the jukebox in the family room off the kitchen and danced barefoot on the terrazzo, laughing at how chilly it felt underfoot. Chrissy cooked ribs on the built-in barbecue in the circular kitchen island, Elvis crooning behind her. She made key lime pie for dessert. Their present was baked into the American food of her past.
Let’s never take this for granted, said Frank, as they danced through the rooms. We’re the luckiest souls alive, you hear?
They made their way to bed on the first night with Frank triple-locking the doors. You’re nuts, said Chrissy as she went upstairs, a pale ghost in a long, frilled nightgown. What kind of murderer’s coming all the way out here?
But Frank kept sliding bolts and turning keys. No, Chrissy was wrong. Mirage was exactly the house a loony would pick. They would see this beauty up on the hill and wonder if it was real, then, as they came closer, they would know that whatever dwelt inside could only be happiness. They would want it all for themselves, a house too good for this world. Frank had been so starved of joy he could hardly believe the good times would stick around.
Slide, turn, click. Breathe.
Here he was, still trying to play God.
*
A few months before, Chrissy had spotted a young woman walking down Tottenham Court Road in forties fashions – crêpe dress, vintage fur, platform shoes, red velvet turban. Chrissy had stared in wonder as Frank shook his head. Almost thirty years we’ve waited to rid this city of signs of war, he said, bloody bomb sites everywhere … and there are people wanting to dress like it’s still going on!
Chrissy had gone straight to her sewing machine and run up a dress: yellow, short, floaty, fitted at the waist with butterfly sleeves. She took a scrap of fabric and fashioned herself a red turban.
What do you think? she asked Frank one evening as they got ready to go out. Will I do?
He eyed her, unsure. I thought you were into the more modern kind of look?
She laughed. But it is modern, darling. I’ve never dressed like this before. Nobody my age has. We weren’t alive the first time around.
No, but …
He watched her lean forward into the wall mirror and apply a red lipstick, darker than she’d ever worn before. She patted the excess, then stood back to take in her full self.
Stop being so hung up on the past, she said from the wall. It’s those minds that belong to the old world and are on the way out. All that sadness happened before us, so why should we shrink in its shadow? We’re young! We never knew any damn war.
A few months after they moved in, Chrissy was approached in the supermarket by a woman asking if she lived in that crazy house on the hill. Don’t mind me, she said. I’m Kay and I always say the wrong thing.
She wants to go for a drink, said Chrissy later, as Frank helped put away the shopping.
He wrinkled his nose. Already, he wasn’t a fan. That crazy house?
When?
Tuesday. She’ll pick me up. You don’t mind, darling? You’re usually at the dogs until late.
Ever since that day in London, he had started going to the dog track one evening a week in an effort to tame the reflexes of his temper. He could stand on those terraces and shout, channel his darkness into something far removed from his life. Then go home to Californian sunshine with no threat of rain.
Frank opened the cupboard and stared at the tins.
Chrissy pressed some buttons on the jukebox and it kicked into life. You know, you have your office and pub and track. You get to see people. But I … well, I don’t really know anybody! It’s just me in this house all day long.
I’m at the office to work. I’m at the pub to drink. I’m at the dogs to … well, watch dogs. I wouldn’t call the people there friends.
Well, sure. But you could. You just don’t like putting yourself out there. If I was doing all those things, I would make a whole gaggle of pals – her eyes sparkled – because I am that kind of person. Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m not saying the way you are is wrong. We’re different. That’s all. We have different ways of being, of going through the world.
Frank stared at the tins of Campbell’s tomato soup, remembering those silly paintings selling for thousands a few years ago. How was that art? How was this a crazy house up on the hill? People really said and did a lot of stupid things.
The song ended and there was silence as the record changed.
I’m lonely, Frank. I’m bored.
He turned to face her. She was priceless, didn’t she realize? Nothing out there could compete with what he would give her. Tell me what you want, he wished to say, and I will make it bigger and better for you here.
She took a deep breath. I’m going for a drink whether you like it or not. But I would like you on my side.
On Tuesday night, he didn’t go to the track. He came home early and was quiet as they ate. He watched her walk up to their bedroom, and half an hour later walk down, changed. She wore the yellow dress and red turban, and he ached as she slipped on her shoes. She looked at him and he smiled, then smiled inside at the relief on her face. It’s one drink, he told himself. She won’t disappear after one drink.
There was a toot outside and Chrissy rushed to the door. She turned the lock and gave an impatient exhale when it wouldn’t budge. There’s a knack, he said, and used his weight to slide open the bolt.
Chrissy kissed his cheek, leaving a dark red stain. For a second there, I thought you were keeping me prisoner.
He watched her run out into the fading light.
Chrissy lay back on the lounger and reached for her cocktail. The sun tinged her skin.
She was seeing Kay again tonight and feeling a sense of adventure for the first time in months. She loved her life, but she hadn’t realized what a sociable thing she was until the Atlantic closed behind her. England did not like conversing with strangers. She had tried in queues and people responded with uncomfortable looks. It floored her. She was so used to being dazzling, but her forwardness made them grip their bags. Once a woman said to her husband, ‘an American’, as if she were a foul stench. And so when Kay picked her out of the crowd, Chrissy was ashamed by her own gratitude. It felt pathetic, and she, Chrissy Wharton of the New York Whartons, was anything but pathetic.
She had surprised herself many times over the past year. Months on, she could not forget when Frank grabbed that man. It had been such an odd day. Emotions, one inside another, tripping from disappointment to love to fear to anger and back into love. Always back into love. Now when they made love, Chrissy thought about his face and the brute force of his protection, and an orgasm would sing from her throat.
Chrissy was floating in the pool when she heard the tap of shoes on the terrazzo. Her eyes snapped open.
You’ve been holding out on me, missy. Afternoon cocktails and a pool?
Kay was standing over her wearing jean shorts, a shirt and headscarf. She said, There was no answer, so thought I’d try the back. Her eyes travelled down Chrissy’s body. How do you do it? Knock back cocktails all day and still look like that?
Chrissy laughed and swam towards the steps. I’ve only had one.
Make me one, would you? And I’ve got to get a look at this house. She took in the glass walls with a low whistle. Extraordinary.
Chrissy dried herself, then slipped on a robe. I’ll give you a tour.
Oh my, said Kay as they entered the lounge. Chrissy assumed she was talking about the house and felt a rush of pride. But when she turned, she saw Kay bending over the framed photograph of her and Frank outside a Las Vegas chapel.
That’s Frank? Kay looked, open-mouthed. That’s the famous Frank? She turned again to the picture. Hello, dreamboat. She straightened up and glanced at Chrissy. Huh.
The way Kay said this irked Chrissy, as if Chrissy had gone down a little in her estimation. It wasn’t that Chrissy thought herself spectacular, but she had been told so plenty of times. To be demoted from the top of the podium stirred a strange feeling inside.
*
Kay says we should have a party, she said, as they undressed that night. A housewarming. Show off our Mirage.
Frank sighed. I don’t really care what Kay says.
He had arrived home just as their neighbour was leaving, and Chrissy knew he had noticed her eyes roving his body. It seemed to put him on edge, and Chrissy loved noticing his discomfort.
You don’t like her?
He looked incredulous. Do you?
Chrissy shrugged. Not really. But we don’t know many people, and it would be nice to show off Mirage. Her skin tingled as she thought of all the new women she would meet.
Frank removed his watch before going over to where she sat on the edge of the bed. He lifted her chin and slowly ran his hands through her hair. I don’t care about showing off our house.
Chrissy looked up and closed her eyes, as he leant down to nuzzle her ear.
We have the house of our dreams, he whispered. A bedroom like the one where Elvis slept. A red diamond all of our own. Why the hell would we invite Kay-whatever-she’s-called and all the nosy neighbours in to taint it?
He pushed her gently back on the bed and they kissed, each caught in the idea of each other. Then he let his hands drift down her body to the hem of her nightgown.
Wait, said Chrissy. I want to ask you something.
He went in for another kiss. A longer one that left no room for talk.
She pulled away. When do you want to have a baby?
The thought had appeared as the clash of a cymbal, but it was the small exhale he gave as he fell back on to the bed that was deafening in her ears.
And I was so turned on, he muttered.
I’m not trying to turn you off. Quite the opposite.
Look, don’t get up from the bed. Christ, you look good in that nightgown … Is it see-through? Bloody hell, Chris, what are you trying to do to me.
Oh, stop it. You make me wish I was wearing a suit of armour.
Well, you’d probably love it. Can’t get more British than armour. And you’d be brilliant at holding my lance.
Shut up! Stop trying to make this funny! It’s not!
Then why are you laughing?
Oh, stop being so bloody – She threw his folded-up trousers in his direction … British!
What’s that supposed to mean?
I don’t know! Okay? Just have a serious conversation for once in your life.
Frank sighed. I spend my day having serious conversations. I come home to my wife, who I love and adore and find unbelievably sexy, and a serious conversation is the last thing on my mind.
Chrissy sat on the bed. Well, I spend my day waiting for you to be done with your day. And if you get home to a dinner on the table and a wife ready with a kiss, you can sure as hell give her a serious conversation.
Frank exhaled and ran a hand through his hair. He leant back, slid an arm around her. All right, Yankee. I’m here.
She looked down at him. Don’t you want to have a baby with me?
They both waited.
What I said earlier, said Frank, about the house and you. I meant it. I’ve won the lottery, Chrissy. And I never even bought a ticket! He squeezed her. Okay, enough jokes. Look … Everyone says we have to have kids, right? Society makes us. Human race depends on it. But here’s the thing … I don’t care about the human race. I mean, two world wars in half a century? ’Nam still rolling on? We’re cannon fodder. Why should I replace everyone who died with more kids that can one day die! Why should I bring more love into this world that would just mean more loss? For me, for you. Because when you love something so much, the idea of losing it … maybe it’s not even worth rolling the dice.
But …
Chrissy, just look at what we have. Not everyone gets this. I’m not saying I don’t ever want them. It’s not fair to do that to you. But, please, let’s live in the moment. Let’s not tamper with such a beautiful life.



The Temptations
Chrissy was now sure she wanted a baby. His reluctance had sparked a question she would answer herself. She had given up everything to come here and, really, what was there to show for it? A house only half hers and a husband who continually drew admiration. Society demanded a faithful wife, but men were always cut more slack. He wouldn’t cheat, she was sure. And yet how would she know? His advertising agency must have daily lines of models and tumblers of whisky for morning toasts. The gleam of darkness she loved in him could not be expected to shine only for her.
A baby would fix the fear, she thought. It would cement their bond and root them to the ground beneath the terrazzo. They would create a new being of love. Sometimes Chrissy paused in the circular lounge to imagine her children. She loved kids, how honest they were about feeling. Oh, what a life they would have! Summers in the pool, Christmas in the lounge, birthdays around the barbecue. Singing, dancing, no loneliness here. It was the House of Tomorrow, the promise of life to come in its name.
But first: the party. The creation of a social network. The setting of the scene for the family to come. Chrissy spent a small fortune on the invitations and, along with Kay, delivered them personally. There was genuine excitement and even neighbours who were busy came back to say plans had changed. Chrissy laughed down the telephone and said she was so pleased, and she was.
Just as in California, she was the talk of the town.
Oh, of course you look divine, said Kay, taking in Chrissy’s jumpsuit. She and Johnny were the first to arrive.
Chrissy, still flustered from readying the space – how she missed hired help – turned on her smile for Johnny, who leant his sweaty middle-aged face in for a kiss. His cologne made her retch and … My God, that comb-over.
How are you? Kay asked, taking a devilled egg.
Chrissy blew on her still-tacky nails. Nervous as hell.
Sweetheart, they’re lovely people. And desperate to see inside. I’ve never been so popular!
Chrissy watched Kay’s eyes settle on Frank and drift down his body. They would make new friends tonight. Chrissy would make sure of it.
Kay gasped at the pool, lit with floating flowers, thrust out an arm and knocked Chrissy’s tacky nail against her top. Chrissy stared at the streak of red varnish.
Oh, darling! Your beautiful outfit, ruined. Can we get it off?
Chrissy kept her smile going. I’ll run up and change.
She walked up the triangular staircase, Kay behind. Chrissy had spent so long choosing an outfit with the right vibe. Gorgeous but relatable, sexy but unthreatening. Tonight was to gain friends, not enemies, and meeting new women always brought with it the potential for civil war.
The sun was setting through the semi-circular wall of windows, and Chrissy already looked forward to tonight, when she would crawl into bed with Frank and watch the stars.
She laid out the dress she had rejected. Gold lamé, fitted, long, halter-neck. Completely sexy and unavoidably threatening. She sighed.
You need something to calm you down, said Kay, opening her bag.
Chrissy stared at the joint held out to her. She had never been into drugs, apart from a little LSD once when she had hated every colour and distortion. She was not an anxious person, but drugs made her so. Her old friends were nervy and marijuana chilled them out, but Chrissy had always prided herself on being in control and not needing chemicals. She was her own drug.
But this tightness in her chest and sickness in her stomach. Was this anxiety? Was this the start of a whole new feeling she couldn’t control? England was home, and it wasn’t. She was always the alien here.
Chrissy took a deep drag. The Who played from the lounge and the psychedelic organ beat quickened her heart. Another puff. She imagined Frank downstairs trying to make conversation.
Oh my, she thought, laughing. Is this what lives inside this tiny thing? What delight. She brought the joint closer, then focused on the wall that was moving. How funny. She no longer felt sick.
Kay watched her. Good shit, right? Now let’s get you changed.
Chrissy slipped off her jumpsuit and bra, then wiggled into the dress. Kay fastened the tie behind her neck. They laughed in the mirror.
Look at you now, said Kay. Like an Oscar.
Kay rested her chin on Chrissy’s shoulder. Chrissy smiled, her woozy brain deciding she had been unfair in her judgement. Hadn’t Kay picked her out? She pledged to start again with her. She missed having a friend to link arms with.
Back downstairs, Chrissy greeted the entering guests. Their eyes roved over the house, pool and, of course, Chrissy and Frank, who Chrissy was surprised to find could turn on the charm when needed. He took coats with his best smile. Desire pooled between her legs. How she loved the unexpected.
Frank hated parties. He loathed people in their space. Strangers spilling drinks on the shag carpet and dropping peanuts over the stereo. He had no interest in being neighbourly or allowing anyone in. But, when he looked over and caught Chrissy’s eye, his whole body throbbed. He would put in a performance every night if she wanted. They smiled. Even in a crowded room, they could turn the air electric.
Kay passed another joint to Chrissy, who could feel her own buzz fading and so took the longest inhale, wishing she could keep it to herself.
She linked arms with a woman at the buffet. Melissa, right? Melanie! Sorry … Haven’t you got the most beautiful red hair. You mean that’s natural? Wow, I’d die to have hair like that … Say, how about we dance?
Chrissy strode over to the record player, cutting through the husbands around the machinery. Now gentlemen, she said, we ladies want to dust off our dancing shoes. I’m thinking … this? She held up a record and they cheered the breasts behind the sleeve.
Chrissy and Melanie began gyrating and others came over to join them. In a while they could move outside, thought Chrissy, circulate round the pool, maybe even skinny-dip. She laughed as she remembered the times she had done so at parties, the coolness of the water, the warmth of a California night. Surely August in England was similar. Please let it be similar.
She felt a touch on her arm and turned to see Frank with blue eyes of concern. Chrissy watched the women drink him in.
Hey, can I have a word?
She winked at the women and followed him up towards the kitchen.
You okay?
She frowned. Sure?
Have you taken something? Are you high?
Chrissy rolled her eyes. Look around you, Frank. Everybody’s high.
I’m not.
Well – she smoothed his collar – congratulations on being a party pooper, darling. It’s your best trick.
He stared at her. Your pupils are sort of crazy.
You mean like this house up on the hill? She laughed as she recalled Kay’s first words to her.
What does that mean?
Ah, forget it. Is that all? Only I’m having the time of my life out there. She leant forward. Did you see those women checking you out? They all have the hots for my husband.
He sucked in his cheeks, a habit she knew signalled annoyance. Are you sure you don’t need a lie-down?
Inside, she lit an angry flare. Oh, go play with your dinosaurs. She pushed past him and went back to the lounge, where the women cheered her return. She threw out her arms. Hey, Johnny, she called towards the record player. Keep those tunes coming!
Chrissy felt the songs drift through her and took a drag of each joint as compliments sang in her ear. Oh, I’m having such a wonderful time, she thought. This is all I’ve ever wanted. To be admired, yes, but also to admire my own life, to have fun pulse through every vein and laughter punctuate every sentence. What a night. What beautiful people. I don’t remember their names, but I’ll always remember how they made me feel.
And then Kay reached in and pulled her off the dance floor.
You know what would make this fun? she said, giggling with another woman, whose arm looped through hers. Chrissy, have you ever been to a key party?
Of course she has, she’s American, said the woman.
What’s a key party? called Melanie. The women shushed her with a laugh.
Chrissy smiled, a little superior. She knew people who had done key parties. They were older, thirties or so, people whose marriages had grown jaded. She had been too young in California for commitments to be made, let alone ones to break. Wait … She looked around. Was she old already?
The men put their keys in a bowl, said Kay. Then each woman pulls one out and goes home with the owner of the key.
And does what? asked Melanie, frowning. The women stared at her. Ohhhhhh.
Chrissy glanced at the men. How do you know they would be up for it?
Kay laughed. That’s a joke, right?
This sounds amazing, said Melanie, and Chrissy looked bemused. Clearly she had underestimated the British.
Come on, Chrissy. We’ll take your lead. We’re clueless!
It took only a split-second for Chrissy to decide. Two steps over to the sideboard and she had emptied out the potpourri. It spilled on to the shag, and they cheered as she held up the bowl.
I’ll get Matt’s keys, said Melanie, almost running up the stairs.
Chrissy approached the men, the women behind her. Gentlemen, she said. Your keys, please.
The men looked at her, their mouths falling open. Saliva almost dribbled down their chins. One by one, the keys dropped into the bowl.
Your turn, said Kay, taking it from her.
Huh?
Go and get Frank’s keys.
Chrissy laughed, her smile no longer bright. Oh, no, she said, trying to reclaim the bowl. Hosts excused, obviously.
The women frowned and a flash of disappointment crossed Kay’s face, then she cleared her throat and went again. But that wouldn’t be fair. You can’t throw a housewarming and not be part of the warmth.
Chrissy looked round for Frank. He hadn’t been in the room, and now she saw him through the patio doors, helping the hired bartender set up. He had heard her unspoken wish to move outside.
She turned back to the women, who now looked annoyed, mocking, and she felt the power slipping from her jewelled fingers.
A host must lead the guests, said Johnny, changing the record. The sound of The Temptations filled the room.
Is this them? Melanie returned holding Frank’s keys, taken from the door, and Chrissy watched Mirage’s heavy metal form swing between her fingers.
She gave her most enchanting smile, extended her arm, then dropped in the keys.
The party continued, guests dancing around the bowl. Chrissy had faux-conversations, her eyes continually drifting to the blue opaque glass. It was as if Frank was in there, waiting.
Some people would have sobered up, gone to the bathroom, smashed a pipe and caused a flood to end the party. Chrissy would later wish she had thought of that. Instead, she doubled down. She got wasted.
Margarita after Margarita. Tom Collins after Old Fashioned. She put them away without a single canapé. Nobody would want her if she knocked herself out. Although she wouldn’t put it past them.
She avoided Frank, turning away from his gaze. One side of her brain was in free-fall, while the other was convinced something would happen in the next half-hour to avert this crisis – the spaceship lifting from its foundations and whisking her back to California.
Chrissy watched the men spill Martinis over her white carpet and back-slap like jocks, their camaraderie growing at the thought of not taking home their own wives.
Her insides plummeted. They were surrounded. She and Frank had built their House of Tomorrow right in the heart of their land. She racked her brain for a solution – one that would avoid a repeat of the women’s mockery, allowing her to cling to the social network she had formed inside her head – but the smudge of the Margaritas prevented her.
Then Frank’s hand was rough around her elbow and he was leading her out into darkness. It was quiet here, the bartender now circulating inside. She looked through the windows and saw the guests dancing, laughing, drinking, their bodies moving through the rooms Frank and Chrissy called home. It looked so gorgeous from this angle. The perfect party house. She did not notice that the flowers in the pool were now wilted.
Frank’s words cut into the night.
Why the hell has your friend’s husband come up to say all the men are taking bets on who ends up with my wife?
Her stomach flipped. She wanted to vomit all over the terrazzo.
Chrissy. His eyes did not leave her face. What have you done?
It wasn’t my idea. It just … happened. All I did was give Kay the bowl. I thought it would just be them, but then they insisted we join in too. She tried to laugh. It’s all so silly when you think about it.
Yes, it is silly. Very silly. And now you’ll go back in there, switch on all the lights and say the party’s over.
She stared at the ground. Yes, that was all she needed to do. Stride back in there. Say those three little words. That was all there was to it.
I can’t believe you’re hesitating, said Frank. You are, aren’t you? You’re actually thinking of doing this.
It’s not that I want to. It’s –
Go on, tell me. Is this normal in California? Hell, is this normal in England now? To share spouses like a bottle of wine? I’m all on my own here, aren’t I? I’m the only person who doesn’t want to trade. Well, I expect it of that lot. Christ, I’ve known them five minutes and they’re dogs on heat. But I never thought my own wife would be …
Chrissy looked up. What, she said. A slut? She saw the word in his eyes and bristled – It’s a party, Frank. We’re here to have fun.
Something cracked in his expression. You call this fun?
You said we should live in the moment. What’s more of the moment than this?
Don’t be ridiculous. You were asking me to make you pregnant, and I said you were enough for me. I was right. How could I handle a mini version of you? You’re exhausting.
And you keep me locked up like I’m some prisoner. It’s a wonder I’m not going out of my mind. Do you know the freedom I had in California? I would go anywhere, drive to Palm Springs, stop at the side of the road and pick up whoever I pleased.
You want me to allow burglars in so you can fuck other men? You seem to be doing that just fine. In fact, you put my keys in that bowl without asking. Who’s the jailer now?
All I know is I’ve had more fun tonight than in months. I’ve seen people. I’ve been talked to.
He smiled. So that’s it. Poor Chrissy doesn’t have anyone here between nine and five to tell her she’s beautiful. Everyone, come in and screw my wife just so she knows she exists.
Her eyes began to hurt. She could no longer see him properly, standing there beside the pool. Yesterday they had made love in the water, and now she saw dead flowers floating on top. A tear rolled down her cheek.
Frank was looking at her with a strange expression. You think those people are your friends? He laughed. They couldn’t give a damn what’s behind that skin of yours. They don’t love you li – He broke off.
Chrissy took a deep breath. You’re full of insults tonight, but you can’t even tell your wife you love her. What a big, strong man. Terrified of three little words.
She stumbled back inside, taking a drink from the tray and downing half in one go. Hello, neighbours, she called. How about we get to know each other better?
They cheered as she came down the steps.
Kay’s face was a pretty sight when she didn’t pull Frank from the bowl. A weedy man jumped up, knocking off his glasses, and Kay rolled her eyes. Come on, Howard. Get your coat.
Chrissy leant against the sideboard as the women played Lucky Dip. She glanced up at Frank, who stood separate from the men, leaning against the window. He wouldn’t look at her. She could tell he was getting drunker. Chrissy’s insides burned both from his sting and her own desire.
Melanie wiggled her bottom as she bent over the bowl.
No looking, someone called. That’s not fair!
Melanie laughed and reached in, then pulled out the keys to Mirage.
Chrissy swallowed her own retching. Frank’s expression didn’t change as Melanie sauntered over.
One host down, said Johnny.
Don’t faint, Chrissy thought. She strolled over and plunged her hand into the few keys left. Why hadn’t she gone first? She would have known Mirage’s heavy keys by touch. Her fingers closed around what felt like a keyring in the shape of a car. Chrissy dangled it from her finger and Johnny clapped his hands.
One loud boom.
It was now just the four of them. Frank still leant against the window. Melanie wandered about, swilling her drink. Johnny stood at the buffet, resting a small plate under his chin and feeding cheese balls into his mouth. When Chrissy appeared, he turned, still chewing, and said, There you are! Wondered where you’d got to.
She couldn’t look at them. I’ll get my coat, she said, and went into the hall. She was doing up the buttons – every last one – when Frank walked past, silent.
Hey, she said, touching his arm.
He stopped and stared at her hand.
You won’t go in the bedroom, will you? she said in a quiet voice.
He finally looked at her, and the sadness on his face broke her heart. You’re giving me rules?
Frank … She held his arm. It’s one stupid night. We’re strong enough for this … hell, we’ll laugh about it years from now. This house holds our future. It’s the House of Tomorrow, for God’s sake. Forget today.
He gave a strange laugh.
Is it? I thought we named it Mirage.
Chrissy walked slowly towards Johnny’s Ford Cortina. The leather seats squeaked on contact, Kay’s perfume lingering. Johnny panted and squeezed under the steering wheel, but Chrissy stopped him from starting the engine.
Do you think we could … She closed her eyes.
Oh, I suppose we can get a little acquainted. What’s your favourite colour? He gave a wet-sounding chuckle.
She opened her eyes and saw into Mirage. The low lights were still on. No movement. Actually, do you think you could turn the car to face the other way?
Johnny huffed and started the engine. He turned smoothly around the circle so they faced the narrow driveway leading to the road.
Engine off, said Chrissy. She tried clinging to the Margaritas.
Please, said Johnny in a light tone. Americans like to take – Gimme a banana split! – but we favour a more polite method of speaking.
Mmm. I’m sure that empire was built only with politeness.
Johnny gave a hearty laugh and extended an arm over the back of her seat. Kay said you were amusing. I like a woman with a sense of humour. They make things, shall we say, smoother. His fingers stroked her neck.
The mention of his wife astounded her. And yet, Chrissy thought, Kay was consenting, so, really, there was a strange honesty at play. Chrissy’s drunken brain became so fixed on the morals and ethics that it didn’t register what was happening: Johnny’s fingers unbuttoning her coat.
Her eyes focused on the newly planted willows framing the drive. Frank had wanted privacy and she had always loved a willow, the rushing leaves in the wind, their heads weeping as they gave in to the elements. In ten years they would be as tall as the house and then nobody would be able to see inside. She couldn’t wait.
She turned to find Johnny lightly masturbating. She studied him as she would a specimen in the wild. He had his head thrown back, mouth open, eyes on her throat and moving south. She felt amused at his being aroused by her coat, then looked down at the gold lamé stretched over her chest.
She sobered up in that moment. What the hell was she doing? She talked of honesty, but this whole situation had stemmed from her euphoria when everyone cheered as she dropped in the keys. She talked of consent, but she had never asked Frank. She had berated him for not saying he loved her when he showed her a hundred times a day. And, if he had punched the man, barricaded the doors, refused to let her go … how would she have felt? Both angry and turned on, both indignant and suffused with desire. Yes, he was right: she was exhausting. Oh God – she put a hand to her heart – there was another woman in her house, and possibly in her bed.
She tightened her coat. Sorry, sweetheart, gotta go. This has been nice.
W-What do you mean? Nothing’s happened?
Everything’s happened. She pulled the door handle.
Johnny grabbed her arm. Now look here. My wife’s off doing God-knows-what so I’ll have my own fun.
And you look like you’re having a blast, so feel free to stick around until you’re done.
I’ll tell everyone it happened anyway.
She laughed, no longer caring what these people thought. Be my guest. And you might want to pop your thing away. She looked down. I think it’s a little cold.
Chrissy got out of the car and leant in through the window with a sweet smile. Thank you for the most wonderful time. Is that polite enough for your ass?
The house looked the same as when she left it, the air loud with silence. Chrissy paused in the entranceway and looked up at the open bedroom door. She checked her hair in the mirror. He had to see her entirely unchanged.
Chrissy hung her coat in the hallway closet, ignoring the screaming in her veins. Where were they? Her hand trembled as she closed the door. This was all her fault. She had given this woman to her husband and her husband to this woman – what right did she have to interrupt when she had dealt all rights to them?
Chrissy descended the lounge steps. And, as she looked past the mess to the glass doors that led outside, her breath caught in her throat.
*
Frank had watched Johnny following Chrissy as she left. That salivating pig had held open the door like a gentleman – Frank’s own door, the one he triple-locked every night – then pulled it casually shut behind him. Frank stared at the lock.
Earlier, his first instinct had been to walk over to the stereo and smash the record, call the whole thing off. Get out of my house, he wanted to shout. Instead he watched Chrissy falling into oblivion, swaying on the dance floor as she knocked back drink after drink. His heart said to drag her upstairs and barricade the door. Nobody can touch her. She’s mine.
But she wasn’t his. She belonged entirely to herself. This was the instinct Frank had to fight: the desire for ownership. Hadn’t her free-spiritedness been what drew him to her? Hadn’t it been the careless way she had skidded into the dirt, hair tangled and wild, giving no thought to danger? He could not keep all that in a cage and expect it to stay the same. He could not crush what he loved, just so he alone could hold its bones.
She had told him plenty of times he was old-fashioned. Always with a laugh, always with a light pummel of his arm, as if it didn’t matter. He knew the world was changing. In London they were all at it, jumping into bed with anyone. He’d read the articles, seen the bohemians in the street, and perhaps if he hadn’t already won the jackpot he would have been one of those men tonight. He found her confusing, infuriating, but he knew he himself was a ragbag of contradiction. Yesterday in his hair and dress; tomorrow in his home.
Then his instinct had been to beat Johnny to a pulp. Grind his face into the terrazzo. This had once been his style. Aged fifteen, his adoptive father having scrammed, he had made mischief on the bomb sites still littering the city with a gang that satisfied his yearning to belong. The years since had softened his violence, but it was still there in the sinew and skin. It flared up at times, like that day on the Tottenham Court Road, and he could still remember her flinch when he took her hand. Her pulling away from him. He would not do anything to risk her pulling away. He wanted monogamy, but a dark voice inside said he would settle for less, so long as she came home to him.
So this was love? Smothering his instincts, letting the person be their true self? He was figuring it out on the job. He was scrambling about, back on those bomb sites, finding his footing and hoping the ground didn’t explode. She had come from so much love and thrown it away when they wouldn’t accept her. Frank couldn’t risk that. He had nothing else to keep him warm.
The woman – he forgot her name – stepped in front, obscuring his view of the door.
She put one foot on the bedroom stairs and reached for his hand.
Frank walked away, past the silent jukebox and through the patio doors. The pool glistened in the moonlight. He stared at its still waters, trying not to imagine what was taking place not far from here.
He returned to the kitchen and opened the Scotch, knocking it back. Poured another. Went back out. Turned the sunlounger away from the house and sat down.
The woman reappeared. Now she tried coquette, nuzzling his leg. She reached out to him on the lounger, stroking his hair.
Frank flinched.
How about the pool? she whispered.
He took another swig. This woman didn’t even exist. He was back on the road to Palm Springs, waiting, wanting, brushing the desert from his skin. Hoping someone would stop. And then the screech of tyres and a whirl of gold, a plume of dust in the air. He was on the other side of the world, finally beginning his life. And then, before he could walk over, the car started back up and rejoined the highway, the blonde fading into the mirage.
He drained the glass.
The woman faced him now, parting his legs with her knees. She knelt down and leant her elbows on his thighs, coming close to his mouth. His mind was still in California as she put her lips to his.
The glass fell from his hand. The lid of his heart he had worked hard to tighten flew off and violence filled his brain. He pushed her away.
She began to snivel. You don’t want me?
No, he said. I don’t want you.
She stopped crying. What’s wrong with you?
What’s wrong with wanting one person? Not needing anyone else.
The woman looked amazed. It’s a screw. It’s scratching an itch. She’s not even here!
Yes, she is.
They both turned to see Chrissy in her gold dress, standing in the open patio door. She looked at Frank and gave a small shake of her head, imperceptible to anyone but him.
Frank’s entire body softened.
There was the sound of her heels as she stepped on to the patio. Her eyes did not leave his face.
The party’s over, she finally said.
Frank stared at Chrissy and felt the weight of that sentence, those three little words. They would no longer dance and play at the cliff face. They had stepped too close to the edge. It was time to retreat, and, in that second, they both grew up.
They walked slowly closer and Frank felt that glass of Scotch warm him through. Now they faced each other. Bride and groom.
I love you, he finally said.



It Starts Now
Three years later
On the day of his daughter’s birth, Frank O’Hara stood in the hospital room holding a bundle of cloth the nurse declared a ‘bonny wee lass’. He stared at the yawning face and felt the tiny fingers curl around his own. A hard pebble of fear formed within him.
How was it that an hour spent in Chrissy’s arms nine months before had led here? Was it fair that such temporary bliss should tether him for a lifetime? He wished he were an animal, so pure in unconscious thought that he would not have to wonder. An animal would not mourn a future that no longer existed. An animal would not question its own ability but simply curl up with its young. And, when the pup was grown, it would leave to live its own life, free from complication.
It suits you, said a tired Chrissy from the bed, her hair matted. She was still his rare, red diamond.
The men at the pub had advised him not to be in the delivery room. She won’t want you there, they said, and it’ll put you right off. But Chrissy had wanted him there. From the eighth month, when walking became a challenge – are you sure you’re not housing twins, the midwife said – she had started clutching his hand and gazing with fear into mirrors. You will stay with me, she said. Don’t leave me, Frank. She was in a foreign land and he was now her husband, mother and father. He returned the tightness of her grip.
Frank had watched her transform from his merry Chrissy into a force of nature on that hospital bed. For much of the birth, she had knelt, growling, and he sensed her contractions by the clench of her fists. He fetched cold flannels, stroked her back, told himself she didn’t mean it when she slapped his hand away.
And then she was sobbing and the midwife confirmed the time had come. He felt stuck as screams took her over. It was like watching a dying beast and all Frank could think was: Really? Is this the best we can do? We can send men to the moon and put on suits and go about our lives like everything is fine, but we still haven’t come up with a way of smoothing our entry into this world and really, deep down, we are all just animals. He had felt torn between awe for his wife and anger that she was enduring such agony, fear that he could not keep her safe.
Then Clover slithered out into the midwife’s hands, Chrissy whimpered and Frank shrank back at the sight of his daughter.
The nurse wrapped Clover in a blanket and handed her over, the instructions ending there. They would have to figure out the rest.
Frank looked down at his firstborn, who stared up at him with eyebrows raised as if expecting an answer. So it starts now, Frank thought.
A deep breath. A glance at the bed to check Chrissy was sleeping.
Now, listen up, my … girl. Here we are. You don’t know me and I don’t know you, and I’m not sure how it’ll go for us, because, to be honest, I’m still the kid with the questions. Mine were never answered. And it’s strange holding you now, because I’ve just realized … I’m not that kid any more. Now you’ll be the one wanting to know.
That’s your mother over there. Look at her sleeping. She’s the most fantastic thing that’s ever happened and watching her go through that, seeing the pain you put her through – now, it’s not your fault, I know that – it made me feel, well, terrified. Like looking at you now. You’re the pain that’s passed out of her and now she’s at peace, but also there’s this bundle I’ve somehow got to take care of. I guess what I’m trying to say is … I don’t know what I’m doing.
Frank stared out at the sun getting low in the sky.
I’ll promise you this, though. I’ll figure it out with you. Will you let me do that? Promise not to expect me to be the best? God knows I expected it and it didn’t work out, and maybe it hurt more because I wanted better. So let that be the first lesson. Don’t expect too much. That way, we might rub along.
Clover clung to his fingers, and Frank felt a stab of feeling.
I’ll try. I’ll do my best for you. Do you hear me, love? I’ll be there.
On the day of his daughter’s birth, Frank O’Hara did what all new parents do. Made a promise he would never keep.
*
Chrissy picked up her daughter and leant against the headboard, cradling her to her chest. Clover’s cries came loud and often, although whether louder and more often than other babies, Chrissy was unsure. All she knew was her baby was calling out for love and she would give it to her.
A tap on the wall downstairs. Chrissy strained to listen. She was stir-crazy. At first she hadn’t minded the idea of a week’s recovery in bed. The stitches hurt so much that she cried with each step, and the idea of snuggling Clover while rain lashed the windows was too glorious. But instead the weather sent sun: bright, harsh December sun that made magic of morning frosts and blinded brand-new mothers. She had grumbled and shut the curtains, putting them in darkness. Day five, the tears had come. The baby blues. Chrissy hugged Clover and wiped the tears falling on her baby’s head. They’ll pass, the nurse said. Chrissy had turned all mirrors away, not recognizing her body or the dark eye sockets in her sallow face. Will they pass, she wondered. Will the way I looked be the way I’ll look again? Or has that passed too?
There it was once more, that tap. She called Frank. He put his head around the door. What’s that noise? What are you doing down there?
He gave a mysterious smile. All in good time, my sweet. He came in. How are you? Need anything? Frank leant down and kissed her forehead.
Chrissy looked up. And your daughter, she said.
Mmm?
A kiss for your daughter.
Oh. Right, yes. He gave her a brief kiss. Sandwich?
Sure. Chrissy watched him leave, then planted a long kiss on Clover’s cheek. There, she whispered.
She had noticed it from the start, his tendency to act as if Clover wasn’t around. He held her only when Chrissy or the nurse put her in his arms. Chrissy had seen him interact just once: yesterday, when she woke and found him by the bed, looking down at the baby. It had made her heart ache, seeing the smile on his face and him holding out his finger, and then Chrissy had broken the spell by speaking. Isn’t she lovely, she said, and the smile disappeared. It was as if he was embarrassed at being caught in the act of loving.
Chrissy had the opposite problem. She couldn’t get enough. The nurse had said she should put Clover down to sleep around noise in front of the television, but Chrissy couldn’t think of anything worse. She would bring her baby up gently. No evening headlines in her newborn ears, no laying bare the truth that the world she had entered was broken. She would not know sadness yet.
Frank brought in her tea and sandwich. He stood by the bed, waiting for her to put down the invisible baby.
Just leave them there, said Chrissy, irritation in her voice.
He didn’t move. But it’ll get cold.
There’ll be many cold sandwiches and tea in my future. It’s fine.
She can cope with being left for five minutes. You need to eat. The nurse said it was important to rest and get your energy back, and I don’t think –
Her tone was sharp. I said I’ll eat in a minute.
He put them on the bedside table.
She sighed. I’m sorry, Frank. I’m just tired. I’m so tired. She closed her eyes as he stroked her hair and looked at her with concern.
You really need to let her cry for a while. Don’t pick her up every time. The nurse said it will spoil her and it will spoil you too.
Her eyes flew open. You want me to let her bawl so you can get your wife back? Get my beauty sleep, you mean?
No! All I mean is –
Clover started to whimper and then howl. Chrissy clutched her. Just leave us, she said, and the door clicked shut.
Chrissy started to cry. She didn’t want this. He had been so good during the birth. Since arriving home, he had attempted to cook and settled for kissing her cheek when she was too tired to turn her head. She wanted to feel his arms around her and Clover, his protection keeping them safe. She did not want tears to keep falling and did not understand why they continually did.
In the whole week, she had ventured downstairs only once and been shocked by the state of the house. He was unused to housework, being usually at the office when she did it, and the result was chaos and disorder. Chrissy had returned upstairs, preferring to swap reality for bed.
There it was again. That never-ending tapping.
Frank had the idea a week before the birth.
They were lying on the curved sofa, Chrissy propped up against pillows as Frank massaged her feet. He considered them a work of art. Narrow with a fine arch and heel, a pencil drawing of exquisite proportions. He had to hold himself back from kissing them.
Do you remember that first night? he said. At the House of Tomorrow. In the pool.
He worked his thumb between her toes.
I remember thinking I was the luckiest bloke in the world. I remember dropping my towel and you pulling off your dress. I remember telling you my name because I didn’t want to be another hitch-hiker, but as real to you as that town. And now, years later, it’s me that’s real, and the town that’s the dream.
She was watching him. You mean you want to go back?
He shrugged. Well, sure. It’s where we had the best week of our lives. But what I mean is that everything’s always in motion. You want something, then get it, and, because you got it, the other thing you had or could have had has gone. You can’t keep hold of everything. There’s never room for everything all at once.
He held her foot tightly and kissed each one of her toes.
The next day, while Chrissy napped, he went through his negatives and found the photograph. He remembered the afternoon. That week in Palm Springs, that day in the mountains. Her golden hair tinged by the mellow, dying light, her laughing at his dirty joke. It had been such a casual thing, the taking of that photograph. Frank had thought it a cracker at first sight.
He had it printed big at a place in town and paid a small fortune for a grand rococo frame, because he would place it where it could be seen from all directions. Now he heard her upstairs soothing Clover’s foreign cry as he put the hammer to the nail. Pride of place was where she would live, where everyone could see her.
He went up and found her with the baby, as always. She looked so pale. Yesterday he had tried opening the curtains until she snapped at him. He had wanted to take charge – Look at you, you need some goddamn light – but the memory of her giving birth made him stop. He was sure he had nearly lost her, even though it was apparently a normal birth. The idea of her death because of something he had never wanted haunted him. When he looked at the baby, it was hard to see past the screams, and how could he ever connect when there was always somebody watching? Falling in love was a private act, a chemical reaction. You couldn’t force it. Chrissy had known Clover already, known the pattern of her day. She expected him to feel the same, yet he had only just turned up.
Frank went downstairs to fry the bacon. How hard could it be? The fat spluttered and dripped on to the base of the oven. He leant in to mop up the juice with a towel, burning his hand. He ran to the tap. It would blister. Sigh. Another week of leave to go. He almost wished the days away.
He took up the unwanted tea and sandwich. The picture would cheer her up, he thought. She will see the effort I’m making and love me again.
Staring at the picture now, he swam in the rush of former times. Then he looked at the space where it would hang. Chrissy’s love of fashion meant green flocked wallpaper and not the clean, white walls he had sought. He lived in the wrong era. Shops and magazines heaved with Art Nouveau and chintzy Victoriana, ruffles, fleurs-de-lis, Edwardian lace. He hated the sight of them, but love is a great leveller. She had moved across the world for him; she would get whatever she wanted.
Tap, tap. He hung the picture and stepped back.
The bedroom door opened and Chrissy appeared on the stairs in her long nightgown. She was alone, her arms empty. He was so taken with delight at the sight of her – look how his tea and sandwich had brought colour to her cheeks – that Frank did not notice her shivering. He was too consumed with his own idea of love, and instead watched her take in the sight of herself from years ago. His beautiful, radiant Chrissy who would forever live upon the wall.
Just look at you, he said, but this only made her cry.
Mirage changed as they did. Thick curtains went up at the windows to hide the rain from Frank, the sun from Chrissy and the cold wind from outside.
He found his own way with Clover. It had been a tentative beginning, and love did not rush from the start. He was ashamed that all he wanted was Chrissy, and yet not ashamed at all. It was good not to crave more. He was satisfied. That was a red diamond all in itself.
It was not Clover’s fault she had been born. He knew that. And so he tried to engage: taking her picture, teaching her to swim and dancing with her to Elvis on the jukebox. On December 25th, he wore a Father Christmas outfit that Chrissy had made, smiling at himself in the mirror. He was far removed from his zone of comfort, and it both amused and confused him. So this is who I could be, he thought. Little by little, the mortar in his walls began to loosen. He pocketed these tiny shards of Frank the Good Father. It never felt entirely natural, but Chrissy was his teacher, and he wanted to make her proud. If you love me, she would say, you will love her. She needs your love more.
He was never without his camera. Take our picture, Frank, Chrissy would say, and he would shoot endless rolls of film. Chrissy bought him a slide projector, and often they would close the curtains and huddle together on the sofa to watch their life play out on Kodachrome. She gave him the official job of documenting their family. These days will fly, she said.
They muddled along, Chrissy beside them, the glue between daughter and dad. She was patient with Frank, seeing his effort, and, even if it wasn’t in his nature – as it was in hers – to pick up their daughter and twirl her, or run forward with arms open when he entered the house, she knew eventually that would change. All Chrissy had to do was to be there, showing him how to be.



A New, More Urgent Life
As her body healed and her mind lost its fuzz, Chrissy found she was a natural mother. Frank was in awe. When Clover cried, Chrissy did not react with annoyance or silence, but stopped whatever she was doing and threw her arms around her. There were times Frank felt jealous of his own daughter, for her random luck of a good mother.
Fun was Chrissy’s entire existence. What could make this meal more fun? What could make this supermarket trip more fun? It was no work for her, this ability to radiate. All his life, Frank’s glass had been half empty, and then someone came along with too much in their cup. They poured into his without asking, and look how they overflowed with more.
In the few years since their first and only party, they had taken care with who they let into Mirage. There was no contact with neighbours, no popping round for a cup of sugar, and it was with pleasure that they saw the willows grow tall. Chrissy chatted to mothers at the park, but they were a way to spend an hour, scratch a lonely itch, and she had no interest in properly looking outside of Frank and Clover. Strengthening their walls was her focus. There would be plenty of time later for friends.
Sometimes Frank took his wife to work functions and watched the room fall in love with her. They would stand side by side, linking arms, then go home and have slow, intense sex with the lights on. Their passion showed no sign of dying. There was no Let’s just get it over with. The constant presence of a child gave their intimacy a new, more urgent life.
And then Clover was a year old, and Chrissy said they should see other people. She laughed at his alarm and said, No, silly. I mean now we need proper friends. Our daughter should grow up with life around her. And we need people too.
A few houses in the road had changed hands, so they went cold-calling on new neighbours, bringing fruitcake and seizing the chance to vet in the flesh. Chrissy approached mothers in the Boots aisles. She blamed her forwardness on being American – she had learnt the British art of self-deprecation – and, although Frank was always less enthusiastic than Chrissy, they soon acquired friends.
The house became noisy. Pool parties in summer. In fact, parties all year round; adults round for cocktails once Clover was in bed, often dancing on the patio until the early hours. Chrissy’s American dining was devoured – s’mores on the kitchen barbecue, sloppy joes, corn dogs, Philly cheesesteaks. People begged for invites to Mirage. Parents coming to collect might be handed a fresh Tom Collins upon arrival and not leave until their kids had fallen asleep in a corner.
It was a house that time forgot.
Chrissy continued to sew. She ran up dresses and flares for Clover, shirts for Frank, and wrap dresses and flowy kaftans worn with long necklaces for herself. There were silk jumpsuits and wool jackets, denim paired with cheesecloth, disco-ball trousers and long skinny scarves. Always colour, always a hot pink or a thread of cobalt blue.
Chrissy began a quilt when Jesse was a few months old. A patchwork quilt for her and Frank’s bed, reminiscent of the one her mother had inherited from her mother, who had inherited it from her own. A long line of mothers. Chrissy too would have inherited it eventually, but there was no chance of that now. Instead, she searched pattern books until she found it. A large six-pointed star. Sunshine yellow. Using the fabric remnants from the clothes she had made, she began to measure and cut. She would continue the pattern of inheritance, the quilt one day belonging to Clover.
The pieces were ready to sew when Jesse was just over a year old. Chrissy worked at the dining table, while Jesse napped and Clover was at pre-school. It took over a year because she often slept instead of sewing, Jesse needing her in the night.
One morning after another bad night, she asked Frank if he could take Clover to school so she could sleep, but he couldn’t move his appointment. Chrissy got up and readied them as usual. As they ate breakfast, she laid the quilt over her bed to check the size. This week she would stitch the two sides together. By the end of the month it would be done.
The phone rang as she was putting on her coat. Their new neighbour Rachel was calling to ask if they were free for dinner a week on Saturday. They had hung out with Rachel and Mark a few times over the summer and enjoyed their easy company. We’d love that, said Chrissy, cradling the phone as she buttoned Clover’s coat. But a week on Saturday was so far away. Why don’t they come for a cocktail tonight?
She laughed as she put down the phone. Frank would complain when she told him, but there would be plenty of evenings to curl up together. Good friends took work; they had both learnt that. Relationships needed nurturing. Chrissy stood at the top of the lounge steps and smiled at the sight of the built-in leather sofa and curved rock wall. All these years on, the house still marched to its own beat, and it was becoming the home she had always envisioned. Laughter, happiness, passion, love … Here, tomorrow was golden.
Mummy, said Clover, pulling at her mackintosh belt. Can we put on the jukebox?
Chrissy bent down. Later, sweetie. Listen – she pointed to the vaulted roof that pounded with rain – we’ll have to drive slow. There’ll be plenty of time for dancing tomorrow.
She grabbed her bag and threw a quick glance at the open bedroom door, then bundled the children out.
They drove slowly, the rain the sound of machine-gun fire. Chrissy saw a patch of blue sky and the sun almost streaming through. Sun’s coming, she called to Clover, who like her father hated the rain.
I don’t want to go to school, said Clover when they arrived.
Chrissy smiled in the mirror. Why not, sweetheart?
I want to go home with you and dance. It’s not fair that Jesse gets you every day and I don’t. She stuck out her quivering lip.
Oh, darling, said Chrissy, turning to face her. Your brother spends a lot of time asleep. We really don’t have that much fun. And you want to see your friends, don’t you?
Clover shook her head. I want to be home with you.
Chrissy paused, almost tempted. She missed Clover when she was at pre-school, and she was already worrying about what she would do when Jesse went. Well, she would just have to have another and another and another.
I know you do, she said, but this is where you learn to do things by yourself. That’s important, Clove. You need to go off and have big adventures. I can’t be there for every one.
Clover thought about this. Can Jesse come on my big adventure?
Chrissy nodded. One day!
Okay. We’ll go to Palm Springs first.
Excellent choice. Now, hoods up.
She kissed Clover and watched her go in, then ran back to the car in torrential rain and dived in to find Jesse asleep. Yikes, she said as she shook off her hood, then thought of Frank in his dry, warm office.
She turned on the radio. Elvis! She sang as she drove, thinking of how she would play this one later on the jukebox with Clover, and, as it was Elvis, maybe Frank would join in too. Chrissy smiled, remembering him petting Clover’s head that morning when he passed her in the hall. Little by little, step by step, she had played the long game. She had laid down a new kind of normal, smothering the cold early years that shaped him and that he rarely spoke about. Careful does it now, don’t show your heart. He knew nothing of his original parents, only that he had ended up in an orphanage, alone and unwanted, and the joy he had felt when a couple took him home was soon snuffed out with kicks under the table and clips round the ear.
Chrissy had known the opposite. Love. Abundance. Lately she had wondered if she had been hasty in leaving all that behind. Not that she would ever have given up Frank, but the thrills she had been seeking had now become everyday, ordinary, and perhaps it was time to view California as the adventure. Not as an end point – although she imagined Frank would jump at the chance to move – but as a trip to show her babies the sunshine she had taken for granted. How Frank would love it.
She was still thinking of Frank when an oncoming car tooted its horn and put on its hazards. She braked. The detail of the car was obscured by the rain, but it slowed on approach, the driver winding down the window.
Careful, the man said, then saw Chrissy and stopped.
Oh, hey, said Chrissy. It had been seven years since she had seen Johnny holding his penis. She suppressed a laugh.
He looked straight ahead. Take care round the corner, he said flatly. The flood stretches across the road.
Thanks so much, she said, as he sped off. She wound up the window, not bothering now to contain her laughter. She looked in the mirror at Jesse. I’m glad you were asleep for that, she said. He’s a very bad man … or is he? Maybe I’m the bad one, Jess.
She laughed again as she thought about telling Frank. They had never spoken of the party, and when they passed those neighbours they kept their heads down. The memory served as a reminder of how close they had come to loss. Chrissy was thankful. If it had never happened, perhaps she would still be playing with fireworks, risking it all going up in flames.
A disco song came on the radio. She turned it up.
Chrissy’s mind was still set at seven years ago as the car rounded the corner. She forgot about the flood. And, just at that moment, the clouds parted and a great ray of promised sun shone down, dazzling her with its light. She slammed on the brakes as the water sent the car spinning and hurtling towards the telegraph pole at the side of the road, and, in that second before impact, it came to her that, yes, she would tell Frank and finally they would laugh about it. They were strong enough to weather anything, weren’t they? Yes, that was what sh—.
It could have been the sun or it could have been the rain. Nobody would ever know for sure.



Part 2



You All Right, Mate?
Kill the sun, kill the sun. Curtains closed in every room.
The sound of children crying. What to do? He dries his tears and goes into them. One can be fixed with nappies and milk. The other, not so much. She cries and cries and he pats her head, puts his arms around her, but she pushes him away. She cannot be consoled and the sound of her pain splinters his head. At least he has tried to hold her. Nobody’s arms come for him. He’s a man, he’ll be fine, it’s the children that count. Yes, yes, he thinks, but how do I fix another’s heart when my own is smashed to pieces? An unvoiced thought because he knows it is a wrong thought, but a thought is a thought, and no amount of thinking makes it go away.
Women weeping on the phone or his doorstep. Women all around him except the one he wants. What can we do? they sniff, their emotion allowed to lay bare to the light. They bring Pyrex and Tupperware, as if he is hosting a party; they stand in the kitchen and look around at his ineptitude, a hand on their heart not for the loss of his diamond but at the sight of a man who cannot take care of himself. They leave their sadness on his doorstep and find joy in his kitchen at realizing their own importance. They think of their husbands and how useless they would be if they left, and this gives them a superiority that he wants to slap. And then there are those who do not think of their husbands, who park all memory of them at the door. They hold his arm for a little too long, their fingers stroking the sleeve of his shirt, the shirt she had picked out and chosen, the shirt she had thought he would love. Their eyes fix on his closed bedroom door. He wants to throw these women out. He is terrified by how much he hates them, and yet, if beggars cannot be choosers, he cannot be so rash. He must kiss their hands and thank them for their dishes and the few hours they have the children each week.
He is a calendar now. He holds everyone’s days and activities and must remember to flip the page. All these things she did and he never knew. The washed towels, the filled fridge, clean clothes appearing like magic. Everything like magic. Magic all around. He is forced to grieve not only love but skills of organization and labour, and he resents this additional facet, how it pours cold, logistical water on the heat of his heart.
His boss consoles him with the decanter. The best glass, reserved for the best clients, filled just for him. Of course you must be at home with your family, he says, splashing in more whisky. Take all the time you need, Frank. Take all the time you need.
But time seems to slow down in the house of endless tomorrows. Cleaners come, and other mothers, full of concern for the children. Yes, he is still disintegrating, yes, we are still so important, yes, how useless men are. He tries to do better. He tries to cook. He burns through a lifetime of pans in a month. The modern smoke alarm he installed has no patience and so he takes the batteries out. Eating is more important than burning alive. What difference would it make now. Oh, he is filled with self-pity and hates it but really what difference would it make?
He no longer thinks about locking doors. Why? The monster got in. When he wakes one night in a sweat, he thinks she is the shape of the pillow and he almost laughs with relief that it was all some terrible, engorged dream, but then his fingers touch the cool satin bedspread and he remembers he now exists in a nightmare.
Months pass. He forgets to flip the calendar. He forgets to wash the towels. What on earth is a filled fridge? The children are babysat by women whose names he never remembers. Other mothers have lost interest, now that their stroking has gone unanswered. They have their own men and children to keep, and he doesn’t blame them, knows he can’t expect strangers to care for his children when he can hardly bear to glimpse them himself. He tries, goes in when they are sleeping, strokes their hair, enjoys this brief moment of loving when he cannot see their big diamond eyes looking for direction. I don’t know where we should go, he wants to say, because I am shipwrecked too. He knows that if he were to cling to their flotsam and jetsam, they would drown, or be squashed in his arms, or their tears would drown him, and then where would they all be? At least now he can work to pay for the women who know what they are doing. The cleaner, the cook, the occasional nanny. Yes, that is where his usefulness lies. He can set his face to stone while he crumbles inside.
Work is a tonic with a big splash of gin. Every lunchtime he is drunk, but then so is every ad man. Those selling dreams cannot handle life. Some late afternoons, when alone in a sea of blue carpet, he goes to the boss’s office and pours a drink in the special glass. He mimics his boss – Take all the time you need – and then downs the excellent whisky in one. Once he was interrupted by the secretary, who looked at him in surprise, sprawled out on the executive sofa, then softened her face and ankles. He recognized the look. He stared almost through her at the fashionable abstract paintings on the wooden panelled wall. Why not? he thought, and turned her face away from him. A good secretary, she tidied the desk when they left.
There are other secretaries. Stock cupboards. Always after hours, when nobody can see, although they would probably slap his back, call him a man. Once his colleagues took him to a high-class place where they sometimes take clients. He wanted to tell them that the invisible parts need nurturing too. Instead, he sat at the bar with a drink and waited for them to be done.
He has never been a drinker, but now he seeks it out. The heat of the spirit cools his brain and tempers the pulsing violence. He wants to smash things. Not real, living things, but shelves of ornaments, books, the growing drinks cabinet. Inanimate objects that cannot feel – what is the point of them? Why are they allowed to exist? This would be the acceptable way for him to show desolation. Destruction is inherently male. But it is not hardness he wants; it is softness. The line of her cheek on his. Not to have her body but to hold her body. Have someone witness his tears. He almost loses it in a meeting or a queue for the train and excuses himself before he is seen. You all right, mate? is a line he does not want, the unease all over their faces.
Other times, though, he ignores the wounded animal, slapping it with the back of his hand. Do you really think you’ll hit the jackpot again? He berates its thirst. Another secretary. A cleaner. A colleague’s wife. Who cares. Who cares. The need overcomes him, and he always finds someone game.
This is his existence. Never a tomorrow, only a series of present hells.
But living like this is lonely. He is more than a grab in the dark. He wants someone faceless, who doesn’t need like he does – is that possible? – and yet it’s the opposite of what he wants. Now he wants a lonely life. At least he is familiar with an orphanage bed for one. But the children … always the children. They need structure, order, a firm and simple hand. He thinks of how she wanted Mirage to shine. Love and light in every room. Nannies and char-women could never achieve that fantasy.
His empty glass leaves rings on the growing pile of bills. All this care needs paying for. He cannot continue like this. In every way, it will bankrupt him.
A year in, he arrives home to find the house empty. The children are somewhere else and later will eat the microwave meal in the fridge. He stands in the entranceway in his dripping coat and looks up at a crack that has appeared on the cobwebbed ceiling. Over the coming weeks he will stop and stare every day, wonder if it is getting wider, wonder what he is meant to do, until it becomes so familiar that he forgets even to look up. Soon it will become part of the house. A new tomorrow. Like the sadness he carries tucked under his arm, its leather soft with age.



Beth, Beth, Beth
1980
Beth had been born to be useful, or so she always believed.
Year after year, she had hoped for a brother or sister, but her mother Rosemary stayed skinny and hard. As a child, Beth would wonder if she had been adopted. She thought pregnant women’s bodies became soft like custard, but her mother’s had always been the texture of semolina with a skin, or rice pudding burned in the pan. Her questions were answered in time, when Beth studied photographs of a young Rosemary and saw she looked just like her. And then she thought, So one day I’ll be semolina too. Her mother had squinted at her and asked why she was crying.
They lived in a chocolate-box Tudor cottage, with black ceiling beams and roughly plastered walls. It was a house of low doorways and high thresholds, a terrible place for a blind man like Beth’s father. Leonard would pat his daughter’s arm to calm her when, as a small child, she would explode with rage at her mother each time he stumbled because she would not move to a more suitable house. Rosemary would play dead during these tantrums, eyes vacant and body pin-straight. She completely switched off. The message transmitted was Your anger will not be heard and so Beth channelled frustration into usefulness. She would loop her arm through her father’s, be up early to serve his breakfast and tuck him in at night. He would say You should not be doing this, then tears would come because he knew she felt she had no choice.
She would tell him the colours of things. At first, it didn’t occur to her that he didn’t know red, or what a blue sky could do to a mood. She bandied the words about without thought. Then one day, aged eight or nine, she felt the plaited ends of her dark red hair and said, ‘But how can you know red if you’ve never seen colour?’ and he replied, ‘I tried asking someone once, but they couldn’t explain. They said red like a heart, fire, blood, but all those things were strange to me. I gave up trying to know.’ Fear spread through Beth as she realized she would never be the eyes he needed. ‘Red like …’ She stumbled. She had never been good with words.
Rosemary died when Beth was sixteen, which wasn’t entirely unexpected. Her mother had nursed a cough for years and was always sickly and slow. She merely existed. When her cough was diagnosed as cancer, she lived another six months. Beth felt relief when she finally went. Of course the full-time caring of two adults should not have been left to a sixteen-year-old, but Beth had learnt over the years not to make a fuss.
They came home from the funeral to a quiet house, and that was how it stayed. No longer did they have to endure the bleat of the television, which Rosemary kept on all day for company, or listen to her Big Band music, which Beth would block out by hiding in the pantry with the packets and tins. She would hate the sound of jazz for the rest of her life.
Beth made ends meet on their small government benefit and threw herself into cooking. She had made the most basic meals when her mother was fading, all her mother’s usual recipes: spam fritters and chips, tripe and onions, tinned fruit and evap for pud. One day, while eating a shepherd’s pie, she looked up at her dad and thought Enough. He would never know colour by eating beige.
Fancy cookery books were borrowed from the library, and she would go to town in search of glam ingredients like ‘aubergines’ and ‘mozzarella’. Beth baked her love into meatballs and spaghetti bolognese, and drew pleasure from watching her father discover new tastes.
Helping him to know colour became her calling.
When it rained, she took him outside and lifted a sodden clump of grass to his nose. She pulled leaves from an evergreen tree and made him feel their wet, leathery form. Green, she said, closing his fist around them. In the kitchen, she spooned rosemary on to his tongue and watched him flinch at the bitterness. Green.
White was the taste of falling snow and a fresh piece of paper. Plain. Simple. No decoration needed.
She took him to a nearby river and guided him in. Leonard gasped as he knelt so the water came to his shoulders. That’s blue, she said. The breeze in your hair. Goosebumps. A bruise. My asthma. It’s the chill in your bones when the fire dies.
And fire! She made him face the evening sun. Red, she told him. Red is touching the kettle after it’s whistled, red is endless jazz, red is bashing your toe, a siren, or when someone holds your hand. Red is complicated.
But when he was ill, he craved the familiar. What would you like for dinner? she asked once when he had the flu. Ratatouille or coq au vin? He found her hand and clutched it. Shepherd’s pie would be wonderful, he croaked. Beth was silent in surprise. That night, she fed it to him while he sat up in bed, and he looked so like a little boy that her heart ached. (Red.) Comfort was what he wanted. The hardness of mashed potato, congealed mince, peas and diced carrots against the roof of his mouth. The safeness of beige.
A year after Rosemary’s death, she took down her mother’s old cookery books and came across a handwritten recipe for scones. She remembered as a little girl watching the oven, desperate for the bell to ring, then waiting for her mother’s back to be turned so she could ignore the instruction to ration the jam and cream and slather both on. It was the only time she allowed herself to be greedy. Jammycream. Beth made a batch, and the first bite took her back to childhood, her mother still alive. She had to turn on the radio to drown out the sobs.
That was how it went for many years. Beth looked after Leonard, and Leonard did his futile best to look after Beth. As teenage years merged into twenties, as those too fell away, people in the street whispered she should find a life of her own, but Beth had learnt how to respond with silence.
She had a half-day off each week when Leonard’s brother came to visit. Then she would walk into town to the cinema. There was no question of going with someone. School was years behind and she had lost touch with the girls she knew. Beth would pull up her scarf and hurry by when their prams came towards her. A few spare hours a week didn’t allow for new friends, and, besides, she loved her solo cinema trips. She could sit in the dark and laugh or cry without being seen. She wouldn’t have cared if a stranger saw – the audience always faded from sight – but the thought of someone she knew witnessing her tears (Crying over a film! Honestly!) was too appalling. Blue, definitely blue.
One day she was watching the trailers when a man about her age sat down in front of her, his profile illuminated by the light of the projector. He looked like Alain Delon, her favourite actor.
That day, the audience did not fade from her sight.
If she had been another kind of person, Beth would have timed her exit with his. But instead she watched him go. She had lived a lifetime in that two hours, one that played only in her head.
Outside, sunshine had turned into rain. She debated what to do. She had no umbrella, and it was at least a fifteen-minute dash home, but waiting would leave her father alone and there was no blue sky in sight.
Within seconds of stepping out, she discovered her trench coat was not waterproof, as the catalogue said. Drivers did nothing to swerve puddles. Beth started to run. She was turning the corner into the next street when she collided with someone and went stumbling into the road. The man reached out and grabbed her lapel, jerking her back towards him, and she looked up to see Alain Delon, a ruler’s length away from her nose.
‘I-I …’
‘What on earth are you doing, barrelling around a blind corner? You could have knocked us both into the road.’
Beth hoped her breath didn’t smell of popcorn.
‘I’ve no umbrella’ – she noticed they were under his – ‘and it’s raining.’ She glanced at her shoe and saw the strap was broken. ‘And perfect.’
She didn’t know where to look. He stood so close, his hand holding her. Beth couldn’t remember being so close to any man, let alone one like him. ‘I’d best get home.’
‘How far is home?’
She told him. He let go with a nod and she realized this moment would end now.
‘You won’t get very far with a broken shoe and no umbrella.’
So they walked together. They stood close, umbrella between them, rain pouring on to their outer arms. He didn’t make conversation, but it was enough that a man had offered to share his umbrella, and already she would dine on this memory, because, when a person has only known absence, they will learn to feast on crumbs.
*
The house was dark when they arrived, and Beth broke away and ran down the path. ‘Is that you, Bethy?’ came her father’s voice, and she found him alone in the lounge. Her uncle had just left.
‘Why didn’t he turn a light on for you, then?’ Beth switched on the lamps and saw the man had followed her in.
‘It’s not as if I need it,’ Leonard joked, then turned his ear towards the door. ‘Is someone there?’
Beth stayed where she was, a puddle forming on the carpet.
The man cleared his throat. ‘The name’s Frank, sir. I was just escorting the young lady home. Terrible weather out.’
Leonard laughed. ‘Ah, but it is. Goes straight to the bones.’
Beth switched on the gas fire and slid the footstool under his feet, wrapping a blanket over his legs. Only then did she remove her coat. She pushed the wet hair from her face and tried not to think of how ridiculous she must look.
‘Thanks, pet. Did you have a nice time, all to yourself?’
‘Frank very kindly shared his umbrella, Dad.’
‘You should get yourself one of those handbag ones. You’ll never be without, then.’ Leonard turned towards Frank. ‘Beth is usually very practical.’
She watched Frank take in the lounge. The furniture was old but neat, and the carpets had been hoovered just that morning. Cobwebs didn’t have time to form, because Beth was always there. She felt a burst of pride in this stranger witnessing her lack of disorder.
‘Would you like a tea?’
‘I’ll be off. Nice meeting you, sir.’
She walked him to the door, checking her bedraggled reflection in the hallway mirror before brushing the popcorn remnants from her jumper.
‘How did you like the film?’ she asked.
He looked at her in surprise.
‘I was behind you.’
He sniffed. ‘Claptrap, really. He was all right, but I don’t know why they have to stick a romance in everything.’
He opened the door to leave.
Beth was not someone who ever expected to fall in love. What would that be like, she wondered, and how would I know? Her own parents had lived like strangers, and there had rarely been visitors to observe. Films and books were her only education. She had developed crushes on various people – the postman, Paul McCartney, the boy who helped the scrap man – but they never got further than her imagination. And that too was never particularly good.
She had often wondered if she was pretty. This seemed to matter. Men stared at girls in the street, pinching their bottoms, and the girls would laugh and run off. But few eyes and never any hands came her way.
Her father often called her My lovely girl, but how would he know if she really was lovely? Beth found it strange that the person she loved most had never seen her face. She wasn’t completely known by anyone. She tried to do any thinking about this earlier in the day, because at night she would be staring into the darkness for hours.
When she saw Frank in the cinema lobby the following week, she couldn’t help going over and bursting out with ‘Hello!’
He looked blank for a second, then placed her. ‘Ah, so this is your regular haunt. I didn’t catch your name last week?’
‘Beth,’ she said, disappointed he hadn’t turned it over in his mind like she had his. Her father had said it multiple times in his presence.
‘Beth, Beth, Beth,’ he said, as if trying to remember it forever and then smiled. ‘Would you like some company?’
Beth didn’t like the film – pod people taking over humans wasn’t her thing – but she did like being beside him. He kept declining her offers of popcorn and so their fingers did no brushing, and his arm never once stretched behind her with a yawn. Her mind was filled with movie scenes that should have happened by now. Two hours a week would never be enough to play them all.
But he walked her home – talking all the way about how much he loved the film – and at the door asked if she would meet him next week at a café. He wants to talk, Beth thought, and her eyes blazed with pleasure. Of course, she said, then hurried inside. She leant back against the closed door. This is Brief Encounter, she thought. Within a month he’ll be declaring his love. Please don’t let him be sent to Africa to open a medical practice with his wife.
She closed her eyes and swayed against the coats, imagining all the things that could happen.
‘Bethy!’
It wasn’t a month, and it wasn’t Brief Encounter. It was four months of fortnightly afternoons, sometimes at the cinema, café or even lunch at home with Leonard and her uncle. Beth would make her most cosmopolitan dish, almost dancing across the lino as she cooked her yearning with a dash of this spice or a splash of that sauce. Of course, if he came to the house, that meant she never left it, and it would be another week until she properly breathed fresh air. But it was fine, if it made Frank happy. It was good for her father to have company too.
Beth did get her cinema kiss. Back seat, middle row, a film in which aliens explode from people’s chests. She assumed from the indifferent way he leant towards her that he was reaching for food, but instead he pushed his lips to hers and she sat hunched, half turned, with a cricked-neck face. ‘You’ve dropped your popcorn all over the floor,’ he said. ‘That cost me nearly two quid.’
He came to the house the following week and she made chicken tikka masala, which he pushed around his plate. Afterwards, he came into the kitchen where she was scraping the food into the bin. ‘Interesting dish, that,’ he said. ‘Spaghetti bolognese is your best one.’
She smiled and slid the plates into a sink of hot water. ‘I’ll do that next time. The magic is a splash of Worcestershire sauce. But don’t tell. Chef’s secret.’ She winked but he was distracted, leaning against the worktop and staring at the checkboard floor.
Beth caught sight of herself in the window and touched the hair clip that she had bought that week in town. Before now, she had always worn her red hair down and straight, but perhaps there was nothing wrong with a little adornment. She smiled, turning back to the sink.
‘I should probably tell you a bit more about myself,’ said Frank, not looking up.
‘This isn’t where you admit to being a spy, is it?’
‘I’m married. Or was.’
Beth plunged her hands into scalding water.
She was thirty-four. This was bound to happen. Of course he would have lived a life before her.
The previous months made sense now. How there had been no hand-holding or time for films about love. You wouldn’t be into that, would you, if you’d gone through what he had?
Now that he had unburdened himself, there was a lightness to his step. His talk with Leonard was brighter, more interested in the man, and he laughed for what seemed the first time.
Beth asked about the children. What were they like? She assumed he would carry their faces in his wallet, but the pockets turned out empty, and, when she asked their ages, he had looked into the distance, as if he might find them there to ask. ‘About six?’ he said of his daughter, and ‘Two or three’ for his son. He always seemed sort of lost. Rudderless. Beth, with her decades of loneliness, took his blankness as proof of a broken heart. She wanted more than anything to roll up her sleeves and get to work.
‘Frank’s asked me to marry him, Dad,’ she said a few weeks later. They ate dinner at the rickety kitchen table to the beat of pounding rain.
‘I know. He asked me last week when you went to make the tea.’
‘Oh.’
‘He’s a traditional man, Frank.’ Leonard knew his daughter’s silences. ‘He knows what we are to each other, you and I.’
Beth bit her lip. Yes, of course he should ask her father first.
‘How did you answer?’ he said.
‘I said I should meet his children. They may not like me.’
‘Hush. How could they not?’
‘I’m not sure what to say to children who have lost their mother. I’m not sure how children think.’
‘You were a child once.’
‘A long time ago and never a sibling. Perhaps that changes things.’
‘Do you love him?’
Silence at the subject of love, which had never crossed their lips.
She stared at her mother’s mismatched crockery, acquired from junk shops over the years. Beth had never bought any china because there had always been too much already. Nothing on this table was really hers or the result of her decisions, simply an accident of time. Now she would buy her own pieces. Go to town and pick them out.
‘Do you love him?’ Her father said it again, firmer this time.
Beth thought of Frank, of his obvious beauty, and how flattered she felt. Not a sniff her whole life and now this? She had won the lottery, first try. She thought of his face as he spoke of his wife, how desperate she had felt to pass him her handkerchief to spare him the embarrassment of her seeing him cry. Helpless, lonely men. How they undid her.
‘I do,’ she said in a whisper. She paused. ‘I said you would have to come and live with us.’
‘No,’ said Leonard with a vigorous shake of his head. ‘I made it clear to Frank I would stay put, no matter how much you insisted. I know what you’re like, Bethy.’
‘But Dad –’
‘No!’ He struck the table, and Beth drew back in shock at the foreign sight of his temper. ‘You will have enough caring to do with those poor children. It’s time to sell the old place and get a flat. A carer. We should have done it years ago. Then maybe you could’ve …’ His voice broke.
‘Dad.’
‘Don’t argue with me, my girl. Remember, white for certainty. White as the snow I’ve never seen.’
The wedding took place on a Tuesday in September at the town register office, a modern brick building with a bland, boxy frontage. Beth wore a simple white column dress from Littlewoods, a small corsage around her wrist. She had in her head something romantic with ruffles and puffed sleeves, but – apart from someone called Terry from the track who stood as Frank’s best man – no one except for her father was present, and ruffles would be lost on him. She bought a new hair clip – silver with glued-on pearls.
The children were not at the wedding. Frank said it would only confuse them, so instead they went to a schoolfriend’s house. Beth said she didn’t mind, which was half true. She would have liked them to witness her joining the family, while also pleased to have Frank to herself.
They stood on the register office steps and smiled for Frank’s camera. A passerby took a photo of all four but, when the film was processed, a pink finger obscured the frame. Frank took a nice one of her and her father, who wore a new suit and gripped her hand so tightly that she briefly lost feeling. Frank looked so handsome in his dark suit that she almost couldn’t look at him. You look so nice, she managed to say, and, when he asked her to repeat it, she said, more boldly, You look lovely! He had given a quick smile and kissed her forehead.
He was pragmatic, checking his watch and ensuring things ran on time. Beth was sure there was a note of nervousness, but he paid careful attention to the registrar and repeated the words exactly, like an actor rehearsing lines.
Afterwards, they all went for an early dinner in the pub opposite. Beth imagined the table would be strewn with rose petals, but the waitress frowned at the sight of her dress. ‘Is it a special occasion?’
Beth looked behind at Frank coming through the door with Terry. ‘Actually, it’s our wedding breakfast.’
‘Oh, congratulations!’ She looked at her clipboard. ‘But there doesn’t seem to be any mention of that or we’d have dressed the table.’
Terry was enthusing heartily about a particular dog at the track. Frank, nodding along, caught Beth’s eye and smiled.
Beth cleared her throat. ‘Oh, thank you but we’re fine. We’re very low-key sort of people.’ She blushed at the we.
Afterwards, they dropped Leonard home and headed on to Mirage. Beth allowed them to sink into a comfortable silence, pressing a hand against her stomach to quell the pitter-patter.
Beth was glad now that the children were away, having made such a hash of their first meeting. She had wondered whether to stand or sit on the sofa, but decided it might be strange for the children to walk in and find her lounging in the … well, lounge. If she stood near the front door, they could step down into the room together, hand in hand. Beth decided this was the most sensitive option. Her father had promised they would love her, but she had thought You’re a blind man, what do you know about children and their feelings?, then congratulated herself on her empathy. Perhaps she would be a good stepmother. But the elder child had entered, and on her face formed a deep, thick scowl. She kept glancing from Beth to the wall, and Beth turned to see she was standing beside a portrait of the child’s mother. Beth turned pink and stammered, ‘I-I-I’m delighted to meet you.’ And the girl pushed past her and went to her room. Frank ordered her to return, but Beth said it didn’t matter. Instead, she patted the little boy’s head.
No, the first night would be just them. That was … oh, she could not bring herself to imagine what that was. Beth rubbed the ring on her finger, pressing hard to see if it would break. No, no, it would not break! It was gold. Real gold. On her finger! Forged in fire and built to last forever.
You silly romantic, she thought.
The house was dark as they approached. Beth looked up at its imposing façade and swallowed. She had swapped chocolate-box Tudor for a spaceship, and, looking at it now, she wasn’t sure she was quite what the house had in mind. Beth knew nothing of architecture, cared nothing for architecture, but she liked to be in control of her home. Was this home? Could this be home? The tall glass windows loomed as she walked up the concrete lily-pad steps, taking care to lift her dress so it wouldn’t dip into the water. A waterfall in front of the entrance … honestly, what on earth …
Beth waited as Frank unlocked the door, setting down her overnight case in anticipation of being carried over the threshold. When he walked inside, she gave a small laugh at her foolishness. It must be American films that did that.
He flicked the switch and light flooded through the tall panelled doors. Beth inched forward, then hurried back for her case, avoiding the photograph dominating the wall. She looked to her right, where the triangular staircase narrowed up to the bedroom. The door was closed, as it had been the day she met the children. Beth had made a quick tour of the house in the minutes before they arrived, observing its dishevelled state and planning her best course of attack. The food cupboards first, followed by the drawers. She had relished the cobwebs, imagining the extendable duster she would purchase from Robert Dyas. Yes, it would gleam! She would make sure of it.
But she had never seen the bedroom. Her future bedroom. The door had been closed, and she had not thought it right to enter without knocking.
Frank loosened his tie. He hesitated at the steps, half turning. ‘Are you coming?’ he asked softly.
She followed him up. The circular wall of windows greeted her, blazing with a starry night which Frank began shutting out. Beth went to close the curtains at the far end, moving nearer, until they met in the middle where she gave a small laugh and said Boo! then turned away, embarrassed.
The bed was large and covered in pink satin. Beth blinked away all silly thoughts of rose petals.
‘I’ll head down to the pool,’ Frank said, taking swimming trunks from the drawer. He paused, then gave a kind smile. ‘You’ll be okay?’
‘Oh, don’t worry about me. I might even take a bath!’
He closed the door, and she looked around at the enormous room. A chaise longue took up part of the space, she assumed for throwing down clothes or a mid-afternoon rest. Beth wondered if she was the kind of woman to lounge on a longue … She sat and tucked her legs up. No, she was not. But why use it for clothes when there was a whole wall of beautiful wardrobes … She opened the middle set of doors, coming face to face with Frank’s clothes. She inhaled.
The next wardrobe was empty. ‘Oh,’ she whispered, her eyes bright. This was hers! Her wardrobe, next to Frank’s. She ran over to her case and flung it open. She would collect her other clothes in a few days, but, for now, just to hang something felt like winning, like driving a stake through homestead ground.
Beth stood back to admire her wardrobe. She did not see loneliness in her few things on the rail, but modesty, order, hope. All that empty space would soon be filled.
Then she noticed the wardrobe on the other side of Frank’s. Why would a man need two wardrobes? Or perhaps – she thought as she grabbed the handles – this was also for her! But this wardrobe was not empty. Or modest. It was an exploded grenade of colour – hot pinks, cobalt blues, emerald greens, gold – and texture – silk, wool, feathers – and, to Beth, the clothes were a glamorous riot of sound. She heard them loud and clear.
Beth pulled out a dress. Gold, lamé, the fabric slinking over her arm. She threw a quick glance over her shoulder at the door, then went over to the mirror. So she was tall, thought Beth, pressing it against herself and watching the dress trail along the floor. It was backless with a halter-neck. How did she wear this without her bra showing? Then Beth blushed. Oh.
Beth put it back and closed the doors. She realized that the wardrobe of noise had once spilt into the other before Frank cleared some room. Her skin tingled. Who cared about rose petals? Here was her very own space.
An hour later, the door opened and Frank’s long shadow appeared on the carpet. He paused before entering, then went to the bathroom, wearing a robe.
‘Nice swim?’ she asked from the bed and felt a leap of excitement at the sight of his shining, wet hair. He looked so much like Alain Delon she felt almost terrified.
He smiled, then locked the door.
Beth slipped off her robe, checking the mirror and adjusting her new, satin nightgown. Another Littlewoods purchase. She had loved it at first sight, its fabric the soft colour of an oyster shell. The label itched but she wouldn’t be wearing it for long. She had no knowledge of these things, but knew enough to imagine a wedding night.
Beth heard the shower and sat up in bed, alive with a bold idea. She tiptoed downstairs to tour her new home, feeling reckless as she stole through the moonlit hallway. Stepping down into the lounge, she looked out at the pool. Perhaps they could make it a tradition, both taking a swim before bed. She went up the steps into the kitchen, frowning at the barbecue, then through the family room into the entranceway, where she checked the front door. Strange … it was unlocked. She turned the key.
Beth turned towards Chrissy, finally taking her in. Yes, she could see what the fuss was about. She could see Chrissy matched the house. Her expression was pure joy, the kind that radiates from the fingers and toes, even the eyelashes. Beth opened her mouth like Chrissy and tried to laugh the same imagined rich laughter. The effort made her cough.
She heard the shower stop and ran upstairs to the bedroom, Chrissy still laughing behind her.
Beth moved fast, switching lights off and on again. It would be nice to have a little light. To see. To watch. She put on the lamp by the bathroom, then ran back to kill the main switch before climbing into the pink bed.
She was drifting off when he unlocked the bathroom door. Her eyes flew open. There was a long silence and then he turned off the lamp, throwing the room into night.
He got in beside her. She listened to him breathing.
Beth lay there. She had waited years so what harm in a little longer? She looked up at the patterns on the curved ceiling, how moonlight fell around the curtains. You could never shut it out completely. There would always be a tiny hole letting in the outside. No point fighting that, she thought. You could spend a lifetime trying to block out every chink. A lifetime spent going mad.
‘Frank,’ she whispered. ‘Is everything all right?’
There was no answer, and after a moment she moved closer. ‘We don’t have to. If you’d rather, we can … wait.’
There had been no opportunity before now. Beth had hinted, or dropped what she thought were hints, but he had looked almost blank. She knew he was a traditional man. This was why he had suggested marriage. And Beth knew her father would never have approved of cohabiting. Perhaps it wasn’t how TV and films made out, this idea of people jumping into bed with each other. She would learn everything entirely through Frank.
Now he reached out and lightly held her wrist. He turned towards her.
Beth wasn’t sure what she had expected, exactly. She wished the lights had been on so she could have seen him close up, watched his hands on her, the way his mouth moved as he breathed. He was gentle with her, almost too gentle, and she found herself wanting to wrap her limbs around his torso and never let go. Beth didn’t know how the end would be, but she heard it in the quickening of his breath, the slight cry in his throat, the muffled sob through pursed lips. She learnt him by ear.
Afterwards, he gave her a light squeeze and returned to his side of the bed. Beth lay there, not moving, then pulled her nightgown back down over her body for warmth. She heard him get up and go to the bathroom.
There. It was done. She had broken the spell. A soft joy came as she sank into the pillow and thought of how tonight she would not be sleeping alone. Someone else would be there, ready to catch her. All her life she had been the physical eyes for a person, and now she had someone who could look in on her. Beth smiled as sleep overcame her. She heard the sound of a wounded creature in the near distance and hoped it was not in too much pain. There it was again – a sob, muffled as if tending to its fur or feathers. Poor thing, she thought, as dreams came. Not everyone could have a night as beautiful as hers.



BOOK TWO
A house that doesn’t change is a dead house.
– Phantom Thread, Paul Thomas Anderson





Part 1



There’s No Place Like Home
1992
Twelve years later
Alice pressed her face against the glass for the first sign of guests for her birthday party, which officially started an hour ago.
The windows had not been cleaned for the occasion, but she could see past the algae into the wide, circular driveway. The willows swallowed the June sunshine. They stood like mourners around the crazy paving, leaving a small gap at the back where a gate used to be. It was probably still there somewhere, splintered, rotting wood buried beneath the brambles. Alice made a mental note to investigate the next time she played outside.
She drew back and looked at her reflection, smoothing down the gingham dress and plaits Clover had made in her hair. They were a sorry excuse for plaits – two short, stubby brown sticks – but her sister had said it was the best she could do. Alice knew they wouldn’t last until she reached the Emerald City.
The clock on the wall ticked on.
She could hear their whispers through the open sliding door. I did, her mother said to Jesse. I know I put the right day and time. When her brother asked if she had written their telephone number on the invitations, there was no reply.
And then the sound of Clover’s roller skates on the cracked patio. The whoosh of her black cape. ‘Maybe we are in Oz,’ Clover cackled. ‘Mirage does look as if it’s survived a tornado.’
Alice turned to see her seventeen-year-old sister skate down the slope of the empty pool, her black witch’s hat bobbing above the line of non-existent water. She smiled at Jesse as he came in, giving no hint of the orchestra tuning up her insides. He hesitated, then sat beside her on the curved sofa.
‘You okay, kid?’
He always called her kid, like she was a hitch-hiker on some dusty road.
Alice rubbed at where a tear in the sofa cut into her knee. She chewed her mouth and nodded.
‘You’re so tough, Alice,’ said Clover, examining her reflection in the window. ‘If nobody turned up at my party, I’d cry my eyes out. Oh, to be nine years old and not feel a thing.’
‘I guess it means more cake for us?’ Alice looked out at the table decorated with crêpe paper and balloons on the patio. Ever since a birthday party at home had first been suggested – the first party at home she could remember, the first party she had ever had – she had imagined her classmates around her, her dad cutting her cake. Annabel Lawrence would get the nicest plate, Alice would make sure of it. Annabel Lawrence would get the best part of the icing, the first pour of the juice. She would tell Alice how amazing her house was and insist she sit beside her on Monday. They would be ‘the AA’s’ against the world, keepers of each other’s secrets. Everything had been set in motion. Alice’s gaze settled again on the table, where the platters were covered with tea towels to keep off the flies.
Yes, indeed. Oh, to be nine years old and not feel a thing.
Alice walked towards the kitchen, then paused near the patio door, watching the crêpe paper in the breeze. ‘Where’s Dad?’
‘Where is he ever,’ said Clover, but Jesse elbowed her quiet.
‘He’ll be back later,’ her mother said. ‘You know your father doesn’t like noise, so he’s gone to the track for the afternoon.’
‘Mmm, because dogs are as quiet as a mouse,’ said Clover, skating away from Jesse’s nudge.
Alice sucked in her cheeks to stop the corners of her mouth from sinking. That’s okay, she thought. He’ll bring home a present. She remembered a film in which a family celebrate their daughter’s birthday. He will walk in with a box wrapped in gold paper and a big beautiful bow.
Alice could feel Jesse watching her. She mirrored his weak smile. His costume was the Kansas scarecrow, a waistcoat over a checked shirt with an old trilby. Clover called him lazy for wearing what was essentially his regular clothing, but Jesse had shrugged and said, I’m the one she comes home to. Alice loved hearing that, even if she knew he meant Dorothy.
‘Maybe I should stand at the end of the driveway,’ she heard Jesse say. ‘Maybe it’s hard to find?’
‘But if they were coming, they wouldn’t still be out there looking.’ Clover’s voice was muffled, clearly having started on the food.
‘I’ll go and get Kat.’
‘Why?’
‘She’s a person, isn’t she?’
‘I suppose pickings are slim.’ A snort.
Alice heard the sliding door and then Jesse’s feet pounding the patio.
Her mother stood in the entranceway, holding a dishcloth as she stared at the floor. Alice knew she was in a mild state of panic. How to salvage this? How to pull a birthday party out of a hat when you can’t magic up any guests? Spontaneity was not Beth O’Hara’s forte. Her costume today was the same as every day: Aunty Em, an apron over a dress.
Alice had been to schoolfriends’ houses once or twice, but, if she ever asked to have people back, her mother always made some excuse. Alice could sense her hesitation, the fear in her eyes. She never made conversation at the school gate. Alice would come out at the final bell and see her standing off to the sidelines, relieved that Alice had appeared so now she could go. Alice had always been aware of her mother’s shyness. She felt protective, and her heart had swelled when Jesse suggested the party and Beth visibly swallowed her reluctance and said yes.
Alice looked up at the high ceiling. She had imagined her classmates coming through the door and their jaws dropping at the sight of Mirage. A conical fire hovering like a rocket ship, the clerestory windows between the rock wall and roof, the terrazzo floor, kidney-shaped coffee tables … all these details would make their parents gasp. Alice imagined her dad beside her, his face lit up at strangers admiring his home. Their delight would somehow increase his own delight about his daughter.
Alice would take Annabel on a personal tour, pointing out the lavish American touches – kitchen cabinets curving round the hexagonal wall, the circular island with its barbecue that stopped working long before Alice was born. But Annabel wouldn’t know that. She would say Oh, wow, Alice, can you make hotdogs and s’mores like on TV? and Alice would say Sure, like it was a normal, everyday thing. Come stay and we’ll make some, she would reply, nonchalant. She would perfect the fantasy that Mirage projected, even if she had never lived it herself.
Alice got up to imagine the rest of the tour, so she would be ready when guests finally arrived. She would not lose hope.
She passed through the family room, although nobody ever sat there. Well, apart from her mother, but Alice decided she wouldn’t tell Annabel this, because it sounded sad, and she didn’t want Annabel thinking her house sad. Instead she pointed out the fifties jukebox that sat along the stone wall. No other house had a jukebox. This side of the kitchen was often a mess – boxes, things to chuck, broken furniture definitely past fixing – but the jukebox was always shining. It was her father’s joy.
‘Why is it all Elvis?’ Annabel would ask, reading the song names.
‘My dad’s obsessed.’ Alice would emphasize the word as she had heard her father do. She would point out the framed records in the hall. These were first pressings, monos, rare editions – all too precious to handle and so encased in glass on the walls of a narrow corridor that received little light.
Now Alice pressed a button and the jukebox came to life.
Alice knew Mirage was special. She was not blinded by over-familiarity. It was not just a house to her. It was not the semi-detached identical boxes and narrow terraces in which her schoolfriends spent their lives. No. Alice would look past the empty pool, the cracked walls and space-age roof choked with ivy, the windows hung with heavy drapes. She lived in her imagination. There’s no place like home.
‘My dad built this house,’ she would say with pride, and Annabel’s mother, having been unable to resist a peek, would ask who designed it.
‘My dad,’ she would say. ‘And Aunt Chrissy.’
‘His sister?’
Alice would point at the large portrait on the wall that greeted those entering the house. ‘Aunt Chrissy.’
Now she stared at the photograph, although she knew it by heart.
Jesse returned with their neighbour Kat, who wore torn jeans, a Nirvana T-shirt and a shy smile. She apologized for not being in costume.
‘We can fix that,’ said Clover, frowning at their grunge. She rooted through a box of clothes and flung something red at Kat. ‘I got the dressing-up stuff out in case guests wanted to play. You can be the fortune-teller.’
Kat put on the red turban and looked in the window at her reflection. ‘God, this is cool. Where did you get it?’
Clover shrugged. ‘We’ve always had it. This stuff’s a million years old.’
Kat adjusted the turban over her black hair. ‘I never get over this place. It’s like the coolest movie set. Ultimate party house.’
‘Mmm, if you love damp seventies chic,’ said Clover.
The room was silent as they stood there. The only sound was the familiar noise of Beth in the kitchen.
‘Looks like we’re making our own party,’ said Clover. ‘Whaddya think, Ali-kins?’ She went to her room then returned with a cassette which she fed into the stereo. The lounge exploded with ‘Summertime’, the R&B anthem of last summer, and as she pulled her sister up, Clover nudged Jesse and said, ‘Pretend for once you like decent music.’
They twirled Alice round the lounge and Clover formed a conga, kicking as they shimmied on to the patio. Still dancing, Clover uncovered the sausage rolls and party rings, dangling a tea towel like a bullfighter in front of Alice. Clover sang the chorus as Alice watched, mesmerized. She forgot all about her dad and absent guests. Instead, beside the empty pool, she swam in the joy of her siblings. They were not the type to dance or play their own music on the lounge stereo. Those activities stayed behind closed bedroom doors or with friends, never family, and Alice now beamed at her sister, whom she worshipped a little too much. Keep making this effort to make me smile, she thought. Please don’t ever stop.
When her father came home, they were sprawled out on the rusty sunloungers, eating cake and playing Truth or Dare. Clover’s smile faded as he appeared and clapped his hands with a So who’s ready to party?
Alice’s face dropped as Clover went inside. Jesse and Kat stayed cross-legged on the same lounger, Jesse’s eyes on the cracked terrazzo.
Frank pulled a note from his wallet and leant down to kiss Alice’s cheek. ‘Happy birthday, darling. Get yourself whatever you want.’
He called all the women in his life darling. It negated the need to remember their names.
Alice stared at the ten-pound note, unwrapped and without a beautiful bow.
Mirage was the perfect party house, had they been the type to throw parties. Alice’s birthday had been the first attempt, a shaky footprint in foreign sand, and nobody had come. It seemed to confirm an instinct: we are not that kind of people. On Monday, when the parents accosted Beth in the playground, she collected their We couldn’t find the entrance and There was no number on the invitation to call with an automatic No problem. There would be no move to reschedule. The chance to party had come and gone, and, with hardly a full turn of the clock, the house slipped back into its groove of being known only by those who already knew it.



Carousel
Alice came home from school to find the lounge dressed in last year’s tinsel, the cheapest, baldest tree in front of the sliding door. Any new decorations were picked up for a song the previous January, bought only to replace a smashed bauble that had survived twenty Decembers. Generally, though, they lasted well. There were no parties or babies at Mirage. No chance of getting carried away.
Every Christmas at Mirage was the same.
It was the one day Frank could be depended on. He would dress up in the Father Christmas suit Chrissy had sewn, make his children a juice cocktail, and at dinner would cheer every snap of a cracker and don a paper hat. There was never a cloud in Frank’s Christmas sky.
Jesse would be silent.
And Clover: ‘How hard is it to put on a show for one day a year? It’s showing up for the other three hundred and sixty-four that counts.’
Alice would be too enamoured with the performance to understand. She embraced the joy, however it came.
This year, when Alice asked if the decorations could go up on a weekend so she could help, Beth gave an exhausted sigh. ‘I’ve got so much to do.’ She looked up at the ceiling cobwebs. ‘Please just let me get it done.’
They went to the department store in town for presents. This was another yearly routine – Beth, Clover, Jesse and Alice, all bundled up on a Saturday morning, sweating as soon as they passed through the revolving doors. They splintered off with their folded banknotes. In Accessories, Beth chose gloves and scarves by care labels, while Alice ran fingers through fabrics and chose by colour and feel.
‘I’ll get this for Dad,’ she declared, holding a checked scarf to her cheek.
Beth looked unsure. She checked the label. ‘I’m not sure if tartan – that must be hand-washed – is quite your dad’s thing.’
‘But he needs a new scarf. I heard him say the other day.’ Alice had a vision of her father putting on the scarf, her gift making him warm, him turning and seeing her. Perhaps reaching out. ‘Please.’
Beth shrugged, and Alice held the scarf to her chest. She looked along and saw Jesse hovering around the toiletries, his face blank as he chose random gift boxes and moved on. Clover was nowhere to be seen.
When the allotted time was up, they met at the checkout, where Clover was testing a lipstick at a nearby counter.
‘Have you bought yours already?’ asked Beth, putting away her purse.
Clover blotted her lips and examined her face, then tapped the small plastic bag on the counter.
‘Did you get something for your dad? You know, after last year …’
When she had given everyone a present except Frank.
Alice watched Clover pucker her lips. Her sister was always looking in a mirror, adjusting her blonde hair with an expert touch of the hand. Men’s stares were her reflection. This year, when Beth arranged the day they would go to town, Clover replied she would do it another time. She was eighteen now and independent. Alice begged her to come. They often bumped into Alice’s classmates doing their own Christmas shopping, and she loved them seeing her family – Jesse with his dark floppy hair, Clover a ray of golden light. Alice felt bigger in their presence. Clover had patted her head and said, ‘All right, Ali-kins. S’pose it gets it over with.’
Now Clover sighed and slid the small bag off the counter, walking past them all towards the till. She grabbed a pair of black men’s socks from a stand and held them up like a trophy. ‘Done,’ she said, not looking back.
And every Christmas, the slideshow.
After dinner, Frank fetched the projector and slides. He pulled the screen from its metal casing and set it up in the lounge. Clover would huff, but, once the room was dark and filled with the whirr of the fan, they would all turn to watch.
The slides went in date order. Frank and Chrissy in the desert outside Palm Springs. Click. Chrissy falling into the pool of a large mid-century house. Click. Palm trees. Click. Chrissy putting on make-up and making a silly face. Click. Their reflection in a window as they kiss. Click. Chrissy standing in the shell of Mirage, the rock wall in the lounge half built. Click. Chrissy cooking ribs on the barbecue, Clover on her hip. And on they went. Click. Click. Click.
Some years, there would be conversation. Clover might point out a new detail about Chrissy to Jesse and, depending on whether or not Frank had moved on, they might discuss the picture flickering in the light. Frank always set the pace, holding the clicker like it wasn’t to be shared.
This year, everyone was quiet. Their eyes stayed fixed on the fantasy playing out on screen.
There was Clover dancing with Chrissy. Frank teaching her to swim. A shy Clover behind Chrissy’s flared legs. Always Chrissy laughing, her blonde hair and smile filling the frame. There were endless pictures of her; she was the one the photographer followed. Children were often a blur or entirely absent.
When the carousel returned to the beginning, Frank said The End. He said it every year. Occasionally he would click through a second time, but the mood was never the same. It was restless or too sombre for Christmas. The projector would be packed up, and everyone would hide in their rooms. The End.
Nobody asked Alice how she felt about never appearing. Why would they, when their thoughts were filled with ghosts.
In previous years, Alice hadn’t cared about her absence. She did what all children do: accept the reality with which she was presented. A developing brain cannot comprehend alternatives. It must believe its own reality. It must make itself safe. The pictures before her were her family’s history, but in her mind they were also hers. Look, her dad! Look, her home! She may not have been visible, but she saw herself all the same. They were her framework too.
This year, she said, ‘Why aren’t I in any of the photos?’ This year, she did not see herself there.
Frank still stared at the empty screen. He blinked.
Jesse leant forward and squeezed her cheeks together. ‘Because we get to enjoy you now.’ He left the room.
Frank turned off the projector, and the room was thrown into darkness. Beth reached out to the lamp.
Alice had spent much time looking at her mother. As her brother and sister watched their own trapped within a flicker of light, Alice had examined the living, breathing face that was hers alone. Her mother sat to the side in an armchair, quiet and background, watching a home life that did not involve her. Her face had no expression.
A crack began to form in Alice’s reality.



Not My Mother
1993
When in class she learnt about the desert, Alice felt pride in announcing Mirage as the name of her house. Mrs Baxter had frowned and said it was a funny name for a building that was actually there. You have to see it to believe it, Alice said, thinking this a very grown-up answer. Mrs Baxter changed the subject, moving on to scorpions and much less interesting things, but Alice’s mind had stayed on the Mirage she had known all her life.
Perhaps the bones of the place had seen better days, but who else had a home like hers? She looked past its flaws and decay and saw only beauty. She often imagined its Palm Springs twin that her father had spoken of, and that house in her mind was always shiny and new. Alice filled her home with fantasy.
Her family matched her unusual house. None of her friends had half-brothers or sisters, and Alice embraced her family’s oddball make-up. There was something romantic in the story of what came before her, and she told her classmates of her father’s great love affair with Aunt Chrissy and the terrible event that followed. It was both epic romance and classical tragedy. What love there was in the tale of her family! The young faces of her audience rose and fell with each detail, and Alice felt a peculiar pride in her family’s specialness. This was the foundation her life was built on.
Details had been drip-fed to Alice over the years. When she was small, she was told only that the woman on the wall was Aunt Chrissy. As she got older, she would ask But who
is
Aunt Chrissy? and there would be silence before Beth replied. Nobody was prepared with answers. And then Alice would forget, so that one day she had pointed at the picture and asked Why did she die again? and Clover had covered her ears and run out.
Alice couldn’t remember exactly when she started talking to Chrissy. There had never been a conscious beginning, just as there had never been a memorable first sighting of the picture on the wall. Chrissy had always been there, laughing in her sheepskin coat. She was as real as Mirage.
Alice would get up each morning and pad down the hall towards Chrissy, then turn right into the kitchen, where her mother would be.
Sometimes she only whispered Hello. Longer chats happened when the house was quiet or late at night when it slept. Alice would go to the kitchen for a drink, and the moon would cast a dim glow on the flocked wallpaper. Chrissy never slept. She was always awake, her mouth wide open with joy.
She pretended Chrissy talked back. Alice would tell an anecdote, call her father Frank like her siblings did in private, then wait for Chrissy’s reply. That’s very perceptive, Alice might say, mimicking a grown-up. I’ve never thought about it like that before.
Alice knew this was not something to do in front of others. Even at a young age, she was aware her life was not straightforward. But one day Jesse came out of his room and heard her talking.
‘What are you doing?’
Alice spun round. ‘Mum said you were out.’
He looked at the picture. ‘Why are you talking to my mum?’ Then back at Alice. ‘You’ve got a mum.’
And you talk to mine all the time, thought Alice. But this she did not say.
A few days into the new year, her mother laid out a dress on her bed. Pale green with a broderie anglaise hem. Alice, tall for her age, already felt like a stranger in her changing body, lost and alone in a rapidly swelling sea.
‘I’m not wearing that,’ Alice said, folding her arms. ‘This is the nineties.’ She had heard this said on the television.
Beth looked at the dress. ‘You don’t like it?’
‘Like it? It’s gross. Something a baby would wear.’ She wanted fluorescent, tie-dye, a baggy T-shirt over cycling shorts. Everything she had was a decade out of date.
Her mother stroked the buttons. ‘Okay. Don’t wear it.’ She went out.
Clover, dressed in her running gear, had witnessed the scene from the doorway. She smiled at Alice before stretching her body taut.
‘She tried to make me wear it too.’
Alice looked down at the abandoned dress. ‘When?’
Clover shrugged. ‘I was your age, probably. You know she made it?’
Alice swallowed.
‘She always made clothes on our mum’s sewing machine. Never bothered asking what we wanted to wear. I remember saying she couldn’t make me. You’re not my mother, I shouted once.’ Clover walked over. ‘I especially hated this one. It’s like The Waltons.’ She snorted and pulled Alice near. ‘Good on you for speaking up.’ She ruffled her hair and went out, then came the slam of the front door.
Alice wondered if there was a word for the feeling of being split down the middle. It was a sensation she would feel often throughout her life, a rip through her centre. Just as her body was discovering a new self, so her mind was entering another dimension, one in which she realized her family was not whole but formed from two misshapen halves. She examined the joy she had felt when Clover hugged her. The thrill of a bond over a shared dislike. There were few opportunities for that with her sister, who lived light years away from Alice. It was as if they inhabited two versions of the same house. And then there was her mother, who, she knew, was now sitting alone in some room. Her mother was always alone. Alice would often find her on the edge of her bed looking into the distance, or at the table with paperwork, or in the kitchen, waiting for the oven to heat.
Five minutes later, Alice left her room wearing the dress and went looking for her mother.
Her first memory was of Jesse leaning over her cot and tickling her feet. She must have been under a year old, which apparently made it an impossible memory, but she knew it happened. Her mother said she quickly grew out of her cot because she couldn’t bear being left alone.
Six years lay between them, so for a while they were both children. Alice remembered clinging to his neck as he lifted her down from the high chair. She refused to eat her greens unless ‘Essie’ did the aeroplane with the spoon. Jesse never argued, so there weren’t any fights, but she would always go in search of her brother when he withdrew into himself. She’d climb on to his lap or draw hearts on paper and slide them under his door. She wanted to be wherever he was going. She wanted him to want her there too.
One day, Alice took the sandwich her mother handed her and said, ‘Thanks, Beth.’
Beth frowned. ‘I’m not Beth. I’m Mum.’
‘But your name’s Beth.’
‘We don’t call our parents by their names, though. We use a different word that nobody else can. It shows they’re special.’
Alice thought about this. ‘But Jesse doesn’t call you mum.’
Beth sliced her sandwich in half.
‘Because she’s not my mother,’ said Jesse from the other room.
That night, Alice got up and went out into the hallway with a black permanent marker. She walked slowly towards Chrissy and stopped a few feet away.
The house was resting. There was no noise. She concentrated on the stillness, felt it flow through her fingers and toes. She noticed Chrissy laughing with no sound.
Alice stepped forward and lifted the rococo frame, cobwebs breaking as she did so, then, there on the fleur-de-lis wallpaper, she wrote NOT MY MOTHER on the dark patch of wall that never saw light.
‘Today we’re here to witness a primary school dig up a time capsule buried a hundred years ago. The headteacher has located the box and now let’s get a close-up of what has lain in darkness for a century. Look at that. Fully intact! Let’s crack it open and find out about the children who studied here when Queen Victoria was on the throne. Were they like us? Did they dream the same dreams? Hopefully we’ll discover something extraordinary in this simple metal box …’
Alice turned off the TV and began straight away. She wrote a long letter to a faceless future that described her life today and her dreams for tomorrow, then searched everywhere for a photo of herself.
‘I need a box,’ she said to her mother, who was washing up.
‘What kind of box?’
‘I’m making a time capsule,’ she announced. ‘It needs to be strong so it can be buried for a century. Metal, please. If it has a lock, then perfect.’
Beth looked around, not wanting to take her hands out of the water. ‘There’s an old ice-cream tub over there.’
Alice made a face. She wanted a box that was special. A time capsule should be special. She went out with a sigh, taking the tub.
For the next few days, Alice created things she planned never to see again. She drew pictures of Mirage and her family, writing their particulars under each portrait. She wrote under Jesse’s that his favourite saying was ‘Frank can go fuck himself’ before changing her mind. He had howled with laughter when he saw it. ‘I tried crossing it out,’ said Alice, ‘but I can do a whole new sheet if you like?’ He shook his head and patted her shoulder. ‘Nah. It’s the truth. And now we’re burying it.’
Alice chose a spot beneath a tree that flowered each spring. She held her ice-cream tub like a coffin while Jesse dug the hole deep enough to escape the general wear and tear of earth, but not too deep as never to be discovered. Alice bent down and placed it in position. She sprinkled a handful of dirt.
‘Who do you think will find it?’
Jesse shrugged. ‘Could be forever before it’s found.’
Could be forever before it’s found. Could-be-forever. Then surely, Alice thought, it would never be found.
He looked at the house. ‘Can’t see anyone wanting to live here when we’re gone, though. Demolition job, probably.’
Alice looked alarmed. ‘Knock it down? Why? It’s not old!’
‘Open your eyes, Alice.’
Alice looked up at the house. Algae coated the windows, and ivy strangled the walls. The white render was now grey, decorated with reams of cobwebs, and she knew it didn’t look its best. But surely a house needed care. What if they each grabbed a broom, cloth or scrubbing brush? They could have it gleaming if they all lent a hand.
Alice looked down at her finger where a crusty wart had recently appeared on her forefinger and was now bleeding. Alice sucked the blood. She was biting her nails more than ever lately, at school pulling her sleeves down over her hands. When she went swimming, the sting of the chlorine made her want to whimper.
Now Alice picked up the spade and started shovelling dirt, burying her wishes and desires for what could be forever.
The next day, Alice was eating breakfast when Frank came in and picked a record. She couldn’t remember the last time she had heard the jukebox, which sat in the family room just off the kitchen. It had become just another piece of furniture.
It always played during Alice’s earliest years. Alice would watch transfixed as a record fed from the carousel to the stylus and she would clap along to songs that she knew like a mother’s voice. Her father once said that if she was ever hysterical, all they had to do was put on Elvis’s ‘If I Can Dream’. I think that was Jesse, said Beth. He shrugged. But Alice clung to the memory and made it her own.
Now Alice listened for the familiar thud and whirr. Silence.
Her father checked the plug. ‘What’s going on?’ he said, lightly tapping the side. ‘Who’s touched this?’
Alice silently chewed her toast. If she could slip off the stool and just …
‘Was it you?’
Damn. Almost.
She put her plate down and turned. ‘What’s wrong?’
Beth came hurrying from the utility room.
‘Someone’s been at this. It’s not working.’
Beth pushed the stray hairs from her face. Alice couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her with her hair loose, not scraped back into a practical style.
‘I don’t know, Frank. I never play it.’
‘It’s all this stuff,’ he said, gesturing at the boxes surrounding the jukebox. ‘This room is a rubbish heap. Look at it. The cobwebs …’ He was on a roll now. Alice knew he would bring out a long list of grievances that were somehow to blame for the breakdown of a forty-year-old machine. He would spiral and then they would never hear the end of it.
‘The dusters are in the cupboard,’ Alice said. ‘Over there.’
Frank shot her a look.
‘It just sounds like you want to clean it.’ She almost laughed at how much she sounded like Clover.
‘I suppose we’ll have to call someone out,’ said Beth.
The jukebox technician wasn’t available for a fortnight, and, even though it had been years since Alice had known him to play it, every morning for the next few weeks Frank stood in front of the jukebox with his head almost bowed.
‘What a beauty,’ the technician said when he came. He whistled. ‘You don’t see many of this one, not outside of the States. Had it long?’
Beth shrugged. ‘My husband shipped it over maybe twenty years ago.’
‘From California,’ said Alice from where she sat, ready to witness the jukebox come back to life.
‘We rarely put it on,’ Beth said. ‘So how could it be broken? It’s a mystery.’
The man shimmied it away from the wall and removed the back. Beth and Alice watched as its insides were revealed. It smelt of dust and greasy, soldered metal. Alice looked at the fifties branding on the mechanisms and the tangle of cables joining everything together. Underneath the beautiful exterior was an ugly mess.
He tinkered, pulling a cloth from his pocket to wipe a cog. He then switched it back on and tried a record. It worked.
Beth clapped and smiled at Alice. ‘Oh, thank goodness.’
‘You say you rarely put it on? That’s your problem. These machines were built to be played a hundred times a day and should be, or the parts get stiff and seize up. It’s like love.’ He laughed. ‘It only works if you use it.’
Frank was in a great mood that day, light on his feet and clearing the table. ‘You sit down, darling,’ he said to Beth, and Alice watched her sit back in her chair, upright, expecting to be called any moment. They heard him whistle as he stacked the plates. Then a flurry of buttons on the jukebox, the whirr of the machine.
‘You heard what the man said,’ Frank called. ‘It must be used every day.’
He sat in the family room and played all the old songs. One by one, his children walked by to their rooms, where they would spend the evening, and Beth in the connecting kitchen did the dishes as quietly as she could. Frank, who rarely drank, filled tumbler after tumbler. He stared out at the empty pool as Elvis sang. His eyes grew misty. Nobody saw.
That evening, Alice was walking down the hall when her father went by. ‘Night,’ she said automatically, then jumped as he grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face him.
‘Goodnight, darling,’ he said, almost choking on the words. She felt a wet kiss on her cheek.
Alice pulled away, the universal reflex when touching something strange or foreign, but he only gripped her tighter.
‘You know I love you, don’t you?’ He faced her dead-on, so she had no choice but to look into his eyes, which were ferocious in their intensity. They roved her face, almost struggling to focus. ‘I may not say it much, but, darling …’ He took a deep breath. ‘I. Love. You.’
It was his yearly pilgrimage to the parenting altar. Alice had enough years behind her now to spot the pattern. A good thing would set him off – a winning flurry at the track, an excellent parking space, a working jukebox – and he would go all method with his happiness. He loved his family then, when something they had nothing to do with went his way. Out would come the thumping on the back (You old thing, you!). Out would come the drink that made the words flow. It was as if he had no idea how naturally to be happy. It was a production everyone else had to get on board with. Don’t miss the show! For one night only!
Alice was still young enough to crave his touch. When he told her he loved her, she turned pink. A smile of relief filled her face.
Clover and Jesse were another story. If he managed to grab them during these joyous moments of possession, their posture would turn stiff or slouching. Always extremes. Never in balance. One raised eyebrow and bulging eyes before they gave their standard refrain: Oookaaaaay.
Frank never understood why his joy made his children retreat, why they folded into themselves like paper, creases marked from constant use. The rare sight of his rapture only reminded them of its usual absence. His pleasure was all on his terms, and there was nothing they could do to tempt it to stay. It was a holiday. Too transient to rely on in real life.
They were records to be played once in a while when he remembered. The rest of the time they were furniture, once new and now uninteresting, waiting to be fixed.
‘Your father wants you now.’
Her mother’s voice came down the hall.
Alice looked in the mirror and stroked the lace collar on her best blouse. Her scrubbed face was still a little pink.
She went down the corridor to the sunken lounge, where her father was fiddling with a tripod that faced a stool and mottled background. Tall studio lights stood ready. The curtains had been closed. Alice took a deep breath.
‘Here I am.’
Frank was busy with the camera. She cleared her throat.
‘Ah, there you are. Go on, darling. Hop up.’
She stepped over cables and perched on the stool, her hands clasped. She had heard it said a model should anticipate the photographer’s needs. A mild panic took her over – is that what he expected? She should have looked through Clover’s magazines.
Beth had told her over breakfast the previous day that her father wanted to take her picture. ‘He’s been offered studio lights at a bargain price and wants to test them out. Clover would never say yes, so how about you?’
Alice had gone to school that morning and told everyone she would be spending Saturday as a model. Thankfully nobody asked for details. Annabel Lawrence had whispered in Gemma Connolly’s ear, then sniggered, but Alice didn’t care that day because the very fact of her being asked was confirmation she was pretty. Her father would never photograph her otherwise. Who would want an ugly model?
Frank inspected his daughter, holding the light meter to her face. He considered her mousy hair, pale skin, white blouse and dark tartan skirt. He adjusted the settings accordingly.
Alice noticed her father’s nervous energy which he had whenever excited. An earnest seriousness took him over. She envisioned him falling back in love with photography, and, thanks to her, he would take pictures again. She would now exist at Christmas on the carousel, take her place up there on screen with the rest of them. Alice tried to steady her beat-boxing heart.
The room began to glow, and a loud pop accompanied each click. Alice’s eyes widened as the silver umbrellas flashed, trying not to blink. She did her best to concentrate. And then he stopped and stood back, frowning. ‘Something’s not right,’ he said, and Alice pulled at her hair.
He made her sit diagonally. She rested her chin on her hand. ‘Good,’ he said, then adjusted her fingers. He returned to the camera and judged her through the lens. ‘I think this is the money shot.’
Alice beamed.
Click.
‘Lovely, darling. And another.’
Click.
‘Beautiful. Try not to smile if possible. I know that’s hard with a lovely face like yours.’
Click.
‘I said no smile. Rest your face.’
Click.
Alice thought of all the pictures he would have of her now.
Click.
‘Stop smiling,’ he said.
A makeshift darkroom had been set up over the bath. The film would take hours to develop.
She was dancing outside in the empty pool when she heard her father’s voice. Alice! he was shouting. Alice!
She ran in, eager for her moment of truth. There he was in the bathroom, thick cloth taped to the windows, the large prints pegged on string above the bath still dripping from the chemicals that brought them to life.
His eyes were wide with anger, his features threaded with a wretched disappointment. Alice had seen it once in Jesse when his team went from being one–nil up to losing a cup final.
‘What’s this?’ her father hissed, and swatted plastic tongs against a print of her smiling at the camera.
Alice looked closer. She saw her finger, the one he had asked her to hold against her face, and then she saw the wart, the fatvileuglygross wart she hated with all her heart, there in the middle of the shot.
‘I, I …’
Something broke inside her as he ripped up the print.



Inside Out
1994
For years now, Clover had looked for happiness outside of Mirage. She wanted real, concrete, something she could touch with her hands. The house was changeable, not to be trusted. How could you trust a place that had known the very extremes of your feeling? Those walls had held her happiness, but also her anger, terror, sadness, and childish confusion at stumbling into her parents’ room one morning to find a new woman in the bed. She had met Beth already, and Clover understood she would be looking after her. But her mother’s bed? Was nothing sacred? No, home must be a place of safety. Mirage could never be home.
Running was her happy place, the way she could unwind. Walkman, tracksuit, the wind on her skin as she legged it over the fields. Her friends favoured booze, but Clover had found on nights out that it always left her weeping. Running gave her focus and bliss. The endorphins flooded her noisy brain, and she would often finish in the woods a few fields from the house, delirious with laughter, nobody around to hear. She would wander back, calm, at peace.
Clover’s desperation to catapult herself out of the silent Mirage was what drew her to the noise of the local theatre. Teachers had always said she was destined for the stage, and she had grabbed every chance to perform. Her father once came to a show and said afterwards they did a half-decent job for a bunch of kids. She never invited him again.
She dreamt about stage school. She could move to London, rent a room, tap dance her way to another life. But the cost was beyond her, and she was determined not to ask for Frank’s assistance. It remained a hopeless dream.
At eighteen, she went full time at a clothing shop and gave her after-hours to the theatre. She spent evenings and weekends putting on stage make-up, then burning under the tungsten lights. She would tread those boards and work for that second encore. It didn’t matter that the audience was faceless. So what? Faces always turned in the street, and she never cared about looking back. The value was in the turning. They were a mirror through which she saw herself.
Some nights, she returned late to Mirage still caked in make-up, desperate to hold on to the experience of being somebody else, interpreting attention as love.
‘When am I going to see inside?’ Hugh asked through her kisses. They were parked at the top of Mirage’s driveway. Clover never let him as far as the door.
She broke off and leant back against the steering wheel. The house could be glimpsed through the bare branches of the trees, its large windows glowing with light. ‘How about never?’ she whispered, then kissed him again to shut him up.
He pulled back. ‘It’s been six months, Clove. Plus it’s the first of January … too cold to strip off in my car.’
They had first met outside the stage door. Clover had been fuzzy from after-show drinks, reluctant to leave, and exited into the dark alley to find Hugh in her path. His eyes shone with admiration. Will you sign this? he said, holding out a programme of her show. She wrote her signature and number, and from then on they became inseparable, the milk to each other’s shake. They spent much of their time in lay-bys or country lanes, curling up together and fogging windows. The past six months had been the most natural performance of her life.
She nibbled his lip. ‘This way we warm each other up.’
‘Are you ashamed of me?’
Clover frowned, then remembered his situation: absent dad, exhausted mum, their tiny council flat. He still shared a room with his brother. It was why they always hung out in his car. She realized that when he looked at her house, compared with his own life, he thought she had so much.
Clover gave a gentle laugh. ‘I just don’t want to take you to a mouldy, gross house. The smell of damp would knock you out.’
She traced the doubt on his cheekbones with her fingers. How could he not believe her? She had thrown everything at him, been open in a way she never thought possible. Every kiss brought to mind her father’s stories of her mother, how their love had been perfect – a calm, rippleless sea. It didn’t matter that she and Jesse only found out about Chrissy from scraps of truth laced with too much wine. Clover did not stop to wonder if she had played them so often in her mind that she had embellished them with gold. All she knew was it had been a love like no other, and there could be nothing more wonderful than a taste of perfect love.
Outside, she kissed him through the car window, then backed away down the driveway, waiting until he left before she turned towards Mirage.
Clover loved Alice at the start. Her arrival broke the silence that had descended, and eight-year-old Clover found respite in her high-pitched sobs. You couldn’t have a silent house with a baby. And so she fussed over Alice, putting clips in her hair and treating her like a doll. But, after a year, she was bored by her screams and constant pleas for attention. Beth would come running from the kitchen whenever Alice made a sound, and, as Clover watched her stepmother soothe merely with her presence, she felt a calcifying of her soft and fleshy heart. Hard scabs sealed her wounds.
Then the silence returned. Beth took longer to attend to Alice’s cries – a deliberate attempt to encourage a practical self-sufficiency – and Clover noticed her sister absorbing the silence, adjusting her behaviour to meet its demands. This only watered Clover’s resentment. Your job was to bring back the noise, she thought, meeting her sister’s wide-eyed gaze. New life. New blood. Come on. But no. Mirage’s silent takeover was complete. Clover had tossed a soft toy at her sister’s head, and Alice laughed, thinking it a game.
It wasn’t that she hated Alice. It was gentler, more complicated. She watched as everything that had been hers and sometimes Jesse’s – pram, high-chair, clothes, toys – slowly became Alice’s. They had been kept by her mother for her future babies, not Beth’s. Clover’s permission was never sought, and, although she knew it was not her little sister’s fault, it felt unfair that her personal history, ephemera, home, should all become another’s. Her voice seemed to have no place in Mirage, and yet she had been the child to first call it home.
Like the Russian dolls, which Clover had once found eight-year-old Alice playing with in her room. Clover had given a small chuckle and fallen on to the bed.
‘These used to be mine.’
Alice, frowning, held the one in her hand closer to her chest. Her face softened. ‘Which one was your favourite?’
‘Oh, I don’t remember. But I loved how each doll had its own flower. They’re all painted in the same colours, but the pattern is different. See? I always liked that.’
Alice opened her palm. ‘I like this one.’
Clover smiled and took it from her. ‘Ah, there it is. I thought you’d lost it. It’s easy to lose the smallest.’
‘It wouldn’t be complete without the baby.’
Clover picked up the biggest doll, the one housing them all. She turned it over, examining the paintwork, wincing at the squeak of the wood.
Slowly, she remembered.
She began putting them inside each other. The smallest into the next smallest, then the next. When two were left, she put the nest inside the biggest, leaving the second-largest out. She handed them to her sister. ‘Shake it.’
Alice obeyed.
‘See how it’s louder, Alice? That’s what it’s like when something’s missing that should make it complete. Listen. The cocoon has gone. The void is too big.’
Clover took it back and stared at the painted wood. She dropped it on the bed. ‘What shit. It’s nothing like that.’
She went out, her sister staring after her.
Clover did a double-take when she saw Alice alone in the train station a few days after Hugh dropped her home. She was dressed in school uniform and staring up at the screen.
‘Alice?’
Her sister turned, embarrassed.
‘Are you bunking off? Wowzers. You’ve started early.’
‘I’m going to London,’ Alice said in a quiet voice.
‘London?!’ Clover snorted. ‘You’re, like, eight.’
Alice stuck out her chin. ‘I’m almost eleven. And I look older. Everyone says so.’
Clover looked closer. Alice was right. She was almost as tall as Clover, her body long and skinny, her chest on its way. Fourteen, perhaps. Definitely not ten. ‘Well, you can’t go to London, Alice. You’re still almost eleven inside your head. Come on. I’ll walk you to school, then I need to get to work.’
‘I’ve already bought my ticket.’ She opened her palm. ‘Fooled him on the desk. Mum thinks I’ve got netball after school. I’ll be back in time.’
‘Where are you actually going?’
‘You wouldn’t be interested. But I’m going whether you like it or not.’
Clover frowned, surprised by her sister who always shrugged whenever asked her opinion. She seemed to be like Beth, whom Clover could still not figure out after fourteen years. To Clover, she simply existed: hoovering and cooking and dusting, making a futile attempt to keep Mirage going. Clover didn’t know why she bothered. The house clearly didn’t care. New cracks formed almost monthly, ancient cobwebs appearing overnight.
Clover sighed. ‘Looks like I’m off to London, doesn’t it?’
Relief flooded her sister’s face.
They exited the Tube and walked down a straight road with a park on one side and Victorian houses along the other. Clover – expecting a short commute – had not dressed properly for January and made her feelings clear.
‘There it is,’ said Alice.
Clover looked across the road at a grey, concrete house. A closer look revealed it wasn’t a house at all. More a crude drawing or a ghost of a narrow Victorian terrace made of concrete with carved lines for windows. It stood alone in the flat, barren landscape. Two lines of graffiti adorned the side: WOT FOR/WHY NOT.
Clover stared. ‘What is it?’
They went through a gate and around the side, where the wall of each room bore the imprint of a fireplace, and, on the opposing wall, the shadowy remains of stairs. They were not the only visitors. Others wandered round the structure or stood with gloved hands behind backs, looking up.
‘The artist filled the rooms with concrete,’ said Alice carefully, as if reciting from memory. ‘The whole row was damaged in the war, and eventually this was the only house left. She cast the walls, then pulled them down, so what’s left behind is what was never really there. That’s what the newspaper said.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well, look. The house that was there has gone. There’s nothing left of it.’
‘What’s that, then?’
Alice looked deep in thought. ‘The paper said what’s left is the air, the silence, the space where they lived. She’s made it solid. Turned it inside out, so we see what we don’t usually see. Oh, and it said about how you can’t go in there now because it no longer exists. I liked that …’ She trailed off. ‘It’s called House. So I guess it is a home, right?’
Clover stared at the structure. There was something familiar about it, and it certainly looked like a home. But the grey suggested dystopian horror. She felt a strange pull, a desire to scale the walls, touch the heavy concrete, find a way inside. But there was no way. By making it solid, there could be no venturing. You could never go back in. As Alice said, the rooms no longer existed. It was a lonely thought but also a comfort, knowing that nobody else could enter and take the house for themselves.
She thought of Mirage, how it used to be. Those hazy pictures in her head of parties and spilt drinks and laughter. Before it turned grey.
‘Dad would say it’s not very pretty,’ said Alice. ‘Wouldn’t he? But my teacher says you could split the world into those who think art should be pretty and those who think it’s for something else.’
‘What is it to you, Alice?’ Clover looked at her. ‘The house.’ It was the most honest question she had ever asked her sister, her sister who now seemed so much older than she was.
Alice hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’
‘I suppose it must be important if you’ve come all this way.’
‘They demolish it next week.’
Clover’s mouth dropped open. ‘But –’
‘The neighbours hate it, apparently. There’s been a campaign.’ Alice paused. ‘It’s funny what other people see.’
‘Or don’t,’ said Clover, her eyes on the house.
Clover spent the next few weeks in a strange fog. The house did not leave her, as if she had carried home its ghost. Experiencing it with Alice had both brought them closer and fashioned a concrete wedge in their path. They had chatted on the journey home in a new way, and Clover, after walking her back to school, never breathed a word to Beth. They now shared a secret, like regular sisters, and Clover could tell it made Alice happy. There was, though, a heaviness she could not shake. She began reading the newspaper, and it was a week after their trip to London that an article appeared confirming the house had been destroyed. She read it like an obituary.
On a Saturday morning in late January, she woke with an ache in her chest.
Clover got up and went for a run. Who cared if rain lashed down. She left her Walkman at home and charged out at full pelt, pushing towards the grey horizon. Don’t think, she told herself, don’t think don’t think don’t think.
An hour’s run and her heart was too busy for aching. She stood on the edge of the woods and laughed, lightly pummelling her chest. She was good at this, prescribing the right medicine for her sores.
Beneath the trees, Clover looked up at Mirage, grey in the unrelenting rain.
She returned via the patio door, unlocked as always. Her father sat in front of the TV, his eyes on the screen. She imagined him asking about her run or what she had planned today – Did she fancy some s’mores – he’d make some! – or perhaps a dance in front of the jukebox? But the barbecue and its heat had died years ago.
She walked past. He didn’t look up.
Clover slammed her bedroom door and put on a song with the loudest, heaviest beat. Volume cranked up.
Then a hard rap on the door. ‘Turn it down!’
She ignored it. Instead she mouthed all the things he could have said. How are you, darling? Good run? Shall we go out, you and me? Of course I’ll drop you to work. When’s your next show? I’ll come along. Boyfriend? Why, I’d love to meet him. Although I doubt he deserves you.
He burst through the door. ‘Can’t you hear me? Turn it down!’
Clover peeled herself from the bed and went slowly over to the stereo, her back to him as she hit stop. Silence again. The door closed. Normality resumed.
Another rap, this time softer. Her Hugh, looking in through the murky patio door.
She rushed forward and slid it open, not caring that he was seeing the house she had worked hard to hide. She threw herself into his arms.
‘Oh,’ she said, peppering his face with kisses. ‘You came, you came, you came.’
Hugh laughed. ‘Did you call, then?’ He pulled back as he took in her mid-century bedroom. ‘Blimey, Clove. You live in a time capsule.’
‘The air’s like a tomb.’ She looked around. ‘You should have seen it years ago. New. No cracks in the ceiling, and the windows weren’t green. The rooms were filled with sunshine.’
He was watching her. ‘Tell me.’
Blurred memories filled her brain and she pushed them away before they pulled into focus. ‘You know the drill. She was here, then wasn’t. One day she went out and didn’t come back. Same with your dad. Tale as old as time.’ She high-fived him.
Hugh grabbed her hand and didn’t let go. Instead he drew her close and wrapped his arms around her.
‘This is how we should be,’ he said. ‘You and me.’
She looked up, unsure what he meant.
‘Let’s make our own home, Clove. Let’s create our dream life. We will never walk out and not return. We’ll always come back to each other.’
Clover’s mind began to throb. She slammed her lips against his. It didn’t matter that she was only nineteen, with hardly a penny and no real-life experience of her own. Here was someone willing to seal up the deep chasm inside her, who wanted to turn a shared fantasy into life. She felt like she had been running for a thousand years, over sand and through sea, over forests and through graves, until finally, the endorphins had found her.
Later that evening, after work and an hour in Hugh’s car, Clover returned to Mirage. She stood in the entranceway, a smile on her face as she recalled his final kiss. Soon, he had whispered, then turned and drove away. She had waved goodbye with a hopeful heart. Soon.
Now she looked around her childhood home. Soon this would all be behind her. She would be out there in the world, making her own way. Her eye settled on the portrait, her happiness dipping for only a moment. Clover smiled. Her mother would have understood.
She heard cutlery on china. Clover went down into the lounge and round towards the dining area, where Frank, Beth and Alice sat eating in silence.
‘Finally,’ said Frank.
‘Yours is dished up under the cover,’ said Beth as usual, in her usual level-toned voice. She topped up Frank’s water glass, giving her stepdaughter the tiniest flash of a smile. Blink and it would be gone.
Clover surveyed them, her good mood keeping her warm. Yes, here was everything just as she expected it. Her father at the head of the table, eyes on his own plate. Her stepmother managing logistics. Her sister in the seat she always took. Was this every family? No surprises? No hellos when you walk through the door? And this wasn’t even her family. Not really, apart from the man in the centre. The other two were an extension, not part of the original build.
Clover had enough childhood memories to remember how different it had been. Laughter, life, vibrance … no silence within earshot. Clover clung to them now. They were her glimmer of hope for a possible future, a recreation of her past.
‘Hugh and I are moving in together,’ she declared.
Beth stopped and looked up, cutlery mid-air. Alice’s mouth fell open.
Frank continued cutting his meat. ‘Hugh?’
Clover frowned, then gave a burst of laughter. Oh, yes! She hadn’t introduced them, keeping her Technicolor world away from the grey. Six months of secrecy. Six months of the best feelings she had known.
‘Hugh is …’ She snorted. ‘Hugh!’
There was a long pause. Or not really a pause, she thought, because they were already silent when she entered. Her speaking had been the pause and now they were back to the silent prose in which they all lived.
‘Congratulations,’ Beth mumbled. A smile. A gentle nod of acknowledgement.
So she’s not a robot, Clover thought.
Finally her father put down his cutlery. He looked at her, then his eyes quickly moved away. ‘You’re getting married, I presume?’
Clover shrugged. ‘Eventually. Maybe.’
‘Maybe?’
She gave the impression of never having considered this, when it had been the beat of every step from Hugh’s car to the door. Her father would never agree without marriage, she thought, and an extra shade of excitement coloured her news. She knew her father’s traditional ways. Or perhaps he would refuse altogether. Clover remembered him saying once how her mother told her own father that she didn’t care what he thought and then eloped. Frank’s drunken details were probably not to be trusted, but Clover’s spine tingled as she imagined doing the same. Eager to mirror her mother, she had hurried up Mirage’s steps.
Another vision came to her now: Frank rising from the table with a smile, putting his hands on her shoulders and saying Just like your mother. He would finally acknowledge their sameness in looks and spirit. There would be no fight.
‘We’ll think about marriage later,’ she said. ‘Nobody cares about that these days.’
The front door slammed and Jesse entered the kitchen. They heard him put his plate in the microwave and then he appeared in the doorway, looking tired, perhaps a little stoned.
‘What’s up?’ he said, registering the silent change of tempo.
Frank pushed back his chair.
‘Your sister’s moving out.’
‘What?’ Jesse’s tone was harsh.
‘Don’t leave, Clover,’ said Alice, looking tearful.
Clover didn’t sense their disappointment. Her eyes were still on the space at the head of the table where her father had been, even as he walked away behind her, descending into the lounge.
Clover took a final look at her bedroom, then switched out the light. She stared into the gloom, seeing the faint outline of her mother bending over her in bed, then pulled herself away and closed the door.
In the hallway, her eyes fell on the striped suitcase. At first she had said no when Beth pulled it out of storage. It was the most seventies thing she had ever seen – why would she want brown and lime green in 1994? Beth’s face fell, and Clover realized she was trying to get rid of it. I’m not the dump, she thought. But it was your mother’s, said Beth, and Clover reached out to the suitcase with hearts in her eyes.
Now she looked up at her mother. The only version she had known for fifteen years. I’m not leaving you, she said inside. You’re just a picture. You’re not in Mirage. You’re not damp corners and algae and zigzags on the walls.
Clover was convincing herself, trying to untangle her mother from the hate she felt for her home. Moving away did not mean leaving Chrissy. She was doing just what her mother would want her to do. Get out, make your own way, have adventures. The modern flat awaiting her was not the Georgian farmhouse she dreamt of, but it was a start. It would be … oh, she was so eager to know.
Clover had had a taste when she and Hugh went away to a cabin in the New Forest the previous weekend. They lost hours beneath the homestead quilt. There was a tiny stove and hot plate on which Clover made tea in enamel cups. She stood at the end of the bed and watched Hugh sleeping, dappled sunlight on his skin. She imagined their babies. It was all so perfectly simple, she thought. How happy we could be.
Clover had been struck by the forest’s beauty, and for the first time in her life craved the silence of anything human. Hugh made that impossible. He regaled her with New Forest facts he had learnt, prattling on through the woods. The next morning she got up early and went for a solo run. She felt a new, urgent craving for every sense. Coming across a children’s den, Clover crawled in and sat cross-legged, attempting to still her mind.
It didn’t take long. The forest was so quiet. The soil still smelt of two-nights-ago rain. A memory appeared of mud cakes, sludge oozing between childish fingers. Someone’s hair in her face, hair that was hers and yet not. And then a teacher’s tear-stained face with the words, Now, Clover, you need to come with me.
She scrambled out, leapt to her feet and ran faster than she could ever remember having run before, back to the cabin where Hugh was stirring, back under the patchwork covers to where she knew he would drive the silence out.
No more quiet, she thought now as she took a final look around her childhood home. She wanted noise and life. A cacophony of sound.
‘Clover?’
She turned to see her little sister on the lounge steps. Her bottom lip was trembling.
‘So you’re really going?’
Clover smiled. Her sister had not believed she would go. Perhaps none of them truly believed she had it in her. And where was her brother? She didn’t expect her father or Beth to see her off, but the least Jesse could do was show up.
She went down the hall and threw open Jesse’s door. He lay on his bed, listening to Nirvana, playing his guitar. He immediately looked away.
‘I’m off,’ she said.
He tightened a string, making no attempt to answer. Then he took the pick from between his teeth and made a screeching noise on the guitar.
‘Have a nice life.’
‘That’s all I get?’
He shook his head. ‘Jeez, Clove. You want me to be happy you’re going? Bring out the marching band?’ He played another unbearable note.
‘I am allowed to go off and live my life.’
‘Sure you are. Enjoy. I’ll continue rotting in the House of Yesterday.’
This was their shared nickname for the house. They had turned against it in recent years, their childhood pride in its specialness turning to embarrassment. Now that they spent as much daytime away as possible, the mildewed stench was all the more pungent when they returned. Clover always carried body spray for this reason. Now, as she studied her sixteen-year-old brother, Clover realized he had none of those memories of Mirage’s glory days with which to feather his nest. It had always been gross to him.
The knife tip of a memory pierced her heart. When as children they had curled up together and Clover whispered in his ear all she could remember about their mum. She always believed in adventures, Jesse. I remember telling her once I would take you with me when I grew up. We’d set off, you and me, like she had. Now here she was, setting off. Her resolve slackened as she realized that going meant leaving, finding meant abandoning, and survival meant selfishness. Her arms had wrapped around him once, trying to mirror the mother she knew he needed. And now she was mirroring her mother again by walking out through that door.
‘Hey,’ she said softly. ‘Come see me sometime? At the flat? You’re always welcome, Jess.’
A flash of something in his look – sadness? hope? desire? – quickly disappeared. Jesse tossed down his guitar. He knelt on his bed and leant towards the window, lighting a cigarette.
‘So long, sister!’ He blew a mouthful of smoke outside. ‘I mean it …’ His eyes fixed on her. ‘Go and have that great adventure.’
Beth was waiting beside Alice in the entranceway. Clover slung her sports bag over her shoulder and gave her little sister a hug, then Beth pushed a book into her hands and stepped back beside Alice.
‘For you. For your flat. I thought it might be helpful.’
Clover looked at the cover. How to Cook: One Hundred Recipes. A middle-aged woman smiled out, a bowl tucked into the crook of her arm. Here was her stepmother, bringing her down to earth. You can’t cook, remember. You can’t possibly survive.
‘Thanks,’ she said, hearing Hugh’s car. She looked round. ‘I guess it’s too much to expect Frank to be here?’ She would no longer censor the word with Dad.
Beth looked both embarrassed and defensive. ‘Go easy on him. He’s taking it hard, you moving out.’
Clover stifled a laugh. How typical. Her absent father was her fault. She shook her head and picked up her suitcase, deciding not to give the portrait another look. What was the point? Her mother wasn’t here. She could never be found in somewhere so broken, and, besides, Clover did not want those two witnessing her looking back. She was done with this place, its vibe, its people.
She opened the door to her future. And to Hugh, whom she had finally allowed to drive up to the entrance of her home only now that she had chosen to leave.



The Day the Music Died
1994
‘Isn’t it strange,’ said Kat, lying on her bed, hair dishevelled, ‘how certain languages have words for a feeling that cannot be translated?’
She passed the joint to Jesse on the floor facing away from her, the weed having already cast its spell. He leant back as he exhaled. There it was, that mist, enveloping his mind with its embrace. He began to laugh.
‘It’s true!’ said Kat. ‘Surely if a human has the need to coin a word to explain a feeling, another human in another language needs to say it too?’
‘Wait!’ Jesse grabbed a pen from her bedside table and tried to write. ‘Say that again.’
‘Language, it’s –’
‘No … Coin a word. That’s it.’ He concentrated on each letter.
‘Coin a word? That’s what you’re stealing from my manifesto? No way. This is the shit you want.’ She sat up and held the spliff aloft. ‘How can we put faith in words when they lack substance? When they cannot translate? Relationships die because of what was or wasn’t said, yet words are too weak. I demand a rewrite of this social law.’ She took a puff as punctuation. ‘Write that into a song.’
Jesse looked up and snorted. ‘You look like the Statue of Liberty.’ He continued to scribble.
Kat fell on the bed, looking over his shoulder. ‘What are you working on?’
He rolled up the paper and tapped her nose-ring. ‘A writer never shares their work before it’s done. You know this, Katarina.’
‘Will you sing it at this week’s gig?’
‘It won’t be ready. And you lot’ll need time to learn the chords.’
‘A cappella. I love you a cappella. Or unplugged. Just you and your guitar.’ She watched him tuck his hair behind his ear. ‘Sing me something now?’
He leant against her and closed his eyes. ‘Can’t. Too. Spliffy.’
She almost reached out to stroke his hair. Cafuné.
Kat’s room was somewhere Jesse could be without pretence. Sweet Nirvana was on the stereo and their reality. She would produce the weed, and they would laze together and talk about nothing. Silly jokes and soundbites and songs they loved, and through those safe, trivial subjects they could explore burns without striking a match. They did not wish to illuminate their individual pain, only hint at it through music, smudge its edges with weed. They could sit in easy silence for the four minutes of a song, not feel the need to cloud it with chatter.
Lately he was always here, ever since Clover first announced her departure. He hadn’t known how to see his sister and still act normally, pretend as if it wasn’t about to end. And now she was gone. Another person taking the high road out of his life. Nah. Instead he would be in charge. He would dowse himself with good times and gear, pretend this soft, fuzzy world was the only one he lived in.
A noise downstairs made Kat scramble off the bed. ‘Shit, my mum.’ She threw open the window and waved her arms to dispel the scent of weed.
Jesse blinked, sprawled out. ‘I thought she wouldn’t be home for hours?’ He had never met her parents. Even though their friendship was platonic, they still kept adults out.
Kat unleashed her body spray with wild abandon. Jesse choked on the chemical aroma of white musk.
‘Should I’ – he squinted at the window – ‘shimmy down the drainpipe?’
‘Oh, she won’t care about you,’ said Kat, smelling her clothes. ‘It’s me stealing her weed that’ll piss her off.’
‘Your parents do weed?!’
They were standing to attention when Kat’s mum entered. She smiled at Jesse and gave him a full body scan before raising a brow at her daughter.
‘I didn’t realize you had company,’ she said, smoothing her hair. ‘There’s no car.’
‘Jesse lives across the field. Plus … you know we’re too young to drive?’
‘Oh?’ She looked at him more closely. ‘So we’re neighbours?’
Jesse, feeling awkward under her stare, opened his mouth, but Kat cut him off.
‘Anything else?’
‘Katarina, I think it’s a good idea if Jesse goes before your father returns. And’ – she put her head around the door – ‘I hope that stink is from your own stash.’
‘You’re lucky you don’t have a mother like that,’ Kat muttered when the door shut. She looked distraught. ‘Oh, Jess. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’
Jesse smiled. ‘It’s okay. You’re just talking about your mum. I get it.’
Kat moved forward as if to hug him, but he stepped back. She looked ready to cry. ‘I can’t believe I just said that.’
‘Look, forget it? And a mum who’s fine with her daughter smoking weed? Jackpot, Kat.’
‘Yep, she couldn’t give a damn.’ She had a flat expression. ‘What would your dad do if he caught you smoking weed?’
He made a face as if to say You don’t want to know, then laughed. ‘You know? I don’t think he’d even care.’
There had been a time when he had hoped otherwise. Three years ago, his music teacher had put him forward for the school talent show and Jesse said no at first, not wanting attention. His teacher insisted, impressed that Jesse had taught himself to play guitar from a book. He even offered to play any accompanying piano. Jesse relented, secretly glad he’d been pushed, and spent the next month practising the chords to an Elvis song in his room, the name of which he kept as a surprise. An invitation was sent to Frank and Beth, and his stepmother signed the slip confirming they would attend. He made out like he didn’t care.
The evening came, and Jesse stood in the wings, his stomach tight and churning. He walked out on stage and saw his father, stepmother and sisters in the front fucking row. He tucked his hair back and spoke into the mic, eyes on the floor: Uh, this is a song from a man I’ve heard all my life. Although I never heard him sing this one. I heard it on a cassette recently and it … well, it kinda blew my mind.
He took a deep breath and nodded at his teacher, who began to play the opening chords. Jesse began to sing. He gave it everything, knowing he was paying tribute to his father’s favourite singer.
He was halfway through the third line when Frank got up and walked out. Jesse stumbled. He saw his stepmother’s embarrassed face and felt his teacher glance over as he played the wrong chord. Bring it back, Jesse said inside, and made it to the end of the song.
Kat and his siblings congratulated him afterwards, but his father didn’t say a word. In the months leading up to the show, he had pounced when Jesse showed an interest in Elvis, taking him to town and buying him cassettes. But now he said nothing, and Jesse, withdrawing into the safety of his shell, said nothing back.
‘And Beth,’ said Kat. ‘What would she do if she caught you with weed?’
He shrugged. ‘Who is Beth? I have no idea.’
‘Don’t you talk?’
‘What’s with the questions?’ He met her gaze. ‘Look, maybe your house is different, all that Waltons shit, but mine …’ He shook his head. ‘Talk about what?’
He could tell she didn’t understand. Her baffled eyes were searching his, and he wanted nothing more than to roll another good time and smoke the mood away. She had previously told him of screaming rows with her parents, and he had tried on her family in his head. Imagine being comfortable enough with your family to actually scream? Vent. Explode. Have them see you be honest about feeling. The concept was as alien as the nuclear families filling Christmas ads. Once he had looked up nuclear in the dictionary and found it meant a process that resulted in the release of energy. Ah, he thought, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a plastic ziplock bag that would do just that.
‘It’s such a vivid-looking place,’ said Kat. ‘I thought –’
‘We’d be a vivid family to match?’
‘Well …’
‘Maybe my family is one of a kind. Maybe you lot in your clone houses are normal, and us in the Looney Tunes house on the hill are basket cases.’
‘I’m not saying that! Your house is amazing, and –’
‘You’re mistaking the house for the family. Or … whatever. Your mum said I should go.’
‘Don’t mention her, please.’ Kat shook her head. ‘I don’t know where I came from.’
‘Must be nice to at least know you’re nothing like her.’
Kat shifted on the bed to face him. ‘Do you not remember anything?’
‘I should go.’
There was a long silence, during which they heard her mother laughing on the phone.
‘I don’t remember anything,’ he said. ‘I don’t remember her laughter or even her voice. I know she was American, and that for some reason she gave up everything for my dad, but all I know is what other people have told me. How they met in California. How they built that house to be like one they saw when they first met. How it was always filled with noise. I’ve had people I don’t know stop me in the street to tell me they knew my mum or went to one of her parties. They knew more about my home and mum than I did. They had a memory. Fucking strangers in the street. Sometimes I’ve thought I had one, but then I realize her clothes in the memory are the same as those in an album photo, and so all I’ve done is made someone else’s memory – my dad’s, I suppose – come to life. My brain knows the photos so well, it’s turned them into video. What are photos, anyway? Chemicals. Factory made. And the colours are bleached seventies film, so really’ – he gave a strange laugh – ‘the colours aren’t even the colours. No, I don’t remember. And what I think I remember isn’t even real.’
He looked out of the window at Mirage hidden behind distant trees. ‘People talk about home as if it’s familiar. Home’s where the heart is, no place like home, blah blah. But I’ve never known the Mirage they talk about. It’s not just that I don’t remember. I never knew it at all.’
When they came downstairs, Kat’s father had just arrived. He turned with a smile for his daughter, and Jesse saw how it faded at the sight of him.
He put out his hand. ‘Jesse.’
‘You know Jesse, dear,’ said Kat’s mother from the doorway. ‘Frank O’Hara’s boy. You can tell by looking at him.’
Kat looked surprised. ‘You know Jesse’s dad?’
‘We have lived here a while,’ her mother said. ‘The house used to be quite astonishing – remember, Johnny? But of course you do, silly me. It bewitched everyone. Now … can you call a building “dead”? It’s certainly lost its lustre.’
‘Mum!’
Mrs King licked her lips. ‘We knew your mother once, Jesse.’
Jesse reddened. He locked eyes with Kat.
‘Well, I only knew her a little,’ she went on. ‘My husband knew her much better, didn’t you, dear?’ She inspected her nails. ‘Such a shame.’
‘Jesse’s just going,’ said Kat, pushing him towards the door.
Jesse felt her father’s gaze, then Mrs King nudged him into the lounge. Jesse tried to ignore the strange, pulsating urge to punch the wall.
‘Fucking parents,’ said Kat, almost to herself. Then she held his arm and looked deep into his eyes. ‘Jess.’ Her voice almost broke.
Jesse went out into the early March night. The chill made the hairs on his arms stand proud, but he would take it over Kat’s house. There were no questions here. No peeling back his skin. It was cool and indifferent, uninterested in working him out. The coldness felt familiar. Safe.
Jesse turned and began trudging up the hill towards home, a place everyone seemed to know better than him.
Weeks later, he was getting undressed when a shout came from the hallway. ‘Sorry, Mr O’Hara, emergency’ and then a wet, hysterical Kat burst through his door, clutching a cassette.
He asked what was wrong. She couldn’t stop crying. She rewound the cassette and played the end of a song they loved. The rain dripped from her hair. The DJ’s voice spoke for a split second, then restarted halfway through another sentence. And then Jesse lived a minute he would always remember, as the voice repeated that Kurt Cobain had killed himself with a single shot to the head.
‘What the hell, Kat. What the fucking hell.’
Kat squeezed her arms around Jesse’s naked torso and sobbed. He pressed his face into the coolness of her hair. Tears begged, and, for once, he let them come. The recording ended, and now there was only the thick, muffled hiss of a silent tape.
Kat pulled back. She put her hands on his cheeks and kissed his tears with tenderness, touching the salty stains with her tongue. He went still, eyes closed. Their mouths brushed, and their hands, which had never really felt another, came alive.
Wait, Kat whispered. She fumbled through the CDs, chose one, bit her lip as Jesse kissed her neck. She slid the tray shut, pressed play, and together they climbed into his single bed and drew up the covers.
Jesse didn’t bother locking the door. Nobody ever came in.
No, was all he could think, when he woke hours later and found Kat in his bed. He pulled on his boxers and went to the kitchen for water. He stared at the reflection of the palm tree on the rock wall behind the jukebox. The moon shone bright.
He caught sight of his mother as he left the kitchen. He stopped. She would also have held him when he cried and kissed his tears. Now she was a piece of photographic paper. Now it was Kat who held his secrets, and knew him in a way the stranger on the wall never would.
He sat on the bed in a manner that would wake her.
‘What time is it?’ Kat said, her face pressed into the pillow.
‘Late. You should go. I’ll walk you home.’
She sat up, and the expression on his face made her pull up the covers. She watched him walk over to the stereo. The power light went out.
Jesse was awake in bed the next morning when his father entered without knocking. They looked at each other and Frank nodded at a poster of Kurt Cobain on the wall. ‘Topped himself yesterday.’
‘I know.’
‘Twenty-seven years old, the world at his feet.’ Frank shook his head. ‘What a waste.’ He stared at the posters his son had loved enough to put up.
Perhaps if they had been another family, Frank could have stepped over the threshold, sat down and told his son of how he had felt when news of Elvis’s death came in. By talking of their grief for these impersonal singers – these men they had never met known kissed loved, who merely served as a conduit for their feeling – perhaps they could have touched even just the hem of the memory of the woman they had both lost.
The door shut again.
Jesse lit a cigarette. ‘Well, at least mine didn’t die on the crapper.’
A few weeks later, Jesse and Kat sang on a makeshift stage in somebody’s garage. They were still too young for bars, but Cheap Seats were a band becoming well known in student circles. Jesse stood out front with his guitar, Kat on bass to the side, and for an hour he switched off from himself. Dozens of sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds stood in a suburban driveway, nodding along as they drank beer in plastic cups that older brothers had bought.
When they had first started performing a year ago, Jesse decided the majority of songs should be covers. We have to get people listening, he told Kat, and the only way is to play something they recognize. Kat had stared at his beautiful face and said Oh, they’ll come, Jess, even if you just stand there. And their crowds had been heavy from the start, people moshing to Nirvana and Radiohead. Jesse had whispered See? in Kat’s ear as they ended their first-ever set, and Kat had looked out at the row of girls lining the front and thought, See?
Jesse played a new song, the one he had started in Kat’s room. It was a story song, the true meaning obscured behind words. He thought it the best thing he had written, and arranged the music so the verses were quiet and the chorus punched.
He was singing the second verse when he looked out and saw a girl who felt like staring into sunshine. Hair of gold, eyes on him. Jesse went into the chorus with everything he had. As he came down from the high note, he looked again in her direction. She smiled. He made it to the end.
Kat appeared at his side. ‘Drink?’
‘Nah, I’m fine.’
‘My dad’s getting me at ten.’ She glanced towards the road. ‘He wants me home early.’
‘Is this why you haven’t invited me over lately?’
Kat looked confused. ‘Since when do you need an invitation?’
‘I get it. If I had a daughter, maybe I’d feel the same.’ His eyes searched the crowd. ‘Look, tell your dad it’s all innocent. Invite him to practice so he can see.’
Jesse stepped down and moved through the girls to the table on the driveway. He ignored his stab of conscience. It was too easy, pretending that he hadn’t avoided Kat since that night she slept over. He loved Kat, but he did not love her. He loved her company but not her questions, how her bright eyes always searched for a chink to get in. Their love was a whole new word that needed coining.
The girl stood facing away, amid a throng of boys. She wore a kilted miniskirt and platform heels, and, when she turned, he saw a multicoloured heart emblazoned across her chest. Their eyes locked. Everyone else disappeared.
‘Can I get you a drink?’ she asked.
‘Sure.’
She snapped the lids off two beers and passed one over. They watched each other’s mouths as they drank.
‘I liked that final song. You wrote it?’
Jesse nodded. His hands were clammy, and he found he was almost restraining himself from kissing her. What was happening?
‘Mmm.’ She looked him up and down. ‘I liked it a lot. It had a good … beat.’
‘That’s all you liked?’
‘I’d have to hear it again to be sure. Play it often?’
‘It’s new.’
‘A virgin, then.’
He laughed. ‘Mmm, not exactly.’
‘Oh?’ She took a sip of beer. ‘I’d love to hear it again, one night. Sing it myself.’
‘Are we still talking about the song?’
Now she was the one who laughed. ‘I have no idea.’
He smiled, then someone put an arm around her shoulder.
‘Ready?’
Jesse recognized him as a sixth-former. He shook his car keys with the confidence of someone who had just passed their test, aware they had moved up another level in the pecking order of desirability. Jesse looked for reluctance in her reaction, but she gave a dazzling smile and allowed herself to be kissed. ‘So long, Elvis,’ she said, then halfway down the drive, she called over her shoulder, ‘Play me that song sometime.’
He took another swig and knew he would see her again. He would get her name and number, and, in the fantasy he was building, she would not leave with anyone else. What had they talked about? Songs, riddles, beats. Everything but probing questions. Everything but the charge surging between them, the meaning behind the words.



Dance Card
Alice had rocked up on the first day of secondary school, keen to leave childhood behind. She was eleven but looked fifteen, and, despite feeling older, her family still treated her the same. Little Alice. She was desperate to grow up.
She felt almost delirious at being in the same class as Annabel Lawrence. They were the only two from their previous school, and Alice assumed that would forge an immediate bond. But, on the first day, Annabel didn’t even look at her. She seemed to have a ready-made friendship circle, which Alice later discovered came from arranged summer meet-ups. Annabel’s mother, it turned out, was a great believer in a teeming dance card. She was never going to leave her daughter open to the slippery ice of a first day. The horror.
Alice knew her mother had no such thoughts. Here’s some money for the canteen, she had said that morning while making Frank’s lunch. Hope it goes okay on the bus. Don’t lose your blazer. And then a sort-of kiss on her ear.
Alice’s height did not give the head start she’d hoped for. The first time Annabel spoke to her was when Alice said, ‘Hey, how was your summer’, and Annabel had leant back and replied, ‘How’s the weather up there?’ And then, in the corridor, Annabel hollered, ‘Get that girl a basketball’, to which her new friend linking arms with her said, ‘I think she’s the hoop!’ Alice wasn’t that tall, not really, but she learnt to fold herself in. At home they would say, ‘Stop slouching!’ and at school it would be ‘Alice the Alps!’
They were each assigned a ‘buddy’ from an older class to be a mentor. Alice’s – Donna – was a bespectacled, harp-playing, musical prodigy who wore terrible clothes and was never without a jam tart. Oh, this is no good at all, thought Alice. Annabel was given Martha, a sixteen-year-old blonde with knee-high boots and American college jumpers. Look, here she comes, nudge-nudge, the teen they all want to be. Annabel would ramp up the Alice insults whenever Martha was near. ‘I don’t think that’s very nice language,’ Donna said once when Annabel asked if Alice could see Uranus from up there. Alice wished Donna would shut up. It all started to get out of hand when, during a mindless game of ‘Who’s someone famous you fancy who’s kinda gross?’, Donna took a break from licking out her jam tart to say, ‘Saddam Hussein.’ They all looked at her, confused. ‘He has kind eyes,’ she said, then popped the pastry in her mouth. ‘Alice-is-friends-with-a-Faaaascist’ became the new chant.
This went on for many months, until one day Jesse sat down next to her on the sofa and said, ‘What’s going, kid?’
Alice flinched. Always, always a kid.
‘Nothing.’
Jesse shook his head. ‘Come on. I invented this vibe you call nothing.’
They were at Clover’s, empty McDonald’s bags on the side. On the TV was some random game show whose questions Clover kept getting right. It was the kind of hour Alice often longed for, being with her brother and sister for no reason at all. She wished she could stay there forever, block out the rest of the world.
‘Come on,’ Jesse said again, now with a nudge. ‘Spill.’
Alice studied her brother. In another time, people would have called him a gentleman. Mothers would have pushed corseted daughters into his path. And there was something about Jesse that could be called old-fashioned. He had a slow way of being, would take the time when asked a question to push his hair behind his ear or say Well, I don’t know about that. He always asked how people were, even those famous for answering with a list. Jesse was happy to listen. Because maybe, he’d say, they had nobody else to tell. Clover would have rolled her eyes and yawned, and Alice knew she herself wasn’t one tenth of her brother, who would spare all his pennies for their thoughts.
She took his penny. She told him. ‘I’m just so much bigger than everyone else. Annabel’s probably not even started her p—’ Alice broke off as she remembered this was Jesse. ‘I mean … she looks like everyone else. Normal.’
Clover was painting her toenails. ‘Ask if she wants lemon and sugar to go with her pancake tits,’ she said, then swore as she smudged the colour. ‘Don’t truck with the bitches, Alice. They’ll make your life hell.’
Jesse’s face was crossed in thought. He asked what time school finished, then tousled Alice’s hair and got up.
Alice was leaving school the following day when Annabel called out Casting call for Lurch!, and her posse dissolved into laughter. They all hung out on the wall each day, waiting for their buses. Martha stood a little way off. Alice knew she’d heard. Alice also knew that, if she’d been Martha, she probably wouldn’t have said anything either. At least she didn’t laugh. Alice considered getting a lonely Coke at the corner shop, then calling her mum to come and get her. Her footsteps grew heavier, and she felt a tap on her shoulder.
‘Surprise,’ said Jesse.
Alice threw her arms around him. She did not let go.
‘I bunked off Physics to walk here,’ he said, ‘so it’s me who should thank you.’
Alice noticed the wall had gone quiet. She turned and saw them staring, boys being rare game at their all-girls’ school. Alice looked back at Jesse, at his dark curtained hair, his check shirt over a white tee, his utterly beautiful face. She knew they thought he was her boyfriend. Should she kiss him? No, that would be really weird, even for her. Besides, brother was better than boyfriend. This absolute god was her brother. Brother was for life. She hugged him again.
‘Are those Les Bitches?’ he whispered in her ear.
‘Mmm.’
‘Okay, let’s keep it casual.’
He slung an arm around her shoulder, and they walked over to stand nearer the others. Alice leant back against the wall (leaning … she was leaning! She never leaned!). Jesse took a rollie from a zipped plastic bag and lit up. Alice was so excited to be with someone who knew what they were doing. She sneaked a look at Annabel and saw she had unbuttoned her shirt. What for? Alice thought, and looked down with smugness at her already growing chest. Lemon and sugar, indeed.
She laughed as if Jesse had told the funniest joke.
They sat together on the bus home. Jesse gave her one of his earphones. She put her head on his shoulder and whispered Thank you when she knew he couldn’t hear.
The next morning, Alice went into school and found Annabel and her friends by her locker. Her stomach dropped.
‘Fit boyfriend, Alice,’ said Annabel, examining a nail. ‘Didn’t know you had it in you.’
Alice took out a book. Her face burned. Annabel had never said her name before, not without an insult attached. ‘He’s my brother, not my boyfriend.’
‘Oh?’ Annabel looked interested now.
‘My boyfriend’s too old for school. He’s called Rafe’ – she raced through invented details – ‘and he plays drums in a band.’
‘Aren’t you a dark horse.’
‘More like a donkey,’ snorted her friend, then stopped laughing when Annabel looked at her.
They walked off down the corridor, their sports-branded rucksacks slung over one shoulder (never both, never both), which caused Beth to say once when driving past, ‘They’ll have terrible backs when they’re older.’ Annabel stopped beside Martha and whispered in her ear. Martha looked over, and Alice, hiding behind her locker, wondered what Annabel could have said to make Martha smile so wide.
In the canteen at lunchtime, Alice sat alone as usual. She half cared, half didn’t. This duality had always been her normal, this feeling of being in a crowded room and yet the only one. That desperate desire for connection while used to the world of her own head.
A shadow fell over her cold chips. She looked up at Martha.
‘Hello, Alice.’ The magical one stood holding her tray, clearly going elsewhere but still stopping to smile. ‘I like your bag.’
Alice put a hand on her rucksack as if to say My bag? Really? She had spent an hour in the shop the previous August, trying to choose the right one.
‘Well, see ya.’ Martha moved off towards her usual back table, the hardest for the dinner ladies to reach. To sit in the corner or at the back of a canteen or bus – these were the hallowed halls of secondary school.
Annabel got up from the next table and came over. Alice noticed the hush that descended on the other Year 7s.
‘Would you like to sit with us? Emily can move up – move, Emily. There’s room for you now, Alice.’
Alice saw the moody girls and their glances. For almost an entire school year they had treated her like dirt, and now there was a small gap for her in the centre of their table. She had made it. She looked down at her bag, which Martha had admired, which would have to go by her feet on the dirty floor.
‘Room for me?’
Annabel nodded.
Alice smeared a chip in ketchup and put it straight in her mouth. ‘No, thanks,’ she said. ‘I don’t truck with bitches.’



Sprezzatura
Alice would never have dreamt of becoming friends with Martha. Movie stars married movie stars. The beautifuls flocked together. Alice did not consider herself ugly, but she was not one of the bright young things. If this was an American sitcom, Martha would have been head cheerleader. When Alice contemplated her own counterpart, up flashed thick-rimmed glasses with tape around the bridge.
So when a car pulled over to the bus stop one day with Martha leaning out to call her over, Alice assumed she was talking to the wall. She bolted forward when she realized she was the wall.
‘Me and Kelli are going to the cinema and wondered if you wanted to come.’
Kelli and I, thought Alice. ‘What … now?’
‘It’s Friday.’
Alice nodded as if that meant something to her too.
‘We’ll drop you home after,’ said Kelli, nudging Martha. She said the name of the film.
‘But that’s a 15?’
‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Martha in her cut-glass voice.
Alice got in, desperate to be with the people who didn’t care how they made it happen.
Kelli had only recently passed her driving test and Alice screamed a silent Jesus! with every corner. I’m going to die just to be cool, she thought. Christ, Alice, get your priorities right. She rang her mother from the cinema to say she was at the library and her friends would drop her home. She hoped she wouldn’t be asked about the background noise. ‘Friends? What friends?’ was Beth’s only question.
Alice walked straight in, the lad ripping tickets having eyes only for Martha. In the back row (!), Alice and Kelli sat either side of her and put their feet up on the chairs. There were no fattening sweets or popcorn, just a shared Diet Coke. Alice felt a thrill each time she took a sip. Martha wanted her germs. She definitely wanted Martha’s.
The film was glorious. Nobody covered Alice’s eyes for the rude bits. She watched the sex scene, fascinated, and when Brad Pitt took his shirt off, her new friends sighed. Alice looked across to check they were okay. ‘Water, I need water,’ Kelli said, flapping her hands.
She strode out of the cinema feeling taller than ever. Yes, she thought.
‘So how do we get to yours?’ Martha asked, as they fastened their seatbelts, and then Alice realized that these polished people would see her mouldy, run-down house. In the past year, she had begun to understand it was not a house to show off.
‘Oh, we can’t go back to mine.’ Alice had been so fixated on being invited out that she hadn’t thought through this detail.
‘Why?’
‘Er … nobody’s home.’
‘We’ll wait outside.’
‘Nobody’s home for hours.’
‘Well, who would have been there when you got home?’
‘Jesse, but he’s probably gone to Kat’s.’
‘Jesse, eh?’ said Kelli. ‘Is that the sexy brother?’ She swerved Martha’s elbow.
‘Who’s Kat?’ asked Martha.
So many questions. ‘I’ll get someone to pick me up from here later.’
Martha sighed. ‘Well, we can’t leave you? I suppose you can come back to mine.’
‘Really?’ Alice tried not to sound too excited.
She toured Martha’s bedroom with reverential awe, pausing to examine nail varnishes or posters of half-naked celebrity men. Alice wondered what her mother would say if she put up similar pictures. She stared at the hard lines coming up from a groin, which was discreetly hidden by a bedspread.
She was still staring when Martha came in with Diet Cokes. Her host snapped hers open and took a long sip, her head thrown back, blonde hair trailing. She closed her eyes as she drank.
Alice too picked up her can and threw back her head, but the swig went down the wrong way and then she was spluttering all over a waterfall-bathing Keanu. Martha patted her back with light, ineffectual taps.
Alice cleared a space to set down the can. That was the other thing about Martha’s room – it was so messy. Mounds of clothes, shoes, beauty mags, old water glasses, CD stacks and – Alice noticed – no books.
Martha picked up a strand of Alice’s hair. ‘What do you do with your hair, Alice?’
‘Do?’
‘You know … What’s your regime?’
Alice looked in the mirror. Regime brought to mind a dictatorship, and she supposed it would benefit from a taming hand. What could you do with chin-length, thick waves that did their own thing? They often stuck out, an equilateral triangle, and, if she tried tucking her hair behind her ears it only pinged back. Her mother never let her grow it – Nits, Alice, nits – and every few months Beth gave it a trim. Occasionally she woke to find it looking not only acceptable but nice, but it was such a blue-moon event that she learnt to look past the frizz.
Alice didn’t reply. Ask me the names of Henry VIII’s wives and the order in which they died or the names of all their children, she thought, or which Elvis Presley songs went to Number One. I’ll give you an answer to those.
Martha sat Alice down at the dressing table. An hour later, her hair was smooth. Martha then reeled off serums and lotions that went straight over Alice’s head. This has taken an hour, Alice thought. An hour I will never regain. Was this really what it took each day to be beautiful?
‘Now your face,’ Martha said, and wheeled the chair round.
‘My face?’
‘Are you an eyeliner girl? Lips? Mmm … I’m going with eyes.’
Fifteen minutes later, Martha spun her round. And there was a sleeker Alice. Her eyes were rimmed in pencil and lashes thickened by mascara. Martha had brushed pink on to her cheekbones, and Alice turned her face from side to side to meet this version of herself. ‘I love it.’ And she did.
Love was a confusing feeling. Yes, Alice looked conventionally prettier – and this was pleasing, to know she could – but it seemed a heck of a lot of work to be a different person. Could she be bothered? Was her face really something that needed fixing? Her classmates were always spending pocket money on Rimmel and Boots 17. They were all in on the game. To belong, would she have to follow?
Clover came to get her. Alice knew Beth would have an aneurysm at the sight of her, and she could do nothing to risk the closure of this newly opened door. Alice begged her sister on the phone to drive out. ‘I’ll do anything. Just please don’t tell my mum.’
Clover didn’t speak when the front door opened. She looked Martha up and down. The arch of an eyebrow said it all.
‘It’s so lovely to meet Alice’s sister,’ said Martha, as if they went way back. Clover turned and walked off.
Martha pulled Alice in for a hug.
‘Oh,’ said Alice, surprised. She patted her back.
‘I’ll come to yours next time,’ Martha whispered. ‘I’m so jealous you have a sister. I’ve always wanted one. Let’s hang out again?’
And then the door shut and Alice got in the car, dazed. She looked at Clover, who reached across to her hair. ‘What have you got yourself into, Alice.’
Alice frowned.
‘Didn’t I tell you to stay away from girls like that?’
‘Martha’s not one of them. She’s nice.’
‘Mmm.’
‘She is!’
Clover put the car into gear. ‘What’s in it for her, though?’
Alice turned away. Of course it was impossible that Martha would be interested. Something was wrong with Alice, something unlikeable, something everyone else could see but her. Did she have a horrible voice? Face? Really, it was such an ordinary thing, this best friend business. Everyone had one. So what did it say about her that she didn’t have this very normal thing?
‘Oh, don’t cry,’ said Clover. ‘Your make-up will run. God … my ten-year-old sister is wearing make-up.’
‘I’m twelve.’
‘Oh, right, sorry. Waaay off.’
Alice didn’t laugh.
‘Look, it’s just a bit odd. A … what … sixteen-year-old, obviously popular, hanging out with a Year 7. That’s weird, Alice.’
The glow of her afternoon was fading. Alice squeezed her eyes shut.
‘Ignore me,’ said Clover, pulling over and slinging an arm around her. ‘I’m trying to help but clearly not. My brain’s fried these days.’
‘I didn’t wake you?’ She looked at Clover and felt a lump of love in her throat.
Clover tousled her hair. ‘The great thing about being preggo is you always have an excuse to sleep. I’ll get back there in a minute.’
Alice rubbed her sleeve against her cheek and left a streak of foundation on her blazer. ‘Shit.’
‘I’ll get that out. And, here, your face.’ Clover found a pack of tissues in the glovebox. ‘Mirror, spit, rub. Your mum’ll kill me if I bring you back like that, and God knows it isn’t my fault.’
Alice looked at her sister’s hand resting on her belly of twins. Clover was permanently exhausted, but she was also softer, calmer, her edges smoothed out. Alice saw it. The happiness swelling through her body. How even a mention of Frank no longer rolled her eyes. Alice was glad to see her sister content, but aware of the consequences. Clover had been gone just over a year and her absence had lost its newness, but Alice still held a flame to the idea she might move back. They could break up, lose their rental, run out of money. But there was a permanence to twins. Alice realized now her sister was never returning. She felt sick, knowing that people leaving meant everything left behind would crumble. Cracks always appeared.
She sometimes took a bus to Clover’s when the silence of Mirage proved too great. She would turn up at her flat with a hopeful look. Oh, Clover would always say, the word emphasized as if surprised her sister existed. Alice would take a seat on the tatty, well-loved sofa in the mad carnival home, feathery dreamcatchers and colourful silk scarves pinned to the ochre and pink walls. Her sister had created the opposite of Mirage, fun as a cheerful plaster. Alice loved going there, even if she didn’t particularly love Hugh. She knew he adored Clover, and there were times he could be fun, but his face often fell when he saw her. It was as if she was a reminder of a former life he wanted to erase. She learnt to jump up and check her reflection when she heard his key, allowing her to wipe a crumb or mark before he made her the butt of some joke. A river of spite ran through him. For Alice, it was a small price to pay to escape the silence.
Clover had found connection outside of Mirage and Jesse would soon follow. And what about Alice ‘the kid’? Still looking, still hoping, waiting to be picked out. Now someone had picked her out. Martha had trusted her to handle a 15-rated movie and transformed her with paint and a pen.
No, Alice thought as she examined her reflection. She would not listen to Clover. There was nothing weird about Martha inviting her in. All her dreams were fading, but she would hold tight to this one. Better to live in the realms of delusion than face the reality of no best friend.
Martha’s first words on seeing Mirage were: Can I keep my shoes on?
Alice laughed and said Of course, as if it was an anything-goes kind of house, while her insides were convulsing. Martha’s face was full of strained interest as she gave the rooms a cursory check. A vibe of Not in there, next! Alice struggled to keep up. ‘This is my room,’ she said, but the beautiful one merely glanced in. Alice tried to stop her opening others, but Martha sallied forth. She lingered over Jesse’s.
Beth came inside with a full washing basket, and Alice rushed to explain. ‘Martha came back after school said she wanted to see the house and hang out I said I’ll have to check and she said today now or never so she’ll only stay for a bit and –’
‘You must be Alice’s mum!’ Martha skipped over and took the basket. ‘Here, let me. It’s always my job at home to bring in the washing!’
Beth looked confused.
‘Martha’s from school,’ said Alice.
Her friend shook Beth’s hand. ‘Oh, my, haven’t you got the most amazing cheekbones. I can see where Alice gets it from now!’
Beth touched her face. Cheekbones?
‘Alice, you never said your mum was so pretty.’
Alice felt a flicker of annoyance as her mum’s skin turned pink. Something was happening that she didn’t quite understand.
‘I hope you don’t mind me coming back. I don’t see much of Alice at school, so we wanted to hang out. Blame me! I was so desperate to see her! Now, shall I help fold?’
Alice and Martha eventually retreated to her room with lemonade in Mirage’s best glasses, normally reserved for Christmas. ‘I’m always good with mums,’ Martha said, chinking their drinks together.
Alice sipped, unsure how to reply. Was that something else she would have to master, being good with other people’s parents? Inventing cheekbones and folding their washing? Being sociable sounded exhausting.
‘So what shall we do,’ said Martha, flopping down on to Alice’s bed.
Alice perched on the end. ‘Hang?’
‘What music you got?’ Martha jumped up to examine the tatty JVC stereo, passed down from Jesse.
‘I don’t really have any music,’ said Alice. ‘Yet.’ She pulled at her chewed sleeves.
‘I saw loads in your brother’s room.’
‘Oh, Jesse loves music. He’s the lead singer and plays guitar in a band. I’ve only heard him sing once.’
‘Doesn’t he sing in his room?’
‘He never sings at home.’
Martha drummed her fingers on her hips, then sprang towards the door and out into the hall. Alice hovered in Jesse’s doorway as Martha flicked through his CDs. ‘I really don’t think …’ but Martha was already on her way out.
As Martha worked her stereo, Alice noticed the sticker in the corner of the case – PARENTAL ADVISORY: EXPLICIT CONTENT – and cringed as she imagined her mother listening in.
‘I love this song!’ Martha yelled over the heavy beat. She started dancing.
Alice sat down as Martha grinded into the mirror.
‘Come on,’ Martha called.
Alice shrugged.
‘Oh my God, you don’t know how to dance!’ Martha pulled her up. ‘Follow me.’
Alice watched Martha. She tried to sway, writhe, twist her hands like smoke. This really wasn’t her kind of music – she didn’t know yet what was – but she concentrated. Okay, clap, steer a car, shift, arch back, now do a hula-hoop. Alice closed her eyes like Martha. She leant into the music.
When Alice opened her eyes, Martha was dancing slowly, smiling at the door. Alice turned and saw Jesse, leaning against the doorframe with folded arms.
She stopped the music. ‘Too loud?’
Jesse watched Martha. ‘Not at all.’
Martha extended a hand, brushing his fingers. ‘So you’re Alice’s knight in shining armour? I’m Martha.’
It dawned on Alice that Martha had been there that afternoon when Jesse came to her school.
‘Alice said you had the good stuff,’ said Martha, finally letting go of his hand.
Alice watched Jesse still watching Martha.
‘I’d best call my dad to come get me.’ Martha bent over to pick up her bag.
‘Already?’ Alice looked at her watch.
‘I don’t want to outstay my welcome. Maybe next time I’ll stay the night?’ She hugged Alice, looking at Jesse. ‘You really have the most incredible sister.’
‘I know,’ said Jesse, smiling at Alice. ‘She’s brilliant, is our kid.’
Alice grinned and tried to return Martha’s hug.
She waited as Martha used the phone in the hall. She called him Daddy and their conversation was littered with giggles and exclamation marks. Martha ended the call with a Loveyoubye, and Alice heard her father say it too. They said it at the same time, cancelling out each other’s words.
Alice had always been fascinated by such people. She wondered if the words lost their meaning when said so casually. She could not imagine the words Loveyou tripping off the tongue without thought, without kickstarting a tsunami through your insides. Did they lose their power by being used so often? But, then, Alice thought, what if they didn’t get said at all? Was that better? Jewels locked up, safe. Or the best china that never gets used, forever locked inside a cabinet because someone has lost the key.
Officially Martha was still Annabel’s ‘buddy’, but now she became Alice’s friend. She no longer sat alone in the canteen, and, when Alice said she loved the expensive sports jumper she wore over her uniform, Martha peeled it off and gave it to her. ‘Borrow it.’
The first time Martha stayed over, Alice spent the previous day detail-cleaning her room. She set up the camp bed alongside hers and ensured there were spare hangers in case Martha wanted to hang anything in her wardrobe (!!!).
They came in from school and found Jesse on the sofa. Alice was always glad to see Jesse, but she was not glad of what it seemed to do to her friend.
When Jesse finally went to Kat’s, Martha stood at Alice’s window and watched him walk over the field. ‘What’s this Kat like, then?’
‘She’s really nice,’ said Alice, putting on a CD she had bought that week. ‘They’re in a band together.’
‘Are they … you know.’
‘What? Music practice?’
‘Shagging.’ Martha smiled at Alice’s revulsion. ‘Or maybe I mean “music practice”.’
‘They’re not like that. I mean …’ Alice looked down at the CD. ‘They’re mates. They hang out. That’s pretty special, isn’t it? Being with someone who you can be yourself around.’
‘As long as that’s all they’re doing,’ said Martha.
Alice turned away when they changed later for bed. She ensured she was never in a state of undress, feeding an arm into pyjamas as she removed her shirt, only pulling on bottoms when her torso was covered. She was a champion at this sport. Then she turned to find Martha almost naked, oblivious. Alice didn’t know what to do when she removed her bra. She had never seen Clover naked and wondered if everyone outside of Mirage was like Martha; free and comfortable with their skin and the skin of others. Alice didn’t fancy girls, but a brief look at Martha’s body made her think Wow.
When they finished, Alice pulled out a board game. ‘I thought we could play this?’ TV had taught her that girls play games at sleepovers.
Martha frowned, then her face brightened. ‘You set it up. I’ll get us water.’ She picked up their glasses.
‘Here, take my dressing gown,’ said Alice, unhooking it from the door.
‘Oh, I’m okay.’
Alice looked at Martha’s skimpy pyjama set and how her nipples shone through the silk. ‘No, take it.’ She thrust it into Martha’s arms.
Martha laughed and slipped on the robe, tying a loose bow. ‘Happy now, Mein Führer?’
Frank and Beth were in the lounge, watching TV, their backs to the entranceway. Martha glanced in, then went into the kitchen and found it quiet. She sighed. As she ran the water, she looked through the window at the empty pool.
‘Pour me one, would you,’ came Jesse’s voice, and he set down a glass.
She smiled over her shoulder, pulling loose the cord before turning. ‘Well, hello Elvis. What’s it been … a year? Time to play me that song?’
He smiled. ‘So you remember?’
‘Oh, I think we both remember.’ She poured him a water.
He took a long sip, watching her throughout, then put down the glass. His finger stroked the rim. ‘Thank you, Martha.’
‘I hate my name.’
‘What’s wrong with it?’
She stared at him. ‘Martha. It’s wagons and churning butter. Prairie dresses. It’s deeply unfashionable.’
He laughed, and she looked hurt.
‘What’s so funny?’
‘You’d rather be one of ten Gemmas, Helens or Claires? I think not.’ He leant in. ‘I think you like being the only one.’
The next morning was Saturday. Even before she was up, Alice knew Frank would be at the track, Beth at the supermarket, leaving them with Jesse.
‘I’m starving,’ Martha groaned.
Alice tried to sit up, but the camp bed prevented her. She had hardly slept all night thanks to the springs jamming into her back. Martha had climbed in the night before and immediately said, ‘Oh I can’t possibly sleep on this.’
Alice got up. ‘I can make breakfast?’
‘Do you have bacon? I have a real hankering for bacon.’
‘Umm … I can check. What would you normally have with the bacon?’
‘Eggs? Beans? Don’t go to any trouble, so forget sausages or tomato. I’m fine with the basics.’
Beth sometimes made a fry-up for a midweek dinner. Alice decided it couldn’t be that hard.
‘Oh, Alice, you’re so great,’ said Martha with a big stretch. ‘I’ll take a shower and dress. Holler when done.’
Alice had just started the bacon when she heard the music start. The beans were on a low simmer, the eggs ready to crack. She laid out three plates and poured orange juice. She felt older as she stirred the beans, as if the act of making someone breakfast was a rite of passage. Martha would love coming here. A cooked breakfast, the offering up of the best bed. Who wouldn’t want to be her friend?
Alice recognized the drum beat instantly and the wild stab of guitar. She knew it came from Jesse’s room, but he didn’t usually play loud music early. Turning the bacon, she walked down the corridor past her empty room to Jesse’s door. She put her ear against it. There was only music. But there were also no rattling pipes in the wall that said someone was in the shower, and their silence rang louder than drums.
She nudged the door open. There, in a slither of light, was Martha, silky and gyrating at a dreamy tempo. Her hands caressed her body. Alice saw Jesse reflected in the mirror. He half sat up against the headboard, bare-chested, arm behind his head. Alice could smell his cigarette. She hated him smoking, but the risk of cancer stealing her brother was now the last thing on her mind. She watched Martha drift away from the stereo and disappear for a moment before reappearing in the mirror as she straddled Alice’s brother on his bed.
Martha was extra nice to Alice at school. She found her at break and leant against the wall with her at the bus stop. Annabel’s friends began treating Alice with respect and complimenting her on her clothes, which were nearly always Martha’s.
Alice wanted to ask what had happened with Jesse while the bacon burned, but she couldn’t formulate the words. Her boy thoughts were sterile and sanitized. Rafe the faceless phantom drummer threw his arms around her and faded to black. Alice was not ready even for imaginary tongues or fingers. She assumed some kind of sexual bible would eventually come her way, a manual for orifices and fluids to overcome her queasiness.
There was a slight change in Martha’s behaviour towards her, obvious to nobody but Alice. Martha now addressed her with a certain condescension, as if attaining the status of an older sister. Alice had spent years studying tiny changes in atmospheres of rooms. Her radar was finely tuned.
A few weeks after Martha stayed over, Alice arrived home one day to find her shoes and bag entwined with Jesse’s. An overnight hold-all sat there, plump and waiting to be unzipped. She heard laughter in the kitchen and found Martha perched on the worktop, bare legs swinging as Jesse made drinks.
‘Hey, you,’ said Jesse. ‘Fancy a Fruit Fizz and a video?’
Martha made a face. ‘Apparently it’s the best fruit cocktail in the world.’
‘Yes, I do know. Jesse and I made it up together.’ Alice threw down her bag.
Martha took a sip. ‘Mmm, pretty good. Name needs work, though. Fruit Fizz sounds like it’s for ten-year-olds.’
‘Well, I was ten when we made it,’ said Alice, looking down at the pink concoction. They had tried several combinations before deciding, then raced to down theirs first.
‘Fruity Bang!’ squealed Martha, and Alice watched her painted toes rub her brother’s back. ‘Who wouldn’t love a Fruity Bang from Jesse O’Hara? Yes, please.’
Jesse grimaced. ‘I think we’ll stick to Fruit Fizz. Whaddya think, kid?’
They watched a video in the lounge, Martha cuddling Jesse. Alice sat with her arms folded, eyes on the screen, brain in another dimension. A world in which someone became her friend for her company and not for her brother, where her mind matched her body, where Jesse always reached for her hand first. But they were too old for that now. Years they had spent doing it, and Jesse had never grasped her hand one last time and said, ‘This is it, kid. It’s been fun.’
When it was time for bed, Alice watched Martha go into her brother’s room. Alice knew there would be no camp bed for Jesse, no board games, although there would probably be new dance moves he would learn, pressed up against her in his single bed. Alice imagined the conversations beneath the covers. Jesse would share with Martha things he would never share with her. He would open another chamber of his heart. It occurred to her then that her new friend would know her brother in a way she never would, and she felt a cool, hard loathing for Martha. Not just for Martha but all relationships. The fakery, the unfairness, the separateness, the dishonest bargaining of love.



Silver Feathers
1999
He was Frank to Alice now. What on earth was a dad.
She was fifteen, old enough for memories. She had lived long enough to know the sweetness of hope and the aftertaste of disappointment. All around her were fathers loving their daughters, promising them first cars, holidays if they passed exams, jokes about what they would do to boyfriends. Her lack did the looking. Her hunger framed how she saw the world. A dad caring for his daughter felt extraordinary to Alice, and utterly ordinary to everyone else.
Where she once experienced tears, she now felt hatred. He would enter a room and she would walk out. He would ask for the salt and she would pass the pepper. Her jaw tightened whenever he was near, and the hairs on her arm stood up. Alice could swear she felt her cells swarm together, crushing without crowd control, her body desperate to be as far away from Frank as her mind. She once asked in a science lesson whether cells could move in this way when angry. Her classmates had given her a funny look.
These feelings spilt out to Mirage. What an absolute shit hole, she thought. There’s no magic here. It’s extraordinary for all the wrong reasons. A dead first wife on the wall was normal, and Alice hardly noticed the portrait now. She wanted 2.4, nuclear, the Smiths or Joneses from central casting. It was weird! All of it! All her life she had worn weird and now she wanted sportswear. Three white stripes down the leg, a broad tick across her chest, the same as everyone else.
The weirdness was confirmed when Clover leant in to greet her with a hug and said, ‘Oh, that smell …’
Alice drew back. ‘Smell?’
Clover leant forward and inhaled again. ‘Mirage. It’s in your pores.’
‘What smell?’
Clover closed her eyes. ‘Damp. Faded plastic. A cracked pool.’
Alice looked at her in horror. ‘Damp?’
‘I used to spray myself something stupid whenever I left the house. I was so desperate to be rid of it.’ She gave a low, rueful laugh and went to lean in again, but Alice stopped her.
The next day she went to town and spent her pocket money on pots, lotions and several cans of Impulse O2 body spray so she too could spray herself something stupid whenever she left Mirage.
She wondered if these new feelings would bring her closer to her siblings. But they were off living their feelings in places that did not feature her. Jesse had finished university and now lived in a flat in town with Martha. He never came home. If he had to call and Alice answered, he almost sounded surprised she was there. Why wouldn’t I be? she wanted to shout. Her sister was feathering her own, private nest. The twins’ arrival had been immediately followed by Billy, who came before James and Ettie had even learnt to walk. Now Clover was pregnant with another set of twins. She joked her womb was on speed. Alice adored her nephews and nieces, but each one was a link in a chain separating her further from Clover. She had often gone over to help when the babies were born, but there was always the sense that she was performing a job or there for a purpose. She was just another piece of second-hand furniture. Alice still remembered how Clover had come to get her from Martha’s, comforted her, kept a secret, scrubbed the make-up stain from her blazer. She clung to the memory.
She had agreed without hesitation when Clover and Hugh offered to take her on holiday, not caring that it was probably as babysitter. All Alice wanted was to be where the noise was. There, with the people she loved, on holiday. It was Family, capital F. It was joy.
The first day they went to a Dorset beach. It was quiet, out of season, oddly warm for spring. The tide was freshly out. Not a footprint. Clover called Come on! to Ettie and they skipped away down the sand, hand in hand. Alice followed, laughing, trying to fit her footprints exactly inside Clover’s. She started to run, wanting to catch up, collapse in a heap together. They stopped and looked back. Oh, Alice, said her sister when she reached them. You’ve ruined it. Alice turned and saw her footprints cutting through theirs. It had been a neat sort of pattern, until she tried to catch up.
Alice first met Ed at the corner shop. Her bus ran later these days, and, although she no longer got picked on, she preferred her own company to being merely tolerated. Instead she would lean against the pillar outside the shop, her fingers tracing mosaic tiles, sipping a sugary can until her bus appeared on the hill.
Because Ed wore the boys’ uniform of the school linked to hers, there was a brief flash of acknowledgement as they entered the store. When they both took Cherry Cokes from the fridge, they smiled, laughed, and Alice noticed how his glasses sat on his (rather chiselled) cheeks. Alice lingered by the sweets to avoid waiting behind him in line. When she heard the door close, she paid, then exited the shop to find him leaning against her pillar, his fingers tracing her mosaics.
Alice loitered on the other side. This wasn’t the best place because it didn’t face the hill. If she turned in that direction, he would think she was looking at him, and in no way did she want him thinking she was looking at him. No. Way. She would just have to run for the bus when it passed her. She would just have to miss the bus.
Alice knew about sex by now. In Year 8, a classmate had written a porno and the exercise book was passed around. Most of the girls scoffed at Caroline Doughty’s story of ‘big-titted’ Amber, who ‘sucked his [generic man’s] massive cock’, allowing herself to be roughly handled when a man saved her (it was very ahead of its time, according to Caroline), but the scoffers read it all the same. They would hold it aloft to read aloud, making a show of laughing at Caroline (who would be leaning back in her chair, sucking her pen lid), while their eyes greedily drank in the bubble handwriting that spoke of things they did not know. Their knowledge of fingering, blow jobs and spit-roasts would all stem from that book.
Alice’s blushes did not arise from a wish to do these things with Ed. Her face reddened because, despite people often assuming older-looking Alice knew how to converse, nobody had ever shown her the skill of talk.
In the end, he said the first word.
‘So who are you trying to avoid?’
She smiled at how it suggested they were in something together.
‘I’m fine with my own company.’ It sounded cool, calm and not the slightest bit lonely. She’d pitched it just right.
‘Wish I was.’ He crushed his empty can against the pillar.
What Alice went on to discover was that a silence did not need to break. With Ed, she would not care about killing a quiet moment, the way she had with Martha or others she tried to befriend (Don’t let them think you’re weird! Talk!). They often didn’t even bother with ‘Hello’, instead launching into conversation or an easy silence.
But there was ample room for talk. Alice had never confided in anybody and now couldn’t shut herself up. They sat in the park on weekends, baring their hearts. She was frank about Frank. I hate him, she said. Pure and simple. Everything to her at fifteen was black or white. Hate or love. Brilliant or godawful. She and Ed spun the merry-go-round, fixing their life problems with the childish thirst for speed. It wasn’t their parents they looked to now to push their swings higher but each other. They were eager yet clueless. Too old for parks, too young for everything else.
Alice turned the lipstick. A bright pop of red. It glistened in the light from her new make-up lamp. She had never worn red lipstick before, but it felt right for tonight, the day of her sweet sixteenth.
She rubbed her lips together and leant back. She wore a white slip dress with an oversized red flower pinned to a spaghetti strap. Apart from a little mascara and foundation, her face was bare. Alice had studied magazines all week and decided this was the most sophisticated look. Her hair still pinged out from behind her ears, still living its own thick life. She would work on that one.
There was a knock and Beth’s face appeared.
‘Alice, your friends are here … Ed and Katy? Oh …’ She trailed off.
Alice smiled at her own reflection, satisfied by her mother’s face. Yes, she looked different. And older than sixteen. Eighteen, easy. She felt different too, as if her mind was finally catching up with her body. She was sure she could handle anything coming her way.
It was more a gathering than a party. Alice and Beth had deep-cleaned Mirage, scrubbing algae from windows and climbing ladders to reach every web. It didn’t change much, but Alice would just dim the lights and burn some incense. She had it in her head, how she wanted it to be.
But the presence of children set the tone. Clover and Hugh brought along six-weeks-old Miri and Leo, and it was a constant circus of chaos, a child’s mouth always grazing, spare laps sought. Alice was glad to see her sister, but this was her sixteenth birthday, not a crèche. She wanted to dance. She wanted lights off and a sneaky dash of vodka in the OJ, not a changing station on the table and music down low.
The lights dimmed when her mother brought the cake out far too early, before the night had gained any atmosphere. When everyone had finished singing, Alice leant in and spent her birthday wish on getting on with growing up.
‘Great party,’ said Katy from the sofa.
Katy – a pleasant, placid girl in Alice’s year whom she hadn’t much noticed before – appeared one day at Alice and Ed’s side. She acted as if they had always been a three and gradually they absorbed her. Alice found it confusing, but didn’t push Katy away. It wasn’t as if she had girls wanting to be her friend. It brought up a strange feeling in Alice and she found that having the power made her lose a little respect for the person doing the wanting. She couldn’t help looking down on Katy, then realized she must have inspired the same feeling in others. Oh God, she thought. Oh Goddygoddygod. But Ed was the one she was in sync with. In the past few months they had swapped life notes on everything. It was the friendship she had always wanted.
Alice knew Katy was lying about the party being great. Right now, a dribbling Billy was banging a toy train on her knee. One of the new twins cried in the kitchen. Then screaming. You could hardly hear the music.
Alice picked Billy up and set him on her hip, tickling his chin.
‘Where’s your dad?’ said Katy, looking around. ‘He lives here, doesn’t he?’
Ed glanced at Alice, worried. She loved him for it. There it was. Someone looking out for her.
‘He can’t handle noise,’ said Alice, falling back on old faithful, the story spun since childhood. Your father can’t handle noise. Your father can’t deal with screaming children. Alice herself no longer made noise, but here were her nieces and nephews to take the baton.
Katy frowned. ‘But it’s your –’
‘You look really nice, Alice,’ interrupted Ed, staring at the blood-red flower.
Alice looked up to see Martha watching from a distance with a patronizing smile, Jesse’s arm around her waist. The smile said, Ah, you’re really trying.
Alice couldn’t bear it. She went to the kitchen and handed Billy to her mother, then returned to the lounge, cut the lights and dialled up the volume.
Ed and Katy joined in with her dancing, Ed pausing to take her picture. He always wore a camera. Alice called him Jimmy Olsen from Superman. But Jimmy didn’t wear glasses, he said. You know who did? Superman. Alice replied, Actually, Superman didn’t wear glasses. Why would he? Twenty-twenty. You mean Clark Kent. The one Lois didn’t want.
They managed one song before Clover turned down the music. ‘Can we just … please? Their little ears?’ She closed the kitchen door.
Katy and Ed left soon after, and then Clover, Hugh and the kids. Alice watched as all the noise and life and soul slipped out through the door.
A slinky, sequinned Martha hugged Alice and said, ‘Why did your boyfriend bring that girl?’
‘Katy? She’s a mate. And Ed isn’t my boyfriend.’
Martha raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, come on. He’s so in love with you. His glasses steam up whenever you enter the room.’
‘It is possible for a boy to be friends with a girl and a girl to be friends with a boy. That is actually possible, Martha.’
Martha laughed. ‘Okay, Alice. Sure, sure, whatevs.’
Alice hugged her brother. He was the first to let go. He gave a brief smile and tousled her hair, then took Martha’s hand and left.
It had been years since he’d called her ‘kid’.
Alice walked through the quiet, empty lounge, collecting glasses. Beth was in the kitchen, washing up. They spoke surface words: Is that everything? I think so. Alice began drying plates. She gave a deep sigh.
Beth looked at her daughter, wondering how to ask about Ed. How was her little girl now living in this body? Where had the years gone?
‘You look a bit peaky. Are you getting ill?’
‘I’m fine. Just tired.’
‘Stick your tongue out.’
‘Mum.’
‘Stick your tongue out.’
‘You know that doesn’t actually work. Plus I’m not five.’
Alice stuck out her tongue. It made her remember being little, before reality, when growing up was the last thing on her mind. Alice wished her mother would scoop her into her arms, fling her high, then catch her, smothering her with kisses, the way she never had. Rewind to when the cake came out, she thought. Let me change my wish.
‘Mmm. It looks white.’ A pause. ‘Why don’t you go to bed?’
‘I’m not going to leave you alone with this, am I?’
‘This will take five minutes. It’ll dry. Go.’
Alice walked down the corridor towards her room, her fingers trailing the faded wallpaper.
On her bed, she leant back on her elbows and tipped her head upwards. A light crack feathered the ceiling. She imagined the house shiny and new, the history she saw every Christmas.
Years ago, she had said to her sister, ‘In a way, it’s good that Aunt Chrissy died or you would never have known me.’ It made excellent sense in her black-and-white brain. Perhaps her sister had never thought of it. Perhaps it would help? Clover had looked at her with such surprise and immediately left the room. As she matured, Alice berated herself for being so stupid.
She imagined tonight’s party taking place in that former Mirage. Chrissy in a long, psychedelic dress (Or was that the sixties?), mixing cocktails, whooping at every song. Chrissy would not have been in the kitchen. She would have danced on the table, dragging Alice up. They would have kicked their legs and sung to each other. Alice avoided all thought of the obvious: that if Chrissy had been there, then Alice would not. It would have been Clover’s party, or Jesse’s, or the other kids that might have come. Someone else would have taken her place. But Alice’s tired brain had no desire for logic. It feasted on a fantasy that could never come true.
And what would Frank have been like? Taking care of the music, hugging his daughter, giving a speech? Where’s your dad? said Katy. Alice’s eyes refocused on the cracked plaster. There was a reason they called it Mirage.
Alice slid into the back of Ed’s sister’s car and undid her cardigan. She wore the same white slip dress from her birthday, but this time without a bra. It felt strange, the dead weight of her unsupported chest, her nipples rubbing against shiny fabric. Why do girls do this when it’s so cold? Kate Moss must always have frostbite. She looked down to see her nipples saluting like soldiers. Ah, she thought. Bingo.
‘Katy asked if we’d pick her up too,’ said Ed from the front. ‘She’s only round the corner from the party.’
Alice sighed. ‘Couldn’t she have walked, then?’
His sister looked in the mirror. ‘Love your dress, Alice. I’d never believe you were only sixteen. No fake ID for you.’
Ed turned, and Alice gave an embarrassed smile. She examined her reflection in the window, shrugging off her fuzzy cardigan to reveal a bare shoulder. Tonight she would pretend she had been doing this for years.
They could hear the party before they turned down the street. They got out and passed the two limp balloons on the gate of a large Victorian terrace. The lights were off, but a red strobe flashed in the lounge. The corridor and staircase were rammed with people, all sitting and leaning with plastic cups. Alice had no choice but to brush against them as she passed, and a couple of the boys gave her a stare and an Oy-oy! She fought the urge to do up her cardigan. Instead she shrugged it off her other shoulder and looked them straight in the eye.
This is what she had been waiting for. Not her own lame attempt at a party. Not chaperones and babies, the volume turned down, but darkness and a stereo beat pulsing like blood. Her best mate by her side. Yes, she had one of those now. She had cracked it.
She was ready for this.
‘Let’s get a drink,’ shouted Ed, taking her hand to lead her. Two people were killing time waiting for the loo by eating each other’s faces.
‘I didn’t think we were that late,’ said Alice. ‘Everyone’s already pregnant.’
Ed poured three vodka Red Bulls, and they stood with their arms folded, Katy looking like she wanted to leave. ‘It’s so loud,’ she said.
Alice downed her drink and poured another.
‘What are you doing?’ asked Ed.
‘It’s a party, isn’t it?’ She picked up her cup. ‘Well, I’m off to party.’
She fought her way to the lounge. Sofas had been pushed against the wall, shapes writhing on the cushions. There were only a handful of people dancing when she joined. Two songs on, the room was packed. When Ed appeared, Alice screamed and threw her arms around his neck, hugging her wonderful, brilliant friend, feeling a shooting vein of pure delight. Life was all around. There it was, coming straight towards her, and all she had to do was embrace its silver feathers.
They were all singing at the top of their lungs to the Number One song that week – bodies knocking together, drinks spilling over their heads – when Ed lunged forward and kissed Alice. His hand moved to her neck, pressing her into him, as everyone started to cheer.
In that moment, Alice felt a huge, crushing wave of disappointment. It was the incoming tide of a sea she had never expected. And, even as her brain screamed NONONONONO, her mouth was kissing him back. His lips fed into the whoops and whistles of the crowd as he pushed her against the wall. Alice stood there and let him. She put on a show, wedged between two studio portraits of a family of strangers, their smiles frozen at the sight of fifty horny teenagers stampeding on their furniture, doing all the things they were maybe not ready to do. Alice was not ready for this. She did not want this. And as she spent her first ever kiss, all she could think was MarthawasrightMarthawasrightMarthawasright, and she hated herself for being so stupid, for thinking there could be something perfect that did not come with a price. She did not want Ed’s tongue, but to say Stop would be to admit her own stupidity. Everyone else had seen it coming. If she pulled away now, they would call her a tease. What did you expect? That a boy would want to be your friend and nothing else? Come on, Alice. You dope. You stupid child.
She allowed him to take her by the hand and lead her out. She put on a silly, drunken smile, a smile that said I too knew this was coming! He pulled her through the front door and then across the street, leading her down someone’s garden path – despite the fuzz, she got the irony – and then quietly unlatching a gate. The house he had chosen was empty or asleep, and he pressed her up against the wall of an old outhouse. Alice continued with the performance. She could not disappoint the only punter.
She kissed him with her eyes open at first, until the sight of his desire made her squeeze her own eyes shut.
His hands he had kept to the chaste places, but, as they kissed, one began to travel over the smoothness of her dress. It hovered for a moment over her left breast. Oh, fuck, thought Alice. No bra, Alice. You were asking for it, Alice. Of course he would want to cop a feel, Alice. You stupid, fucking idiot. Ed let out a slight gasp as he pushed his hand against her nipple, which was now not even slightly erect. All his yearning of the past several months rushed out in that tremor, and Alice, hearing it, bit her lip to stifle a sob.
Finally, he stopped. He held her face and there was nowhere to look except into his dumb, happy eyes. She supposed she had to give him credit for not sliding his hands under her dress. He had kept to fabric, above board. Give the boy a house point.
He leant in with a tender kiss, then whispered Come on. He took her hand and led her back to where Katy stood waiting with a tear-stained face, and all Alice could think as she followed his carefree walk was that she had lost the only friend she’d ever had.
That was it for Alice. The floodgates opened and Life rushed in.
When she saw Ed the following week, he moved in as if to kiss her and she had laughed and pulled away. ‘Are we friends who hug now?’ she said, then changed the conversation.
She tried settling back into their groove, even meeting up with Katy on her own so she could be proactive in friendship. But it was clear she and Katy were not natural friends. Ed was the butter between their bread. And then one day Katy had taken a deep breath and let Alice have it. You’re leading him on. You’re a terrible person. You should be honest so he can move on. Alice had stared at her, blood draining from her heart as she realized life was a game she didn’t know how to play. All she had wanted was a friend. That was all. One fucking friend. She had walked out of Katy’s house without a word and never spoke to her again.
Silence, though. It found them. Awkwardness hunted her and Ed down. Alice memorized her encyclopedia just to fill thirty minutes with chatter. Did you know a chef’s hat has exactly one hundred pleats? Did you know competitive art used to be in the Olympics? An orange isn’t a naturally occurring fruit, but a hybrid of a tangerine and a Chinese grapefruit, plus they used to be green, so why they’re called oranges and not greens is something I’ll look into and report back about. Ed would just sit there, making no effort to help her flog their dead friendship. She was the man in The Godfather – a film they had watched that summer – who wakes to find beside him the severed head of his prized racehorse, except, instead of screaming like he did, she was trying to locate the body to stitch it back together. Really, she should have just started screaming. It was dead. The horse would never race again.
Other boys came calling. She left her bra at home. There was a newness in the way they looked at her, proof she was becoming the stranger in Martha’s mirror. All the girls were at it, so why not her? It wasn’t romance she wanted, but connection. People wanting her near. Nothing too deep that would require too much, like this mess with Ed. Lighter things. Distraction. This was all just an essay she was writing: How to escape the heaviness of Mirage.
Kissing was up first. She tried three different mouths at the same party when Ed wasn’t around. The first was in the kitchen while they waited for the freezer to cool his beer. His lips were cracked and she offered him her lip balm. Number two was upstairs on the bed with the coats. What she took from him was that the tongue should always stay in the mouth, not circle it or reach the chin. She pulled off him in disgust and wiped her face on a puffer jacket. Three was good. Very good. He was the best-looking boy at Ed’s school, whose name Annabel Lawrence had written inside her folder with tiny, intricate hearts. Alice made sure Annabel was watching when she led Jake out to the patio. She pushed him against the wall and now it was her hands that hovered and pressed. His mouth was soft, delicate, occasionally forceful but not aggressive, and he bit her lip with a playful tenderness that Alice very much enjoyed. There was a fine line between passion and assault, she thought. He would be an excellent frog to dissect. And so when Jake Bradley, the fittest of the fit, took her number and said he would definitely text, Alice had licked her lips, shrugged and ensured she was the first to walk away.



The Colour Red
2000
Beth removed the CLOSED sign from the conveyor belt and slid her blue-and-orange self through the checkout gap. She smiled at the approaching customer, then sat patiently as the woman unloaded her trolley. She hummed under her breath.
Beth had taken a supermarket job when Alice started secondary school. She had insisted on being around when Alice was small, but when Alice became a teenager, she hadn’t needed her any more. She made her own breakfast. There was a school bus.
The supermarket hadn’t been her first choice. A vacancy had arisen at the library, and Beth went along to the interview, privately sure she was perfect for the job. Libraries were quiet and so was she. Libraries were orderly and so was she. They were two sensible peas in a pod. She had always harboured librarian dreams, and her heart gave a small leap at the idea of stamping books, going home with ink stains on her fingers. She went along with a sure heart. But the woman said they were looking to take libraries in a new direction, that they would be a community hub and the days of silence were over. In the end, they chose someone with pep.
But the supermarket had been desperate for staff, and she supposed there was a similarity between librarian and checkout operator. Stamping, scanning – what was the difference?
Noise.
There was no hiding behind bookshelves here, not in blue and luminous orange. Beth sat on the checkout each day, saying hello and goodbye to a hundred people. Some were chatty, some not, but what Beth discovered a few weeks in was that she was the chattiest of all. It was strange what a busy environment could do. Lovely weather out there led to Have you got much planned for today? and then she was off. She asked the customers about their holidays and favourite TV shows, and if she scanned something new she might study the label and say I like the look of that. I think I’ll get some for our dinner.
Sometimes her supervisor took her to one side. You need to minimize the chat, he said. These people have somewhere to be.
She had never been surrounded by noise. She knew the customers weren’t really approaching her, more the service she provided, but she would see them coming forward with their trolleys and a smile would beam from her face. People were coming to her with intent. She was not alone in a rotting, quiet house. She was here! Where the people were! Where there was always someone else to clean the mess on Aisle 4!
Beth remembered Mirage had been crumbling even when she came to it as a bride. There were cracks, heavy, damp drapes, a slow leak in the pool. It wasn’t even a decade old then. She had seen its newness in photos, but the house seemed to have given up on living a few years before she arrived.
Beth would have liked to make changes, but always felt it was not her house to change. She was there for a purpose. Love was need, or its fulfilment. This was her language. And so if she harboured a small wish to rip up the white shagpile carpet and replace it with something flat and grey, or tear off the textured wallpaper that was a magnet for dust, well, these things stayed wishes. They were not important, not compared with getting food into the bellies of those children or ensuring their clothes were clean. That was where she could do some good. She had pressed a hand to her heart when making her first proper inventory of the house. Years of neglect to undo.
The shagpile finally went when Jesse cut his foot on a loose patio slab and bled all over it. Frank was furious. He looked into a replacement, but shag was no longer fashionable and there wasn’t the money for bespoke. It seemed to Beth that he almost grieved the carpet. She remembered him once removing his shoes when he thought nobody was watching and digging his bare toes into the weave. A lost look on his face. Beth had thought it a strange reaction to have to carpet, but there were plenty of things she didn’t understand about Frank. It wasn’t her style to ask or probe. He will tell me in his own time, she had told herself when they married. She prided herself on her patience. She could wait.
After bandaging Jesse up, Beth had gone straight out to look at carpets. Flat weave, dark grey, something to hide the dirt. Her wish had come true.
Beth jolted awake at the sound of the tannoy. Where was she? Oh, yes … scan, scan, scan. How funny to reminisce. She never did that.
She said goodbye to the customer and turned to await another. It was early on a Wednesday, typically the slowest day. She wiped up a spillage, humming under her breath.
She winced at the sound of squeaking wheels and looked up to see an old man shuffling towards her. He pushed the trolley with his elbows, continually bashing the checkout. Slowly, he began unloading his tins. There was something about him that felt utterly lonely.
Beth stared, unable to move.
He finished and moved the trolley forward, then Beth fled her chair and rushed out. She found herself running down Aisle 7, her hand over her mouth as her colleagues turned in confusion.
She made it to the staff room, where she burst into tears. Oh, oh, what is this, she thought, as sobs racked out. Stop being so silly. She clamped her mouth shut with both hands as her supervisor opened the door.
‘I have a migraine,’ she stammered. ‘I’ll be fine in a moment. Just one small moment, please.’
Her father had died two years after she married Frank. He had a carer every day, but not nights, and it was night when he stumbled and fell in his new accessible flat. He was found the next morning on the floor. ‘He was just staring at the ceiling,’ the young woman said. Staring at a ceiling he couldn’t see.
He stayed in bed for two weeks. The doctor said he should get back on his feet, that each day spent in bed at his age meant a greater chance of never getting back up, but Beth couldn’t bear to move him. Look what being on his feet did, she thought. Better to keep him tucked up where he’s safe.
She spent every night at the flat. By day she made family meals for the microwave, and by night she slept in an armchair by her father’s side. She would wake with a start and reach out to take his pulse and check his forehead – he’s fine, he’s fine, doze off – and repeat again in an hour. Then one night he was not fine. That was the night Beth really saw the colour red.
Alice appeared at half past four, having missed the bus. She waited for Beth’s customer to finish. Beth beamed at the woman as she paid, feeling a secret happiness in her daughter witnessing her being professional and efficient outside the home. Alice, chewing gum, leant in.
‘Can I get a lift?’
‘I finish at five.’
Alice nodded and Beth watched her walk over to the plastic chairs near the exit. She got out her phone and Beth knew she would be texting or playing Snake.
Was that another mark on her daughter’s neck? Beth glanced at where she sat slumped, bored. She had first noticed the red patches a month ago and Alice had dismissed them as netball injuries. But netball is non-contact, Beth replied, to which her daughter had laughed and said, Well, maybe I like a different style of game.
Who was this person? Who was she going to be?
Beth had always harboured a fantasy about motherhood. One day, she would walk along a street with arms overloaded with presents, snow falling, son or daughter by her side. She would nurse them through childhood illnesses, popping a thermometer under their tongue or a cool flannel on their forehead. From which scenes her unconscious absorbed these images, she could not say, but she thought there must be a universal truth to them. She wrote off her own mother as a fluke.
Her first experience of motherhood was as a stepmother, step for not really a mother, step for evil, step for new. There was no proper introduction. She had their names but none of those years that form the preparatory bones of motherhood, the newborn age when they have no language, when it is the job of the parent to learn. Who is this tiny person? How should I be with them?
Beth loved them in the only way she knew how. She cooked and cleaned and took care of logistics. She was the invisible grease between the wheels. Capable. Adaptable. She was not the kind to swoop in, scoop up, change the scene or atmosphere. Even if that was needed, she wouldn’t know where to start. No, she did not want to mess with their lives or throw them off balance. Calmness was what they needed, calmness and an orderly hand. She could do that.
Pausing the clock was not her forte. Keeping things steady took planning and precision.
‘What are you doing?’ seven-year-old Clover had asked her stepmother one afternoon, visibly bored by her self-imposed exile in her room.
Beth looked up in surprise from the kitchen cupboard, so immersed in her task that she had forgotten other people lived there. She put down a mixing bowl. ‘I thought I’d make scones.’ She paused. ‘As a treat.’
Her stepdaughter’s presence unnerved her. The way she scowled when Beth took a utensil or tracked her movements like she was a thief. Beth glanced at that evening’s dinner bubbling away, made from the dregs of the cupboards before shopping day tomorrow. Its hearty smell soothed her unease. There. You know what you’re doing. She stirred to check it wasn’t sticking. Hmm. She would have to keep an eye. She was still getting used to the hob and its unpredictable heat.
Her stepdaughter continued staring, unmoving, a ghost in a bad dream.
‘My mother used to make them,’ Beth said, taking down her spiral recipe book. She flicked through pages scrawled with Rosemary’s biro, the faded ink studded with gravy. ‘Ah, here.’ A theatrical prod. ‘My mother was a terrible cook, but her scones were out of this world. I haven’t made them before, and it just occurred to me that I should! Don’t you think there’s nothing lovelier than a mid-afternoon scone?’
She broke off her prattling, the words suspended in silence. Beth stirred the pot. No, it hasn’t stuck. See, you are capable.
‘Can I help?’
More words left hanging. Beth’s mouth formed a shocked O, then she pulled herself together.
‘Of course,’ she mumbled, wiping her clean hands, looking around as if waiting for a director to tell her what to do. She helped Clover into the toddler apron that hung on the back of the door and gave an awkward laugh at the sight of her. ‘Well, anyway …’
Beth watched Clover cut the butter she had weighed into cubes. Each press of the knife took an age, and Beth’s eyes kept skittering to the clock. Planning. Precision … She said practical words like Good. And That’s it.
Beth concealed a groan when Clover asked to measure out the flour. ‘All right. But you have to be exact in baking. No room for tolerance.’ She bit her lip as her stepdaughter, clumsy and unsure, tipped the flour on to the mechanical scales. A plume of dust rose and consumed Clover, who promptly sneezed all over the bowl.
Beth’s mouth clamped shut. Another glance at the clock.
‘There’s no more flour, so we’ll have to make do.’ A tighter tone than intended. She checked the recipe, instructing Clover to rub together the cubed butter and flour, then began searching through drawers for the cutters.
‘It’s like crumbs!’ Clover laughed at her sticky hands.
Beth smiled, pausing to notice the girl forgetting her cold shoulder. Toes curling over the stool edge. A blonde strand of hair slipping free from her ponytail. Perhaps this could be a regular thing, Beth thought. Scones on a Sunday! She would teach Clover how to bake and cook and keep a home, and Clover would grow up to …
‘What’s that smell?’ Clover asked, face pinched in disgust.
They both sniffed the air.
Beth gave a small cry and lunged towards the hob, where the bubbles had turned wide and shallow. She scrubbed with the spoon but there was no coming back.
‘Is it okay?’ Clover asked, turning, the brush of her tiny thigh sending the bowl falling to the floor.
Silence. Wreckage. Beth felt a plume of exhausted irritation.
So close. She had been so close. Dinner was on, a sweet treat was on, the cupboards satisfyingly emptied before being filled again tomorrow. And all it had taken was a moment of distraction for the ship to go down.
Beth put her fingers to her temples. She didn’t notice her stepdaughter’s distraught expression at the pieces of her mother’s mixing bowl broken on the floor.
‘Just go out, Clover,’ Beth said, her voice resigned. ‘Please just let me get on with what I have to do.’
Beth had the sense she had come in halfway through a story. She was the page Sellotaped after it had been ripped out. Perhaps that was why Mirage never felt hers. It was the hardback cover that bound them, but her pages always stuck out a little, obviously not quite right.
She was secretly delighted when she fell pregnant. Now she would know. Perhaps knowledge of the newborn years would help her better parent the others, soften their faces. A fresh start for them all.
So it was confusing when Alice was born and life went on as usual. Beth remembered the brief joy she felt after Alice’s birth, when her body had been so broken, a sublime few hours when there was no possible way she could deal with everyone else. I hurt so much, she thought, almost giddy. But all the soreness in the world could not dampen the bliss of a midwife taking her arm and guiding her bloody, naked self into a shower, then allowing her to crawl into bed.
Alice was a good baby. She rarely cried. She sat in the playpen while Beth made dinner or cleaned. When she learnt to climb out, Beth panicked. There were so many steps in Mirage, so much hard terrazzo. Beth always thought it was a house for the post-baby years, when children could take care of themselves.
She never once took Alice on a shopping trip where they returned laden with presents. She had been too busy taking care of the others to tend to Alice at her bedside, cooling her head.
At the beginning, Beth had tried to hug them. She knew this was what mothers did, even if her own never had. The attempt had been excruciating. She had put out her arms and moved forward, and Clover froze inside her grasp. Even Jesse, a toddler, went rigid. Beth had ended their mutual torment by patting their backs. She decided they would be happier if she didn’t try again. The awareness she was not their mother never left her, and she didn’t want to overstep an invisible mark. Beth would respect their wishes, even if they had been only silently heard.
Because she did not hug them, she did not begin to hug Alice. It would not be fair. The children must have identical treatment. They must be dealt with just the same.
Oh, but she loved her. She loved Alice in a way that made Beth feel she was flailing. Thrashing around for a life belt. What should I do with this feeling? And so the bathroom taps were always gleaming, Marigolds forgotten, her hands red raw from the bleach.
As Alice grew, Beth saw a familiar trait emerge in her daughter: an insatiable need to be loved. At the seaside, Alice picked her most hated flavour of ice cream because Jesse loved it, and she always wanted him to take the first bite. Alice once spent all her pocket money on holiday in the on-site shop buying presents for schoolfriends. She had walked back to the chalet and shown Beth her wares, a dopey smile on her face. Beth stared in horror at the cheap pile of tat: key rings, sticks of rock, glass figures filled with sand. She made Alice take it all back. Alice had sobbed that it wasn’t fair, that it was her money to spend how she wanted. Beth had tried to say You don’t need to do this to make people like you. Instead it came out as: Stop crying, you’re being ridiculous, what a waste of twenty pounds.
*
One Monday, Beth came off her lunch break and her colleague said, ‘I saw your daughter on Saturday night. Down at Fandango’s.’
Beth frowned. ‘Not my daughter. She’s sixteen.’
‘The girl who comes in? That’s her. I recognized her even in a short dress and heels. She definitely doesn’t look sixteen!’
Beth sucked in her cheeks. ‘Like I said, you must be mistaken.’
She went straight to Alice’s room when she got home and found her lying on her bed, listening to music in shorts and a strapless top. Beth stared at the deluge of skin. Alice, out of her school uniform, suddenly looked like a different person. Beth steadied herself against the doorframe.
‘Get up!’
Alice frowned. ‘What?’
‘Get up!’
Her daughter rolled off the bed and stood, almost towering over her. When did she get so tall? Beth thought, and then wondered if the truth was that she herself was starting to shrink.
‘Saturday,’ said Beth. ‘You were? Saturday night. Where?’ The words were garbled and eager.
‘I told you. I stayed at Katy’s.’
‘Not where you stayed.’ Beth heard the words hiss. ‘Where were you in the evening?’ A flash of fear on her daughter’s face.
‘I dunno, just hung out. Listened to music. Danced.’
Beth lunged forward. ‘You’re too young for a nightclub!’
‘What are you on about?’
‘Someone at work saw you. “Your daughter was out Saturday night, Beth. Short dress and high heels.” High heels! High heels!’ Beth had a mental image of five-year-old Alice staggering about in oversized shoes.
Alice rolled her eyes. ‘Are you worried I’ll ruin my spine?’
And then a red fog descended and sent Beth’s hand flying across Alice’s face. It was the rage she had felt in childhood when her father stumbled, the rage her mother ignored, the rage Beth learnt to smother.
Her daughter fell back, astonished, clutching her cheek, and Beth wished she could claw the slap back into her fingers and pull her Alice close. This all happened in a second. The next contained an event that would forever break a dam inside her: Alice leaping forward, eyes filled with raging tears, and slapping her own mother.
When her colleague first made the suggestion, Beth’s inclination was to laugh. Ballroom dancing? Did she look like a tap-dancer?
‘I think you’d love it,’ said Claudia, across the staff-room table. ‘And you’d be doing me a favour. My partner’s out of action for months, and they’ll pair me off with an oldie.’
Beth stared at her sandwich. She didn’t want to let her colleague down, but the idea of her dancing … Well, it was extraordinary.
‘I can lend you shoes,’ said Claudia.
‘Oh, I’m not sure,’ said Beth, eyes on her feet.
Her thoughts wandered to her in a pink dress, the taut hem trimmed with fur. Frank leading her in perfect time, stepping back to twirl her. Red roses raining down. She smiled, in dreams and reality, as worlds collided for one tiny moment.
The door opened and Claudia turned to ask someone else.
‘Oh, okay,’ said Beth. ‘If you insist.’
The school hall was bright and smelt of a thousand children. Patterned curtains framed the stage, a row of plastic chairs lining the wall.
Beth’s first instinct was to draw back. She felt guilty for not telling her family, even though that had been her intention. There’s a meal in the fridge, she told Frank and Alice. Five minutes in the microwave, stir, five minutes again. They looked confused. Well, where are you going? asked Alice. Their curious faces silenced her truth. An extra shift, she mumbled.
Now, in a school hall, she felt like a naughty child.
‘Who is that?’ purred Claudia about a young man in the corner.
She went straight over, then returned almost immediately to say there was a change of plan. Claudia would dance with him, and they would find Beth another partner. Beth looked horrified.
‘You’re so tiny, Beth. You need a man to lead you.’
Beth stepped back. ‘But I’m married!’
‘So?’
A clap silenced the room. They turned towards the instructor, a delicate man with slicked, boot-polished hair and a pencil-thin moustache. He spoke with a thick accent.
‘Anyone without a partner? Don’t be shy!’
Beth raised a slow hand.
‘Ah! And you are –’
She coughed. ‘Beth.’
‘Perdão? Bess?’
‘BETH.’ She blushed.
‘There we go, sweetheart. Voice found!’ He bowed. ‘I think our Geoffrey.’ He joined Beth’s hand with that of a man standing in the corner. She snatched it back.
The first ten minutes of learning the cha-cha were spent facing the instructor, giving Beth time to cool her face. But then she saw that the cha-cha was all about moving her hips and bottom, and, again, her face began to burn. Focus, she told herself. Make those taps gleam.
She remembered her fantasy. Pink dress. Red roses. Frank. Deep breath. Cha-cha-1-2-3 and cha-cha-1-2-3 … Oh my goodness, she thought, looking down at her feet in Claudia’s beautiful shoes. Oh my goodness, I’m doing it and oh can it be that I’m good??? The instructor nodded, impressed. ‘Bravo, Bess.’
When he asked them to face their partner, Beth turned without hesitation. ‘Hello!’
Geoffrey held out his hand. ‘And so we dance!’
Beth laughed, quickly studying his face. A nice face. Greying hair. Tidy. Clean. She leant in a little, then straightened up, satisfied by the lack of bad breath.
They concentrated on their movements, Beth so surprised by her own ability that she hardly noticed a stranger’s hand on her waist. He called her a natural.
‘It’s a shock,’ she said, beaming. ‘Have you done this a lot, Geoffrey?’
‘Actually it’s Geoff. Paulo has a habit of lengthening names. His is Paul.’
They laughed, Beth still doing her internal cha-cha-1-2-3 and sashaying her hips in a way that felt natural. How?! She loved the feeling of height the heels gave her. And being good at something that had no real practical benefit felt strange and foreign and lovely.
‘Look at you,’ said Geoff with admiration.
Beth smiled. ‘Performing doesn’t come naturally. Or so I thought.’ A dark memory bubbled up. She took a deep breath, then heard the lie come out: ‘I’ve never danced in my life.’
When had it been? Alice was not yet born and it was summer, because sunshine warmed her skin. She and Frank must officially still have been newlyweds.
Frank was at work. A Friday? She was procrastinating now, having done so well to exile the memory. Oh goodness, she thought. Here it comes. That feeling of a cha-cha-1-2-3 in borrowed dance shoes was too similar to one she had tried to forget.
Be kind to me, she begged.
So Clover was at school. Jesse most likely sleeping. He still took long naps until four. Oh, how beautiful he was. Beth sometimes stood over his bed to watch him sleep.
What led her to the wardrobe? All she could remember was opening the doors and those candy colours. Well, she would admit it now: she had done this many times. Just opened and stared, opened and stared, and, this time, took out a dress.
It was the gold lamé she had held on her wedding night. Beth recalled it flowing over her arm like water. She had been in such a hurry that night to ready herself for Frank, but now she had hours in an empty house. Or almost empty. Even when alone, Beth always had the feeling of being watched.
She peeled off her clothes and climbed into the firecracker, assuming the clingy fabric would fit her skinny self just fine. Beth squirmed out of her bra, then turned back to her reflection.
Her breath caught in her throat.
She was slim, yes, but the dress was a river not made to be straight. It needed rocks, banks, great hunks of soil. It needed ledges in the front and back, not Beth’s streamlined, efficient body that was good at getting on with things. This dress did not get on with things. It was the thing. A dress for a woman who did not move, except perhaps to glide, a trophy dipped in twenty-four carat. Beth stood on tiptoes to prevent the hem swamping the floor. No, it wouldn’t do. She took a shoebox from the wardrobe and worked her feet into a pair of strappy shoes. Beth staggered to the mirror. A glance over her shoulder at her naked back. Pale and spotty. And her chest … Straight as a surfboard, unable to ride this gold wave.
Beth let down her hair. There was no cascading. She tried to fluff it. ‘Oh, now you look ridiculous.’ She flattened it with her palms, then became Marilyn Monroe. ‘Oh, baby,’ she said, breathless and faux-American. ‘You mean me? Little old me, just waiting around.’ She jiggled her breasts. The real Beth snorted. ‘Okay, now you’ve lost it.’
Hands on hips. A long sigh. She was too old for dress-up. There was the dinner to get on with and washing to fold.
A hollow feeling bloomed inside. Beth’s eyes snapped back to the mirror. No … Her mirror. Behind her, her bed. Her fingers drummed her gold-lamé hips … her lamé. Beth felt a sudden urge to tear the dress apart. Tear all of it apart. Charge through the chaotic wardrobe, ripping out every thread and button with her teeth. Do something gloriously mad.
She laughed at this unknown pulse of nervous feeling and waited for it to subside. No. She would try something different.
Beth wobbled over to the door. Downstairs in front of the portrait, she stuck out her chin. She did her best to glide into the kitchen. Dinner could wait. Right now she was not a woman for doing. She would simply be. Taking out a coupe – this at least was hers, or what had been her mother’s – she debated mixing a Martini (Wasn’t that pure gin or vodka? But there was the school run) and instead ran the tap. Glass in hand, she went out to the pool. If it had been filled, perhaps she would have jumped in – perhaps! Who knew who she was right now! – but, as it was, the pool had been losing water for months. Soon it would be an empty shell.
Then the sound of crying. Beth sighed and went to fix Jesse a milk. He was too old for bottles in bed, but he loved this small comfort. She gently shushed him and stroked his hair. He took the milk, eyes looking at her, hand reaching out for the dress. So even at that tender age, the male still searched for gold.
She pulled the fabric from his grip and went out.
Back in the family room, she dawdled. What did a non-doing woman do all day? Beth rubbed her ankle, which was sore from this second-hand gold sandal. Cinderella at least got her own shoe.
Her eyes wandered to the jukebox. This dress was made for dancing! A light sway, to catch the ripples of light. She punched buttons, and her favourite Beatles song started to play. Beth began to twist. She sipped from her coupe and wiggled her bum towards imaginary guests. ‘Champagne for everyone!’
She laughed, a rich, hearty laugh that surprised even herself – Was this really only water? – and floated through the lounge. Dancing really was fun. She was shimmying, bopping, jiving, surrendering to the moment. It felt good to simply give in to how she felt.
She attempted a spin and made it halfway before her heel caught the dress. Beth looked down in horror at the rip she would have to sew with tiny stitches. Nobody must ever know.
Beth tried to sway again, but the buzz had gone. She really had to start dinner. She exhaled, turning towards the entranceway, and then her heart withered inside.
Frank stood in the doorway, his coat draped over his arm.
She expected him to shout. To react with anger. What the hell are you doing? But instead he looked pale, a wax candle snuffed out. Beth stifled a sob. She craved anything but the sorrow on his face.
Frank turned and walked out through the front door.
Her cry filled the room. She looked down at herself. She hated this dress, this tacky, gaudy dress, designed for desperate women who garnered confidence from eyes. This house was the same: so obsessed with being different, as if there were something wrong with traditional. Wasn’t life complicated enough? Why add to it with walls of glass that never stay clean, tall unreachable ceilings, terrazzo that chills the bone? The arrogance!
She rushed towards the stairs, tripping and getting back up. These stupid shoes … She tore them off and went two at a time, pulling the dress over her head. She avoided the mirror, repulsed now by her perceived lack of sexiness. The dress had proved the chasm. He had fallen in love with the ocean, full of life and edged with a golden beach, and now here he was with a puddle – a small, skinny splash of a thing.
No, none of this was her. These stupid clothes and shoes. She didn’t even like the dress! That was what she wanted to tell Frank. She didn’t want to be Chrissy or a woman who dressed in skin. That wasn’t her, and she didn’t harbour secret dreams to be so.
‘I was just trying it on,’ she whispered aloud. ‘The dress, the idea of the dress, the idea of her.’
Beth threw the dress into the wardrobe and pulled back on her simple clothes. She went downstairs to begin the dinner, returning the coupe to the cupboard, where it likely wouldn’t get used again for years.
At the following week’s class, Beth turned up in new dance shoes. Gold. Medium height. All hers.
She kept meaning to tell her family, but, as the days wore on, she became protective of her joy. What if she told them and they did not mirror back her pleasure? What if they responded with buts? She was so unused to this feeling. Perhaps it would not survive out in the world.
Besides, this was all so new. Maybe it wouldn’t go anywhere? She would rather experiment in private. Beth remembered Frank’s face when he had last watched her dance. She shivered. No. This she would keep to herself.
Geoff came straight over. ‘New shoes! I hope they keep up with your skills.’
Beth was surprised she did not blush. This was what confidence did, she realized. It tamed all signs of fear.
They talked while they waited. Beth told him little about her life. He asked once about Frank, but Beth pretended she hadn’t heard. This hall and man felt like a dream existing purely for her pleasure. She did not want to taint it with reality. This was the time for dancing, for giving in to the present. No past or future here. She could dance, safe from eyes that really knew her. She could try on in total privacy the idea of being someone else.
That was how it went for weeks. Then one evening Geoff informed her he would turn sixty the day of the following class, and her heart ached when he said he would be celebrating alone. Lonely men always made her want to weep.
She arrived at class with a home-made cake. The overpriced ‘60’ candle stuck into the frosting was perhaps unnecessary, but into Beth’s head came an image of her father alone in his flat, and in the shop she had sighed and reached for her purse.
When class ended, Beth held out the Tupperware. ‘Happy birthday!’
Geoff took it, confused. ‘You made me a –’
‘Enjoy.’ She leant down to get her bag. When she turned, he was still staring at the box.
‘I can’t believe you made me a cake.’
‘Just bring the Tupperware back next week. I can do without till then.’
‘Would you …’
She did up her coat.
‘… have a slice with me at the pub next door?’
Beth hoped her reluctance didn’t show. It was time to go home and again become Beth. She had no interest in her fantasy merging with regular life. Oh, but there was that face again … A lonesome man. How they haunted her. She could spare half an hour.
They sat in the pub with their drinks and silence between them. See, Beth thought. They had nothing in common. Inside an overly bright school hall for one hour a week, they made the perfect match, but strip away the music and they were strangers. It only emphasized the mirage.
Beth eyed the time. ‘Cake?’
Geoff opened the lid. ‘You got me candles!’ He gave her a fond look.
‘And no way to light them,’ said Beth, looking round. ‘Excuse me’ – she tapped the smoking man behind – ‘could we borrow your lighter?’ She smiled at her forwardness.
Geoff closed his eyes, a little boy making his wish, then leant forward and blew out the candles.
‘No knife,’ he said. ‘Well, God gave us hands.’ He reached in and broke off the end. ‘Blimey, Beth. Or should I say Nigella.’
Beth laughed. Her cake was so delicious that to hell with cutlery. Feeling reckless, the gold shoes still on her feet, she tore off her own chunk.
Then they stood and put on their coats, and Beth exclaimed with delight at Geoff’s hat. She touched the brim. A dark feathered trilby, similar to one her father had worn. Geoff looked pleased by her admiration.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It just reminds me … oh, never mind.’
They walked towards the sixties’ close where they parked. It was dark now, and the lit windows of the mid-century houses cast just enough light to see.
Geoff touched her arm as she unlocked her car door.
‘I’m really grateful, Beth.’
‘You’re very wel—’
He leapt forward with a hard thwack of a kiss. The kind she had seen at the cinema, perhaps the kind she had wanted all her life. But not from him. And this was her dream, wasn’t it? He was an avatar in her fantasy. Nothing should happen unless she desired it, and this she did not desire.
She pushed him away. ‘What are you doing? I’m married!’
He stepped back, blinking. ‘I thought … That ring is real?’
‘What?’
‘I thought it was for show. What women do when they don’t want hassle.’
‘It’s very much real.’ She tightened her collar. ‘You shouldn’t make assumptions.’
‘Sorry. I’ve just been so lonely, Beth, and you were so kind. And when I tasted that cake …’
An unfamiliar resentment seeped upwards through her body. This was her one hour a week when she could switch off from doing and just be, and now here she was, having to deal with another person’s feelings. He’d had a need, and she had taken care of it with lemon drizzle. Well, she was done with taking care of it. Why could she not go through life like everyone else, thinking and doing whatever they wanted? Frank with his I’m going to be late and no excuses, her teenage daughter’s stony silences, her stepchildren’s disinterest, that self-obsessed house.
‘I just want to glide in my own damn shoes!’
She realized she had shouted it.
Beth did not wish to tend to others in her fantasy life. And yet … was it only fantasy? Was the confidence she was gaining not drifting into regular life? She had gone out and bought herself gold dancing shoes, asked a stranger for a light, and now she had pushed someone away with a clearly stated No. Would a younger Beth have done those things? Or would a younger Beth have given him a pity kiss, not bringing herself to be honest, then quietly switched class? She felt excitement at this realization. There was a difference in her now, a new leaning towards light.
‘I must go,’ she said, getting into her car while he remained still, eyes down on the pavement. With a sigh, she wound down the window.
She tried to think of a kind parting word, one that could not be misconstrued but also said I see you, I hear you, I wish you all the best. She coughed. ‘You can keep the Tupperware.’



Silent Disco
2000
Alice perched on the bonnet of Jake’s car. He had pulled up within ten minutes of her call and she had jumped in, skin cold on his leather upholstery. She had laughed as the force of the accelerator pressed her back against the seat. Here she was with the popular one. Look how far she had come.
‘You’re so fit,’ he mumbled, hand under her boob-tube.
His need made her burn. So she was fit now. The make-up had worked. Finally her body was fashionable, not ‘Alice the Alps’, not now she had reached the age for touching. After years of feeling grotesque, she now luxuriated in the sensation of being wanted.
‘We could have been doing this months ago if you had answered my calls.’
‘Oh, you all like a bit of chasing,’ she murmured, as if she had been here before. And I like being chased. She had spent a lifetime craving the feeling.
It didn’t faze her that she was in a dark country lane. Alice was immortal. Rape belonged in newspapers, death in graveyards and dusty portraits – not here in her body, in her hands as she grabbed his lapel, in the charge firing through her torso. This was life. With Jake, she was a bold, new thing. The girl in a convertible, speeding off as the credits roll, hands flung wide, spilling money. He was the wild oats she never thought she’d sow. Each time he kissed her, she lifted a trophy. When he stuck his tongue in her mouth, she was giving a speech and thanking her god. I’m so proud, she gushed as Jake pulled down her top. This is for little me who always dreamt this was possible.
Here was connection, in this dark and dangerous lane.
He pressed her hand to his groin. She felt his hardness through his jeans, then realized he was unzipping. Bloody hell, she thought as it pinged out. What is that thing? Put the bunny back in the box.
But he was groaning louder now with her hardly touching him. Was it really this easy? Just hold their nakedness and they convulse? She almost sighed at the unfairness. Her own pleasure took a symphony.
‘Wait,’ she said, jumping down, feet landing in mud. ‘Let’s get a peek at this bad boy.’ She leant down. The headlights helped. It was bigger than she’d expected, and uglier. ‘Why’s it so angry?’
‘Eh?’
‘It could wipe out a continent. I hope you don’t have the nuclear codes.’
‘Shh,’ he said, eyes closed. ‘You’ll make me go soft.’
And what was so wrong with softness? She knew when she wanted it, because her bits went so deliciously soft. Although maybe that was what nature intended, she thought, as she put her hand around this furious state of his anatomy. Yin to the yang, black to the white, fork to the cake … She listed contrasts, focusing on irrelevant subjects so as not to disturb the rhythm.
‘Cup my balls. That’s it. That’s it. ’S’it.’ Language deserted him.
She frowned in concentration. The cupping-the-balls really wasn’t her thing, but she saw how it added another dimension, his groaning now speeding up. Here we go.
He asked between breaths if she would go down on him, but she really didn’t want to. She’d not long cleaned her teeth. Instead, he swerved and leant over the bracken, and she watched her possible children squirt out over a plant.
I would make a terrible mother, she thought. But, still, what an undignified end.
It was now almost a year since her kiss with Ed. Their bond had morphed and changed, but Alice pretended the kiss had never happened. To pretend was easier than to confront. Being seen and known was all she had ever wanted, and it would make her lonelier than ever to discover it had merely been a step towards taking off her clothes.
Her ability to block it out was so successful that one day, when she and Ed were hanging out in her room, she said, ‘I don’t want to turn seventeen next week still a virgin.’
Ed took a while to reply. ‘Why not?’
‘Because. Most girls lose it at seventeen. I want to be different.’
This was a new feeling. The desire to be different. For months now she had felt confused by people and their pathetic urge to conform. For so long Alice had tried to escape her differences, but, now that she had achieved her aim, she found it ordinary. She could not work herself out.
Ed stared at his book. ‘So you still haven’t done it?’
She glanced over. ‘Have you?’
He shook his head. ‘I thought … with Jake …’
She had done everything else with Jake. You about? Fifteen minutes later they would park up in their lane, where Alice would unzip her jeans and watch Jake move down her body. She made excuses when he asked to make things official. It was enough that he wanted her. Combining physical with mental was too complicated, as Ed had shown, so better to keep them separate. And to be the girlfriend of someone as beautiful as Jake? God, how exhausting. Plus why ruin the mirage … Let him wonder about her always, never know the craziness she felt inside.
Ed sat up. ‘You could always lose it with me.’
Alice looked surprised.
‘I mean, if you haven’t lost it with Jake because you don’t care about him. We could …’ He avoided her eye.
She did not want to hurt him. So much, she did not want to hurt him. ‘I don’t care for you like that either, Ed.’
He stared at his hands. ‘I know.’ He laughed. ‘The thing is, I do feel like that about you. I’m completely in love with you.’
Alice let the words hover. ‘But wouldn’t you rather sleep with someone who loves you back?’
‘You do love me, though. In a different way, maybe, but it’s love.’ He looked at her. ‘I think future us would be glad it was with each other.’
She thought about this. Was there a future us? Was there a future Alice, different to the Alice of today, waiting for moments to happen that she could look back on and remember? She focused solely on Future Us in some distant middle-aged future, forgetting about the Future Us of tomorrow, which needed tending now.
She did love him. That was true. He was her best friend and she was terrified of losing her only true connection. All this overthinking was exhausting, when the reality was they were sixteen. Too young for promises and plans.
Alice slid her chest of drawers in front of the door, as if there was a chance that someone would walk in.
Surprisingly – delightfully for Alice – nothing much changed. They both shared a silent understanding that they had merely ticked a box. Virginity, done. Together, they began knowing other people, siphoning off before reporting back to base. Halfway through sixth form they got part-time jobs at a pub, and Ed would stand by in bars with their coats as Alice kissed their colleagues, then guide her to his car for the journey home. She did not tell him of the ones with whom she spent the night. But Ed’s casualness about their encounter had persuaded her he didn’t care. There was no seriousness to anything. This was now! Not forever. It was a flash of lightning in their sky.
Alice spent as much time away from Mirage as possible. Outside its walls were people who cheered when they saw her coming. At bars they clapped as she downed shots, their arms stretched out while dancing. She would drink herself to oblivion, then be safely taken back to Ed’s, where Alice would lie awake and watch the ceiling spin, truly loving her life.
She didn’t care if people called her a slut. The word was often thrown about, and she let it settle around her shoulders with a careless shrug. Slut they said about girls who kissed too many mouths or removed clothes for too many boys. Slut they said about girls who loved it. Slut they said as if it was disgusting for a girl to be greedy, to enjoy finally being noticed, to happily trade paws on her body for electric dreams inside. So then I’m a slut, she thought. But slut suggested too much, as if there should be a limit on connection, and Alice could never have too much.
Her mother’s slap still stung. She and Beth had never spoken of it. The next day her mother had made scones for the first time in years, and Alice knew this was a peace-offering, an apology without words. This was her mother’s language. Doing.
Alice could count on one hand the number of times her mother had said she loved her, and each time was prefaced with a silence or followed by a sob. It seemed to take everything out of her. Was it terrible to admit to an emotion, Alice thought – was it a dirty, unkempt thing?
You know I love you.
Of course I love you.
Always like this, as if it was quite unnecessary her having to say it.
Beth never voiced why it made her fearful. After speaking those words, she was spent. Instead, it was left to her daughter to wonder, and Alice did wonder and speculate and assume. Her mind was a silent disco of talk. I’m terrified to love you, it’s a shameful thing to love you, it’s the hardest thing to do. Silence was the language she learnt.
Sixth-form art was a sanctuary. She was straight As in every other subject, but the work that drew a solid B-average moved Alice in a way they did not. She knew algebra and trigonometry but did not want their cool, calm predictability. She wanted splashes, dashes, dollops of paint. Texture. Possibility. She was not especially proficient with a pencil, but her teacher said Jackson Pollock was not known for his drawing and that true art came from inside. Alice tried it all. Figurative, abstract, textiles, ceramics. Class was for technique, and extracurricular time for living.
She didn’t have a plan for her life. Nobody had ever told her to think of one. No one at home ever asked about her day. She would perhaps ask a question, and her parents would answer, then return to their food. It was not sulkiness or deliberate disinterest. It was as if they had no idea she was there.
It enraged her. She would refuse to offer even one word. I’ll speak when they do, she would think, and a silent fifteen minutes would stretch out. When Frank once asked if she had plans for Saturday, she had looked up with surprise before blushing. A mixture of embarrassment and rage had consumed her, rage that this should be a rare event; her dad asking her plans. Nobody else has this, she thought. Everyone my age has parents who don’t need to make an effort, they want to. Alice had looked at the almost empty bottle on the table and known it was the wine that had made Frank ask. He needed to leave reality to be a normal dad. In that moment, her anger crushed embarrassment. I’m working, she replied, turning her body to stone so it didn’t crumple. Then out with friends. She returned to eating. She missed her father’s sad expression, the way he had nodded to himself, then downed the rest of his glass.
Fun shaped everything. Kissing, dancing, boyfriends for a night. This was where she lived. And so when someone coming on shift mid-afternoon said a plane had crashed into a building in New York, she thought nothing of it. When people began cancelling bookings because they didn’t feel it right to go to the pub, she finished the calls and laughed with her colleagues. Not go out because of a plane crash on the other side of the world? How ridiculous! And then she had gone home to find her mother in front of the television. They’re gone, said Beth. Both buildings … just … gone. The world outside took on a dark hue. She went from laughter to horror as she realized that the grown-ups running things actually had no clue.
She had turned eighteen that summer. Her siblings sent money, but their absence suggested that, now she was grown, she could be left to live her life. Money was easier than guessing her interests. Alice spent the following week in a mood. Let’s go out and get wasted, she said when Ed asked what was wrong. Let’s paint the town with Jägerbombs.
Her heart was ticking too loudly, a pendulum scraping her insides. I’m desperate for something, she thought, but I don’t know what. Feed me, cries the hunger. How? Tell me what you want and I’ll find it. Just please stop with your ache.
‘Do you want to dance?’ shouted Ed in the club.
‘No.’
‘Do you want another drink?’
‘Not really.’
‘Well, what do you want?’
‘Oh, go on. Let’s try another shot.’
A few minutes later, she went to the toilet. She steadied herself in the cubicle, squatting and watching her drunk piss stream out. She hummed along to the thump through the walls. A tight, angry beat.
Alice thought of her siblings as she wiped off the toilet paper stuck to her heel. She couldn’t remember when she last saw Jesse. Christmas? No, he spent Christmases with Martha’s family now. And Clover went to Hugh’s. Her siblings had all fled Mirage as soon as they could, and now she was tainted by association, left with parents who seemed to look straight through her. The hungry ache stifled with shots was now coming back to life. Feed me.
She returned to the main room and found Ed no longer alone. He was leaning towards a girl who laughed at everything he said. Alice recognized her from work. She was new and Alice had immediately noticed her prettiness, the way girls are trained to notice. Long, effortless hair. Luminous skin. Now Alice watched her lean into Ed and perform the usual tricks: the hair-touching, hand on hip, emphatic laughter. She watched Ed heed the ancient mating call. Of course he would, she thought. This is why we are all still here. We survive by responding to signals. Ed took out his phone. The girl leant over to read what he typed, then sashayed on to the dance floor. He watched her go.
Alice returned to his side.
Ed smiled. ‘Fancy a dance?’
She pulled him towards the fire exit at the back. It was not to be opened except in emergencies. Alice pushed down the bar.
‘You okay?’ asked Ed, concerned. ‘Do you feel sick?’
Outside, Alice faced him. She took his hand and pressed it to her heart, where the pendulum swung its mad, incessant beat. Then she cupped it to her chest. Confusion appeared on his face and she couldn’t bear it. This time it was Alice who leapt forward. Their cab went back to his.
*
Alice hesitated when her colleague first offered her a ticket to see Ed’s favourite band. They had always promised to go together. He frowned when she mentioned it. ‘No, go for both of us,’ he said, quickly smiling. His recent promotion meant no way of changing his shift.
It was incredible. Alice moshed along, singing, wishing Ed had come.
It had been a week since September 11th – when the world had morphed before Alice’s eyes – and three months since they went home together. When they had stripped off their clothes and fucked in time to different beats. Ed’s music had been soaring strings, contentment, but Alice’s was a hard, techno rave. It was the sight of the girl with the skin and hair giving him her number, and Ed’s face as he watched her walk away. Alice saw this as she kissed him. She opened her eyes and watched his pleasure, and knew it was her he desired. Not the girl with the skin and hair. Her. Alice. In her drunken state, there was nothing wrong with this. Life had taught her there was only so much love to go around, so why not take it? It was a hug she was unused to. Perhaps no one would hug her again.
When she had woken the next morning, she looked across at Ed and thought: What have I done?
Alice began her usual distant dance. Ed took her lead, but this time his song was different. He no longer held her coat. As summer edged towards autumn, he spent more time at work and preparing for local uni, away from Alice, who was now on a gap year. He took hours to answer texts.
When the concert finished, Alice requested the set list taped to the stage. She would hang about and ask the band to sign it, a peace-offering to her best friend. Her version of her mother’s scones. Don’t talk. Do.
The band took an hour to leave. Alice – now alone – kept checking her watch, estimating the length of her Tube journey to Victoria to catch the last train. In her mind was Ed’s happy face.
When they finally appeared, Alice rushed. Oh God, my pen doesn’t work – anyone have a pen that works? – please sign it for my best friend, who loves you – yes, I love you too – great show, guys, great show. And then she was hot-footing it to the Tube, ignoring the pain from her heeled boots. Her train was leaving in twelve minutes. She would make it, she would make it.
She did not make it. She ran through the ticket barrier with the crumpled set list as the train snaked out. She asked the guard if that was definitely her last train. He nodded. Last train until morning.
Alice looked around, unsure what to do. Her bank account would not cover a taxi, let alone a hotel. She looked at the hard metal benches on the forecourt. No. She couldn’t.
Alice called Ed. No answer. She frowned. His shift finished hours ago, and he never slept before midnight. She tried again. Voicemail. She texted: Hey, it’s an emergency.
He rang back.
‘You okay?’ she asked. ‘You didn’t answer.’
‘Me? You said it’s an emergency?’
She told him, ruining her surprise. ‘So I know it’s a huge pain, but can you come and get me? Text when near and I’ll go outside.’
A long silence.
‘Hello?’ She checked her phone. Full signal.
‘Alice, it’s almost midnight. I wouldn’t get home until three and I’m opening tomorrow at nine.’
‘So go to work on five hours’ sleep, Ed. How often have we done that?’
‘I’m a supervisor now. I’m at uni. Alice, it’s time to grow up.’
Alice blinked, a sharp blow to her chest. ‘You realize I missed my train for you? Ran like an idiot for you. I thought you’d love it. I thought …’ She stared at the set list, the squiggles she couldn’t even read.
‘No, you didn’t,’ came his calm voice. ‘Did I ask you to do that? Do you really think I care about a piece of paper? Am I meant to feel bad that once again you’re in a bad situation? Maybe you should treat people like actual people, instead of something there to make you feel good in the one lonely minute you need it. I’m not a game, Alice. I’m … real.’
He hung up.
Alice stared at the phone. She rang back. No answer. She kept ringing. There must have been twenty missed calls before she left a voicemail.
‘I’m stuck at Victoria Station, Edward. I’m going to be sleeping on the street. Okay, have your say, but don’t you think you could start tomorrow? At least help me so I’m not, you know, sleeping on the street?! I know this is because I won’t be your girlfriend. But you’re the one who practically begged me to sleep with you. I told you I didn’t feel that for you, but you didn’t care. So why put it on me? Why blame the female like a cliché? Okay, I could have handled it better … I get that … I’m rubbish at saying things, but that’s only because I didn’t want to fucking hurt you’ – her voice broke here – ‘I didn’t want to hurt you, Ed, because I love you. I do. And I’m hurt because you started all this when you kissed me forever ago. What we had was so perfect, and I loved that I could feel exactly myself around you, I didn’t have to pretend or change … Don’t you see how perfect it was? And then you kissed me in front of everyone with no warning – I mean, what am I supposed to do? Push you off? Embarrass you? No, I let you kiss me, because I didn’t want to hurt you and because girls always have to be nice and I didn’t want to not be nice and have that be another reason people hate me: “That Alice, you should have seen what she did to poor old Ed, she humiliated him, she’s such a weird bitch.” Oh God, I just can’t … And now here I am freezing my tits off and leaving this hideous message. And we’ll never have what we had again, but you’re the one who started the physical stuff, and maybe you could have found a way to say to me how you felt before you kissed me in front of everyone. At least I took you to a fire exit. You didn’t have to take me home, but you did, you did, and you knew I didn’t feel that way about you, and oh, just fuck off Edward Percival Allbright.’
Alice hung up and stood on the concourse. What to do? Jesse never answered his phone and her sister was sleep-deprived enough. Her mother wouldn’t have a clue how to get there and would crash the car through nerves. A feeling of dread came as Alice took out her phone and brought up Frank O’Hara’s number. This is what girls do when in trouble, she thought. They call ‘Dad’. Dad would be the first to get them out of a jam.
Alice slid her phone back into her pocket.
A strange peace flooded through her as she sat down on the cold, metal bench. She knew she was witnessing an ending. It was clear she would never find happiness here. She would take her urge to explore and experiment and paint a bigger canvas. Her life. Alice wasn’t sure how to get through the next several hours, but she would do it all the same. She would look out for herself. Take care of herself. And then tomorrow …
Alice heard the clickety-clack of the station boards in the background as they changed destinations or went dark for the night. A flame started up inside her. Tomorrow, she would leave behind the mirage of everything she thought was real.
Tomorrow.



Part Two



Dream Life
2005
Four years later
The sun hit her full pelt with its summer strength. Alice shielded her eyes with her cloth. She was twenty-two and too young for wrinkles. Management could certainly afford blinds, considering that the cost of their tiny plates of steak tartare would take her almost a whole shift to earn. She sighed and wiped the table, readying it for the next patrons.
‘Alice, c’est rose,’ exclaimed her boss, staring aghast at her pink hair.
‘Oh, Jean-Luc. An improvement on the blue, no?’ She slung her tea towel over her shoulder.
‘Pfft … It’s not what our clientele expect.’ He handed her the specials to add to the leather-bound menus. ‘I need an extra for Friday’s lunch. You want?’
Alice closed her eyes. She had planned to spend Friday in the studio, giving her brain a day off from steaming kitchens and shouty chefs, from grinning like a goon for tips. Her current project required an angle-grinder, and tomorrow she would have the space to herself. But there was the rent, and art supplies. A free, independent life in London took cold, hard cash.
Jean-Luc gave a faux-sigh. ‘I’ll offer to Zadie if that’s your –’
‘No, no, all good. I’ll take it.’ Another goony grin.
*
Alice went home via the studio, hoping Zadie wouldn’t be there so she could crack on. Her back ached, and she dreamt of an Epsom-salts bath, but the hot water at home would be gone now. Instead of her body, she would replenish her soul. Pull down her visor and let the sparks fly.
She heard the beat of Zadie’s reggae jazz before she even reached the gate. Alice raised her eyes heavenward, feeling the evening sun. There wouldn’t be many more days like this. Soon the leaves and temperatures would fall, and they would wheel back out the dodgy gas fire to warm them while they worked. Frostbite and seeing the shape of their own breath. She took a deep inhale and was sure she could smell September.
The studio was an elderly lady’s double garage, which she and Zadie rented for a hundred pounds a month. They would have liked somewhere private, but London rental prices prevented it. Gritty areas were gentrifying into ‘quirky’, and Alice loathed the money pouring in that forced the character out. It was grossly unfair. She was young and so fairness was a hot topic; she was young and so sure that she could change the world.
Alice opened the side door to find Zadie at her easel in her patchwork denim, bleached hair bundled high, a cigarette dangling from her lips. Perched naked on the stool sat Rita, their landlord, a former model in her seventies who had once posed for Lucian Freud. She appreciated art, she said, and this was why she gave them cheap rent. Zadie had painted her many times, first to be nice, then to make cash. Two sold paintings paid for several months’ rent. Who knew the London art scene loved older women? she crowed, rubbing the notes together, seeing no conflict between the pursuit of art and money.
‘Here she is.’ Zadie’s voice was muffled. She smiled at Alice over her shoulder, a warm smile that didn’t have to try hard, shorthand for I see you every day.
Alice leant against the open doorway, not wanting to close out the sun. As she watched the two women laugh and work in total ease – Zadie’s brush feathering the canvas, adding shade to Rita’s bold, generous breasts – Alice thought of how different her life was now.
Three years of art school in London was what she had needed after nineteen years at Mirage. There she had been surrounded by people desperate to feel all they could. Instant friendships were sealed with the spillage of beer. Zadie approached her on the first day and said, ‘We should be friends’, and Alice had stared back. Oh. That was how you did it. Just walk up and say what you want.
They were the best days of her life. She knew it as she lived them, felt a kind of grief at realizing she had never had it so good and perhaps never would again.
She knew it wasn’t real grief. That would live in her bones, in the dark invisible places. She had never really known that grief, even though it decked the halls of her childhood and shaped her beginning. She had no right to claim loss, but was expected to grow and thrive in its shadow. It was not her story, but still her prologue. She had lived in a cabinet of grieving curiosities whose label screamed: PRIVATE. DO NOT
TOUCH.
She lived in images, which felt safer.
It was only now she was away from Mirage that she saw it clearly; only through conceiving a new life could she see the one she had lived before. Art school had ended that June, and the grief she felt was close to the surface, in the muscle and skin. There would be times during parties in that final year when she would be dancing and almost start crying at the thought that soon the music would stop. She wanted to trap the present moment in her fist.
The work too had felt revolutionary. Less doing, more meaning. The tutor would ask, ‘But what is it trying to say?’ Alice had been unused to this. It was not enough to be technically good. There had to be more, an understanding of the why and what had not been said. An expedition into darkness. An excising of bone.
She realized Zadie was talking to her.
‘I can’t make the gig tomorrow. Layla’s broken up with what’s-his-face again.’
‘Layla?’ Rita leant in with her good ear.
‘My sister. I’m a level-headed artist and she’s the batshit lawyer. We should trade places. But she can’t handle anything personal, so I must cheer her up.’
‘Sisters,’ said Rita, shaking her head. ‘You spend childhood tearing each other’s eyes out, but when you grow up there’s nobody who has your back more. Do you have a sister, Alice?’
Alice avoided Zadie’s look and gave Rita a warm smile and nod.
‘Well, look after each other,’ said Rita. ‘It’s ten years since I lost Helen. What I’d give to …’ She trailed off.
Zadie put down her brush. ‘Shall we leave it there, Reet?’
When they were alone, Zadie asked Alice if she was okay.
Alice knew she was thinking of what Rita had said. I’m a big girl, she almost replied.
The truth was she rarely saw her sister. Sometimes in holidays she had caught a train to their tiny flat. She didn’t know why they didn’t move somewhere bigger, now that there were seven of them stomping about. Double twins meant the usual order of things had sped up. But she knew there wasn’t much money, and that, after the spacious emptiness of Mirage, Clover would love pressing up against her children. Alice adored their hustle and bustle, the children’s screams when she came through the door. But there was a sullenness to Hugh she could never work out. He cracked endless jokes but could not bear attention, and would always deflect the spotlight elsewhere. Alice was a frequent target. Now she was too big for her boots, thinking herself so sophisticated by going off to London, never around to lend a hand. All said in a jokey way, of course. At first Alice tried to make up for these perceived grievances. She would arrive with armfuls of presents for the kids and treats for Clover and Hugh – a dozen plain Brick Lane bagels and Rococo Chocolates from the King’s Road – which would then elicit a comment about how Ooh, wasn’t she fancy and We’re just country bumpkins, aren’t we kids, with our M&Ms and regular bread rolls? She would laugh along, good-naturedly pleading the opposite, ignoring the hole the gifts had left in her purse. Clover would laugh too, not to be mean-spirited but simply to maintain the lively atmosphere, and Alice got the sense they formed a solid shield towards outsiders. Alice understood this, admired this, felt almost jealous of such unity, and then would panic that she was an outsider. She would jump up to do the dishes, then dry and put them away before sweeping up the crumbs. She would be useful. She would be valuable. Clover would proclaim her so helpful, give a warm hug in thanks, and Hugh would pause the jokes, knowing they wouldn’t land now with quite the same punch.
Then one day, Alice stopped helping. She went to visit laden with gifts as always, and decided simply to be a guest. Art school was exhausting, and spending evenings and weekends serving ‘rich twats’ just to survive left little time to relax. She wanted to see her family, not serve them. And so she stayed seated when dinner ended and forced her feet not to move as cutlery was placed down. She could see Clover noticing, and when her sister began gathering plates Alice felt that old familiar guilt and almost stood up. Her sister must do this every day. But then she saw the look Clover exchanged with Hugh, and something went hard inside Alice. No. She was not her mother. She would not make this her job. She was here, not to be useful but to feel a part of something big. She had spent a childhood watching Beth do while wishing she would be. Sit down with her, cuddle her when she was poorly, speak words instead of chores. Alice would not repeat a pattern she had spent a lifetime wanting to stamp out.
And so she never went back. She sent gifts on birthdays and Christmas, always more generous than she could afford. Cashmere for Clover, a fancy pen for Hugh, the latest toys for her nieces and nephews. But that all stopped last Christmas, when her parcel came back marked RETURN TO SENDER. She stared at the writing. Clover had sent them back. She didn’t want Alice’s good wishes. The pebble inside Alice grew into a rock.
They had never fought like true sisters. Clover had been too old from the start for their lives to truly collide. She wished she’d had a Layla or a Helen; a sister with whom to discover the other at their most desperate, not hide behind dishes and swept floors. And yet Alice knew this alternate fantasy would not be so simple. There were always oceans between sisters. Where once their mass was joined together, they now stood separated by sea.
‘I’m fine,’ she said to Zadie. ‘But this’ – she pointed to the portrait – ‘is your best yet.’
Zadie smiled. ‘Rita gives good nudeage.’
Alice didn’t just see a naked woman. Abstraction was less about replicating reality than deciphering energy. She saw life, love, resistance, complication, and the ease with which Rita sat. Time was shown through the slackening of skin, but there was a youthful fuck you in her stance. You couldn’t pin anything on her. This was not a portrait of an old woman, because, although Rita was an old woman, she was not the ‘old woman’ society likes to paint. There was no hiding. There was an honesty that made Alice want to sob.
‘You’ve painted Home,’ she said.
Zadie looked at her. ‘Home?’
‘Rita’s body. It’s where she lives. It houses her happiness. You can see it, how happy she is in her own skin.’
Alice never went back to Mirage. Each Christmas she made excuses. She couldn’t leave a project, she was ill, a friend needed company. Her siblings spent the festivities with their partners’ families, and Alice couldn’t bear a silent Christmas table with just her and her parents. She felt bad not seeing her mother, but Beth never let on if she missed her, and so Alice told herself she wouldn’t care. When she first moved to London, she set her mother up with an email address and from the library had typed long emails about her course, new friends and life. She would write amusing anecdotes, imagining her mother reading them on the second-hand computer in the family room. Alice always ended with a barrage of questions. A reply would come a few days later, or weeks, or never, and always along the lines of:
Dear Alice,
All fine here . Your father has a bad cold. It’s taken much of his appetite ,. A lot of rain here too. Hope you’re enjoying better weather in London. All for now .. Mum.
Her mother had called her once. Alice stood in the communal bedsit hallway, pressing the phone to her ear to better hear the silence coming down the line. Hello, she repeated. Hello? her mother replied in a confused tone even though it was she who had called. Are you okay? Alice asked. Well, yes, I’m fine was the reply, in a way implying there could be no other answer. Alice waited. Tapped her foot. Was there a question? A purpose? A point? Her mother had always been poor with telephones as if she didn’t understand how they worked. Alice sighed down the line, knowing she would be expected to provide the questions or information, that even from miles away she would still have to do all the work. Her housemates called out from the kitchen, inviting her to do shots. Gotta go, Mum, she said. It’s a really bad line.
Alice was forging ahead on her own. She was making home inside of herself. The concrete House she saw as a child had never left her, and the pebble that became rock was growing and filling the space inside. Seeing Rita’s portrait now, she understood what art meant to her. It was a quest. A desire to understand the air and energy flowing through life. She was not interested in replicating reality, in anything literal, but in the essence that could not be described. The artist of House had made the air solid, giving a stability and strength to the space in which people lived. This was what Alice was doing. She was filling herself with concrete and creating stability, a house standing alone in a park.
She was different in London. A strange city transformed her. At first, she feared she would still be the same Alice, timid, desperate to be loved. Her need disgusted her. But then arranging accommodation required calling strangers, navigating the Tube and lugging a suitcase up old, crumbling steps. She had to set up bills. Present herself as streetwise. She no longer hung back in a group but often led the conversation. It delighted her to discover this confidence. Initiative had been there all this time, a gene waiting to be triggered. And, in spite of her desire for independence, Alice wished her family could see her here now. No longer little Alice, the kid.
She thought of this as she and Zadie walked home, arm in arm. The fading sun found their faces between buildings, and Alice took a snapshot in her mind of the present moment.
‘So who will you take to the gig?’ said Zadie, as they walked up to their shared front door.
Alice smiled. ‘I think I might ask Jesse.’
*
She awoke the next morning to a siren, a lorry reversing, a couple fighting in the street. Oh, London, she thought. You beaut.
Alice lay in bed, surveying her kingdom. She had been too late applying for art school to secure student digs, but she was perfectly happy with a scuzzy Victorian bedsit off the Old Kent Road. What could be more I’m living my own life? A bed moonlighting as a sofa, a gas fire that buzzed and switched off by itself, a drop-leaf table that worked as desk or dining and a three-foot long worktop housing a sink and hob. It was not the Ritz, but it was not Mirage. She had done this alone, just as she had promised herself on a cold station concourse four years ago.
A knock at the door. Zadie appeared holding her phone.
‘Jesse says yes to the gig and a drink beforehand at that place. He’ll arrive at six. PS. Tell my stupid sister to get a phone.’ Zadie looked up. ‘Shall I reply all good? And he’s right, Al. It’s the twenty-first century. Get a bleedin’ phone.’ She shut the door.
Alice smiled. Sometimes she emailed Jesse but he had always been a man of few words and so she tried not to be hurt by his lack of response. They hadn’t been schooled in the art of conversation. Alice felt a rush of happiness as she thought of how mature this was on her part. She could make allowances. She understood.
Tonight he would see her on her turf. They would meet for a drink as grown-ups, equals, where Alice would order wine, and he would smile and remark on how she’d transformed. There would be conversation, because the context demanded conversation, and she would do her best to concentrate on what he was saying, not get distracted by the warm glow she would feel inside.
Alice got to the bar early, keen to bag an outside table. She envisaged herself smoking while sipping from a long-stemmed wine glass, except she didn’t smoke. She bought a pack of Camel Blues en route. She liked the picture.
The tables were all taken. No wonder, the weather was glorious. She lingered. People gave her looks. After ten minutes of dawdling, Alice was about to give up and go inside when a space became free. She pounced, telling the waiter to return once the person she was meeting arrived. Alice lit a cigarette with her new lighter. Eurgh. Perhaps just the packet on the table and a stubbed end in the ashtray would do.
At ten past six, she ordered wine. Other tables were now crammed, people her own age thick with laughter and touching each other’s arms, conversation without pauses, endless rounds of drinks. She must have said the words That seat’s taken, I’m waiting for someone ten thousand times.
Alice checked her watch. His train was probably late. He was coming from outside London, after all. She had offered him the ticket – My treat! – and then paid Zadie cash she did not have. Alice didn’t want to risk a reason for Jesse not to come.
Six thirty. Why did she not have a phone? It really was stupid. Zadie was away, so it wasn’t as if she could ring the communal hallway and ask if he had texted. She didn’t know Zadie’s mobile by heart.
Another wine. Another go of the cig. Maybe it would calm her. Oh, fuck’s sake … Coughcoughcough. She stubbed it out with godlike force.
She gave up at six forty-five. If he was coming, he would be outside the doors, waiting for his ticket. If he wasn’t there, she would go straight in. Alice wasn’t sure which outcome she’d prefer.
You can have the seat now. Alice paid for her two wines and headed for the venue, the Camel Blues left behind for someone else to smoke.
*
There he was. Standing with his arms folded across his denim jacket, eyes searching the crowd. Alice walked slowly towards him.
‘Hey, sis,’ Jesse said when he saw her. He leant in for a hug. ‘Wondered where you’d got to.’
‘Me?’ She pulled back. ‘You were the one … We were meeting for a drink, remember?’
‘Oh, yeah. Sorry. I had so much to do at home that I took a later train.’
Alice didn’t answer. She made a noise in her throat, then sucked in her cheeks, the way she always did when she wasn’t sure of her self-control. She sniffed the air. ‘You’ve had a drink.’
‘Mmm?’ He had a slightly panicked expression. ‘Oh … tinny on the train.’
Alice gave him his ticket. She watched other people heading inside.
‘We can get one now,’ said Jesse. ‘It’s only the support act.’
Alice wanted to say that the support act was partly why she’d bought the ticket. They were the band everyone was talking about. But she followed him inside and up to the packed and deafening bar.
He got them drinks and they faced each other, conversation nowhere to be found.
‘How’s Martha?’
‘Fine.’
Alice nodded and took a sip, looking about.
‘Pregnant.’ Jesse gulped his beer.
Her eyes widened. She grabbed his arm. ‘Oh my God!’
He laughed. ‘I know. What the hell.’
‘Well, you have been together a decade.’
‘Yes, but … We were having so much fun. And now …’ He shook his head, almost in shock.
Alice searched his face. ‘Aren’t you excited?’
Jesse frowned and nodded, as if remembering himself. ‘No, course I’m excited. Yeah, yeah. It’ll be great. Being a … dad.’ He stared at his drink. ‘Fuck.’
Alice saw his fear and gave a reassuring smile. ‘Fuck,’ she whispered back.
Their eyes met. Jesse smiled, but it wasn’t bright. It was knotted with nerves in the way she remembered from childhood, when he would go inside himself and retreat from the room. No, she thought. Please no.
‘How are your marches going? What’s it right now? Still Iraq?’
Jesse had fallen headlong into student protests at university. War, the environment, animal rights … Jesse was there with his crudely painted banners, his voice raised up in song. It still continued. Alice joined him once on a march against capitalism and she had stared in surprise as her quiet, gentle brother transformed into a tour de force in Trafalgar Square. He buoyed up crowds with a megaphone and a fist pump. She had seen a whole new side to Jesse and realized she hardly knew him at all.
This was why she was offering a ticket she couldn’t afford. Suggesting drinks before gigs. And buying Camel Blues or arriving early for the best table. She wanted him to know her. The version she wanted to spin. Not the narrative he had formed before she even said her first word … not baby Alice, kid Alice, not Ali-kins, his half-sister, not whole. Know me now, she wanted to say. Now that I control my life. Now I have a say in who I am.
‘Still Iraq,’ he said, shaking his empty glass. ‘And it’ll always be Iraq, until they get the hell out.’
He leant in again at the bar, waving away her money. Alice waited, wondering if he was going to ask about her life.
‘Mad about Clove, eh,’ he said, passing her another beer.
Alice tried to look nonchalant. ‘I’ve not spoken to her in ages. Months.’ A year.
Jesse continued, apparently thinking this not worth interrogating. ‘You don’t know about her blog? Even I know, and I never use the internet.’
He told her how Clover had set up a fitness and motherhood blog – The Slog – which had exploded. Jesse said she was making almost as much money as Hugh from companies paying her to write about their products.
‘What even is a blog?’ said Alice, having only heard the word in passing. She never went online except to check her email and Myspace page at the library. Only one person in her bedsit had a computer; a middle-aged creep who lived in the lounge below, and whose door she passed with her keys between her fingers.
‘I only know because Martha told me. She’s been helping Clover with PR. It’s a website where you ramble on. Write about life in a fake world to avoid living in the real one.’ He drank his beer. ‘That’s my take, anyway.’
Jealousy fired Alice’s brain. So Clover involved Martha in her life, a sister-in-law she couldn’t stand, but not Alice. Alice was Return to Sender.
She was done talking. She was done.
‘Actually I want to watch the support act,’ she said to Jesse’s surprised face. She turned and headed for the auditorium, not caring if he followed.
The next day Alice left early before work to visit the library. She didn’t bother with Myspace or emails. She went straight to The Slog.
Alice scrolled down from the title, which was written in a childish scrawl, probably by James or Ettie. The latest post was date-stamped yesterday and had almost a hundred comments. It was a recipe for jam, apparently Clover’s first ever attempt. And then a picture of a vegetable garden, with Ettie holding a bowl of strawberries. Alice looked closer and saw her niece was barefoot. But their tiny flat didn’t have a garden.
To the right of the page was a picture of Clover surrounded by her children, and, underneath, the word ABOUT. Alice clicked and waited for the page to load. She stared at her nieces and nephews, who had changed since she saw them last. Did they remember her? Would she have to start all over again?
Nothing makes me happier than being surrounded by my family, followed by keeping fit. I aim to radiate positivity here, because I truly believe motherhood is a beautiful, wondrous thing. Those days when they are small pass so quickly. Parenting can also be HARD, so there may be the odd grumpy post, but that’s just me keeping it real. I want to be honest here, and I’d love to engage with like-minded people who value authenticity and spreading goodness in the world. So do comment and be part of the conversation! As well as tales of family life, I promise to bring regular doses of fitness tips that work around kids, reviews of useful gizmos and gadgets, and recipes for easy family dinners using home-grown produce. Our vegetable garden is a work of love, and I strongly believe that feeding our bodies with goodness also feeds our soul.
Love,
Clover
And then a picture of Clover and the kids on their tatty, well-loved sofa, the one Alice had sat on many times. Underneath, the caption: IN OUR LIVING ROOM. But the house had beams and faded wallpaper. Definitely not a modern two-bedroom flat.
Alice returned to the main page and speed-read until she found the post she wanted.
HELLO, NEW HOME!
A double-fronted Georgian red-brick farmhouse covered in white roses with a large, rambling garden. The inside was worn and dated – threadbare carpets, an ancient Aga in the farmhouse kitchen – but stylishly decorated with Clover’s signature fun. It was like a fairytale, a classic English home.
Alice felt a jolt of realization. The gifts came back because they had moved, not because Clover returned them. The happiness faded as Alice realized what this meant: her sister had been living elsewhere for several months, and strangers on the internet had known before she did. Nobody had told Alice. Her mother’s emails didn’t once mention Clover’s new home.
She clicked on another photo that showed a small gathering in the garden. HOUSEWARMING. Jesse and Martha in the background. No sign of her mum or dad.
Alice had got what she wanted: she was apart from them now. Away living her life because she convinced herself they didn’t care, and look! She was right. The young animal in Alice reared its wounded head. She remembered the breaking of her heart when her father had ripped up her photograph. She did not belong. This knowledge had sent her to London, but it seemed she would never escape her fear. She had built home inside of herself, but it was where all her pain still lived.
Alice would be late to work. She would read every post. Underneath the one about their new home, Alice began typing a comment: You speak of positivity and love, but you’re a raging hypocrite. It’s only those whom you create and control who –
She deleted it.
Alice entered a made-up name in the commenter’s box. Then underneath, wrote:
What a beautiful family. Looks like a dream life.



Silk Sheets
Alice arrived late to work in the worst possible mood. She tied on her apron and gave a thunderous stare at the sunshine streaming through the windows. Just buy some fucking blinds.
She saw Jean-Luc coming towards her and did nothing to make her face amenable. Alice was done with making herself amenable. She knew he was opening his mouth to berate her tardiness, but he seemed to think better of it. He pouted and handed her the specials before marching off.
‘Where the hell have you been?’ said Zadie, passing with a filled tray. ‘It’s madness here.’
‘Family matter.’ Alice sighed. ‘I thought you were off today?’
Jean-Luc had called her in to cover someone off sick. ‘You know what it’s like. Can’t turn it down. And’ – Zadie began emptying her tray – ‘rent’s going up in October. Another fifty a month.’
Alice stared at her. ‘You’re joking.’
‘Nope. Even shitty bedsits aren’t immune.’ Zadie began heading back. ‘Meet you by the bins after work?’
Alice didn’t laugh. There had been times when they had lingered by the restaurant bins with empty backpacks. It had felt humiliating but righteous. True artists suffered, didn’t they? Hunger sharpened the mind and that was what she wanted. To empty herself of material need and focus on art. Money was unimportant. And yet … She had marched with Jesse against capitalism but was still in the red every month, surviving on beans on toast. Where the hell would she find another fifty?
Calling Mirage for a handout was unthinkable and partly why she no longer had a phone. That had been one of the first things to go. She did not want people within reach of a drunken, late-night text.
Alice stared out at the tables of City traders celebrating or treating clients to lunch before a strip club for dessert. The popped champagne bottles in ice buckets, the suits and loosened ties usually inspired a yawn, but today she could not summon the energy even for boredom.
At three o’clock, she took the bill over to the loudest table. Eight men, all drunk, trying to outdo each other’s filthiest joke.
‘There you are,’ said the one nearest as she set down the small silver tray. He said it like they were on intimate terms. ‘I was just telling the boys here, I love the quirky ones.’
Alice gave a strained smile. ‘Are we splitting it, gentlemen?’
‘Now you’re talking. We like to share, don’t we, lads?’
Their hands clamped their mouths.
‘Yes, we’ll divide the bill,’ said one. He was smiling but not laughing like the others. ‘Don’t mind Bruce. He doesn’t get out much.’
Alice didn’t reply and took their bank cards. As she began walking off, Bruce leant across and gave her backside a hard slap.
She froze, then turned back. They were as stunned as her, albeit amused, aware Bruce was their black sheep. Alice wanted to spit in their clichéd faces.
Zadie appeared and snatched the cards from her hand. ‘I’ve got it,’ she whispered with a light push. ‘Go.’
Alice went straight to the staff room. She dropped on to a plastic chair and leant forward. Screw the lot of them, she thought. Their lunch bill was probably what she made in a month.
Zadie appeared, holding up the silver tray. She said Jean-Luc had kicked them out.
‘A prick asked me to give this to you. He said, “This is for the girl with pink hair and only for the girl with pink hair.”’
Alice stared at the thick wad of clipped notes.
‘Well, open it!’
She unrolled twenty notes. All fifties.
‘Oh my God,’ said Zadie. ‘Why did I not get your table?’
Alice pushed them into her friend’s hand. ‘You have them.’
‘Oh, come on. They were twats but what’s a thousand quid for a pat on the bum? That’s a few months’ rent.’
Alice rubbed the notes between her fingers. She saw rent, bills, art supplies. She stuffed the cash into her pocket, trying to ignore the grubbiness running off on her skin.
She was serving lunch the following day when a colleague said someone was here to see her. Alice looked across and saw a waiting suit. She deposited the tray of dirty plates and went over, wiping her hands on her apron.
‘May I help you?’
The man smiled. He was early thirties maybe, clean-shaven, nice-looking, like fifty other patrons walking through the door.
‘I just wanted to apologize for yesterday. Everyone got a bit carried away.’
Alice looked closer. He was the one whose laughter had not been as loud. ‘Did you slap my arse?’
He grimaced. ‘I hoped the tip would make up for that.’
‘Oh, you need gratitude. Well, I can fetch the services-rendered payment from my locker if you wait.’
‘No, that’s not what I –’
‘Look, I don’t have time to chat about pricks who think I’m a toy.’
He smiled. ‘I don’t want to talk about them either.’
Alice felt a sudden wave of exhaustion. ‘You want a thank you? Maybe you should have told your friend to go fuck himself.’
‘You’d rather that than the money?’ And then he asked her out.
Alice stared, sure he was joking. He said he had thought of her all evening, and he, Dominic, had come determined to prove that traders were not all like Bruce.
Alice bit her cheeks to stop a smile. Financiers were never her type. So what would be the harm in a little mindless fun? Being an artist required open-mindedness, and she had to fill the well. This would be an experiment. She would be entertained by a yuppie on his dime and, in return, observe in its natural habitat a species she hoped would become extinct.
‘Is that smile a yes?’
‘Going by the bullshit, you’re obviously going to be prime minister. I may as well garner a story to sell.’
He took her to an oyster bar and ordered caviar and champagne. So far, so obvious.
‘So tell me about art.’
Alice frowned. ‘Art isn’t a soundbite. That’s like me saying “Tell me about trading.” No, actually, don’t.’
‘Well, that’s easy. Trading is the oldest profession. The exchange of goods and services for mutually beneficial purposes.’
‘Does spending your life thinking about money not depress you?’
‘We all think about money. It’s the currency of life.’
‘That’s a very sad way of looking at life.’
Dominic smiled. ‘Because you’re a waitress dealing with twerpy shits because you want to? Not because you need money?’
‘It’s the love of it that’s poison.’
He shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t say I love money, but I recognize its importance. To not is to ignore the basic underpinning of civilized society, which is that money stops us being savages who pillage. Now we trade a commodity that benefits everyone.’
Alice sipped her champagne. ‘Oh, we still pillage. We just call it “money”.’
‘Because art will feed you and keep you warm?’
‘Art can definitely keep you warm.’
‘On the inside?’ He shook his head. ‘Satisfy the outside first or there won’t be an inside. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.’ He drained his glass. ‘I bet they didn’t teach you that at art school.’
Alice played with an empty shell.
‘They didn’t, did they?’ He signalled for another bottle.
‘So enlighten me, Oh Teacher of Capitalist Desire.’
He took out an expensive-looking pen and began drawing a triangle on a napkin. ‘This psychologist, Maslow, came up with a pyramid. Here at the base, we have your basics – food, warmth, shelter. These needs must be met first. Next’ – he indicated the second level – ‘safety, and then above that is love and belonging, like friendships, family. Then comes self-esteem – feeling good about yourself. And up here at the top, this tiny triangle is transcendence. That’s messing about on a guitar, looking at a sunset or that warmth inside when you look at a painting.’ He winked. ‘Or making the painting.’
Alice stared at the triangle. She shook her head. ‘That’s bullshit.’
‘I’m not saying it’s not important. It’s on the pyramid. But it only becomes important once the needs further down are met.’
‘And what if you’d take art over love and belonging, friends and family? What then?’
He looked at her.
‘Because I’m not a pyramid,’ she said. ‘No person is a triangle on a cocktail napkin. That’s the messy beauty of humanity, right? We all have different needs, and it’s about finding connection even when needs aren’t the same. And if you only took care of my basics – food, sleep, a gas fire that works – and I didn’t get that top of the pyramid, well … you couldn’t draw the mess I would be.’
‘Okay, so you wouldn’t be a pyramid,’ he said. ‘Maybe the Sphinx with the broken nose.’
They laughed, and he held her gaze until more champagne was put between them. He poured her glass first.
Alice made an effort to hold back her jibes. She told herself an artist should be interested in other viewpoints, what’s beneath the surface, what lives in the space in between.
She covered her glass when he went to pour more.
‘There’s a walk at the end of my Tube,’ she said. ‘I can’t spend a day’s wages on a taxi.’
‘I’ll cover our cab.’
Alice laughed. ‘I’m not going home with you.’
‘I’ve a spare room.’
She snorted. ‘Of course you do. You’re a millionaire.’
‘And a fridge fully stocked for breakfast …’ He wriggled his eyebrows.
‘I’m working tomorrow.’
‘Makes two of us.’
She squinted. ‘On a Sunday?’
‘No rest for evil money, remember.’ He smiled. ‘I could make breakfast at’ – he checked his Rolex – ‘six forty-five.’
Alice studied him. He was less of a suit now – jacket off, top button undone – and she was getting a peek beneath the shiny surface. A Dominic. A scratch card to be rubbed. What was his home like? What pictures lived on his walls? She felt an urge to know the trappings of his life. Purely research, of course. An artist’s curiosity.
She uncovered her glass. He filled it halfway.
*
His flat was exactly as expected. Open-plan, beech floors, white walls, a treadmill facing a wall of windows over the Thames. A stainless-steel kitchen and frosted-glass splash-back. No books. Alice was surprised by her disappointment. She looked for personal details, but the immaculate flat was a machine for living, nothing more. The only picture hung above the entryway console: a huge print of black polka dots, uniform in shape and size. A single yellow dot off centre.
‘I thought you’d appreciate that.’ He hung her coat in a concealed closet. ‘I bought it for a song years ago. Now this would probably reach’ – he pursed his lips – ‘thirty grand?’
Alice stared at the painting. She didn’t mind the artist – a household name – was even a fan of some of his work, but all she saw were pound signs. The piece was no longer risky or provocative, but a safe place to store money. ‘You know his assistants paint these? You’ve paid for a name, that’s all.’
‘Well, I bought it before he became uber-famous, so … I think it looks good there, don’t you? It fills that spot nicely.’
Alice couldn’t help but shiver.
She slept in the spare room. A perfectly formed space, with a double bed, built-in wardrobes and en suite. In the morning, she spent a while just lying there. In her bedsit, there would be condensation running off the window and a long wait for the bathroom. She wore socks to bed in autumn. Despite its predilection for chrome and glass surfaces, Alice knew Dominic’s flat was always warm.
She took a shower where the pipes did not sing, then put on the white robe from the wardrobe. Its plush towelling collar encased her neck, and she felt every one of its five stars.
Dominic was cooking breakfast in a matching robe. The flat smelt of bacon and coffee, and he handed her a cup with a smile. ‘Beans, freshly ground.’
She sipped the coffee. Of course it was amazing. ‘How the other half live.’
His smile dipped. ‘Bacon and eggs?’
How was she supposed to answer? He was kind to go to so much trouble, but she could tell this wasn’t much trouble. It was standard that his heating came on before he woke, his (own) fridge burst with fresh food, a spare room awaited chance guests. This would never be her normal. The most she could hope for was that a housemate stayed elsewhere, leaving her enough hot water. She was lucky if her food didn’t disappear from the fridge. She had been so proud of her crummy bedsit. There had been moments of craving a wardrobe or shoe storage, but for the most part she was content. And, yet, look at the comfort and ease in which this man lived. Look how the inevitable comparison thieved her joy.
Alice circled the flat. She gazed out at boats and sat in a hard, easy chair, all chrome and taut leather. Alice looked up at the mezzanine and imagined the women he brought home, women with blow-dries and skyscraper heels who squealed with delight as they entered, only to squeal upstairs some more. She stared at his bed, allowing her thoughts to wander. Did he have silk sheets? What would they feel like? He probably liked women on all-fours so he could feel don-like as boats charged past, admire his reflection in the balustrade, congratulate himself on his easy, sumptuous life.
Alice ran a hand along the cool metal chair and pushed herself up. This had been some grand experiment, but all it had done was to embolden the cliché. And yet how could trader = wanker, when he was setting down a plate of the most incredible-looking eggs and bacon and asking if she wanted another fresh cup?
She stared at the white plate, clearly expensive with its wavy square form and also the ugliest plate she had ever seen. Alice had thought beauty subjective, but, no, she was wrong when such an ugly plate as this existed.
‘Aren’t you hungry?’
Alice held her cutlery. ‘Starving.’
Dominic smiled. ‘Fancy a Bloody Mary?’
She looked up at his happy face. ‘Why are you working on a Sunday?’
‘I work every day. Today I’ll leave a footprint so the boss knows I’ve been in, then squash with Ted, then –’
‘Squash? Could you be more of a cliché?’
He slowly chewed. ‘You mean like the bleeding-heart liberal you are?’
‘Sorry?’
‘I know you’re thinking I’m a spoilt brat. I worked for it. Why should I feel bad?’
‘Why should you feel terrible for living like this with homeless people in your street, you mean?’
‘You think I should give everything away?’
Alice slid her bacon around her plate. ‘What if you did?’
He looked thoughtful. ‘What mark did you get for your degree?’
‘A first.’
He smiled. ‘Of course you did. A for Alice. With honours, I bet.’
She shrugged.
‘Okay. A first with honours. I bet you worked your arse off, loving every minute.’ He pushed away his empty plate. ‘Now imagine if, when the results arrive, your tutor says, “We’re doing it differently this year, class. Some of you have the highest marks possible. Sadly, some didn’t do as well. Maybe they were ill, or lazy and couldn’t be bothered. We’ve decided it’ll be fairer if we average all marks across the class. That means Alice’s A-star will become a B, and truant Maria’s D transforms into a B. We share the wealth, class!” Tell me, Alice, does that sound fair?’
‘Well, if we ignore the extremely crude comparison, I’d say you’re trying to describe communism.’
Dominic finished his coffee. ‘Exactly. Communism keeps everyone poor.’
‘Socialism isn’t communism.’
‘It’s its bed fellow, according to your precious Marx.’
‘Bed fellow? What century is this? And who said Marx is precious?’
He seemed to consider his words. ‘I work on a Sunday because I graft and think we make our own way in the world. I don’t want to be doing this when I’m fifty. I can take high pressure now, make hay while the sun shines, then –’
‘Bugger off into the sunset on your yacht?’
‘Oh, no. I get seasick.’
Alice stared at her food. She had lost her appetite.
Dominic took his plate to the kitchen. Alice realized he had tidied as he cooked and felt guilty for not helping, for not even eating what he had made. She didn’t want to be rude, whatever his principles.
She was about to say something when he said, ‘You know what you should do? Property prices are going crazy. Get a solid office job and secure a mortgage. Then carry on with the art, but only once you’re above that first level of the pyramid. The rest will fall into place.’
Alice felt a low, angry rumble in her stomach. She had gorged herself on a rich banquet, and now her body wanted to vomit it back up. What was the word for discovering you quite liked the taste of something you’d always despised?
She pushed back her chair. He was upstairs when she came out of the bedroom. The dining table and kitchen were gleaming, as if she had never been there at all.
With a final look at the painting, Alice grabbed her coat and left without a word.
She was reading on her bed when there came a firm, quiet knock.
Dominic stood in the hallway, frowning down the stairs.
‘Are you all right, Alice?’ The creep’s voice from the hall.
‘Is he always wandering around, naked under a robe?’
‘Why are you here?’ She tried blocking his view of her room.
He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry. And I had to see the digs of a girl happy with only the top of the pyramid.’
A woman, she thought. But he could work on that.
‘I don’t need advice.’
He looked over her shoulder into the bedsit, and she saw him bite his lip. ‘No advice.’
She did her best not to laugh. ‘You can go now.’
‘Here’s the thing. Seeing as I’ve sacked off work and squash, well … I’d love to observe an artist’s natural habitat. Like you did mine.’
Alice smiled. He had seen through her. Of course it wouldn’t be fair for her to have the advantage. She stood back.
‘Cosy,’ said Dominic.
‘Bringing you out in hives, right?’
‘Don’t knock my minimalism, Pinky.’ His eyes continued roving.
She knew he was searching for photos, clues of a former life. But she had never put any up. There were pictures of Vita and Virginia, dead artists, textiles, a concrete house alone in a green park, but no hard evidence of a life outside these walls. No former existence to pin on her. A blank canvas. Alice remembered his own space had been empty of details.
‘Screw your pyramid,’ she said. ‘This is heaven.’
*
‘I thought you were working today,’ he said.
‘I lied.’
And so began the next stage of their acquaintance.
After she had left, Dominic went to the restaurant to bribe Zadie for her address. Alice imagined her housemate reasoning that a man who tips a grand could not be an opportunist.
He took her for an apology lunch at a scruffy Soho joint; long, narrow, clad in pine with tables close together. Dominic had suggested somewhere with a Michelin star, but Alice replied that if he was really sorry he would let her choose. She drew great satisfaction from his expression when they were handed a laminated menu and seated at a cramped table near the back. ‘Welcome to my life,’ she said.
After minestrone soup, fish cakes, boiled potatoes and fruit cocktail, she took him to an arthouse cinema to ‘read’ a film. That’s how he described it. You’re so cliché, she told him, and he replied, I’m cliché? You’re the artiste watching foreign films on a Sunday.
But they smuggled in wine, which they passed back and forth, and the fuzz of the grapes made everything smoother. The words began to blur, and even Alice found she couldn’t follow along. They began whispering their own translations, receiving dark looks. I’m the tosser I’ve always hated, thought Alice, then laughed at a part not meant to be funny.
Afterwards, they went to a dive bar catering to drunks who dance in the daytime. They propped themselves up at the half-empty counter. But then ‘Dance the Night Away’ by The Mavericks came on, and Dominic stretched his palms out towards her, repeating, ‘Oh my God, this song, oh my God.’ ‘You’re not serious,’ she shouted. ‘Oh, shut up being so arty and cynical,’ he replied, slurring the final word. ‘What’s wrong with a happy song?’
He was a terrible dancer. He threw out his arms and legs and honked the horn every ten seconds, eyes rolling back. Alice covered her mouth. Other dancers moved away. As she watched him lose himself in the music, not caring who saw, comfortable in his own sphere, Alice felt the shimmer of wine go still and her mind become translucent. There was a great emptying inside her, a mental shedding of dead skin, and, before she could pull back and stop herself, she was walking over to join him in his dance.
They were kissing before he even opened the door.
They stumbled inside with flailing hands and legs that had no rhythm, moving towards the mezzanine steps and her first experience of silk sheets. Alice regretted not owning skyscraper heels that could be kicked off as she broke away to unlace her DMs. She concentrated on avoiding the polka dots and shiny surfaces and all the wrong things. She wanted to keep kissing his (definitely moisturized) face – so unlike the beardy creatives she usually slept with – and inside gave thanks to the financial industry and its archaic, unspoken requirement that its money-men be clean-shaven.
Upstairs, she cast a brief look round. God, rich people did beds well. Two identical bedside tables, each holding an identical lamp, and wait … was that a book? A rebel hardback? She pulled away and squinted. It was an autobiography of Richard Branson.
‘Oh my God. You own no books but that one?’
Dominic ran his hand over her backside. ‘Yeah, he’s brilliant.’ He kissed her again. ‘Look at what he’s achieved.’
She tried putting it out of her mind, but then he started listing attributes.
‘Railways.’
Kiss.
‘Record label.’
Tongue.
‘Package holidays.’
He cupped her chin and gently sucked her bottom lip. ‘Cola.’
‘Wait,’ said Alice, pulling him by his tie round the bed and turning the book over. She tried to concentrate. Why did she fancy this man so much? Were clean fingernails really such a turn-on? But Richard Branson … God, Richard Branson. She nudged the book off the table and kicked it under the bed.
‘Okay, let’s do this.’ She pushed him back on to the sheets.
There was no on-all-fours. There was no domination. Just an hour of the best sex she had ever had.



Rebirth
2005
Clover thought it was a joke when the email arrived asking her to appear on a TV breakfast sofa. She almost deleted it. Her reach was wide for a blog, but it was still only a blog, still constrained within the boundaries of a computer. Even now, she met people who looked blank when she said what she did for a living. She wasn’t sure why national television would be interested in a concept its audience couldn’t grasp.
Something made her stop before she hit delete. This whole thing had been extraordinary, so why was she still surprised? Why was she continually looking for reasons why something could not be?
She replied with trademark breeze. This sounds interesting. Would love to hear more. And then an hour later, a reply. The segment was next Friday at eight – prime time – and she should be at the studio at six.
It was only a year since her first blog post. A simple one: Clover stirring a pot with a twin hanging off her. Managed thirty squats while cooking dinner with Leo doing this. The love came quickly, comments building on each post, and she grew addicted to the endorphins flooding her brain. She no longer had to run cross-country to find those chemicals. They were right here in her home.
After having children, she had grown scared of running alone. What if she went out and never came back? Who would dry their tears? Hugh was loving, but his fun depended on his mood. Clover could always bring the madness. She threw parties at home in their tiny flat when the kids were small; three-hour sessions of junk food and wine for adults, not caring if her home got trashed. She was party queen, just as she imagined her mother had been, pressing cocktails into hands. Let’s dance at midday! No need for a coaster – that’s why it’s all second-hand!
But she still craved endorphins, and so obstacle courses were created around the flat, piles of laundry galloped over as kids cheered her on.
She had been online for years, ever since Hugh had brought home an old computer traded for a G-Plan sideboard. She was clueless at first. After he told her about the worldwide web, they listened to the computer’s dial-up tone, followed by interference, the sound of something going wrong. It’s another world down the phone line, said Hugh. But what do you do there? asked Clover, and why create another world when this one still needs fixing? Hugh had jiggled the mouse and said, I don’t think you need to get so deep with it, Clove. It’s just a fancier telephone.
She did get deep with it, though. She found chatrooms in which lived mums and fitness freaks who could not judge her through a screen. When she said she had five kids, they replied, Supermum! Not like her friends, who looked at her with sympathy, treating her as the poster girl for the life they did not want. No, Online Clover could be anybody. They did not see the scrambled egg mashed into her hair. They saw only what she showed them, which was nothing. All the surface things.
Blogs were exploding, and Clover’s British cynicism and irreverence gave her an edge. Her daily updates led to growth, her reach going global. When companies began asking her to review products, she was savvy enough to know what this meant.
Now she was making more money than Hugh.
Clover no longer existed in real time. She tidied herself up in the edit. There was no egg in her online hair, and, if she didn’t like a photo, she retook it until she did. Comments spurred her on: OMG, I love this / Your posts are a breath of fresh air / You make me desperate to have babies because it looks so FUN!
For Clover, popularity equalled happiness. If her phone and email vibrated without let-up, if her traction grew, that meant success. She measured herself by other people’s metrics. It was like being back up on stage.
Clover told Hugh about the email as soon as he came through the door.
He swooped in, burying kisses in her neck. ‘I’m so proud of you,’ he whispered, then called, ‘Isn’t your mother incredible!’
Clover laughed as their children clung on, then they were all spinning before collapsing on the floor. She and Hugh shared a glance. Look what we have created.
He went straight out and splurged on champagne. She polished the fashionable vintage coupes he had recently brought home from an antiques fair and giggled as bubbles spilt over the top. He toasted her brilliance, leaning in for another kiss.
She could not believe she had found him. A man who always said he loved her, who made sure she knew it. Clover always thought the saying that women marry their fathers a ridiculous one. She had found the total opposite.
He had his moments. Who didn’t? There was the time she breastfed one-week-old James and Ettie – it had yet to become the joyous experience it would – when he asked, ‘Would you like blue berries in your yoghurt?’ He pronounced them as two separate words, emphasis on the berries.
She shifted against the pillow. ‘You mean blueberries.’
‘That’s what I said. Blue berries.’
Clover sniffed. Leave it, she thought. ‘They’re not blue berries, though, are they? Run them together. Bloo-buh-rees.’
‘I’m pretty sure they’re blue and I’m pretty sure they’re berries.’ He held one close to his eye. ‘Yep. Blue. Berries.’ His tone was light.
Fucking hell, she thought as Ettie chomped down on her nipple. ‘I’ll have plain yoghurt.’
They never rowed, but teetered on the edge. Clover always danced away from the cliff face, certain her parents had never argued. She smothered her tendency to answer back, because hazy memories said the woman on Mirage’s wall had been happy, gentle, incapable of a furious word. Clover’s mind filled in the gaps, putting two and two together to make six.
But Hugh had a habit of not knowing when to stop. He was like this with Alice, sometimes going too far. Hugh loved to banter. He was king of the bad joke. Clover would gently kick him under the table, but either he didn’t notice or was having too much fun. Alice always laughed along and so Clover would too, keen to keep up the mood. It was not a serious house. That was important. There were no silences around their table, no dusty portraits, no sitting alone after dinner. Hers was a family that never took itself too seriously, that always looked for the joy.
Clover felt an urge now to call her little sister with the news, except daft Alice didn’t have a phone. She refused to join the modern world, instead burying her head in books and dead artists and oil paints that stained her clothes.
Hugh got up and led the kids towards the bathroom, where he flicked on the tap and began helping the younger ones tear off their clothes, their faces and voices eager to splash and scream. Ettie handed Hugh the soap and gathered up the discarded clothes, and watching her nine-year-old daughter’s care of her younger siblings made Clover nostalgic for a closeness she had never had.
Sometimes when Miri needed help, Clover would stop herself from reaching out and instead say Ask your sister, then watch as Ettie stepped up. There was no Beth to roll up her sleeves and take charge. Clover made sure of it. Instead a careful teasing, the cajoling of a bond, the soft and gentle unspooling of sisterly thread. Here, let me. I’ll help you, Miri. Oh, thank you, Ettie. Her elder daughter would never feel like a spare part, that there wasn’t a real place or need for her here.
There had been a snip of a moment of stepping up for Alice. A furtive phone call. Scrubbing make-up off a blazer. Warning her sister about girls like that. She had tried to be what she thought Alice needed. Then the twins had come, unleashing hell in the most beautiful, suffocating way, and, when Clover heard from Jesse that Alice was hanging out constantly with Martha, she had shrugged and decided her sister didn’t want her advice.
Clover’s sleep-addled mind had cherry-picked the moments to remember. It forgot Alice being around during the early days, helping with nappies and passing the twins for feeding when Clover developed a locked back. Hugh had to work weekends, and Clover became so dependent on Alice that she hardly noticed her. Her visits were standard. The ordinary is rarely memorable. And a person shaped by absence can find a void in every room.
She had still invited Alice over on occasion, preferring her sister to call ahead when she intended to visit. Five kids was too exhausting for drop-ins. Scrambled egg in her hair. But she made the best of it. What harm in one more kid?
And suddenly Alice was no longer a kid. She was at parties, seen falling out of bars, finally running away to London. It was only then that Clover realized that she missed her sister.
Alice still came down in school holidays, but Clover saw the change. Her hair switched colour, her features grew into themselves, and she held herself in a way that seemed mature, almost sophisticated. Alice brought treats that Clover had never tasted or could ever afford – bagels, fancy chocolates, red-velvet cake from the trendy bakery splashed across all the papers – and Clover felt a rush of irritation. Her little sister was clearly raking it in, moving up in life. She was off having the kind of adventures that Clover imagined Chrissy had, while Clover still cut out coupons and wiped snot. She watched as Alice, rather than helping as she used to, now sat back and regaled them with stories, while Clover served them all.
And then Alice stopped coming. Instead, the postman brought gifts. She was too busy now for her nieces and nephews, too focused on her art. She sent cashmere … cashmere! … instead of herself. Clover affected an air of nonchalance to smother her feelings. She told herself she didn’t care. She had her own family now.
She could call Beth to ask for Alice’s landline … Clover rarely spoke to her stepmother or father, who rarely left Mirage. They never came to see her, so she never bothered back. But she could make an exception. She would show her sister that she too was a success.
Clover finished her champagne and went towards the phone. Wait … It wasn’t her who had ceased contact. She wasn’t sure if Alice even knew where they lived now, and if her sister couldn’t be bothered to find out … well, Clover had plenty of other people wanting to hear what she had to say.
She turned towards the computer.
Clover stirred the sugar until it dissolved, pausing to photograph the spoon in the pot. Her first-ever go at jam, with strawberries from their garden which Ettie had picked herself. Clover thought it would be a good post to have at the top of the blog when she appeared on TV next week. TV! She felt a rush of excitement. She licked a dab of the blood-like mixture from her finger.
She checked the clock, then her eyes drifted over the shelves of cookery books. She would take a few down later to make their weekly meal plan. Her gaze settled on How to Cook: One Hundred Recipes. Ah, yes, her parting gift from Beth when she left Mirage and which Clover had never even opened. She was surprised she still had it. She remembered feeling a mixture of hurt and annoyance at the time, her stepmother implying that she was not capable of surviving. And yet, if she wasn’t, whose fault was that? How often had she wandered into the kitchen as a child, hoping to help, and her stepmother had told her to go and play because she had to concentrate? Her mother would have taught her, not given her a book.
Mirage now took a ghostly form in her head. It haunted her. When her initial eagerness to escape had subsided, she began feeling she had left her mother behind on the wall. That was the house she had built with Frank as a testament to their love, the setting for their big, happy family. For Clover. The longer she was away from Mirage, the more it began to shine. Even the smell of it now overwhelmed her. It was love and hate, regret and nostalgia, hope and crushing disappointment. Apathy was easier than complicated feeling. She rarely went these days.
The sound of children came through the open window. Happy screams. Long limbs stretching.
Clover shut her eyes and let their sound wash through her.
She wanted thousands of babies. They were a time machine to a love that had derailed without warning, and her bond with her children felt so familiar that for fleeting moments she could almost imagine the past had never been. She picked up her childhood and transported it into the present. She did not care if they dragged out duvets to make endless camps. It could all be tidied tomorrow. Because tomorrow they would be grown and this would all be over.
She was living out her own unfinished business. Her womb was a secret portal through which her mother could return, both through her babies and the woman she became around them. When Clover laughed with her golden-haired babes, dazzled by their brilliant, beautiful selves, she would feel Chrissy there beside her, dancing with them all. Her mother returned through Ettie’s smile, Leo’s freckles, James’s love of all things American, Miri’s raucous laughter, and the fierce hugs from Billy the kid. It was addictive, this desire to see how the genes spread. Clover felt like a god.
Billy came through the back door, caked in mud. ‘Mummy’ – Clover’s heart seized as always – ‘we want ice lollies.’
She smoothed his hair and cupped his eight-year-old face. She would die for this boy a thousand times over, endure anything to absorb his pain. Big feelings like this came often, rushing through her until she almost sobbed.
‘There’s some in the freezer,’ she said, stirring the jam. ‘I made them yesterday from the berries we picked.’
His face fell. ‘Can’t we have the packets? You used to get them all the time. With the sprinkles on top.’
‘They’re bad for you, sweetheart. E numbers, remember? Wouldn’t you rather have food we’ve grown ourselves?’
Billy looked disappointed but took what he was given and ran out.
Once Clover had bought all the chocolate and crisps, all the fizzy pop. The junk drawer heaved with sugar, and it reminded her of the American food her mother would make. That was a core memory. Her mother cooking on the kitchen barbecue, Clover’s eyes bulging at the sight of s’mores. She had gorged on sugar and buzzed on sweetness. And then, like a taped-over video, her childhood cut into footage from another movie, where a different mother ran frantic around the same space, muttering that any sensible kitchen should have a sensible stove. Her stepmother had not known American food. She had known baked potatoes and spaghetti bolognese that coated the roof of the mouth. Dinner was something to get through. There was no salivating, no licking marshmallow goo from fingers.
That was Clover’s pull towards the junk. Get back to that time when she had known nothing but sweetness.
Packets of treats abounded in their home. And then one day an anonymous comment appeared under a post of the kids eating lollipops: I think it’s really gross how you feed your children factory food. It’s so bad for them and their brains, not to mention their teeth. Hardly good mothering! And Clover’s heart had sped up. She deleted the comment but could not erase it from her brain. Was this unknown person right? Was she a bad mother? Her blog was in steady ascent and she made an executive decision. No more E numbers, no more junk. Enter Clover the organic, bare-footed mother.
Clover wiped up the mud that Billy had traipsed in. She loved the flagstone floor for how forgiving it was of dirt. They could never have had this home-grown, home-spun life still cooped up in their flat.
Last year Hugh had come home and said he was taking her to see a house. He knew she would love it, and blindfolded her for the journey. Clover had tried to decipher where each turn of the car was leading. A flash of Mirage appeared in the darkness, fantasies swarming her brain. Hugh had come into some money … perhaps unearthed some Clarice Cliff or that Troika stuff his dealer friends smashed up years ago when it was worthless. The image melted as she realized it would take truckloads of Troika to buy Mirage. But perhaps Frank was giving it to them! The house shone in her mind like the Emerald City. Perhaps he wanted to make amends by giving her her inheritance early. Jesse wouldn’t care.
Hugh had asked why she was smiling. Nothing, she said, sure she was feeling the shade of the willows as he stopped the car.
Ta-da!
It was not Mirage. It was a red-bricked Georgian farmhouse, the sort she had once told him she loved, back when everything mid-century turned her stomach. It was not damp seventies chic but solid symmetry built to last for centuries. Acceptable patina. Instead of weeping willows there were thick, mighty oaks.
It’s your dream house, said Hugh. He explained the rent was just about affordable in exchange for him helping the farmer who owned the land.
Clover had always dreamt of a big kitchen with a table in the centre. A rickety wine-stained table, hungover from parties, marked and covered in wax. She imagined sitting with her family, her children’s elbows sticking out. Unlike Mirage’s large table, with gaps for guests who never came, her dream table was deliberately small, forcing everyone to jostle and touch.
This farmhouse kitchen was that kitchen.
An Aga lived in the corner, the smell of firewood in the air. A butler sink sat atop two brick pillars, and a large wooden dresser took the place of kitchen cabinets. Hugh opened the back door and in came the rambling scent of the garden, with space to run and trees to climb.
Clover thought of the posts she would write and the pictures she would take at that makeshift sink, reaching up to the dresser, sitting at her table of dreams. She would fill the pantry with home-made jam. She imagined her mother, as so often happened when pleasure drifted through her, and in her mind she discarded the party queen Chrissy and birthed a new one. Earth mother. Hippy mother. She recast Chrissy in the role she saw for herself and pushed away all thought of Mirage.
Knock, knock, knock.
Clover checked the jam, then went down the hall, smiling again at the whoops of her children.
She found Frank on the doorstep, examining the front garden in the way a landlord inspects for damage.
‘Oh,’ she said. She turned back towards the jam.
‘Hello, darling.’
‘What are you doing here?’
‘Is a father not allowed to come and see his daughter’s new home?’
Clover sucked in her cheeks, as if this was normal behaviour for Frank O’Hara. She supposed it was a normal thing for a father to do. Most fathers. And Frank was prone to these spontaneous moments. You just couldn’t rely on them ever turning up. She wished he had called first, but he probably knew she would have made excuses. By arriving unannounced he could control the narrative, because what would it say about her if she didn’t let him in?
He kissed her cheek, and she drew back at this physical contact. ‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘Tea?’
‘Love one,’ he said, wiping his feet. ‘What a shabby carpet.’
‘Well, that’s nothing to do with us. Came with the house.’
‘That’s the problem with rented. Nothing’s ever yours.’
She gritted her teeth and went into the kitchen, checking the jam. A few minutes and she would turn down the heat.
Her father stood beside the kitchen table of her dreams, and Clover sensed the frown lines as he surveyed the room.
‘Tea,’ she said, like a matron coming to her own rescue. She took down the ‘tradesman cup’ from a hook on the dresser, a blue mug that Hugh had once marred with a drop of paint. Hugh did all their DIY, but the cup was there ready for the tradesmen who never came or fathers who noticed shabby carpets.
Clover set down the mug and watched him sit. Clearly he had made his inventory of the room and was not prepared to share his thoughts. Well, she wouldn’t ask. He didn’t deserve her curiosity.
‘What’s that one called?’ he said, nodding outside. ‘The boy with the wild hair.’
Her eyes slowly moved from her father’s outstretched finger to her middle child. Her wonderful middle child, obsessed with football and rescuing tiny dazed birds that flew into bright, deceiving windows. That one. ‘Billy.’ Her voice was weak.
‘That’s it. I knew it began with a b.’ He sipped his tea. ‘He has my build. Wiry. He’ll be a boxer.’
‘It’s generally agreed he looks like Hugh.’
‘Face, perhaps. Build, definitely mine.’
Clover wiped an invisible mark on the worktop. Deep breath, she thought. Let him claim him for one deluded minute.
‘Here they are,’ Frank said as the children piled through the door, his tone good-natured. He patted their heads with the flat of his hand.
‘Oh, hello, Grandad,’ said James. ‘Why are you here?’
‘Is it really so strange that I’m here?’
The children looked at Clover.
‘Now’ – he leant down – ‘who wants some pocket money?’
They all started shouting, banging the table with their fists.
Frank took out his wallet, and Clover watched him do a head count of his grandchildren before a slight raise of an eyebrow. He counted out five notes and passed them to her.
‘What do you say to Grandad?’ she said automatically.
‘Thank you, Grandad!’ A chorus of tiny, dazed birds.
Clover bundled them back out. They should make the most of the sun. Rain was due tonight. She shut the door and pressed her hand to the pane.
‘Why are they running around barefoot? Are you really as hard up as that?’
‘We’re not hard up.’
‘Then why rent? I told you, darling, you were mad to have five children.’
‘We want to rent. It’s someone else’s problem. And I can’t help two sets of twins.’
The truth was that they had regular conversations about buying, but she wasn’t going to let him stamp a say on her home. Her beautiful home. He would not taint it. And yet … however much she loved this farmhouse, whatever new life she and Hugh built, there was still inside Clover an expectation that one day she would return to where it all began.
Clover was the sole player in a game of convincing herself that her mother did not inhabit Mirage. Moving away had not meant leaving Chrissy or memories she wasn’t even sure were real. Clover should let it go. Let that stupid, ugly, damp, rotting, fucking house just go.
‘Your mother would have loved this place.’
She turned, almost scared. ‘What?’
‘She always said she wanted a centuries-old house. Walls a few feet deep.’ His eyes drifted around. ‘This tat, that sideboard, the country plates – so out of date … she would have loved it.’
Clover sank into a chair, finally joining him at the table. She ignored his criticism and stood back to let in the longed-for guest. ‘Tell me.’
‘Ah,’ he said, playing with the cup. ‘There’s not much to tell.’
Clover allowed the silence to swell – the only sound the faint hum of the fan and her children’s laughter – waiting, hoping that his memories would flood back.
‘A chocolate-box house. That was what she wanted. I suppose because she had grown up with mid-century. She was bored by it. Wanted to experience what she never had.’ He looked at his hands.
‘But the house –’
‘She built that house for me. She knew I wanted it.’ He laughed to himself. ‘She kept trying to make it English. That horrendous green flocked wallpaper in the hallway … I hated it, but she had done so much for me, I had to give her something.’
His eyes smiled as he remembered, and Clover realized she had never seen him this way.
‘They went mad for it in the seventies. That terrible Victorian look. Frills on everything. Romantic, they called it. But she loved it. Loved it.’
Clover heard several voices inside. One said to take notes for Jesse. Get paper, get pen, before it’s gone forever. The other was panicking that it would miss a single word. The final one was deathly calm, as if by not moving a muscle, she could communicate with ghosts.
‘People say they don’t know what they’ve got till it’s gone. But I knew it from the moment she careered off into the dust. She could have driven to Palm Springs an hour later and I might already have gone. She could have been changing radio station and not looked up. It all might never have happened. You would never have happened!’ He nodded at the garden. ‘They would never have been born.’
Was it all really as accidental as that? Was life really so frighteningly unsure? It was obvious but the full weight of this realization fell on to Clover. She stayed quiet. He was talking. He was finally talking.
‘They called me at the office. Had to get a train back, their words in my ears. There’s been an accident. Then straight to the hospital. Your brother in the arms of some nurse. Forgot all about you at school. Because, you see, she did all of that. She did everything. I was just … there.’
‘No, you weren’t.’
The words came before she could stop them. She saw his misty eyes and felt a pulse of love and sorrow. It must have been terrible. To have gone to the hospital and found one dead, one alive, and swung between grief and relief. But it was also terrible for Clover, the forgotten one at school. She had blocked out those days and couldn’t recall them. But on some level inside, she would always be that girl.
‘You weren’t there. You were never there. And you’re not really here now.’ Clover looked out at her children playing. ‘What are your grandkids’ names? All five of them.’
‘How am I supposed to remember? I never see them! You never visit. As soon as you could, you were off.’
‘So I’m to come to you?’
‘I’m here now, aren’t I?’ He pushed his cup away. ‘Look …’ He trailed off, looking into the distance. There was no roadmap for where they were now. They had never before reached this bridge, let alone crossed it.
‘I just don’t …’ Her words faded too. She could not stand the silence, but she did not know how to turn it into song.
‘Joy.’
She looked confused.
‘That’s what you’ve got.’ He rubbed an ancient grain in the wood. ‘Joy. A bucket of happiness that’s meant to be tipped over your head in childhood, soak you to the bone. You had it. And I see in you that same capacity for lightness.’
Clover stayed silent.
‘Look at this place. It’s a hovel – I’m sorry, darling, it is – but look what you’ve done with it. Look at those children, their smiles, how they charge about. That’s joy. You’re half her and you’ll always be half her. You’ll always have at least half that ability to radiate. It’s natural for you. Me? I don’t have a drop of her blood. I never even knew what joy was until she came along.’
Clover pictured her mother coming in and seeing the farmhouse kitchen, the deep walls, the paned windows. She would jump up on the worktop and in her sunny voice say, ‘Oh, darling … I love it.’
‘I’ll just slip out,’ said her father, getting up. He stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at the children on the swing.
He turned at the front door and gave Clover a long hug. She couldn’t bear it. The knowledge that this was an unusual thing. She hugged her children constantly, said she loved them a hundred times a day, and they had never known anything different. Joy.
‘I would have liked to know you,’ she said to his collar. She imagined her mother standing there. Reaching in to hug them both. Clover’s skin burned as if it was melting. She was peeling off her defences and laying her heart bare.
He drew back, his eyes foggy again. She could tell he too was aware they had never before reached here. Where would this take them? Would it be … could it be … the start of something new?
‘Well, darling.’ He looked down at his keys. His voice was soft. ‘Perhaps there’s still –’
His words were drowned out by the sound of the smoke alarm and that was when Clover remembered the jam. She ran into the kitchen to find it ruined. The blood had all boiled away.
Wednesday arrived and she was there early. Over the next two hours, she experienced a green room, a make-up chair, hair stylist, someone making her coffee, and a woman from wardrobe checking her clothes. On in ten, said the runner, and Clover immediately went to the toilet to vomit.
She wiped sick from her mouth and checked the mirror. Wasn’t this the stage she had wanted all her life? Lights, camera, action. The faceless audience. People waiting in the wings.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Frank. Her heart gave a tiny leap. She had told Beth about today because she needed help with the kids, and perhaps her stepmother had passed on the news to her father, who was now wishing her luck.
Hi, darling, I’ll take James and Ettie out at the weekend . Can’t take all five obviously, five children ! Tell Billy, Miri and Leo their turn will come .
She put the phone back in her pocket.
Ever since their talk, her father had made an effort. He now dropped her children’s names into conversation whenever possible. An elbow to her ribs. Sometimes he took them to the dog track, although there was talk that might soon close – starving dogs no longer in fashion – and she knew he would be scratching his head about where to take them then. The children cheered whenever he was coming, knowing he would pull fivers from his pocket and their coffers would be filled. The darkness inside Clover wanted to stretch her own hand out. What about me? the voice said. She had skinned herself alive when he had held her to his collar. I would have liked to know you.
It came to her then – as the runner knocked with a five-minute warning – why his efforts were not trained on her. She would never cheer when he came through the door, jump for joy or be grateful. Even if they fixed the rupture, there would forever be a visible seam. But her children … her fresh-faced, newly baked children, had none of her knowledge or memories. They were a ticket to a new legacy for Frank O’Hara, an opportunity to be reborn.
I know him so well, she thought, yet don’t know him at all. How did Mum put up with it? The mother she remembered would never have stood for this. She would have called a time out, a No way, sunshine. And then it occurred to Clover that perhaps it was her mother who was the stranger, and perhaps Clover’s memories were only a dream.
Yes, it was coming. A great purging. She opened her mouth and leant down.



Five Glasses of Champagne and a Scotch
2006
Her mother’s email was a little longer this time.
Dear Alice,
I’m writing now before you make plans for Christmas . Please come home this year. I am asking Jesse and Clover too,. Hope you enjoyed the summer. We’ve had a lot of rain. It would be nice to see you .. Love. Mum.
Alice put down her BlackBerry and moved closer to spoon Dominic. A slither of light edged the curtain. Soon his alarm would start and he would jump up and make breakfast, then head to the office before she left for the studio. A different studio now, closer to the flat.
‘Morning,’ she whispered, and he gave a soft groan in reply. ‘You know we said about going away for Christmas?’
He rolled over and smiled, eyes barely open, looping an arm around her. She breathed in his slightly pungent morning scent. It made her almost giddy.
‘Well, hello,’ he said.
She moved as close as possible. ‘Where could we go that’s the furthest away from here?’
*
She had resisted moving in with Dominic as long as she could. Each time she saw him, she spent the hour before telling herself this was the very final time, that great sex was not the foundation for a good relationship. But day had turned into night, and then she had woken each morning to frying bacon and instant hot water, and postponed all talk of endings. A few months in, she was no longer giving herself pep talks but filling a permanent drawer in his wardrobe. And his wardrobe … his wall of bespoke wardrobes, with automatic lighting and soft-close drawers. Sometimes she threw the door shut with all her strength to make it slam, but it went smooth and slow. Bliss. That’s how capitalism had slipped in, her guard dogs rolling over and letting their bellies be scratched.
It wasn’t things, though, but kindness. Underneath his flashiness, he was a good one. He did not see her as a sponger despite paying for everything, although they sometimes lunched at that same scruffy Soho joint where she could foot the bill. He wanted her to feel equal. And, although Alice still berated capitalism to his face, she saw how he tried to balance the scales. From his balcony one morning, she watched him stop along the Embankment to give a note from his wallet to a homeless man huddled against a pillar. He hated arthouse films and could be vain about his looks, but Alice’s wall was crumbling.
Had she really found someone who satisfied both her physical and mental needs and desires? Never would she have imagined a Dominic. Could she be happy in reality with a person whom she could never have dreamt up?
Five months in, he made her a bittersweet salad for Valentine’s Day. Sweet pomegranates and tart blood orange. Life in a mouthful.
Here was love on a plate. The good and bad, the sharp and sweet, the true marriage of two people. There were no false promises or games of fantasy. It’ll be shit at times, promised the blood orange, and you’ll hate me. But there will always be pomegranates to soften the tang. Here was a man – a blood-sucking banker, a capitalist wanker – who challenged all her beliefs. Who showed her that painting people one way was not the way to live. Life could change, people could change, and anything was possible.
Alice took a mouthful of salad.
‘I love you,’ she blurted out.
On Christmas morning, Alice opened her eyes in her childhood bed. The yellowed curtains hung limply across the patio doors, barely containing the light. Then a glance at the clock that had ticked through her early life. Its face looked so familiar and took her back to how it felt to be eighteen in this bed. She smiled. How far she had come.
Alice could hear movement in the hallway and drew the sheet up over her face. No point in rising. Everyone else wouldn’t arrive until noon.
Her phone beeped with a text confirming the time of Dominic’s arrival. Why aren’t we in the Maldives? she typed back. A few seconds later: Because I’m desperate to make your family fall in love with me. Reply: Ha, lower all expectation. And then a few minutes later … I need to see this Mirage, see if it’s real.
He had made her say yes. They could sun themselves any time, but Christmas was for awkward snowballs with family. She had said Okay, so let’s go to yours, and his finger made a jokey No-no. We did mine last year, he said; 2006 is all you. And isn’t this what you’ve secretly wanted – your mum showing an interest and inviting you down?
He insisted on her going down earlier, and he would follow after he had spent Christmas Eve with his parents. His mum had early dementia and never remembered who Alice was. Alice didn’t care, but he said she would be lonely.
It had been years since she had been to Mirage. Her life now was London. There, she was Alice O’Hara – Artist. Everyone around her – friends, colleagues, boyfriend – had nothing to compare her with, taking her as she came. She was not little Ali-kins, the interloper, the smallest Russian doll. She was a woman. Achieving. Yes, she lived in her boyfriend’s fancy flat, but she had done the groundwork by taking a bedsit and working for minimum wage. She had grafted and life had sprung a new shoot. As she lay there now, hiding from her parents, Alice wondered if coming back was foolish. She did not want to risk everything she’d worked hard for being cut down to size by her family and a house she had tried to forget.
She hoped arriving before Dominic would give her a chance to acclimatize, ease herself into the rhythm. By then, Alice would have become used to her coat of armour and no longer be struck by its weight.
She tossed down her BlackBerry, another Dominic addition. He had laughed at her plea for disconnection. I thought you came to London for connection, he replied. And an artist should respond to the world around them. What’s more twenty-first century than a phone in your pocket?
Frank’s voice could be heard in the hallway, asking her mother for help. Alice threw the sheet back over her head. So far, so normal.
She came out to find the Elvis records missing from the walls. In their place were ghostly squares of nothing. For a moment, she thought she was dreaming. Alice saw now that the wallpaper had once been darker, and Elvis’s hips had been a protection from the bleaching of the light.
She found Frank in the family room, polishing the framed records. He was humming, although no song played. The jukebox hadn’t worked in years.
‘Do you think that could have waited until next week, Frank?’ said her mother. ‘There’s already so much mess.’
‘What are you doing,’ asked Alice.
‘I’m selling them, darling,’ he said casually.
She found it strange he still called her ‘darling’ when they hardly ever spoke. Everyone was his darling, she realized. Everyone and no one all at once.
‘What?’ She almost laughed. The records were his pride and joy. All her life she had been told to take care in the hallway, in case she endangered the face of the stranger encased in glass.
‘These should get a few bob.’
‘But … you love Elvis?’
‘Hmm? Oh, well, I did, yes, but I haven’t time for music now. It’s a young person’s thing.’ He shrouded the records with a blanket.
Alice thought of the facts he had reeled off throughout her life, the details and minutiae of a man he had never met: he bought Graceland at only twenty-two, he had a twin brother called Jesse, he never performed outside of North America. She had come to take a strange comfort in her father’s obsession, how his face lit up when he spoke of the King. She took his love as a cold, hard fact. But the love had been temporary, fleeting, conditional. It was records to be sold. Memorabilia to acquire value. Goods to cash in. There it went … a stone pillar of her life’s certainty, toppling all over the floor.
Dominic arrived first. Alice and Beth watched from the lounge window as he exited his car and took in Mirage. It is real. Alice found herself running and flinging open the door, charging into his arms. She felt such a rush of love seeing him arrive at her childhood home, the setting for her original search for connection. And here was the man with whom she had found it, laughing with surprise and returning her kisses. He was not a dream or mirage; he was real.
‘What a welcome,’ he said into her ear, then waved towards the window.
Alice turned, arms still round his neck, and saw Beth giving an embarrassed half-wave. Alice was pleased her mother had seen her. She gave Dominic another kiss and led him inside.
She introduced them. Her mother put out her hand, but he leant in and kissed her cheek. ‘Oh,’ she said, almost laughing. ‘I’d best check the spuds.’
Alice made coffee while her father showed Dominic round. She smiled as he schmoozed Frank. Dominic only read books with the words Habit, Time or Successful in the titles, books that had once made her roll her eyes. He was uninterested in novels, not wishing for made-up worlds when he loved this one. Everything he did was about bettering himself, whatever the situation. He saw this as a positive for everyone. If he maintained his physical health, he wasn’t draining NHS funds; improving his mental well-being would benefit those relying on him; and by making more money he contributed more tax. The way he saw life was very simple. Alice would have laughed at such a basic worldview before she knew him, but she loved how he had tested her certainties. Don’t be too sure. Leave room for doubt. Perhaps she had been wrong about many things, not just government systems and traders, but relationships and their capacity for change. It left her hopeful – a new, strange feeling.
Dominic said he knew a dealer who could help Frank sell Elvis. That would be amazing, Frank repeated. Hear that, darling, he said, looking at Alice with fondness for bringing someone useful to the house.
Alice’s finger traced a heart on the dusty jukebox. She knew Dominic’s enthusiasm was responsible for her father’s joy. She really had brought someone useful to the house, someone able to curate the mood. Alice felt a burst of pride. She had done this. She had brought Dominic here.
By the time the others arrived, Alice was on the champagne. I’m a mature woman now, she had thought as her father and boyfriend talked, and felt the need to celebrate. Five bottles of Bollinger were fetched from the boot of Dominic’s Lamborghini.
Clover and Hugh came in, the kids charging past and down into the lounge. Jesse and Martha arrived next with Tate, bringing with them a cool wind. Car row. They all exchanged warm hugs – they were good at those. Then everyone noticed the walls and fell silent. Alice’s siblings reached out to touch the squares of dark green wallpaper that had never known light. She filled them in.
‘Really they should downsize and let you live here,’ Hugh muttered to Clover.
Alice bristled. He made the same remark in different ways each time he came to Mirage. ‘I thought you loved your house,’ said Alice, in a dangerous, champagne-addled tone, resenting Hugh’s insinuation that Clover should be the sole recipient of a house they had all called home.
‘Why’s he doing this?’ said Jesse, staring at the empty wall. ‘After all these years … There must be a reason.’
Now they turned to Alice.
‘How should I know?’
Clover brushed past her. ‘You seem to know everything else going on here.’
‘I suppose you want to know what this is all about,’ said Frank, as they picked up their cutlery. ‘Why we’d want to see you all.’
‘Because there would have to be a reason,’ mumbled Alice drily.
Nobody laughed.
When they first sat down, they pulled crackers and told jokes. They knew what to do in this Christmas moment. Party hats and exclaiming over miniature toys. Alice put on Christmas music. Dominic made a fuss of everyone, helping Beth with the dinner and talking music with Jesse. Alice stood there with her champagne, surveying her family, and thought that, for once, they seemed normal. This could be an advert, she thought. The festive advert, with little ones charging past and amusing the adults – she briefly tickled a passing Billy – with the sound of songs in the air. The festive advert she always turned off.
Now here was Frank lining up his Spitfire, his children sensing a bomb.
‘Champagne?’ She grabbed the bottle, holding it up like a trophy, like it could save them all.
‘We don’t know what we’re toasting yet,’ said Clover, then clocked the label. ‘Fancy.’
‘We brought a few bottles,’ said Alice, scraping back her chair and going to fetch glasses. ‘It was no bother.’
Clover raised an eyebrow at Hugh.
‘Love a coupe,’ said Martha, as Alice set them down. ‘So much cooler and glam than flutes.’
The only sound was Alice filling glasses.
She popped the cork of the next bottle, scanning their sips, ready to swoop. Mum, you haven’t touched yours. I don’t care, it’s a special occasion. Well, when were we all last together? Exactly, you can’t remember, so that makes this special. Martha, you haven’t touched yours! This is the good stuff! More, Dom? Yes, why wouldn’t I be okay …?
Finally, she sat down.
Frank took a deep breath. ‘I keep thinking of how much she loved Christmas, here at the house we built together. Your mother. She was so happy, always.’
Clover stared at the table. Jesse turned to a dribbling Tate. Alice looked between them at the sideboard, where her father’s two wedding photographs sat framed, side by side. Dominic’s hand found hers. Your mother, she heard in her head. Except my mother is right here. Perhaps we should move to another table.
He had let the house go to pieces, he said. He should have kept an eye on things. But now here he was, thirty-five years on, with modest savings but not enough money to fix it. And so that was where Elvis was going. Whatever the records and memorabilia made, it would all go on the house.
Clover looked at him, almost scared. She asked what he would do.
A full renovation. New windows, scrub the mould, new tiles, new sofa, repaint, scrub, new curtains. They wouldn’t recognize it.
‘You’re making it … different?’
They were in a sword fight, just the two of them. Clover, Frank. Parry, thrust.
‘We’re making it sing.’
Alice looked at Beth, who wore the tiniest hint of a smile. Now Alice remembered the leather fabric samples she had seen on the table when she arrived. The book had been by Beth’s chair. It was her choosing the fabrics, she realized. Her mother finally having a say. Alice gave her own small smile.
Frank stood at the top of the steps, looking down at his family lounging on the circular sofa. He did not notice them. He looked past their flesh and blood to the inanimate things. The torn leather of the sofa, the peeling hallway wallpaper, the green streaks coating the glass walls of his dreams.
Why now? Clover had asked him at dinner. Why do something about a house that’s been ruined for years?
He could not reply that it was as if he had just woken up. For years I’ve been sleeping, he wanted to say. He could not tell his daughter who looked so much like her mother of the terror he felt when he could not recall Chrissy’s face. In those moments he would seek out her portrait or stare at their wedding photo. There she is, he told himself, then felt angry that photographic paper knew her better than his brain now did.
Sometimes when he opened his eyes in the morning or walked up to his room, he would remember a moment from thirty years ago, but it was no longer a complete scene in his mind – more a spliced frame from a reel. Except a spliced frame is a perfect picture and his memories were not. Modern memories were tangled up with old, like Chrissy’s favourite Elvis song being ‘Unchained Melody’, especially the performance he gave weeks before he died. She had played it over and over, and, after her death, he never wanted to hear it again. He took the record out of the jukebox and threw it in the bin. And then, years later, he was sitting in a school hall when his son began singing it in front of him. No warning at all, no chance to prepare himself. It was like she was back, in the form of their son, singing her favourite song. He felt the furious tears burn up through his throat and had walked out before he lost it.
Now his memory was fading at sixty. Was that common? If he went to the doctor and said he could no longer recall the face of his wife who died decades ago, they would deem that perfectly normal. They wouldn’t care, even though his memories were where he lived. But if he told them he sometimes forgot his destination, that he would drive on past his own house because he did not recognize the street, stumble when walking a familiar path or struggle picking out correct change … if he recounted those dull, trivial moments, they would write copious notes.
It is not those things that matter, he thought, and kept news of them to himself.
He now saw the house as if for the first time. How had he let it get so bad? He remembered Chrissy outdoors each morning, watering the trees in their infancy, sunshine bathing her Californian skin. She knew the requirements of a mid-century house. Window cleaners, gardeners, maintenance men were all directed by her, and their vans appeared often. What did he know about mid-century architecture? Truly? All he knew was he loved it. He did not know how to tend to its needs, care for it like a baby, the way a building demands if it is to age well and be a success. Beth was also clueless. Her red hair and freckles shirked the sun, and sometimes he had seen her standing on the patio, looking up at the house in bewilderment. She had been used to a Tudor cottage, a style that suited a weathered look. He had brought her to a house she would never understand.
He and Chrissy had built Mirage to house their love. And look what happened. He remembered when Clover left – she couldn’t wait to go – and he had felt blindsided by her lack of regard for their home. He didn’t know how not to take it personally, because it was personal. He felt so entwined with the house that it was as if she was rejecting him, and Frank had never done well with rejection. It had been his earliest parent.
He had no use for Elvis any more. The sound of the King was too painful, too reminiscent of days he had lost. Chrissy had bought the records for him, and now he would give them up for her. Perhaps if he spent money on Mirage and made it beautiful, the memories of her would flood back. He could live in fantasies again, make-believe a world still here.
He did not think about Now. Life was always Then. He could not see the people in front of him. He came from bomb sites, grainy black and white, and had stumbled upon a Technicolor flower which he had picked and tended until a hurricane whipped the petals from his grasp. Any colour coming after could never match his first glimpse of bright fuchsia, cobalt blue or shimmering, sizzling gold. He was searching for faded, fallen blooms and missing the carpet of wildflowers under his feet.
His mind could lose all the logistical parts of living. Frank did not care about remembering where he was going – only about getting back to where he had been before.
Alice watched her father stare down from the top of the steps, his hands in his pockets, his eyes somewhere else. When were they not?
She had visited him rarely over the years. Alice knew Frank saw the grandchildren and she was glad, although she could not stamp out her tiny jealous flame. This would have been something to bond over with her sister if they had been sisters who talked, but they did not pursue each other outside of family events. Alice felt a definite pulling away on Clover’s side, and she was tired of being the only one who seemed to care.
Her feelings for Frank were complicated. She made a conscious effort now to save hate for big things, and Frank was no longer big. He was a yearly, maybe twice-yearly, event. From a distance, Alice could hold her feelings in a jar and study them, analyse, examine biases and make conclusions. She was mature, emotionally intelligent. But being in his presence upended the jar, drenching her with feeling.
Alice took another sip of champagne. What did she feel for him now? Not hate, no, but … oh, where was that final bottle? She had stopped sharing it out.
‘How’s the art?’ Clover asked, seated further along on the sofa. ‘Still doing it?’
Alice had watched her silent sister’s eyes rove the house, making an inventory of details. Clover had not spoken for the rest of the meal except to her children, and Alice could tell she was broiling inside.
‘Still doing it,’ she replied. More than still doing it, but she wasn’t going to dangle that catnip in Hugh’s lap. Oh, the pretentious artiste! Dominic made the same jokes at times, but she realized it was all in the delivery. It wasn’t what you said in life, but how you said it, how you made someone feel.
Dominic cleared his throat. ‘I’d say more than still doing it, Al.’ He looked straight at Clover. ‘She’s got a show next year. A big show.’
Alice gave him a look, amused by his desire to pimp up her importance, but really she meant Shut up. Suit of armour, remember. This was not the crowd.
He ignored her. ‘Your sister is a wonder at this art thing. I think we’re looking at the next Damien Hirst.’
Alice bolted forward, pressing her palm to his mouth. Dominic’s eyes widened as he tried batting it away, and finally they came apart, hands together, laughing just between them.
Clover watched, smiling. ‘Well, well, well. I don’t doubt it. Even at a precocious age, she was seeing things that weren’t there. Remember that concrete house, Alice? She was always different from the rest of us.’
There was a quick, heavy silence. Alice looked at her sister, confused, attempting to hide her hurt.
Jesse cleared his throat. ‘What Clover’s trying to say is Alice has always been brilliant. She sees things the rest of us take for granted.’
Clover laughed. ‘Well, yes. That’s what I said.’
*
It fell apart when Dominic left.
Alice was helping her mother in the kitchen when he approached, worried, holding his phone. His dad had called. His mum was en route to hospital after a fall. Of course you must go, said Alice and asked if he wanted her to come. He refused. Please let me come, she felt like saying. Don’t leave me here. But she kissed his cheek and let him go, because apparently she was a grown-up now.
Alice immediately tipped the last of the champagne into her glass, the bottle suspended to drain every drip.
Clover appeared, in a kind of stupor. She stood at the island and laid both hands on the chipped, tiled worktop, touching it as she would an antique table.
‘The kitchen,’ she murmured. ‘You’re not changing the kitchen?’
Beth looked down. She folded her tea towel multiple times until she could not make it any smaller. ‘Well …’
‘The barbecue?’
‘It’s not worked in twenty years, Clover,’ she said quietly.
‘But it could. Spend the money fixing it.’
Beth hesitated. ‘I wouldn’t know what to cook on there.’
‘Food.’
Something snapped inside Alice, watching her mother tie herself into knots. It wasn’t only that this was her kitchen and she should have the right to (finally!) do what she wanted. It wasn’t only her sister’s sarcasm and lack of respect for the woman who partly raised her, the woman whose job it had been to enter stage left and care for a broken family. It wasn’t only the reminder that Clover made snide comments about her in front of Alice, and that Alice had always felt torn between defending mother or bonding with sister. It was all of that, and the sight of her mother’s passivity. Her mother’s endless passivity. Never standing up for herself, never saying enough.
‘Enough,’ said Alice. The champagne was speaking, and the past twenty years.
‘Excuse me?’ Clover folded her arms.
‘Leave my mum alone.’
‘No, Alice.’ Beth reached out to touch her daughter’s arm, her hand hovering mid-air.
‘Leave your mum alone,’ Clover repeated. She gave an incredulous laugh. ‘Since when do you get to tell me what to do?’
‘Since I’m tired of you treating her like shit.’
There was a stunned silence. Beth and Clover exchanged confused looks. No conversation had ever gone near this tone or level. It wasn’t a house of arguments. Alice wished it had been – if only they had gone to the coalface, got scrappy and dirty as children when their plastic brains could learn how to clean themselves up. As it was, they had drowned in silence. They did not know how to say what they really wanted to say.
‘No, Alice,’ her mother said again, much firmer now. ‘Stop.’
Now her hand did make contact, and the fact of this sent Alice’s drunken head spinning: that her mother was touching her only to discipline her, stop her, reprimand her. A memory surfaced of her mother’s slap across her cheek.
‘Me?’ She pulled away. ‘I’m to stop? She’s the one being a massive bitch. I’m defending you!’
Now an audience. James and Ettie, stood in the doorway, mouths open, as Hugh pulled them away. Jesse took their place. Alice felt her skin was slipping from her body. It was December, but she was boiling, blushing, burning, the cloak of maturity falling away.
Clover pushed past Jesse and went down the lounge steps to her children.
‘That’s right,’ called Alice. ‘It’s all about you.’ She flung open the drinks cupboard and scanned labels, guessing the opened whisky could outlive any expiry date. It glugged into her empty coupe and she knocked it back like a seasoned drinker. Like no longer a kid.
Alice looked up to see Jesse watching, his face a mix of love and disappointment. She heard the silence from the lounge, the Christmas music now turned off, the perfect advert over. A sob escaped. Alice turned and ran, pulling open the heavy front door and slamming it shut behind her.
Alice sat in the spill of window light, her back to Mirage. There was nowhere to run. Plus she was drunk. Oh, so drunk. What the hell was she doing polishing off five glasses of champagne with a Scotch?
The door opened. She didn’t turn. She didn’t care.
Jesse sat beside her in his sheepskin coat. Neither spoke. Alice stared at the circular cement steps studded with tiny pebbles that she had walked over throughout her life. As a child she had thought them huge, these vast solid lily-pads stretching over the man-made stream. She imagined them as spaceships. Now they just looked like stepping stones. Slightly mad for an English house.
Jesse sighed and slung an arm round her. She crumpled into his warmth, remembering when all he’d had to do was to turn up after school and be there.
‘Oh, Jess,’ she said, hiding her face. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing here. I thought it would all be different now.’
He rubbed her back, not answering, and Alice immediately wished she could snatch back the words. Her complaints and feelings always felt unworthy compared with her siblings’. Her mother was alive, and Beth’s presence was a daily reminder that theirs was not. It had astonished her when as a child she realized that what to her was a normal word – ‘Mum’ – was one Jesse and Clover never said. She had felt almost ashamed at the age of nine or ten, keen to play this fact down. Ah, it’s nothing. It’s not all that, having a mum. No, wrong vibe … surely the opposite? I’m so grateful my mum’s not dead like yours. No, that definitely wasn’t right.
It was confusing, growing like this. Not wanting to hurt the people she loved most, not knowing how to tell them of this love.
And, yet, she had lost too. Her mother was here, but Alice knew she had always been careful not to show Alice too much love. There was a need for fairness. Equality. A measured balancing of scales that could never be even.
She was tired of never having the right to feel and keeping everything closed. Was that not the purpose of family? To share each other’s worries and listen when the world outside grew bored?
‘I’m so proud of you, Alice.’
She stared at her brother, surprised. He would not make eye contact.
‘Look what you’ve done for yourself. An art show next year? Damn, world. Check out my little sister. Not little any more.’
Now he looked at her, and her eyes filled with tears. Her brother’s warmth reminded her of the coldness from Clover.
‘She doesn’t even like the house, Jesse. Would always say how much she hated it. Why care so much what happens to a place you can’t stand?’
‘Says she hates it, yes. But truth is always complicated.’ He sighed. ‘And you know this family.’
They fell into an old, familiar silence.
‘Don’t be so hard on Clover,’ he said, then gripped her shoulder as he felt her tense. ‘Listen. You got out. You made it to the big city, like a fairytale. Did what we all should have done. Got yourself a big arty life and a blank canvas – pun intended – and we’re still here, in the same town, still driving past Mirage or our old schools and the places we knew as kids. That’s a strange reality. You coming back here makes you feel like a child for five minutes, but that’s how we feel every day.’
Alice drank in the joy of his arm around her. She almost didn’t dare to breathe in case he withdrew it.
‘You probably don’t know what I’m talking about. And I’m over the moon for you that you don’t understand.’
Alice let out the breath she had been holding. She reached up and touched his hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m sorry your mum died. I don’t know if that’s a stupid thing to say. Sorry if so. I’m just sorry that –’
‘Don’t,’ he said with a sad smile. ‘Of course you’re sorry. It’s an utterly shit situation. But it’s not your fault, Alice. We know that.’
Mirage’s door opened and Clover, Hugh and their family burst out. The kids had been bundled into coats and scarves, loudly declaring they did not want to leave. Clover ignored her siblings on the step, ferrying them past.
‘Clover, stop,’ said Jesse, standing up with Alice.
Their sister hesitated, continued walking, then faltered. She told Hugh to get the children in the car and watched them go.
‘Can we not do this?’ Jesse rubbed his face. ‘If you want to be angry at someone, look for Frank. He’s the one who built this place. Brought us here before fucking off. Your problem, Clove, is you still expect him to notice you.’
Clover slowly turned. Alice held her breath.
‘At least you’re nothing like him. You’re the total opposite of him as a parent. You’re lucky you know how to be. You’re lucky you don’t stare at your son all day, terrified you’re going to be Frank.’
Clover and Alice both reached out to him, and Alice was sure she saw a spark of competition in Clover’s eyes. She felt a huge exhaustion swoop through her, the strangeness of the Scotch after so much wine.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady. ‘I shouldn’t have called you a bitch.’ She muttered Oh God under her breath. ‘I wish we could fight and it be okay. I wish we could say what we really feel, because we’re blood, and blood should –’
‘No we’re not,’ said Clover, turned away from her.
Alice gulped. ‘We’re family.’
‘You’re not my blood.’ Clover’s voice was calm. She nodded at the car, where her waiting children were falling asleep. ‘They’re my blood.’
‘Clover …’ said Jesse.
Their sister turned. Her face was impassive, without sarcasm or cruelty. It was polished marble, set and smooth. ‘You said you wanted us to say how we feel, Alice. There you go.’
The front door opened and Beth came out with Alice’s jacket. She loosely put it around her daughter’s shoulders. Alice saw Clover watching her mother’s every move and took a step towards her sister.
‘Clover, please …’
Clover looked up at Mirage looming over them in the darkness, its windows studded with light. She scoffed, then took a deep inhale. ‘Do what you like,’ she said to Beth. And then whispered – almost to herself – as she took it in one final time, ‘House of Yesterday’.



A Straightforward Love Song
Beth knocked softly on the bathroom door. The answer came in the form of a long, guttural moan. The sound of the toilet lid followed by the flush. Another moan. She tried the locked handle.
‘Alice? Can I come in?’
‘No,’ came the word and its silent translation. Go away.
Beth stepped back, turning towards the kitchen. The TV played in the lounge. Everyone had gone now, Jesse and Martha leaving soon after Clover. As Jesse released Alice from a tight farewell hug, Beth’s daughter had turned and rushed inside to the bathroom. Retching had been heard for the past five minutes. Beth had wavered between knocking or getting on.
But this is my house, she thought. I can’t ignore my own child vomiting her silly guts up.
A harder knock this time.
‘Alice, I insist you let me in.’
A pause. A shorter moan. The sound of the lock being slid back.
Beth found her daughter cradling the toilet bowl, eyes half closed.
‘Oh, Alice.’
‘Don’t.’ She looked like she was going to burp, then a stream of sick shot out into the toilet. Alice groaned. ‘I know. But just don’t.’
Beth pulled the hairband from her own hair and tied back her daughter’s. She scraped the stray tendrils away from Alice’s forehead and ran a clean flannel under the tap. Alice allowed herself to be cleaned, her eyes still refusing to open.
Beth took off Alice’s coat – a fringed, suede thing that looked straight out of a bargain bin – and inspected the splashes of vomit. She checked the care label (DRY CLEAN ONLY in seventies lettering) and sighed. Trust Alice.
Beth called for Frank. No answer. She left Alice propped up against the vanity unit, crossed the family room and entranceway, and looked down into the lounge to see him sprawled out asleep beside the blaring TV. She sighed. He hadn’t been sleeping recently – she heard him get up most nights – and his naps were becoming a habit.
‘Come on, girl,’ she said to herself, returning to the bathroom.
Beth shifted Alice’s position, looping one arm around her own shoulder. ‘Alice,’ she said loudly. ‘I’m getting you to bed. Can you walk?’
Alice groaned. ‘Yer wha?’
‘Come on,’ she said softly. ‘Let’s go.’ And she heaved her daughter up.
Despite Beth’s small, slim build, she was unusually strong. There was a wiriness to her muscle, and she derived great pleasure from besting even her own expectations. As they slowly staggered towards Alice’s bedroom, the act disturbed a memory. She and Frank were on the Isle of Wight for a week’s holiday, the kids in bed, the two of them with a bottle of wine and a sunset. Or the dregs of a sunset. Clover and Jesse had made such a fuss about going to sleep and leaving their sandcastles that the sun had almost gone. Beth and her glass of wine suddenly asked Frank if he wanted an arm wrestle. He looked at her, incredulous. Regular Beth would have said, Oh, don’t worry, but drink had flushed her cheeks and mood, so she stuck out her hand and said, Come on. He had taken her hand, almost reluctantly, then stared in disbelief when she slammed his arm down. Now wait a minute, he said, and turned in his chair to sit properly. Go again. They missed the sunset. She beat him five times out of eight.
‘Why are you laughing?’ Alice mumbled, steadying herself against the patchy hallway wallpaper.
Beth helped Alice into bed. She worked off her shirt, laid Alice back to shimmy off her trousers, then fed pyjamas over limbs, fastening mother-of-pearl buttons up the front. Beth knew she would remember this for the rest of her life. This small moment of doing up her grown daughter’s pyjama buttons. It was as if she had stumbled upon a time machine and been given the chance to return to one day in Alice’s childhood when she could play Mum how she had always wanted. Beth knew her daughter would not remember this act, this minute, this feeling, as her mother gently laid her down. But I will, she thought.
Why hadn’t she ever done this? The motherhood she had always imagined. Yes, she had been busy, but she could have made time. She could have found a way to put down her embarrassment, her tendency to retreat instead of leaping forward. Oh, they don’t want me. They want their real mother. Who am I to try? And then with Alice she had been painfully aware that she couldn’t treat her differently. She didn’t want to create yet more cracks in an already broken house.
‘Everything okay?’ asked Frank from the doorway.
Beth looked up and saw his exhaustion. He was not himself lately. She had seen it in recent months, how he repeated things twice in conversation, or looked around as if having never seen the house before. If she hadn’t known he was struggling to sleep, she would have worried, but then he mentioned renovating and she finally understood his distractedness. Beth knew what Mirage meant. So Frank was finally waking up to its true state. That realization would take a natural toll.
He came in. ‘What’s happened?’
‘Too much wine,’ said Beth, smiling.
Frank nodded. ‘Ah.’ He watched Alice, peacefully sleeping. ‘I thought it went okay, earlier. Don’t you? When we told them?’
Beth looked up with raised eyebrows. This was an interesting take, even for Frank, who could never read a room. She saw the hope in his eyes. Why extinguish it? The children never came here. This was their one visit for the foreseeable future. Why should she and Frank spend their short time left living in a house that pleased those who weren’t around?
‘It went as best as it could,’ was all she said.
‘Are you coming up?’
A random memory appeared of Beth’s old dance partner trying to kiss her. Gerry? She remembered using all her strength to push him away. The following week, she’d switched classes. She had stuck up for herself. Her needs, her desires. She had known and communicated what she didn’t want. Why had that come to mind?
She felt Frank’s hand on her shoulder and automatically covered it with her own. They had never been the type to hand-hold in public – a fairly modern custom in Beth’s eyes – but there were occasional touches and brushes between them. Always out of sight of the children. This had been intentional at the start out of respect for their loss, and then over the years it became a habit. She didn’t care about public shows of affection. People often did that while cold as ice behind doors. A smooth sailing was all Beth wanted. No waves crashing the hull, knocking someone overboard.
Beth watched her daughter. ‘I doubt she has anything left in her to vomit, but in case … I’ll sleep down here on the floor.’ She went to get up.
He squeezed her shoulder. ‘No, you sit. I’ll fetch you our bedding and make up the single for me. It’s all in the cupboard, is it?’
He walked away, then stopped and half turned. His eyes went from Beth to Alice and back to Beth. ‘She’s lucky to have you,’ he said quietly, then went out.
Beth made a quick wipe of her eye, then went to the kitchen for water. She should have made Alice drink a glass before bed. But she would ready a jug. Beth turned off the lounge lights, lingering over the red bulbs dotting the tree. She and Frank never bothered with a tree these days, but she had made an effort this year, knowing the grandchildren were coming. And, if she was honest, she loved a tree. The twinkling lights, the baubles, the promise of fun to come. All those years with her father when she had put up a tree and been the only one to see it; the feeling of it being something just for her. Well, next year she would have another … How many Christmases did she have left – ten, twenty, thirty at most? Sixty was an unknown starting point. Life had taught her that death was unpredictable, but it was more real when innings grew short. The phrase The best you could hope for preceded a number seeming woefully small. She could remember sixteen when her mother died as if it were yesterday. She would not get another forty-four years, and besides she wouldn’t want it. She wouldn’t want to see Alice turning old. The grandchildren’s bright, shining faces pickling.
Beth switched off the lights and stood for a moment in the dark. Then she went up the lounge steps to Alice’s bedroom, where she would spend the night tending to her daughter for the first and final time.
Alice awoke in the morning and thought she was dreaming. Her mother – still in yesterday’s clothes – slept beside her in the armchair, an untouched bed made up on the floor. Alice rubbed her eyes.
She had never in her life seen her mother asleep. Beth had always gone to bed after everyone else. Alice watched the rise and fall of her open mouth, her head slightly tipped back. Somehow she looked young and old together.
‘Mum,’ Alice whispered, sure the mirage would break.
The previous night flooded back. Clover. Bitch. Jesse’s arm around her. I’m so proud of you, Alice. The champagne and Scotch. You’re not my blood.
She reached for her phone. A text from Dominic confirmed his mum was fine. She replied: What a relief. But are you okay? Long story about last night … Tell you when I’m back. Trains restart tomorrow or come get me? Don’t worry if too tired. But cannot WAIT to get home. X
Home. Home was London. Home was with a man who treated her as an equal. Even when their positions had been decidedly unequal – his as customer, hers as server – he had sought to level the playing field. He was not clouded with hero worship on Alice’s part. She had not adored him in secret, placed him on a pedestal that he could never live up to. He was not her blood, but perhaps that was the problem with people who had known you all your life: they were so used to your presence, they no longer saw you there.
And yet … there was her mother. Still home. Still some piece of a home.
A quiet knock at the door. Frank appeared.
‘Recovered?’
Alice put a finger to her lips and pointed at Beth. Her father ventured in with an amused expression, hands in pockets.
‘Are you needing breakfast?’ Alice whispered. She hadn’t meant it to sound flinty, but saw her father bristle.
‘Don’t wake her,’ he said. ‘Let her sleep.’
Alice remembered a song once coming on and her father pulling her mother up and twirling her round the circular lounge to the up-tempo beat. Sometimes she had questioned the memory, but Alice liked picturing her mother’s pink face, a smile slipping free, and her own giddy joy at the sight of her parents dancing. The lyrics had been about dancing, curtains worn out from kisses, children wanting to be born. Only years later did Alice discover the meaning behind the words, how the song was inspired by the Holocaust, when prisoners were forced to play music as their inmates burned. How it was not, as she’d always believed, a straightforward love song.
The room was quiet and awkward. Once again, Alice and her father had nothing to say to each other. She watched him go, the closing door waking her mother, and Alice wondered if that had been intentional. Was that unfair? But it occurred to her then that she didn’t really know her father. He had never told them anything about his childhood, only that he spent time in an orphanage. He always batted away her questions, until Alice learnt not to ask. What were his adoptive parents like? What does it matter? he said once. They’re dead. They weren’t even my blood.
Blood … Was it really everything?
‘Oh,’ said Beth, seeing Alice. She bolted upright and reached for the jug of water. ‘You should have had this last night.’
Alice drank a whole glass. Her mother filled it again. She hovered, ready to pour, as Alice had done with the champagne.
‘Mum. Sit.’
‘But there’s the breakfast.’
‘Sit.’
Beth perched gingerly on the armchair, still holding the jug, which Alice took and set down.
‘Was I terrible last night?’
Her mother hesitated. ‘Sometimes we must fall hard to know in future when to stop.’
Alice gave a great burst of laughter. ‘Blimey, Mum. I think that’s the first life tip you’ve ever given me.’
‘No, it isn’t.’
‘I can’t remember you ever saying something like that before.’
Her mother looked hurt. ‘Just because you don’t remember doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.’
Alice sighed and looked round the room. It was dated for many reasons, not just the decor. It was the setting for her old, young life. ‘You should come to London sometime. I’ll show you the sights you’ve never seen.’
Alice saw them walking through Borough Market, perhaps not arm in arm but close, commenting on the scents, sounds, tastes. She would take her to the museum that showed different room layouts throughout history. Her mother would love that museum. A mother and daughter day out, Alice navigating them through a big city.
‘I don’t think so,’ said Beth.
‘What?’ Now it was Alice who looked hurt.
‘That’s not my sort of thing.’
Alice nodded. No, of course not. Why would her mother want to see where she lived? Why would she show the slightest interest in her daughter’s life? Silly Alice. Stupid Alice.
Last night poured back in detail. Her mother coming to her sister’s defence. Her mother’s hand on her arm.
‘You shouldn’t let her talk to you like that. Clover. She’s so rude to you.’
Beth sighed. ‘I’m a big girl, Alice.’
‘Then stick up for yourself.’ Alice took a deep breath. ‘You never stick up for yourself.’
Beth’s eyes sparked. ‘How would you know when I’ve stuck up for myself? Are you following me? I’ve been around a while. I know a thing or two about living.’
Alice gave a wounded look. She eyed her phone, wishing her mother would leave so she could call Dominic and beg him to come. Here she was, stuck in the same dynamics, back on her old childhood stage.
‘Geoff,’ Beth exclaimed. ‘That’s it. I knew it wasn’t Gerry.’
Alice looked around the room. ‘You all right?’
Her smile faltered. ‘Fine, fine. Don’t worry. Someone I just remembered.’
Silence crept in. They could never escape it. To Alice it had always felt like another member of the family, hovering over every conversation, waiting for someone to get bored so they could slip in. And yet … they were finally talking. This conversation, these sparks, were new. They had never peeled back layers. No wonder their exchange showed a certain immaturity, Alice realized now, when they were both clueless about this way of talk.
‘It’s not easy for Clover,’ said Beth. ‘It’s never been easy. I’m very aware I’m not her mother. You may think that obvious, because you’ve never known our family other than as it is. But she knew a different story. And hers changed before her eyes, a child’s eyes, whether she liked it or not.’
‘But that doesn’t mean she gets to talk to you like you’re dirt!’
‘Oh … so what, Alice? I don’t care! Let the girl say how she feels. Isn’t that what you were telling her you wanted her to do? If I don’t care, what is it to you?’
Alice’s lip trembled. ‘Because you’re my mum and I don’t want to see you treated like that. Plus I don’t know why you would defend her and not me.’
‘So Clover shouldn’t take my changing the house personally but you’re okay to take personally the idea that I don’t want to hurt her?’
Alice stared at her mother. It was a line so simple and true, one that cut through so much feeling. She was taking it personally. But how could she not, when her sister had disowned her? If Alice thought of those parting words, really thought of them, she would need to call an ambulance for the tremors that would rush through her heart.
‘I just wish you were all interested in me. Ugh.’ She covered her face. ‘Forget it.’
Beth took a while to reply. ‘I am interested in you.’
‘Like how I just invited you to London and you said, “Mmm, not really my vibe”? Not your vibe to go and see your daughter? You say I’m lucky and Clover’s not, but sometimes it doesn’t feel like that.’ She did a sharp intake of breath. What a ridiculous statement.
Beth composed herself. She picked up the jug and took Alice’s empty glass to refill it – their silence punctured by the trickling of water – then placed it back in her hands. She returned the jug to the table.
‘This will sound stupid to you, my streetwise, independent daughter, but London scares me. It’s so … big. Loud. And filled with people I don’t know. It’s not you, Alice. Perhaps I should have phrased it differently. But the thought of going up there and being in crowds and queues and a transport system I don’t understand … I can’t do it. I wouldn’t even know where to start.’
Alice saw how much it took for her mother to say this. Her mother was the capable one, the person taking care of the logistics. She did not want her daughter to see behind the mask.
‘I could meet you at the station? Or drive down?’ Alice imagined taking her mum for a fancy afternoon tea – spoiling her, getting a kick out of her enjoying herself, away from Frank. She thought of Dominic. ‘I just wish you could see how different it can be.’
Her mother sighed. ‘Alice … this may come as a shock, but I don’t want your life. I like doing things. I like being practical. Why is it okay for you to look down on how I am, simply because it’s not fashionable these days for women to want to be home? Well, I’m not fashionable, and I don’t want to be. And helping my dad brought me so much …’ She paused, swallowing. ‘Joy.’
‘Mum,’ said Alice softly, but her mother raised a hand to quieten her.
‘It’s my language, Alice. It’s what I know. And I’m fine with that. Truly. We all need doers in the world, those in the background getting on with things. It’s not embarrassing to be a doer. I’m bloody good at being a doer. There are other ways and other people and we don’t all have to be like you.’
Alice let out a deep sigh, and with it all her firm convictions. She had thought only Dominic capable of changing her mind, but now here was her unfashionable mother making her rethink all her fashionable ideals. It was true that her mother never seemed unhappy. Her mode was never one extreme or the other, and Alice had always assumed that meant unhappiness, when perhaps her mother had actually found balance. Alice had always swung between extremes: passion and full voltage or melancholy. Did that bring happiness? She would never want a domestic life, but having a dash of her mother’s quiet equilibrium could dull the pendulum’s swing.
Alice studied her mother. Was there no part of her that ached with the urge to run wild? Live more in the way Alice had thought was the only way to live?
Beth stood up. ‘Now. I am making breakfast, and I will take great enjoyment in filling that hungover belly of yours.’ She placed the back of her hand against Alice’s forehead. ‘Oh, good. I woke in the night and thought you might have a fever, but … it’s passed.’
She took her hand away, but not before Alice reached up and held it in her own. Their eyes – unable to quite meet – focused on their hands, then Beth leant in and kissed her daughter’s once-feverish forehead.
‘Love you,’ she whispered, and Alice heard that all too familiar choke of a full stop.
‘I love you,’ Alice said back.
Alice stayed for another few days. She texted Dominic to say that if his mum was fine, she thought it right to stay with hers. He texted back: Good decision. She’ll love having you there. Gives me a chance to properly miss you. Oh, and not eat shite food. X
Her mother had given her mixed weather. A smile, followed quickly by cloud. ‘Oh, but … I have work.’
Alice shrugged. She would hang out at Mirage. Secretly she was looking forward to being there alone without her siblings. She could walk into each room and say her own goodbye before it changed forever. She had always relied on her imagination to bring the old Mirage to life, the one that bewitched and bewildered the people in the stories she made up in her head. Now she would see it for real. Her father said he would make it sing.
‘But I-I have a shift Thursday …’ her mother said. ‘All day.’
Alice gave a confused look. ‘Yeah, you said? I’ll just hang out here. Catch the Friday morning train back to London.’
Alice spent the next few days with Beth, cooking, baking and discussing the renovation. Beth said they wouldn’t know specifics until they knew the budget. Frank – from where he was making lists and plans at the dining table – scoffed at the suggestion the records could make less than expected. This was the King!
Thursday afternoon Alice caught a bus to town to visit old haunts. She got off outside her old school and remembered leaning against the wall, Jesse coming to her rescue, walking to the newsagent’s with Ed.
She passed the pub where she had worked, the bars and club where she danced away her teenage hours. She never went clubbing any more. Dominic hated it, and she and Zadie had always preferred libraries or cafés to clubs. Looking older had meant many underage nights out, and so she was bored by the time it was legal.
Ninety minutes later, she was done with memory lane. Alice pondered what to do. Dinner? But the only two restaurants didn’t open for an hour, leaving a Wetherspoons or McDonald’s. She made a face. Take me back to London.
Alice left McDonald’s a few minutes later sucking a vanilla milkshake, trying to rid the taste of burger from her mouth. She headed for the supermarket to find out when her mother was finishing. She would cadge a lift home. Just like old times.
Beth wasn’t on the tills. Alice scanned the aisles. No sign. She asked someone, but the woman gave her a blank look. ‘Claudia,’ she called to someone. ‘This girl’s after someone called Beth. Know her?’
‘Beth O’Hara,’ said the colleague, bounding over, a supervisor badge pinned to her shirt. ‘You her daughter? Look like it.’ She checked her watch. ‘Beth finished half an hour ago. She’ll be at her dance class now.’
Alice stared. ‘Her what?’
‘Dance class. At the town hall. You know Beth. Dances a mean paso doble!’ She stamped her foot with a flamenco flourish and laughed.
Alice hot-footed it down the aisle and made the ten-minute walk to the town hall in three. She heaved open the panelled wooden door, out of breath. The sound of Big Band music came from the main room, and through the slightly ajar doors Alice could see a couple dancing. She tried peering round the door, but couldn’t without revealing herself.
There was a burst of applause. The instructor called the next couple, and Alice swallowed a gasp as her mother appeared in the crack of light. Her hair was not pinned back in her usual ‘get on with it’ way. It was neat and careful, a tight chignon that Alice could tell came from practice. She wore a modest, floaty dress and took up her position a few yards behind her partner.
The music began. Alice knew it instantly. She had developed an obsession with it during her final year at art school, and her bedsit had stank of that song, ‘Por una Cabeza’. The violin began and Alice watched her mother move in a way she had never seen her move before. She dragged her feet a couple of steps towards her partner, then circled about until they were facing one another. Only when Beth reached out did he step forward and take her in his arms.
Alice watched, transfixed. Her mother’s moves were slow and sensual, sharp and alive. Their faces were smooth, beyond feeling, leaving all that to their bodies. As she watched Beth gliding in gold shoes, her dress rising with a flash of leg, Alice realized her mother was a stranger and she would have to start all over again. This was like a cool flannel to the forehead, and Alice clamped a hand to her mouth in delight. She could start all over again.
Alice had been a fool to think her mother incapable of living. Nobody who danced like that didn’t feel. They burned. But with the cleverness to channel the fire into a thing of beauty that would not destroy their life. Her mother could live a balanced existence – even take a bad moment in her stride – because each week she had this to consume her.
Alice wiped her cheek. For a whole year she had loved this song, learnt every shift and beat, not knowing that sixty miles away her mother was doing the same. Here was a mouthful of blood orange and pomegranate, the bitter and the sweet, the desire to laugh and the desire to cry, the sweet spot in the middle – the balance – that encapsulates what it means to truly live.
Alice left the town hall before her mother’s song had ended. She wanted to throw her arms around her, fill her ears with praise, but she knew what that would do to Beth. The embarrassment, the blush, the terror of being seen. She would not ruin it for her mother.
Outside, Alice called a taxi to take her back to Mirage. All she wanted was for her mother to keep one small thing for herself.



A Memory That’s True
2007
Jesse stepped into the pub to escape the rain. That’s what he told himself. His head was dry thanks to his hood, but he still shook his hair, playing into the fantasy. He had no choice but to step inside. The weather made him.
A pint ordered. Pound coins on the sticky counter. He savoured the first gulp. It was just after midday, it was acceptable. He closed his eyes, wishing for private communion, then opened them to see the solo old geezers lined along the bar. No one made eye contact. They stared into the distance, their minds already fuzzed. Sod his midday rubbish. No clocks existed here. He wiped his mouth and ordered another.
At least it was beer. He wasn’t on real drink. As long as he kept to the hops, he told himself, he could pull back whenever he wanted.
The second went down easily. His eyes settled on the fogged mirror behind the spirits, his reflection obscured, unsure. He had spent years working in bars, half dreamt of owning one and studied French at A level with the idea of heading off abroad. Running a dive bar in Bordeaux. Anywhere foreign and unfamiliar. What had happened to that idea? He gave a small laugh, remembering.
He had settled well into the role of house husband. He no longer worked at the bar and spent his time caring for the kids thanks to Martha’s job managing a PR firm, which provided plenty of money to compensate for stealing all her time. Lyra had come along during a good patch, conceived on an evening of wine and summer sun. They had arranged a babysitter that night, and in a pub garden, for a brief hour, were teenagers again. The sun on their backs, a large shandy, laughter all around. They had gone home and made love. Actual, slow love. A momentary break from Martha looking at her phone.
Jesse relaxed his eyes, dimming his reflection in the glass. These days he could not escape the feeling he was living half a life. Half a stranger. So many halves. He had begun staring at passing faces, and each time they looked back it was an acknowledgement that he was here. But where was the rest of him? He had no desire to leave his family, but the belief that his shadow was elsewhere had looped around his body, its tentacles crushing his limbs.
It wasn’t that he resented his children. He was patient with them, always. Hours spent lying on the rug, feeding Lyra her bottle while Tate bounced on his head. His phone buzzing with a message from Martha to say she wouldn’t be home until late. A sigh. What’s wrong, Daddy? The ache in his heart at the word. The determination inside that his children would never call him Jesse.
Martha sometimes laughed when he wore Lyra in a sling. He would ask what was funny. Did she expect him to be useless? Did she want him to be so? He didn’t cling to sexist stereotypes by implying she was a bad mother for returning to work so quickly – not even taking her full leave – so why was she mocking his efforts not to be a typical bloke?
They had terrible rows. For the most part, he was his usual brand of calm, but tears began falling when Tate was born, and – unresolved – turned to rage. They were a red card he kept in his pocket, pulled out as a last resort.
He confronted her once when she walked in at midnight, the children asleep in bed. ‘What do you think I do all day?’ he asked through gritted teeth. ‘We are all waiting for you to walk through that door.’ She had refused to engage at first, peeling off her coat and turning away to hang it up with calm, careful movements. It enraged him. Took hold of him in an unexpected way. ‘Well?’ he shouted. She froze. They waited for cries from a bedroom. Then she had turned and her look contained a hundred different faces. ‘And why should I rush back,’ she said, ‘to a husband who never speaks to me?’ He had walked off without a word. The dread, the realization inside that he could never outrun Frank, the silences, the first foundations of his life.
He dreamt of escaping. Not in any real, concrete way, but it was what he saw when he looked out of a window. A distant horizon.
The barman asked if he wanted another.
He lied and walked out.
He felt a great sense of déjà vu at the rally, holding up one end of his banner and shuffling with four thousand people through Parliament Square. Here he was, still protesting the war in Iraq, hoping those in charge would change their tune. When he had first started protesting as a student, he had embraced the great unwashed feeling, the joy of communal peace. Now he felt a growing sense of What’s the point? The act of quite literally using his voice to call for change – channelling his tiny life into a call for others’ freedom – still elated him, but now he wondered if he was shouting into a void. Still marching, still protesting, and nothing much changing.
‘Jesse!’ A woman with dreadlocks embraced him. There was a kinship in a protest life, a found family. Her warmth was a tonic against the fading booze.
‘Lara,’ he replied. ‘If only I wasn’t seeing you again.’
She gave a raucous laugh. ‘I know, right. Maybe one day we’ll have a world in which we won’t need to protest. Keep the faith, Jess!’
Martha had joined him in those early days. She drew the line at not washing, refused to sleep in a tree with Jesse’s raggedy friends, but she became the natural face of campaigns. When cameras arrived, she was the one they papped. She would talk to media and police. Jesse recommended she grease up her hair, at least switch to an every-other-day wash, but she wouldn’t have it. My job is getting people on our side, Jess, she’d say. We have to be appealing. They need to see themselves in the message, not flea-ridden mange. He knew she was right, even if it irked his fellow protesters chained to a tree wearing week-old sweat as she sashayed around in a miniskirt.
She was fun, though. It was what Jesse loved about her. She would turn up at a low-key party and be leading guests in a conga by the end, lightening the room simply through her presence. Jesse felt calm just having her around. She wasn’t prone to penetrating questions or interested in peeling back his skin to expose his levers, his cogs, what had happened to make him tick the way he did. She didn’t care but simply accepted him. Martha lived entirely in the moment. She worshipped the moment. There was no past or future with her.
When Tate arrived screaming into the world, colliding past with future, Jesse cradled his body and felt a sharp internal pain when his son gripped his finger. Was there such a thing as a happy ache? A new lever or cog started up. Martha lay back, numb and exhausted, aware this was the first time she had ever seen Jesse cry.
*
Jesse was heading for the Tube after the march when he passed a face he would know anywhere. He stopped.
‘Katarina.’
She was looking in her bag and went very still. She turned slowly. Attention back on her bag, patting it, pulling it up her shoulder. Eyes on him.
‘Hello.’
‘God, Kat. It’s been years.’ Pause. ‘Well, how are you?’
‘I hear you’re a dad now.’
‘What? Oh, yeah. Two kids! Who’d have thought it, eh?’
‘I would.’
‘Really?’
‘How’s Martha?’
Jesse looked down at the rolled-up banner, the one used for every protest. It was heavy and cumbersome, but he didn’t think it right to protest causes like climate change and not reuse a banner. It was years old now, but still he took it everywhere. ‘Martha’s good,’ he said. ‘She’s good.’
Kat looked away. A clearing of her throat, a glance at her watch. She wore a guitar case and looked the same as several years ago. Hair less greasy perhaps, and red lipstick, but still the same old Kat. It gave him a burst of happiness, seeing a friend unchanged, finding this memory was true.
‘I’ve got to go.’ She began walking away.
‘Wait, what?’ He pushed back his hair. ‘We haven’t seen each in forever. We need to mark this with a spliff.’
‘Can’t. I’m off to a gig. I can’t perform when stoned.’
‘Gig? Kat, that’s great. And what the hell’s happened?’
She laughed. ‘Oh, I still partake. Just not when I sing. I need …’ She gave a mysterious wave of a hand. ‘Clarity.’ Kat took another step, then looked back. ‘Come if you like? Gig’s only small. Won’t take long.’
‘Are you kidding? I always loved hearing you sing.’
He saw her shy smile and then he was back in her room, making music and letting his mind sink to the floor. The first place he had felt safe was Kat’s room, although he had not known it then, only once that time was over. He frequently found himself thinking of those days. Pathetically nostalgic. Nostalgically pathetic.
They began walking.
‘What’s that?’ Kat nodded at the banner.
They passed a bin. He left it there.
It was a small, underground space beneath a gallery with a makeshift stage and tables around the edge. They were early so Kat could do the sound-check. I don’t want you listening, she said, reserving a table before leading him to the green room backstage.
He waited in the green room, really a stock room with chairs. They had sat in many similar rooms throughout their teens. Rooms that transformed for one night, becoming something else by way of a taped sign or a communal christening backstage: This is the green room, green room’s over there, only the band in the green room. Whether it was a stock room or green room depended on how far a person engaged in the fantasy. He remembered the euphoria that came from repurposing rooms for a night.
The gig was packed, tables filled and a sizeable crowd standing. A few helium balloons lay flat against the ceiling. Someone walked by stinking of tobacco. Jesse no longer smoked cigarettes but still loved the smell. He breathed it in, filling his senses with a life he once lived.
Kat performed with a guitar and sometimes solely a microphone. Her songs were mainly quiet and deconstructed, her voice low and soft, with a rhythm he found intoxicating. Had she always sung like that? Jesse pretended she hadn’t, but deep down he knew that sultriness had always been her sound, and he, the fucking idiot, had always kept her behind him. He should have written songs just for her.
The gig ended. Kat thanked the crowd and left. He stood, palms sweating. He looked around the dispersing crowd, patting his shirt as if having lost something.
Kat reappeared and a few lingering fans shook her hand, enthusing about favourite songs. She smiled, thanking them. Jesse sat back and watched. Finally, she took the other seat.
‘Kat …’ He shook his head. ‘You’re incredible.’
She leant forward on her knees and looked at the floor, littered with tickets and dirt. ‘Do you still sing?’
Jesse didn’t answer. He took out the spliff and held it up, then put it between his lips to light. With a deep inhale he passed it over, shaking his head.
‘Shame. You were good.’
‘Shite compared with you. Why didn’t you make me see it?’
‘Why didn’t you see it?’
Jesse exhaled. ‘You’re right. I’ve always been an idiot.’
‘I’m not going to do the whole No, you weren’t thing.’ She sipped her water bottle. ‘Jesse O’Hara does not need more compliments.’
He watched her. When she finished drinking, she put the bottle on the table, then picked it back up. She looked around the room where she had performed. She looked everywhere but at him.
‘The Great Katarina King,’ he said.
She turned to him then.
They exchanged years. The days they had missed of each other.
She was a full-time singer/songwriter, like she’d always wanted. You mean you don’t work a bar job on the side? he asked. You make a living at this in London? Kat gave a sheepish smile. Tell you a secret, she said. She had made a small fortune writing one little song that she’d given to another singer, someone mainstream and pop. Jesse almost fell off his chair when she told him the title. Of course he knew it. Everyone knew it. It had been the song of the summer a few years before. Martha had played it constantly, and he must have heard it a hundred times. It wasn’t his kind of music, but he liked the lyrics about turning memories of still photos into video. He hadn’t known why, but those lines became stuck in his head. So you’re a millionaire, he said. She laughed. I used a pseudonym. I’m not pop. I’ve a rep to protect. She winked. My label says upbeat is where the money is, but that little pay cheque means I don’t have to sell out. I’m happy in this small, quiet space. She gestured around. Who needs more when I have everything I ever wanted? Everything? he asked. Everything, she said.
How about you?
Me? he said. Well, what to tell. Until recently I did actually work in a bar – he laughed – but I never really had a plan, did I? Plans are for people with someone to guide them. Those years were about getting away, and then one day a mate asked if I wanted to go on a march and I fell in love with it. Walking in solidarity, people stopping to listen, raising up my voice for something good – that did something to me. I stopped writing songs then. I stopped even wanting to play them. For once, I didn’t want to be on my own but out there with everyone else. On the same side. You know? Then Martha got pregnant and along came Tate. I went to fewer marches, I wanted to be there for him. Martha got a big corporate job, so she was off earning while I was with Tate. The odd night at the bar, but mainly I was Dad. And I’ve tried to be a good one, make up for … well, you know. (God, that weed’s strong, isn’t it?) But Tate being born did something funny. I don’t know how to describe it, but – he began to laugh – I started crying all the time. I would get an attack just looking at his face. Or folding his clothes. His tiny, miniature clothes. Driving was the worst. Anywhere we went, I would take forever putting him in his car seat, making sure his belt was properly on, his nappy was clean. The nappy thing … The number of times I thought about those fucking nappies. Whenever it was too sunny or too wet, I would think about the car not reaching its destination, the firefighters cutting into the wreckage to take out this tiny person – sometimes dead/sometimes alive depending on my mood – and I would imagine his legs all hunched up like babies’ legs do, and, if it was a time when I thought of him dead, I’d imagine them peeling off his clothes for the last time and removing that tiny nappy. And every time we reached our destination, I would rejoice inside while crying like a baby, thinking We’ve made it! That’s the thing I’ve never understood, how the feeling of happiness is so close to the feeling of pain. I’ve tried saying all this to Martha, but she thinks I’ve lost the plot, and I need to be strong for her, strong for the kids, patch up all the pain. They say Tate looks like me, which is funny, because when I’m cradling him it makes me think I’m cradling myself, and I see myself there as a baby, being passed from person to person. I was a thing to maintain and deal with rather than a thing to know. You know? Do you know, Kat? Oh my God, this fucking weed.
He looked up at her, then put his face in his hands for a moment before slapping the table hard. ‘We need a tune, Miss Katarina. Your version of the one that made your dreams come true.’
Kat wiped her cheeks. She looked as if playing was the last thing she wanted to do. But she slowly walked to the stage, where she picked up her guitar and leant into the microphone, pretending it hadn’t been turned off. She cleared her throat, strummed a chord and introduced herself. She was a nobody, she said, just someone who had always loved playing, and there was a boy who was so effervescent and bright but didn’t know it. He was the reason she picked up a guitar. So really she owes everything to him, she said, and, ladies and gents, that boy is here tonight!
Jesse stood and raised his hands to the imaginary audience. He wandered over to the middle and sat down, cross-legged, facing the stage. He knew that at the end of the night, he would retrace his steps and rescue the banner from the bin before heading home. He would go in through the front door and wipe the dust from his feet. But now he took a final puff of the spliff, leaning back against the floor to stare up at the balloons on the ceiling, as Kat – his oldest, truest friend – began to play.
The following weekend, Jesse drove his family to Martha’s parents’ house and Jesse asked her to put on the song she had loved a few summers ago. Why? she said, looking at her phone. Just because, said Jesse, smiling to himself. He wound down the window and nodded along, lost in his own world.
When it finished, he requested another song. She silently complied. This song took Jesse to another dimension, more moody and melancholy, but Martha didn’t notice. She stared at her phone, manicured fingers tapping keys.
‘I want this song at my funeral,’ he said. He turned it up and watched Tate in the mirror nodding along.
‘Hmm,’ was her reply.
‘This song,’ he said again. ‘My funeral.’
She took a while to finish her email, then put down her phone and looked from him to the stereo. ‘Your funeral?’
He told her the title.
‘Oh, I’ll never remember that,’ she said, picking her phone back up. ‘Put it in an email to me.’
Jesse stared ahead. The cars disappeared as he saw all the things he could do. A montage of running away. Just for a brief moment. Climbing a Californian mountain, opening that wine bar, writing songs with Kat. Not being with Kat, but, yes, being with her: making music, feeling young. They hadn’t been in touch since her gig and there had been no move to exchange numbers. They knew it would live as one beautiful moment. It made their goodbye more real.
‘Are we there yet?’ asked Tate from the back.
Jesse smiled in the mirror. ‘Not long, buddy.’
A recent row had ended with Martha saying, ‘I don’t know if I want this any more,’ and he had felt such violence in that moment, such anger at it being her wanting out. ‘Maybe I want out too,’ he said. ‘Have you thought of that? How dismantled your life would be if I left you all behind?’ He had not meant it – he would never leave his children – but she took that line and spun it into a movie that played all night. ‘Oh, so you want out of it all, do you? I meant this situation, but you would give us all up!’ He had put his face in his hands. He was only thirty but life felt forty-five.
She gave him the silent treatment for three days. He could not bear it. He would get the kids in bed and be desperate for company, then she would walk in late from work and go straight to sleep. One night he made the mistake of googling How custody works when you aren’t married and forgot to close the tab. There were pistols at dawn.
He remembered when he had said he spent life waiting for her to walk through that door. The thought came to him now, the dreadful rush of a realization, that he was like this with all the women he loved. He was in a perpetual state of waiting. Hoping they would return. He was always inside the house of his life, while everyone out there chased what they wanted, moving with ease through the world.
Jesse glanced at Martha, still head down on her phone, connecting elsewhere. He remembered her words: And why should I rush back to a husband who never speaks to me? It was true that he rarely initiated conversation, but their connection had always been instinctive, electric, fuelled by a chemistry which could never be faked. Words, though, could be arranged and rehearsed. They were untrustworthy. He didn’t know what to do with words. They were dangerous little bombs.
He gripped the steering wheel.
‘You’ve brought wine, right?’ Martha asked brightly, finally dropping her phone. She turned in the seat and blew kisses to her children.
He hadn’t brought wine; he had to buy wine; they couldn’t turn up at her parents’ for dinner without wine! He told her he had forgotten and was sure her parents would understand.
No, she replied, they would have to stop. Did he know how much stress she was under at work right now? She was bringing in a salary for all of them. He did the food shop, so it was his job to remember.
Jesse sighed. He considered replying that he didn’t want to go anyway, that they saw her parents almost every weekend, and that he would like to be a four. He didn’t make them visit his family; there hadn’t even been a proper gathering since last Christmas, before Mirage was renovated. He hadn’t been back since. He made excuses.
He knew how she would reply: Your family don’t even like me, so why would we? And she would be right. His sisters didn’t like her. They never admitted this – that would be far too direct for his sisters – but he knew their silences. They never asked about her, their interest reserved for Tate and Lyra, and they never spoke when she did. They couldn’t even be bothered to talk over her. Just let her talk by herself. That was his sisters, though. Not thinking they owed anyone else a thing.
He remembered the chill that rippled through his family last Christmas. First Frank dropping the renovation bomb at the table – the table! What a guy – before Clover and Alice took over. He wanted to knock their heads together, scream Wake up. But that wasn’t his style. And what would be the point? They would only turn it on him, make it all about their hurt. He and Martha had news of their own to impart that night, but they didn’t get the chance to share their happiness. Instead a generic text a few days later, weeks after Martha’s family knew: Martha’s pregnant. Due May.
Lyra screamed from the back.
‘She’s hungry,’ said Jesse. ‘I made up a milk. It’s in the bag.’
Martha pointed at a convenience store ahead. ‘You get the wine. I’ll feed her in the back.’
He sighed. ‘Why don’t you buy the wine? I’ll only buy the wrong one.’
‘Daddy always says you can’t go wrong with a Merlot,’ she said. ‘And I would actually like to feed my child? I’ve hardly seen her all week.’
He pulled into the car park and at her request left the car running to keep them warm. Jesse exhaled as he went in, not caring if she could see his resentment through the tinted car window. How long could he get away with standing in the wine section and staring into space?
Moments later, there was a scream and the sound of screeching tyres. Customers near the front began to shout.
‘Oi, mate, ain’t that your car?’ someone shouted, and Jesse glanced up to see they were talking to him. ‘Some bloke just jumped in!’
Jesse ran to the front and looked out at the empty space where his car had been. Now it was hurtling through the car park, veering from side to side.
Jesse’s brain was still reading wine labels as his feet pounded the road. Then it pitched forward into a dark, unknown future – him in a black suit, an empty house, a silence lasting forever. His feet flew so fast, he barely touched the ground.
Another screech as the car jerked round a corner. He shouted Martha’s name. Then a loud crash and people screaming.
Clarity came to Jesse then, as he left behind his metaphorical house and gave chase to his life. There, in that car, was everything that mattered as well as everything that came before. Not just his wife and children but himself as a tiny baby, trapped inside wreckage. I’m coming, he shouted over the tarmac.
He turned the corner and saw the car had hit a lamp post. People on the opposite pavement were frozen. He didn’t see them. There were nightmares in his mind.
He heard his children screaming – They’re alive – and then saw Martha hitting the driver from behind. He heard her yell as the man cowered, shielding himself from her stiletto heel, which she rained down repeatedly on his head.
The man – clearly high or stoned – escaped as Jesse arrived. Jesse didn’t follow. Instead he prised open the door and dived in, smothering the sound of their screaming. Tate and Lyra made sharp, piercing noises that cut through his body. He touched their faces and kissed them, saw they were safe, and then he fell against Martha, arms stretching around her, hands grabbing her hair, as he thanked every god for his family, for their mother, who was still breathing and not in a heap on the floor.



A Cracked Mirror
2007
Alice paced the gallery as the room entered the final stage of setting-up. It felt like she had worked towards this show for years. Her three pieces had taken a year to create, and by the end she was emotionally exhausted. Was it normal to spend so much of herself in the making? She wasn’t sure she had it in her to do this every time, yet the work was all she thought about. When she was creating, she felt something more than happiness. No word could capture the feeling.
Exposed. That was a good one. Exposed, raw, vulnerable. She had spent so much time alone in that studio, listening to music nobody else could hear. Now she was the opposite of alone, and not just public but … inviting people in. Invitations had been sent and they were coming here tonight – taking a long, expensive train – to see for themselves the inner workings of her heart. What was she doing? Was it too late to cancel or run? She looked round. A laugh came from the staff setting up the bar, glugging wine into glasses. It must be time, she thought, and, just like that, Zadie entered and came straight over. Her friend asked how she was, understanding completely the twist in Alice’s gut.
‘You’ll be great,’ said Dominic, squeezing Alice’s arm. ‘Max said he’d be late-ish. Gives you the chance to get the nerves out. I think you’ll get quite the write-up.’
Alice nodded as she scanned the faces of incoming guests. She swiped a glass from a passing tray, knocking it back. Let him think she was nervous about meeting his editor chum and billionaire buddy who ‘dabbled’ in the arts. Let him think it was purely a professional fear, and not the terror of being seen by those from whom she had spent years trying to hide.
The main piece was a large patchwork quilt, taut and suspended vertically. The front showed a yellow house, curved and familiar, its edges threaded with gold. It sat on a green patchwork hill, and the blue sky was flooded with sunshine. Colour was plain and bright. The back favoured a more chaotic look – a kaleidoscope of jagged pattern and print. Alice had spent months sewing long strips of different fabrics into a spiral. The result was a cracked mirror, a cyclone, the eye of a storm.
It’s all being changed, her mother had said after Christmas as Alice made her farewell tour. The curtains, the wallpaper, the banquette leather. Take whatever you want. Alice went to town with her scissors. She started cutting into the back of the sofa until Beth insisted she take the front. Alice said they might not change it for a while, but her mother was desperate that she take the parts that could be seen. Alice realized she was worried Frank would change his mind. She obeyed, invisibly high-fiving her mother.
Curtains in the master bedroom where she had played hide and seek, their heavy weave against her face … snip. Her own bleached and faded curtains – a whole panel. Then she remembered the most important piece. Cobwebs broke as she lifted the hallway portrait and saw her scrawled childish hand: NOT MY MOTHER. It was still black, having been protected from the light. She doubted it had ever been found. She tore the strip and put it carefully with her stash.
Her mother gave her a pile of folded fabric found in a cupboard: offcuts, tablecloths, random sheets. Alice recognized prints she had worn in childhood – the floral jumpsuit that had once been Clover’s and then, years later, hers. She remembered tucking the legs into her wellies before jumping in muddy puddles.
She had spent many happy hours sewing the cloth. Little offcuts transported her to little years, remembering her small self and her siblings. How she loved them noticing her. How she stained a T-shirt made from this retro seventies print with a drop of her most hated ice cream, chosen by her because it was Jesse’s favourite and they’d had money to buy only one. Tiny moments like these formed the hidden bones of her relationships. After finishing the front, she had turned it over to admire the hundreds of tiny knots of thread – often cut with her teeth – that studded the back. It had its own raw, unfinished beauty, and she thought it a shame that it wouldn’t be seen when the panels were stitched together. All that work of snipping, biting, tying … just hidden away. Only the perfect parts on show.
Looking at the quilt in the gallery, Alice remembered how she had hated the unfashionable hand-me-downs, but now was glad of this link with her sister. Their common history was sewn into the quilt.
Then her family entered the room and all fondness turned to fear.
‘You came,’ she said dully.
‘You wouldn’t believe the palaver we’ve had,’ said Frank, shaking the rain from his coat. ‘First a cancelled train, so we waited on a freezing platform, and then the Tube was so hot.’
‘So hot,’ echoed Beth.
‘This country can’t get anything right. It’s a wonder we won the war, although can you imagine how efficient things would be if the Germans ran it?’
‘Who cares about genocide if it means uncancelled trains?’ Clover took a wine from the waiter.
Alice gave a nervous laugh. She embraced her sister, their cheeks touching, their eyes not making contact. It was almost a year since Christmas. There had been little contact since and no effort to heal the wound. Silence was their plaster. Alice hadn’t been sure whether to invite her, not because of anger but rather a genuine belief her sister wouldn’t be interested. She texted Jesse to ask his opinion. When he finally replied, he said she should do whatever she wanted. She did the opposite, not wanting to fuel the fire, and Clover had said yes.
‘So my clever sister’s famous,’ Jesse said, to which she laughed and said, ‘Hardly!’
Gallery owner Simon appeared at her side. ‘This must be our wonderful Alice’s family!’
Oh, no, she thought. She introduced them all in turn.
‘You must be so proud of Alice, our incredible artist,’ he said. ‘She’s a rare talent.’
Alice felt her family look her over anew. An artist, a woman, a talent? She heard her own disbelieving laughter and cleared her throat. ‘Oh, Simon. You are funny.’
Simon either did not notice the silence or was too polite to say. He went on with the compliments, insisting Alice meet his journalist friends, then made his excuses and left.
Alice left them at the first part of the exhibit, which detailed her process. It was important for them to know the context before she showed them her heart. She made small talk with Zadie as her family stood together to read about the social history of quilts, how they could be status symbols as well as a way to keep warm. A quilt was typically private, often personal, and over the centuries was made from scraps of old clothes, material past its best and given a new lease of life. They were inherited or made for a wedding or first child. They served as a record of a family history, and, like family, they were intended to ward off the chill.
‘You know me, darling,’ said Frank. ‘I don’t understand “modern art”. I’m sure it’s very good. Let’s see what they say in The Times.’
Alice glanced at her mother. Her expression was taut with worry that she was expected to contribute a view. ‘I thought you were making a normal quilt. This isn’t what I was expecting.’ She saw Alice’s expression and began to fluster. ‘I mean, you’ve done a good job of the stitching. Excellent for a beginner.’
Alice bit her lip. She told herself that her mother had come to London on this dark, rainy evening. It didn’t matter that her words were not what Alice craved, or that Clover said nothing while Jesse stared at his phone.
‘Bottoms up,’ she said, swiping another glass. Where were those boring journalists and the money men who ruined art? Take me, she thought as she scanned the room, a fierce thud in her chest. Keep me busy all night.
Why had she done this? Why had she invited them to her show when this was not their scene and so their views should mean nothing? Why expose herself? Why open a vein to those who faint at the sight of blood? Dominic had asked if she was sure she wanted them there – he hesitated before asking and she loved him so much in that moment, he who never hesitated, hesitating for her – and she pursed her lips in thought before replying they’d probably be bored but she’d invite them anyway. They all said yes, and she had felt a slight leap of her pulse.
She had returned to Mirage a few times since its renovation. Her mother had been right about the money not stretching far – the records had not sold as well as her father had hoped, and she heard this had upset him. Frank had always been a man of few words, but Jesse mentioned that he had seen him shortly after the records were valued and their father had stared into space, silent. Beth told Jesse the dealer said most Elvis collectors were now the age for dying, which meant a glut of memorabilia and fewer people to buy. The age for dying, Alice had repeated. But he’s only sixty-one. Well, his era was really The Beatles or Stones, said Jesse. That’s what he should have been into. He’s always been old-fashioned.
They had cleaned Mirage up and fixed everything broken. The curtains were chucked, windows cleaned, cracks repaired, and now light flooded in. The banquette sofa became a mottled grey – a colour Alice knew her mother picked for its practicalities. There had not been the money to change the kitchen or bathrooms, but the wallpaper had been stripped and the walls painted white. Alice couldn’t help her disappointment. This was not the original Mirage. Her father had said he would make the house sing, but the house couldn’t reach the high notes. It couldn’t quite transform.
Christmas had changed Alice and her mother. They texted often, and Alice made the effort to visit. There was a closeness, a newness. And so it was a shock when Alice visited and found that Beth had got rid of the height chart etched into a doorframe over the course of three decades. You painted over it, Alice said, confused. How tall we all were. Beth replied, Well, we’re hardly going to make a house new and leave a strip of old paint. Oh, Alice! Her guileless chuckle had rung in her daughter’s ears.
This is it, Alice had thought. In a nutshell. A strip of old paint. This was the weather in which all three of them had been raised. A constant, unsentimental drizzle. Her mother was just giving a straightforward answer to what she saw as a straightforward question. The room had needed painting and so they had painted it. Emotion didn’t live on a doorframe. A task needed doing and so it was done.
Alice had taken a photo of their names and dates, just about visible under the fresh paint. Then on a scrap of pure white fabric she had embroidered an identical copy in the palest of grey thread, sewing all three of them into the centre of the quilt.
She finally returned to where her family stood in a small, quiet group. Jesse was typing and Clover stood in front of the stormy side of the quilt, a frown gathering.
‘Where did you get these fabrics?’
‘Mum gave them to me.’
Beth studied the quilt. ‘Oh, that bundle I gave you?’
Alice looked around for the tray of wine.
‘I’m curious as to why you have been given something clearly mine.’ Clover pointed at the tiny yellow flowers. ‘That was my jumpsuit.’
Alice took a deep breath. ‘I also had that jumpsuit.’
‘And what is this supposed to mean?’ Clover gestured at the jagged scrap of wallpaper with NOT MY MOTHER scrawled in permanent pen.
Alice felt the heat rising. ‘I’m not here to tell you the meaning, Clover. That’s not how art works.’
‘How art works?’ Clover laughed. ‘Oh, excuse me for being too thick.’
Alice began to panic. She saw her night falling away. ‘It was a bundle Mum found. Misshapen scraps. Plus a big patchwork sheet, probably from a charity shop.’ And where she had got the idea of a quilt. She had unstitched the vivid yellow and used the pieces to create Mirage.
‘Patchwork?’ said Frank, coming closer. ‘A yellow patchwork? In the shape of a star?’
Beth went pale.
Alice heard the words before they were said. Deadly déjà vu.
‘Chrissy made that,’ said their father. ‘Just before she …’
Alice looked at Beth, hot with betrayal. ‘But you never said. If you had said, I would never … I would never …’
Beth shrank back. ‘I didn’t know! But it wasn’t mine, so it must have been hers. I should have gone through it all before giving it to you.’
‘But you didn’t,’ said Clover. She looked back at the quilt, her eyes filled with tears. ‘You didn’t. None of you did.’
She turned and walked out.
Alice looked around as if stirring from a dream. She was relieved to find Dominic coming towards her, saying he had someone for her to meet.
My story has to involve you, she wanted to call back, because you’re a part of my story. I cannot separate the two. It is not that I want to hurt you. But for my work to consume me, for me to be consumed enough to work, I have to follow my darkness, and my darkness leads me back to where I started, which is where you come in. It is not about you. Please know that. It is me. It is a selfish thing, but isn’t life selfish, viewed through our own eyes?
It had not been her intention to hurt, but what are intentions but the loose ends of thread we tie into knots with our teeth?



Blood
2008
The willows greeted Alice as she turned into the driveway – she no longer saw them weeping. When in London, she did not remember the sadness because the past had taken on a sepia tint. Alice had discarded the bad parts by leaving and was now here for the good.
Mirage appeared through the trees and then she was entering the circular driveway, her eyes on the gleaming windows and freshly painted white walls.
Alice got out of the car and slid her bag on to her shoulder as she walked up, the rich, buttery leather soft against her arm. She slid her old key into the lock.
Beth screamed as she entered and Alice screamed back at the sight of her mother in large sunglasses. Alice couldn’t remember ever seeing her in sunglasses, which denoted casualness and leisure. ‘You look … glamorous.’
Her mother frowned. ‘You should give that key back. It’s not your house any more.’
Alice raised an eyebrow. Making an effort had truly transformed her mother, who had gone from hardly speaking to saying everything on her mind.
‘What’s with the sunnies?’
Beth touched the frames, confused. She pushed them up, making her hair stick out. ‘It’s too bright when there’s sunshine. Look! You’d lose your retinas.’
Alice stared at the light pouring in. She loved how it made everything glow. So different to her childhood, when the curtains were always shut.
‘What are you wearing?’ Beth asked, examining her.
Alice looked down, trying to understand what was so unusual about her clothing: loose black trousers and a black chiffon top. She wore black now because it was easy. In the six months since her art show, her reputation had gone stellar. It was insane, the money she was making, and barely a week went by without her being interviewed or attending an event. She no longer fished food out of waste bins. Dominic had introduced her to someone who set her up with investments, so that, even if she took a year off from making, it would still not cost her a dime.
A year off from making. What a thought. A year of withholding her own shit. She laughed as she imagined her next work being a series of turds. What would her sister make of that one?
She hadn’t seen Clover since her show. There had been no contact, no reply to Alice’s text imploring her sister to believe that she didn’t know the origin of the fabric. Alice tried getting Jesse to plead her case, but he sighed and said it was between them. Clover doesn’t want to see you. She had retreated from him too, hurt he didn’t think it mattered.
It was around this time that she felt the urge to step away from colour. Step away from complication, the need to check for clashing shades or prints. Her vintage clothes suddenly seemed juvenile, infected with the stench and lives of others. She was done with hand-me-downs – hadn’t she worn them all her life? She was an artist, a conduit for the new.
The need for black also came from necessity. She now had numbers on her mind, numbers that if used properly could mean enough in her bank account for a lifetime. She didn’t have the headspace for clothes, or even colouring her hair, which was now back to its natural colour, maintained with regular trims and conditioning by the top stylist at a Fitzrovia salon. One day at Liberty’s, the personal shopper had brought her black cashmere, black silks, black wool coats. The total almost equalled the deposit she and Dominic paid for their new Islington house, but she reasoned she would never need more. That thinking didn’t last long. There was always a party or an opening. But she loved the freedom of black, how it negated the need to be trendy. It was liberating.
‘What’s wrong with it?’ she asked her mother.
‘Black is very unforgiving.’
‘Tell that to Coco Chanel.’
‘I just think you suit colour.’
Alice sighed. ‘Right. Thanks. Now where’s Frank to really pummel some blows.’
Beth frowned at the use of his name. She opened her mouth but Alice held up a hand to stop her.
‘Mum. Don’t.’
The phone rang and Beth answered. Alice could tell it was Frank. Her mother hung up and said she needed to fetch him from the dog track.
‘Why can’t he drive himself?’
Beth fidgeted with the keys in her hand. ‘He’s not really driving at the moment.’
‘Why?’
Her mother looked annoyed. ‘We’re trying the one car. What difference does it make, Alice? I won’t be long.’
Alice watched the door close. She had hoped her father wouldn’t be around this visit. He hadn’t said a word to her since her show. She tried not to let it bother her, but Alice had opened herself up so completely in those pieces. Shown him the doll’s house of her heart.
The phone rang. She answered for old time’s sake.
‘Alice?’ The voice was tearful. ‘Alice, is that you?’
‘Clover?’
‘Something’s happened.’ Her sister’s voice broke as she explained. ‘I’m at home. Please can you –’
‘I’ll be right there.’
Alice opened the door and went straight up. She had visited once for the birthday of the second set of twins but not ventured upstairs, not feeling it her place. Instead she saw it online along with thousands of strangers. She scoured every photo for clues on how they lived. It made her miserable. Even now, she felt an ache in her belly at being in the home of people she loved who no longer wanted to know her.
All thoughts of herself fell away when she found Clover inside the bath, clutching her legs to her belly. Streaks of blood were wiped against the side.
‘Clover! You’re bleeding!’
‘I told you. I miscarried.’
‘I know, but …’ Alice felt helpless. ‘So much blood!’
‘That’s what happens,’ said Clover, staring into the distance. ‘I’ve had blood coming out of me for years. You too, Alice. You’d think we’d be used to it by now.’
Finally Clover looked at her, her eyes glassy and strange. ‘It’s in there.’ She pointed to the toilet.
‘What is? Oh … don’t worry.’ She wanted to punch her own head. ‘Let’s get you clean.’
Her sister looked so small and delicate, sitting as if waiting to be washed. Alice picked up the shower head and unwrapped the hose.
‘What are you doing?’
Alice looked confused. ‘Clover. You’re covered in blood.’
She straightened her legs and looked down. ‘Oh, yes. Look at that.’
Clover didn’t protest as Alice peeled off her clothes. She allowed her arms to be raised and her trousers worked off. There was no attempt to hide her nakedness and no acknowledgement that this was a new occurrence in their sisterhood. Alice began running the water. When the temperature was warm, she directed the shower head over her sister’s bloody limbs, washing a year of cold shoulder down the drain.
She helped Clover into bed. Alice cleaned the bath and collected the clothes, then turned towards the toilet. Her hand trembled as she lifted the lid. She stifled a cry.
There it was, in a pool of tissue and blood, a little life. Not yet a baby, no longer a ball of cells. A translucent gummy bear without the sweetness. Alice looked over at the door, then back again, taking a moment before moving.
Downstairs, she stuffed the clothes into the washing machine.
Clover was on her side, body scrunched up. Alice hovered. Her sister looked so tiny in the large brass bed, a patchwork quilt spread over her.
‘What is it?’ mumbled Clover, her eyes closed.
‘Should I call Hugh?’
‘He’s in France. Antiques market. No signal.’
‘Should I take you to hospital?’
A pause. ‘What’s the point?’
‘Maybe they should check you over? See if anything’s … you know … left?’
‘No,’ said Clover, staring at her bedside table. ‘Nothing’s left. It’s all empty now.’ She tried to sit upright. ‘It’s too early for any of that.’
Alice pressed her forehead against the door, eyes squeezed shut. ‘What shall I do with it?’ No reply. ‘Do you want me to get it out somehow … I could find a shoebox …’
‘Bury it, you mean?’
Alice nodded. She didn’t know how to phrase or view whatever was in the toilet. She supposed this was up to Clover, it being a part of her body and heart until now.
Clover’s face was grey. ‘There’s no point. The garden would just turn into some silly sacred place. The kids are always digging up … Can you just get rid of it, Alice?’ She smoothed a wrinkle in the quilt. ‘Please?’
Alice strode across the hall to the bathroom, where she pressed the flush, then shut the door. ‘I’ll make tea,’ she called, running down to fill the kettle and steady her breath.
Tea, tea … Everything could be fixed with tea. Create magic with brown water and a drop of liquid from a cow’s tit – drink up! This will fix you!
Clover was staring into the distance when she returned. Alice perched on the bed, trying to be both present and absent.
‘Why were you at Mirage?’ Clover asked after a while.
Alice explained that she came down more these days. She hesitated. ‘Why did you call them?’
Another silence, and Alice wondered if Clover was thinking what she was: that it should be normal to ring the family home when having a miscarriage, that the only thing abnormal was the question itself.
‘I panicked,’ said Clover. ‘Hugh’s away and I suppose I could have called a friend, or … I don’t know why I called that number. Besides’ – she snapped out of her dream – ‘nobody was even there.’
I’m nobody, Alice thought.
‘I mean, the people who should have been there weren’t.’ Clover bit her lip. ‘He would only have told me to get over it. That I already have five children.’
Alice didn’t reply. She knew that was exactly what Frank would say, thinking he was being helpful. Mindset, darling, he would say, when he was always the one predicting rain.
‘I do have five already,’ said Clover. ‘I’m lucky. But I still wanted this one. I still wanted more.’
Alice reached out and touched the shape of her sister’s leg.
‘I’m greedy.’ Clover sniffed. ‘But each time I have one, Alice, it’s like she’s coming back to me. I look for her in their faces and I always find her there. It’s such a stupid thing.’
‘Oh, Clove.’
Their eyes met. Alice stroked her sister’s leg through the blanket.
‘I’m glad you were there,’ Clover said, lightly patting Alice’s hand.
Alice looked at her. ‘At Mirage?’
Clover nodded. ‘I’ve still not been back. Since the renovation. I’m worried it will look as it does in my dreams.’
They saw two different Mirages, Alice realized. Clover’s lived in the past, a place where she had once been happy before cracks set in. Alice’s Mirage shone only in an imagined future. It had always been a crumbling wreck, and all she could do was fantasize about its glory days, perhaps hope one day they would come again. That was why she had loved the idea of its renovation: not only for her mother to make it her own but perhaps so her own fantasy might come true.
‘They say better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all …’ said Clover. ‘But what could be better than hope? If it’s never happened, there’s always a chance it will.’



I’m Not Sure We Ever Really Could
2009
Alice drove with the window down, her elbow out. It was mid-September, leaves falling, and cooler weather was coming tomorrow. It gave today an urgency, a feeling of life in her hands. The sun was right, the light was right, the music … She inhaled with satisfaction. The last warm day, most likely, and she was on her way to Mirage.
Her mother had asked her down specially. Alice, busy with projects for several months, had not seen her apart from once or twice away from the house. They otherwise spoke on the phone. Can you come for the weekend? We have something to discuss. Alice felt no choice but to cancel her plans.
Why do you think this is? asked her therapist, whom Alice saw each week at her streamlined Harley Street office. Alice knew why. Deep inside was a grain of guilt over flying her complicated nest, leaving her mother behind in a house that Alice had both hated and loved. And, although Beth gave the impression she was happy with Frank, Alice struggled to see how. She viewed him in the way children often view a parent. He had been a poor father and so Alice extended that label to him as a human being. She could not untangle the two.
She turned down the familiar road, wanting to savour the moment that was coming: seeing her childhood home aglow and optimistic in the sun.
And then she saw the sign outside the overgrown entrance. FOR
SALE.
Alice slammed on the brakes. She blinked. Already the sign looked to be almost falling over, as if having withstood years of disinterest.
She thought her heart would break through her chest. The familiar tightening in her lungs. Alice turned into the driveway, speeding towards Mirage, so consumed that she hardly noticed the actual house.
A burst through the door. A great shouting. Her voice cracked open the air.
Her mother emerged from the kitchen, alarmed. ‘What’s going on?’
‘You’re selling Mirage!’
‘Oh, that.’
‘That?’
‘That was quick. They only came yesterday to take photographs. I thought we had a few more days before the sign went up.’ She spoke almost to herself.
‘So you’ve known for days? Weeks? And you never thought to say?’
‘That’s why I asked you down. The others will arrive later. We were going to tell you all then.’
Alice stared at Beth and her lack of emotion. She forgot now her guilt over leaving her mother here – guilt that probably exceeded a thousand pounds of costly discussion – and instead saw only the prospect of Mirage’s glory days coming back to life slipping away.
‘But, Mum …’
Beth sighed. ‘Alice, look around you. Look.’
Alice did what she was told. She raised her eyes. It was not as she remembered. The polished windows and crisp white walls of the renovation – its light and optimism, the setting for something brilliant to come – were gone. Instead, the house had returned almost to its original state, or the one Alice had known. Cracks again spread over the ceiling, mould spores fanned the walls, and the gleaming glass was now tinged with algae, the light partly shut out by drapes. Those large, heavy drapes, which her mother had obviously kept in storage. Just in case.
It was not as Alice remembered, yet was completely the house she had known. It was again the setting for her earliest memories, when she wandered through rooms hoping to be noticed. A house she had hoped was forever gone.
The height chart on the doorframe now bled through the paint, their names and history refusing to fade. The house did not want to be new, she realized. It would always die.
‘It’s just a pile of rooms, Alice. Rooms needing upkeep. Rooms needing people. Your father and I can’t handle it any more. I’m not sure we ever really could.’
Alice looked at her mother and noticed her ageing. Blue veins ran over her hands, raised, stretching the skin. Her mother’s cheeks had sunk, and she had never seen them sinking. Little by little, the skin had slackened, giving up its ghost. She felt sudden love and luck at witnessing this version of her mother. Here was her future. How strange it must be for her siblings with no crystal ball in which to see their own. Alice knew her pain was nothing. Her fear and sadness at the thought of losing Mirage was nothing to what they would feel.
Alice took a deep breath. ‘Jesse and Clover. You need to call them. Now.’
An hour later, she opened the door to her sister. The moment was too loaded for hellos. Instead they exchanged looks, an acknowledgement of shared confusion, and Alice was grateful that Clover felt she too had a right to hurt. She had expected anger – Clover almost silent on the phone, giving only a small Okay when Alice said to come now – but there was no rage or fire in her sister’s face.
‘Jesse?’ Clover looked hopeful.
Alice shook her head. ‘No answer. We keep trying.’
‘Me too.’
Clover made no move to cross the threshold, and Alice realized she had still not seen inside Mirage. She stepped back to give Clover more space and told her she would be in the kitchen.
It was a few minutes before she appeared. She stood in the family room and looked from mother to daughter, both leaning against the kitchen worktop. Her face was blank, perhaps a hint of shock, and the three of them stood silent and unsure as if gathering for a funeral.
‘I could make scones,’ said Beth suddenly. ‘My mother’s recipe.’
Alice and Clover exchanged surprised glances. Beth didn’t wait for an answer. The cupboard door closed with a bang, pots and utensils removed with a clatter, and she declared a loud Right as she flicked through her recipe book.
Alice knew her mother was in doing mode. This is my language, Alice. She watched her measure out ingredients.
‘Alice, the cutters?’ Beth asked. And to Clover, ‘Fancy a job?’
‘Sure,’ said Clover, voice laced with surprise.
Beth tipped the cubed butter into the bowl of flour and pushed it across the worktop. ‘Rub it in so it looks like fine crumbs. Your website suggests you know what you’re doing.’
Alice looked straight at Clover, who was biting her lip. Alice couldn’t remember ever seeing her mother and sister engage in real conversation, and she could tell by Clover’s face that they had never discussed her blog. Clearly Alice wasn’t the only regular visitor.
The day she helped Clover had repaired their rupture. Alice wished it hadn’t taken a tragedy to provide a fix, but death seemed always caught up with life. It had taken a tragedy for her to be born. Now she and Clover were in regular contact, and she no longer went online to see her sister.
But they had never done anything as a three. Even when Alice and her mother began meeting regularly, there had been no move to involve Clover. It hadn’t even occurred to them. The crack running through their centre was so deep that they could no longer see where the land might join. Alice would have reasoned that Clover wouldn’t want to be included, basing this on the acerbic comments her sister had always made about Beth. But now they moved around a kitchen they had shared for decades, inhabiting it together for the first time, just as they were preparing to give it up.
Beth slid in the scones to bake, and they watched the closed oven door.
Silence.
Beth cleared her throat. ‘Perhaps I should tell you why your father and I are –’
Clover shook her head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’
Alice gave a sidelong glance, searching her sister’s face. She would have bet a thousand pounds on Clover exploding, but her demeanour was perfectly calm.
‘It’s not that I don’t care,’ said Clover, her face turned away.
They kept their eyes on the oven.
She continued, ‘When my kids were small, I remember wishing I could just stop time. Freeze their features, so they never grew up. I thought that was what love was. Don’t go anywhere! But it’s selfish. To want everyone else not to change just so you can keep hold of the feeling.’ She looked down. ‘It’ll never be what it was. I’ll never be what I was.’
Silence fell again. They had endured plenty in their time, but this one felt thicker.
‘I hope the scones are okay,’ said Beth.
‘Was your mum a good cook?’ Alice asked her mother, pretending she hadn’t eaten these scones all the way through her childhood. She could sense Clover trying to stop her tears.
Beth paused. ‘No, she was fucking awful.’
That did it. The sisters looked at each other and burst out laughing.
‘Beth,’ said Clover, almost admonishingly. She wiped her eye.
‘But she was,’ said Beth with a serious face. ‘Sometimes you just have to say it how it is.’
When the scones were ready, they stood round the circular island, sliding knives into jam and cream.
‘Wow,’ said Clover, at the first warm bite. ‘I thought you said she was a’ – she paused – ‘how did you put it?’
Beth took a moment to swallow. ‘A fucking awful cook?’
Alice snorted as Clover gave a thumbs-up. ‘That’s the one.’ She took another bite and licked her fingers. ‘I have to steal this recipe.’
Beth gave a small smile. ‘You already did. I wrote it down inside the cookery book I gave you. You probably don’t have it any more.’
‘I do!’
‘And I made them regularly when you were small.’
‘No,’ said Clover, frowning. ‘I would remember.’
Beth raised her eyebrows at Alice. Her tone was light. ‘Did I?’
Alice screwed up her face and tilted her head towards her mother. ‘You did.’ And then to Clover, ‘She did.’
Clover shook her head. ‘I don’t remember.’
Beth paused. ‘Maybe those were days you didn’t want to remember. But you have the recipe now.’
Clover smiled. A slow, cautious smile. More silence as the words sunk in, but a silence that did not need to break. Alice watched them from the corners of her eyes, happiness spreading through her. A window she had never seen before was opening and showing a new, alternative landscape. Everything she saw was of a different season.
Beth looked at the clock. ‘Shall we each have one more before your father comes back and scoffs the lot?’
And so Clover, along with Alice, sat in what was once her mother’s kitchen, eating her stepmother’s dead mother’s scones.
Alice finally got through to Jesse. She heard children’s voices in the background and wished he would call her ‘kid’. Just once. Instead the silence sat between them until he said, ‘Well, that’s that, then.’
‘Sorry?’
‘It’s just a house.’
Nonchalance, indifference. The James Dean of Mirage.
But, early the next morning, she looked out of her old bedroom window and saw a figure standing in the field. There was a low-slung mist and the figure was bathed in pink light. They were staring up at the house, hands in pockets, skinny jeans. Jesse. Alice almost threw open the window and shouted at him to come in. She began unlocking the patio door. Something stopped her. A realization that she was not meant to witness this view.
It sold within a week to an expecting couple in their thirties. Full asking price, no chain, ready to proceed. If all went according to plan and as long as the sellers could vacate quickly, Mirage could be sold in six weeks.
At least it will be loved by someone, Beth texted Alice.
Frank’s eyes filled with tears when he rang the agent back to confirm he would accept the offer.
The house was empty when they gathered for the final time. Frank and Beth had moved out the week before, taking into their new two-bedroom bungalow the few pieces of furniture they chose to keep. The dining table was given to charity, and Alice realized when she saw their new galley kitchen that there would be no more family dinners. Frank refused to give up the jukebox, even though it was years since it had played.
Clover took her pick of the things she loved. Her mother had bought them, Beth said. Alice didn’t put up a fight. She understood. And, at the same time, she could not help the tiny voice inside that said she had been a child here too. Jesse didn’t take a single thing. He said he didn’t care about stuff.
The house was strange without its clutter. The tall ceilings stretched higher with nothing on the floor to anchor them, and the circular rooms looked more than ever like the inside of a spaceship. There was now no hiding its ruined state. Alice took a deep breath. Perhaps it was better this way. They had all known this place too long. It could no longer be fallen in love with. Now a stranger would see what they could not and fill the rooms with life.
Beth had spent a week scrubbing the insides of the cupboards. It was only right to leave the house clean, she said. They had a baby coming.
They scattered into different rooms with folded arms. There was nothing to distract from themselves. Jesse leant against the doorway, and Clover wandered from room to room, her eyes drifting over the details. Alice watched them spend their final minutes. She knew they were saving their real emotions for when they would not be seen.
Alice tried not to see the emptiness. As she went down the hall, she did her best to resurrect the old flocked wallpaper and picture the house in its former glory. And then somebody walked into her and she turned to see a small girl of around eight or nine look up in annoyance and walk down the hall towards the lounge. Alice stared at herself. Wearing her long white nightdress with bobbed, unruly hair. The girl paused at the end to glance up at the bare wall that once held Chrissy, then disappeared into the kitchen. She did not return.
‘This house …’ Clover appeared beside her, eyes lifted up.
‘It’s funny when you think about it,’ said Jesse. ‘He wanted something modern and forward-looking, but by the time it was built, the design was already ten years old.’
‘House of Yesterday, remember,’ said Clover. ‘Like Chanel No. 5. Once the height of cool and now just smells of grandmothers.’
‘Or how we imagine grandmothers would smell,’ Alice murmured.
Clover gave a small nod.
Alice took a final look outside. She remembered telling her classmates that she had a pool and their barely concealed surprise and wonder, even though she had never jumped or dived in. It had always been empty, a shell, the water having trickled away before she was born.
‘Didn’t you bury something under that tree?’ said Jesse, appearing beside her. ‘Years ago.’
Alice looked across the patio. The soil was covered in weeds, dead leaves, and she searched through her brain for a shared memory.
‘I remember digging the hole and my arms aching,’ he said. ‘Some kind of box?’
The time capsule. Yes. The ice-cream tub of dreams. How old had she been … nine? Ten? Young enough to be sure that someday she would be discovered.
‘I remember,’ she said.
He put his arm loosely around her shoulders. ‘Want me to help find it?’
Alice stared at the burial spot and felt the warmth of Jesse’s hold. A flame of curiosity burned to know who she used to be, but the fear of finding out was too large to extinguish. What would be the point in discovering herself? Of meeting that Alice and realizing the gulf between woman and girl? No, better to leave it for someone who would not be disappointed, who would be so excited to find her. Look, a time capsule! They would greet her with joy.
Alice shook her head. ‘Perhaps someone else will think me extraordinary.’
Right before the door was locked forever, Frank called them all into the lounge. They gathered in a loose circle, silent and subdued.
‘Take a look at it, kids, it’s not ours any more.’
Silence.
‘Remember this is all just bricks and mortar.’ His eyes travelled up to the ceiling. ‘Tell yourself that’s all it ever was.’
Memories of childhood sifted through Alice’s brain – watching videos with Jesse, Fruit Fizzes, attempts at parties. She sneaked a glance at her siblings. They were all remembering through their own lens.
‘There’s money left over now we’ve downsized,’ said Frank. ‘I’ve decided I want to take us all to Palm Springs to see the original house … the real Mirage … where your mother and I fell in love.’
Alice looked at Beth.
‘Chrissy would have wanted this.’ He looked at each of them. ‘I think she would have wanted you to see for yourselves the magic of that place. The House of Tomorrow.’
A few weeks later, Clover texted Alice a photo of a typed planning notice outside the entrance to Mirage:
APPLICATION FOR DEMOLITION AND REPLACEMENT DWELLING OF AN EXECUTIVE DETACHED HOME



The Only Dreamers
It was a bright, sunny day when the house was destroyed. Beautiful enough for a wedding.
Alice was the first to arrive. There had been no arrangement. They all knew the day on which it would happen, but nothing further was said. Somehow Alice sensed that they would gather there together, and so she wasn’t surprised when she saw Jesse coming over the field. One by one, they appeared. Alice first, then Clover, then Jesse. Frank and Beth stayed at the bottom of the field to watch. They said the hill was too steep for them now.
Alice had been the one to tell her parents, knowing full well Clover would not. Her father went very quiet. It sounded like he turned up the television and then her mother came on the phone. ‘But all those hours I spent scrubbing the cupboards …’
Frank blamed the neighbours. They’ve been waiting for this, he said, which confused Alice, because there had never been dealings with neighbours, but he wouldn’t elaborate further. Alice didn’t give it much thought, but then comment after comment appeared from locals supporting demolition. She saw how happy they all were to be getting rid of the mirage on the hill.
Weeks before Christmas, they heard the application had been approved. The planner’s findings were that the current property was in a ‘terrible’ state and ‘remedying rather than rebuilding would prove cost-prohibitive’. The verdict was in for everyone to see: Mirage deserved to die.
The excavator had already arrived. A huge yellow monster with a clawed bucket for hands. Jesse called it a ‘crusher’. Alice had expected a wrecking ball, but Jesse said those were old-fashioned.
‘At least take out the windows first,’ said Clover.
‘The glass is too old to sell,’ said Jesse. ‘It’s double glazing these days. Who wants windows that rattle?’
‘But the mess,’ said Alice.
‘It would make quite the patchwork quilt,’ Clover said.
Alice stared at Mirage and the workers discussing where to start. Through the willows she could see the glint of a car arriving, and then two doors opening and people getting out. The owners, she thought, coming to watch our house fall. They’d better not come over here, she thought, her hands forming fists.
They did not come over. They wore hard hats and stood in the field at a respectful distance. Front-row seats. Their arms were entwined and their faces ecstatic, as if having just won a holiday.
Alice had considered buying it. Her income had taken a hit from the recession, but their savings had come through the financial turmoil of the past year relatively unscathed. It was true that Alice had bought stock at the height of the market, but Dominic said that she was in it for the long term so could ride it out. Recessions never lasted, he said. They’re a reset. But he had frowned when she suggested buying Mirage. Really? he asked, amazed. Why would you … He trailed off. Zadie told her not to be ridiculous. She spent that week’s therapy session discussing the pros and cons. At the end, her therapist hesitated before admitting she would normally stay quiet, but this was a terrible idea.
She would never live there, Alice wanted to reply. She just wanted to keep it standing, a shrine to a former life. Their former life. A concrete house of their own. She had felt faint when permission to demolish was granted, her brain conflating the fate of Mirage with that of her family, and living in fear that the wrecking ball would also swing for them.
The excavator began at the back. It took a while to move on to the patio beside the pool, and the men shouted back and forth for a time. The owner started playing with a video camera. Then came the sound of an engine starting up, and Alice turned to see her parents’ car speeding away down the road.
They all looked at each other, then back at the house.
‘But why knock it down?’ said Clover. ‘Starting again … such waste.’ Desperate final words. She looked at the house almost with hate.
‘But maybe there’s a beauty to it,’ said Jesse, not taking his eyes from Mirage. ‘Nobody else will ever live there. It was a dream and we were the only dreamers.’
The first cut hurt the most.
There was the sound of smashing glass and metal hitting concrete. They watched the crusher punch a hole through the patio doors and grip the wall above. The section came away and then a mushroom cloud of dust.
The couple cheered. The man moved closer for a better angle.
Alice burst forward, her feet pounding the field. She ignored the shouts behind her, charging on. The screams at her side willed her ever forward as the excavator pulled up for another crack. So let it go! she shouted inside. Crush it down forever!
She fell to her knees below the tree that always flowered yellow. The ground was muddy, soft from last night’s rain, and Alice attacked the soil with her fingers. Dig, dig, dig. Now Jesse’s words came back to her. Could be forever before it’s found. Forever is now. She clawed at the earth, smelling its righteous scent, hoping she was in the right spot. Nothing could stop her from searching, not even the shouts of the couple now near her shoulder.
Get away from there!
This is our property now!
She dug, desperate to reach herself. A burial reversed in time. She had thought she would be disappointed to meet Past Alice, but she cried out in pleasure as her fingers found the tub. The soil fell away to reveal the retro font. She remembered hoping for a metal tin or something watertight – permanent – but her mother had been right to give her this, an empty tub whose contents she would have enjoyed as a child, a tub that would not last many years.
Alice hugged it to her chest and retraced her steps down the field. She kept going, leaving her siblings in her dust. They were the first to know Mirage and so, Alice decided, they should be the last to watch it go.
She didn’t need to witness the house razed to the ground to see how it would look, all rubble and wreckage spilt over once-glossy terrazzo. Alice already knew.
She had always lived among ruins.



BOOK THREE
The end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.
– ‘Little Gidding’, Four Quartets, T. S. Eliot





Adventure
2010
Heat. Suffocation. That was the first feeling. They entered the desert town in the peace of an air-conditioned car and marvelled at the palm trees and the architecture that greeted them. Look, Alice said, pointing. But now, outside, extending any kind of limb through the air required too much effort, like slicing through burnt pig.
The gas station attendant said it was especially hot and would drop down to ninety-five tomorrow. ‘You want to go up the tramway,’ he said to her and Dominic, waving at the mountains along the highway. ‘Much cooler up there.’
It had not been this hot in LA. They had exited the airport into blue skies and a dancing breeze, and Alice had strolled out on to Los Angeles concrete in her all-black, feeling completely out of place.
They spent a couple of nights in a cheap motel on Beverly Boulevard, where the pool was dirty and sunshine never touched the water. Alice didn’t care. She had been the one to book it. She took pleasure in the sounds of travellers and their squeaky suitcases heard through the badly fitted door, the blue square tiles in the bathroom, the shabbiness of the mid-century fittings that reminded her of a former life. Dominic grumbled at the cheapness of it all, but she could not be convinced to move to the Beverly Hills Hotel. Luxury was ordinary now. Alice didn’t want pristine. She had flown across the Atlantic to go back in time.
On the first morning, they went for breakfast at the diner next door. Pancakes, coffee, a song on the jukebox. Alice leafed through a guidebook as they discussed where to go. These were their days together before driving to Palm Springs. None of the other partners had wanted to come, but Dominic didn’t hesitate. This was one of his best traits. He did not hate her family. He did not fashion their flaws into mountains.
They went to a flea market outside a high school on Fairfax filled with Americana. Alice stopped to look at a jukebox which was playing an Elvis record. She told the seller it was her favourite childhood song. Oh, you’re British, the man said, then put on David Bowie. She stared at the jukebox for a while and considered shipping it to England. She knew she would play it every day. But that was her father’s story. Not hers.
They drove to Palm Springs the next morning, straight to the House of Tomorrow.
They passed a thousand wind turbines on the road into town. Alice imagined her father hating them. She had felt edgy all morning, tensing whenever Dominic took her hand. Now she caught her reflection in the window. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun, her black dress loose with a dropped waist. She looked like a woman with her house in order. So why did she feel tangled up inside?
She didn’t want to admit it, but in her heart was planted a tiny seed of hope. They would all be together, without a portrait on the wall.
As they entered the town, they passed a thrift store with a bright vintage dress in the window. She told Dominic to stop. He parked outside and she gazed up at the mannequin. It was late sixties, early seventies, a style that straddled both decades. She looked down at her black and then at the bougainvillea tumbling over a nearby wall. A little colour for the desert.
The shop assistant said the dress had come in just that morning in a case loaded with vintage clothes. Alice tried it on. A perfect fit. She asked to see the others and it was as if they had been made for her. Probably all from the same person, said the assistant, folding them by the cash register. We get that a lot. Someone dies and their relatives donate their wardrobe. Probably an old lady. These dresses are forty years old.
Alice strode out of the store, ready to encounter the real House of Tomorrow, wearing a dead woman’s clothes.
Clover watched the mountains. Their brown, scrubby form contrasted with the blue sky that wrapped around the roofless car. She looked at Jesse driving, his elbow on the open window, one hand guiding the wheel. She couldn’t understand his calmness. She hardly ate a thing on the plane, and now, as they drove, she felt sick with emptiness. She plunged a hand into the open bag of candy Jesse had bought and knocked them back.
‘Thank God,’ called Jesse above the noise. ‘Thought you might have started some stupid diet just as we reach the land of all-you-can-eat.’
Clover didn’t reply. She chewed with her eyes closed, hoping to absorb the sweetness into her blood. It had been Jesse’s idea to hire a convertible and hers to arrive in Palm Springs with the top down. It’ll be noisy, said the rental car employee. We don’t care, they both said. Have you got a yellow one? Clover asked. A vintage jag?
A Chrysler would have to do, along with eternal sickness. She looked again at the mountains. On the other side of the highway, countless wind turbines turned. Were they there in 1970? Was her mother driving this very same road? Clover pressed a hand against her stomach.
‘What do you hope we find?’
She knew what he meant. Ever since that morning at Mirage when Frank had said he would take them, she and Jesse had been of a single mind. They had exchanged glances and rebuffed Alice’s suggestion of travelling together, not to be cruel to their sister, but because this was personal. This was private. This was not something that anyone else could share.
I want to feel her spirit, Clover wanted to say. I want to hear her in the kitchen and see her dancing in the lounge. I want to ask if her nightmares were soothed when she was a baby or if she was made to cry alone. I want to know what her favourite food was when she was five and whether it was the same at fifteen. Did she like peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, which I grew up thinking all Americans did? I want to know if she was the girl who was scared of falling or always looked for the tallest tree. Was she quiet and introverted sometimes or was she always on? Did she sing? Did she speak another language? Did she want to be something or was she happy just to love and be loved back? Did she really love him, was she happy, did she ever miss all this and regret what she did? What did she do? Why did she leave this place? All of that, and every moment in between … that’s all I want. That’s all.
The person she didn’t want was the one who would be there. The one who had always been there. And yet not.
‘I’m going to be sick,’ she mumbled.
‘What?’
‘I’m going to puke!’ Coyotes in the mountains would have heard her.
Jesse checked his mirrors and pulled off to the side of the road, where Clover threw open the door and vomited on to the dirt.
Two days before
The road to Palm Springs still lay studded with mountains. This time Frank was in the driver’s seat. He drove with the window down, even though it gave him a headache. He swallowed two aspirin and leant his elbow out. Beth sat beside him, her hands clasped in her lap.
‘These are new,’ he said, pointing at the wind turbines sweeping across the desert. ‘Eyesore.’
The desert sun warmed the hairs on his arm. Then a flash of a scrap of a memory. Chrissy driving, her hair whipping her face, him getting a glimpse behind her at the caramel-coloured mountains. Two things he wanted in the same frame.
He had been twenty-four and ready for adventure, not knowing his life was about to change. And what of now? Exactly forty years on, travelling the same road. Was he about to have another adventure? Was there time left for one more?
He felt a nervous frisson of energy down his spine at the thought of seeing the house. The renovation had been a waste of time and money. Although they could not afford to do everything, each surface had seen a cloth or brush, and the new upholstery and paint lent a newness that tricked the eye. He had felt deep satisfaction and waited for the memories to flood back.
Instead, the house had once again withered. Glass walls became stained from eternal British winters, and Frank realized he had spent a lifetime in denial. The house was not built for this. For rolling fog, for the whistle of wind through its edges. Heat was what it craved – dry, scorching heat, shiny faces swimming, glistening, the odd shadow from a tropical palm. Not the shade of unruly oaks, with their roots running chaos through the terrazzo. Not a pool of stagnant water. Ivy strangling the light.
He had tried to plaster over the cracks, but their scars ran too deep. The memories stayed locked up. Frank had stared at Chrissy’s picture, willing his mind to talk, but there was no use. The house was now too familiar. It would never feel new again.
He wasn’t going to watch it rot a second time.
Perhaps, he had thought, if he went back. To a town forever trapped in the past.
Frank spied a palm tree ahead. ‘This is it,’ he said, gripping the wheel.
One, two, three … Each palm tree stood spaced apart with mathematical precision.
Frank looked out at the gas station where Chrissy almost dropped him off. The pumps were gone now. A sign outside said VISITORS CENTER. The triangular roof jutted out from the desert floor.
‘What an odd roof,’ said Beth.
The passing of decades could be seen in the new buildings and houses he passed along Palm Canyon Drive. His heart pounced each time he saw something sixties – a stone wall, a butterfly roof, a cheap motel. There was now more grass and concrete than desert. It had changed, as he had. All this time he had thought it would stay exactly the same. That here, time would always be stopped.
‘It’s very man-made,’ said Beth, almost to herself. ‘Hardly real. Like someone dreamt it up.’
They had arrived in Palm Springs the day before the others. Frank needed that time.
He felt an odd déjà vu when they turned into Ladera Circle and came face to face with the House of Tomorrow. There it was. The house of his dreams and his reality. A house he had lived in but hadn’t. A house he had known but hadn’t. For a second, he inhabited the world between two states of consciousness.
When he stepped inside, all he saw was Mirage. His heart throbbed with disappointment. It was a folly to come all this way in search of memory. If he had returned after forty years living somewhere completely different, he could have pressed play on that sun-soaked week of 1970. But he had ruined the sharpness by spending the decades in a place too similar. He had made the setting everyday and ordinary. All he could play now was the game of comparing, this house with the one he had built that someone else destroyed.
Outside, he stared at the filled, sparkling pool. The trees buzzed with the thick, oppressive song of cicadas, amplifying the heavy heat. That’s how you know it’s time to leave Palm Springs, Chrissy told him. When the cicadas start up.
A ray of sunshine caught the water and disturbed a memory. Ice cubes against a glass. Bare skin beneath a swimming pool. The drop of a towel. He closed his eyes as he tried to remember.
The heat of the sun bore upwards from the terrazzo. He remembered Mirage, how, at first, it had been willing. It defied the architects. The exterior paint held out against the wind, and the rattling windows were music to him and Chrissy. They could hear the gale, but not feel it – their bodies warmed through by young love – and the sound only made them grateful for the building’s protection. The house was their second skin. What hope they lived inside, back then: this foolish belief that Mirage would absorb any storm.
He listened to the lapping of water. They had spent hours outdoors, in the pool or sharing a lounger, drinking from the same glass. They often looked up and smiled, the house smiling back. They were living inside a dream. The pool glistening. He remembered people murmuring and pointing in wonder, before kicking off shoes and dancing beneath the jet-wing roof. The house was loved, and laughter filled its mortar veins, just as the lovers wanted.
Frank opened his eyes and blinked at the force of the sun. As his vision cleared, he saw how right the house looked in the desert, where it had been designed to be. There was always sunshine here.
He had wanted optimism all those years ago. He had sought it out as a twenty-something, craving that spirit for his own life. But he had not succeeded. Optimism was more than architecture, he realized now. A spirit is not built with brick. You cannot just put up a glass building on cold, damp ground and hope for heat. You have to put down your cold, damp past or childhood. Create your own sun.
He had come here to escape England, its dead and heavy weight, and in the intervening years had turned into what he was trying to escape. He was an all too familiar country. Heavy with war and history. Obsessed and saddled with the past.
In the water he saw a memory of floating, wilted flowers. Another flash. Chrissy in a gold dress. A bowl of keys. Silence by the pool. Flash. Their clothes on the floor. The feel of her above him. Her abstract face in the dark. He felt a release through his body as pictures came to light.
They had lived in a utopia of rare and brazen love, until an invisible bomb fell and shattered everything into pieces that would never be found. Faces no longer looked up in wonder but down into hands. He remembered how, for years afterwards, whenever he drove down that driveway, it felt like the willows were weeping.
But rare, brazen love did not come easy. There was sometimes a tear-stained face. Her finger jabbing the air. These memories rushed out, and he could do nothing to stop them; he could not gorge only on the good. Marks on the wall from thrown plates. China rarely lasting a year. They could always buy more tomorrow, they thought. There would always be tomorrow. One time she had thrown a plate in anger, and he had thrown one right back. She had looked so surprised and burst into laughter. Soon they were smashing all their serving-ware, dodging and shouting and raining tears of laughter. They had made love afterwards in the scene of all that carnage. He smiled as he remembered and looked up to see an old man watching him from the glass patio door. An old man in a tiki shirt, his black hair now stained with grey. Could that old man still throw plates? Would he even want to?
His eyes looked through the door and settled on the figure moving about the kitchen. A petite woman, her red hair now silvery brown. She was taking food from the fridge, preparing their meal, as always. He watched her slice the cheese and cucumber, fold the ham, butter the bread. A handful of nuts. A smear of mustard. Now she stood back and admired the filled plates, and the old man watching knew she would never dream of throwing one against the wall. The woman looked up and saw him.
His Beth. She had been there all this time. He had found her through necessity years ago, when he had been broken and lost. He was not capable of loving then. He had gone too far back into his shell. But he had seen in her a light that flickered like his own. Frank was not drawn to great fits of emotion, and neither was Beth. He liked getting on with things – not fripperies or parties – and so did Beth. With Chrissy he had fallen madly in love with his opposite, and been consumed by her the way a firework would devastate a room. There had been no time for thought. But a spark always wears out. Would they have gone the distance? What was the point of wondering? he thought now, when life always decided in the end.
There she was now, his patient Beth. Watching him with worry. She was what his tired, faded mind now craved. Her calmness. Her quiet tenaciousness. Her gentle love. She had never had the best of him, and now there was no time to waste. He would go to the doctors when they returned to England and perhaps they would give him an answer and the hourglass sand would begin to fall. Perhaps there was only enough time left for one great adventure.
To love.
She was waving at him now. He saw her. He waved back.



A New Sound
Beth felt nothing for the House of Tomorrow. When they first arrived, she had followed the owner, noting every instruction, logging them in her brain for the coming days. She knew everyone would be too wrapped up in themselves to pay attention. Beth would be the one sorting the rubbish, working the air-conditioning, putting out the bin.
It was strange to be somewhere so like Mirage, but it didn’t haunt her like it did Frank. The first day, he had wandered from room to room, his mind not here and now. She knew this would happen. She understood. Of course he would run through every emotion, back where it all began. Beth hummed as she prepared their lunch. He had talked of this moment for so long and she was happy it was finally here, because that meant soon it would be over. She waved when he looked up.
‘Enjoy,’ she whispered. ‘Make the most of it.’
She didn’t care that he was bathing in memories that did not involve her. Beth prided herself on her pragmatism. He would get it all out of his system, and then they would pack up their suitcases and go home to their new bungalow that was easy to clean.
As they ate at the table, she glanced around the lounge. Above the sofa, a framed picture of Elvis and Priscilla showed them sitting in that exact spot on their honeymoon. It felt like a museum, a film set, a place too unreal to be a home.
Then Frank put his hand on hers.
She felt his eyes. Held her breath. Her gaze drifted up to his face, which looked hopeful and tender. He was here, in this room, holding her hand here and now.
Frank pushed back his chair to take out their plates, but misjudged his step and stumbled, the plates and cutlery smashing to the floor. Beth reached out to stop him falling. She took his hand. Pushed her arm under his chest. Her strength prevented him from hitting the hard terrazzo.
They stood there a moment, hunched over, Frank’s eyes on the broken china. It’s okay, she said, seeing such sadness in his face, the recognition that he was doing this more and more. It’s okay, she said again.
He sat back down as Beth got the dustpan and brush, then reached out his hand when she went to kneel.
No.
Frank gave himself a moment to recover before taking the dustpan. Sit, he said, then knelt to sweep up the mess. He went out to the bin. Beth heard him tidying the lunch things. A new sound.
She had thought of this trip as an ending, but, as she ran her fingers over the dining table – a different table, positioned in the same place she had eaten meals all her married life – she checked herself. No. There were no true beginnings or endings between birth and death. Life was a circle. A loop playing over and over, feeding back into itself and picking up new edges and dust each time. Her first taste of happiness had come when caring for her father, who could not care for himself. She had taught him colour, how to see and smell and taste, and in that caring act she had tested her own mettle, proved her own strength. Her self-worth was forged by her own inner flame. I am capable. I know what’s best. And now she would again take the lead, caring for a man who would look to her for direction. Because he would know that in her lay his strength.
Frank returned and stood in the doorway, looking out through the window. He asked if she fancied a swim.
That night they went upstairs, the wall behind them empty of portraits. Chrissy still leant wrapped up against the wall at home. Beth hadn’t known how to ask Frank what to do with it, instead leaving it out for him to decide. She would not complain if he wanted it up. It was only a picture.
They got into bed, the cicadas now quiet. She had wondered what the sound was at first. A loud hiss, the puncturing of a thousand tyres.
‘I’ve been thinking about Chrissy,’ he said now as they lay in bed. She saw his silhouette in the moonlight. ‘I might offer the portrait to one of the children. What do you think?’
‘Whatever you want, Frank.’
‘I don’t want it put in storage, and …’ He went silent.
She had pleasant dreams that night.



A Full Pool
It didn’t really remind Alice of Mirage at first. Although identical, this house was gleaming, with an immaculate front lawn, palm trees and a mountain behind. No willows wept here. The house did not wear a coat of ivy or a skirt of weeds.
Relief ran through her as she saw that it was a different place, remote and foreign, that would not scrape the walls of her heart.
And then she went inside.
Mirage was everywhere. It was in the wide staircase leading up to the master bedroom, the conical fireplace in the lounge. The white curved banquette seating patterned exactly as in childhood. There was no portrait on the wall and certain details differed, but the rooms gave a jolt of uncertainty. She was in a house no longer there.
This has been here all this time, Alice thought, looking around. Just living its warm, cocktail life while its younger, shabbier sister grew cold across the pond. It was the House of Tomorrow, but in England it had always been the past. A mirage. A hope that could never come true.
Alice watched a newly arrived Clover take in the house. She had blazed through the door in search of something and it was clear she needed to find it before she could say hello. Jesse was his usual laissez-faire self, giving his surroundings a cursory glance before leaning in. Alice hugged him back, but her eyes stayed on Clover, whose face was a fruit machine that reeled every emotion. Amazement, curiosity, fear, sadness, joy. Which would win?
Clover settled on Alice for a moment – sadness – before looking through her at the stone wall and the doors leading outside.
Alice felt a great yawning in her bones as she saw that life in this house would mirror the one she knew before.
‘Well, darling!’ Frank’s voice boomed as he went straight to Clover, oblivious. ‘Isn’t it incredible? Can you see why I’ve brought you here?’
Clover didn’t answer. She looked at him as if never having seen him before, and Alice knew she was irritated by his good mood. She could read her sister like a photograph. Clearly this wasn’t a big deal to Frank. Being here didn’t stir any real feeling. It was just a holiday.
He went on about how immaculate the house was, how these glass walls were made for desert, how it was a folly to have built Mirage at all. He demolished their childhood brick by brick. Expressed regret for it ever having existed. He trashed their past with a bright smile, so in love with where he was now that he almost forgot they were there.
When Alice first met Dominic, she had said that two events summed Frank up. Him ripping in half the portrait of her she had waited her short life for him to take. He didn’t even feature in the second event. Her standing in a London station having missed her last train. She could call him to come and get her, or take care of herself. Dominic asked which option she chose. She waited a while to reply. ‘I took the nearest train, then spent a week’s wages on a taxi.’ She paused. ‘There was no other option.’
Now Dominic came to their rescue. Surfing in on a silent wave, he suggested a round of cocktails. Alice breathed a mental sigh of relief. Yes, this was what was needed. A Fruit Fizz with booze, something to soften them up.
*
Alice kicked off her shoes and stood close to the edge of the pool, toes curling over. She thought about throwing herself in. Jesse appeared in the blue reflection, Clover a little further away.
‘Isn’t it strange?’ he said. ‘A full pool.’
They turned at the sound of the door, through which Frank came with a tray of drinks. He smiled as he began walking over, calling out that he was already on his second cocktail. His children stood in silence, the only sound the cicadas.
‘Quite the place, eh,’ he said, handing them each a drink as if hosting a party.
‘How are you so happy?’
Clover’s question cut through the heat.
‘Does being here not send shivers though your heart?’
Frank asked if she would rather he be miserable. Would it make her feel better if, when she arrived, he was moping? Was that really what she would prefer?
Clover didn’t reply. She watched her siblings retreating across the garden and back inside the safety of the house.
Frank asked what she wanted to know. He would do his best to tell her.
Did it really happen here? Their falling in love. In this place that feels like a dream. Was it real?
‘What is real? Yes, we fell in love here. But perhaps this house just became a symbol, shorthand for an adventure we would never forget. Except you do forget. The days go by, you go back to a world you know and try to mirror the warmth and feeling of that adventure. But the days gradually merge, and …’
Frank tried to remember the times he had told his children he loved them, and how they had brushed him off. Sometimes when they were young, he would take hold of their arm and say it to their faces. Make sure they heard. That was what Chrissy had wanted. And sometimes, when he’d had a drink or four, which was rare because he did not want to love without discernment, the words flowed out. His children would freeze or pull away. He did not understand why, when he managed to say it, they were so desperate not to know.
Clover stared into the pool. There were no roots cutting through walls. Everything looked fresh and new, as if no time had passed at all.
‘I’m a bit rubbish at loving,’ said her father. They both looked at the pool. ‘Nobody really showed me how, until her.’
‘Well, she’s dead.’
The words came fast, and Clover stopped breathing.
Silence.
‘Yes. She is.’ He lifted his gaze to the mountains. ‘Chrissy always said the way to show I loved her was to love you. You were small and needed it. That’s why I try to remember your children’s names. I can’t fix what happened in your childhood, but I can try to help the ones now going through their own.’
She blinked.
‘The truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing. Even out here …’ He gestured to the mountains. ‘Can phantoms live in such bright places? Do we ever find what we’re looking for?’
Clover turned to the house. ‘I thought coming here would unlock all those memories. But I walked in and –’
He shook his head. ‘She’s almost gone from my mind too.’
These days, whenever he thought of Chrissy, he mostly saw her portrait. He had hung it on the wall not knowing it would replace her, not knowing that she would no longer move in his memories but exist frozen in a frame. He could not grieve her all over again. Putting her on the wall would be a daily reminder that he couldn’t remember. He could not bear it.
Frank offered Clover the portrait. She burst into tears.
*
Her siblings and Dominic were in the pool when Alice went outside. They laughed as they threw a ball between them and the atmosphere seemed calm, despite the heat. She could tell Dominic had been working the room. Clover screamed each time she failed a catch.
Alice slipped off her towelling dress as she walked over, their voices and laughter growing louder with each step. Their voices and laughter … it felt like an age since she had looped those words together to describe her family. Had it ever been so?
She took a deep breath and ran forward, leaping into the pool. The pool she had played in throughout childhood, where she had thrown up the dead leaves that gathered there in autumn, her fingers digging into dirt. She sank beneath the water, which felt cool and new, and opening her eyes saw their legs around her, bubbles singing in her ears. When she broke through the surface, her ears filled with their noise. Alice slicked back her hair and caught the ball.
‘Jesse’s saying he might go into politics,’ Dominic said. ‘Or write songs again.’
‘Really?’ She looked at her brother.
He shrugged. ‘Lyra will be at school soon. My ego needs a boost, what with two famous sisters.’ He winked. ‘And I sort of know someone in the music industry … It might not turn into anything, but what the hell.’
Dominic asked what he would stand against if he went into politics, and, when Jesse smiled and said capitalism, he gave an exaggerated wince.
Alice got out and lay back on the lounger. She listened to the thrum of the cicadas, watched the palm trees and hazy mountains and tried not to play comparisons. Mirage was gone. This, right here, right now, was real. And one day, it too would just be a memory.
Frank appeared and they all went quiet. He slipped into the water and joined in with the throwing, like a father with his children. They tried to make it work, but the ease of the moment had faded. Was that it? thought Alice. We can’t make a moment last even a minute?
One by one, her siblings got out and went inside. Frank began swimming lengths as Dominic came over to ask if Alice wanted a cocktail. She shaded her eyes to look up, then smiled as he went.
Now Alice studied her father. She saw his grey hair for what felt like the first time. The folds of skin. The slackening of muscles. The human body was a clock, she realized. Tick, tock. He swam back and forth, his breathing getting slower.
When Dominic returned with their drinks, Frank got out and sat on the lounger beside Alice, silence slipping between them as they were left alone again.
‘Do you know my greatest regret?’
Alice held her breath.
‘Chrissy asked me that morning to take them to school. She was so tired. Jesse was up all night.’ He gave his glass a little shake. ‘If I had, she would still be here. Mirage would still be here. It all would.’
Alice knew he would never say this to the others. It was a secret only for her. She could share in his burden. She had no skin in this game. He was treating her as an adult by confiding this, yet Alice couldn’t prevent the child inside her from balling its fists.
‘Of course, if you had … you would never have known me. Or Mum. I would never have been born.’
His brow furrowed. ‘That’s true, darling.’
He didn’t go on. Alice knew he was no longer beside her, but back forty years ago, before her part began. One cocktail burst open his wound. And here she was, coming up behind, rubbing the salt from her Margarita into her own.
‘Remember that day you photographed me? When you tore my picture in half?’
He looked lost for a moment as he pulled himself into the present, then back into another past.
‘I thought you would finally take my photo and I could exist with you all up there on the screen. But the picture you took wasn’t good enough. You acted like that thing on my finger was my fault, but you took the photo. I couldn’t see myself. I was just a kid.’
Here she was now, speaking up for ten-year-old Alice.
‘Darling, I don’t remember.’
‘But how? How can you not remember?’
It had become such a central pillar of her childhood that she could not conceive a reality in which it had not formed him too. How could the characters closest to her not remember the parts they had played?
‘Because you forget the details of other people. Their lives just disappear. As you get older, you’ll see. You’ll only remember your own. And even then …’
He had known such devastation. And yet often she found herself transported there, to ten and sixteen, each cheek stinging from the mental or physical touch of a parent’s hand. Love and pain, intermingled. A tango danced in dirty, buried streets.
Alice looked inside at her family. Her mother was smiling now, laughing, her mood clearly enhanced by the cocktail being ferried to her lips. She was attempting to cook American food: chilli dogs and key lime pie. And then Clover appeared, carrying a pot, and Jesse was washing up. They were all in there, living. She turned her head to look at her father, who lay back, eyes closed, glistening skin. He could not help getting older. Perhaps he could have done better – yes, he certainly could have done better – but if the sight of him now taught her anything, it was that one day she would forget. All of this – the sound of the water, the cicadas, her brother and sister laughing, a ripped photograph – this would all be rubble in her mind.
Alice felt herself softening. It was pointless to fight what could never be altered. All the while that Alice kept trying to change her past, it would never be her past. Was this the House of Tomorrow or not?
They sat outside eating the chilli dogs and pie, slightly damp in their swimwear. The food was delicious, which Beth said was all thanks to Clover, who protested, pointing out it was her idea.
Now Beth stood on the lawn, admiring the bougainvillea, sipping her cocktail. When Dominic had asked what Beth wanted, she had replied shyly, But I don’t know what I’d like. He had put a hand to his mouth in thought before snapping his fingers. You’re a Gimlet girl. Now Beth was finishing her second of the afternoon. He was right.
She held the stem of the upturned glass between her fingers as she touched the petals. The gin made the colours punch. She glanced at the patio, where Alice was kissing Dominic, and felt a rush of pleasure at seeing her daughter’s dress. A vintage towelling cover-up in bright pink and green. Yes, a little colour. It was the desert. And yet … She turned back to the pink flowers – which she knew originated from Brazil – and the green palms – the majority of which were far too precise to be native – then back to the brown, scrubby mountains. She laughed. All the bright colour was imported. None of it was real. She raised her empty glass to the bougainvillea.
‘What did you put in my mum’s cocktail?’ said Alice, to which Dominic winked and replied, Hey, she’s on holiday.
Alice leant in for a kiss.
‘I might have another swim,’ said Jesse from the sofa. ‘I don’t know how people live in this heat. Even with a pool.’
‘They don’t,’ said Dominic, picking up the cocktail shaker. ‘Palm Springs was originally a town of second homes. For movie stars. You weren’t really meant to live here. It was just a place you sometimes went when you needed a break from real life.’
They both looked at him. Alice asked how he knew.
He grinned. ‘I read,’ he said, eyes wide, then asked Beth, who was coming in, if she wanted another Gimlet.
She giggled and Alice remembered the sight of her mother dancing, the memory of watching someone she knew completely transform.
Clover entered and said quietly to Jesse, ‘Dad said you’re fine with me having Mum’s portrait?’ He smiled and she touched his arm.
Someone asked what they should do tonight, and they looked at each other, eyebrows raised, unused to communal plans. Dominic declared that decisions should be made on a fully cocktailed stomach and so they followed him to the kitchen, happy for someone else to take charge. A few minutes later, they each held a Tom Collins – Beth another Gimlet – with strict instructions to finish them before the jet lag struck. They laughed and obeyed.
Moments later, the air filled with the opening piano of ‘Dancing in the Moonlight’.
Alice groaned. ‘God, who put this on?’
In answer came a whooooop! and Dominic sliding past the doorway.
Clover and Beth peered into the lounge, where Alice’s boyfriend was dancing with his eyes shut and his glass held high, singing along. Clover turned to her sister with a questioning face.
‘Don’t look at me,’ said Alice, pushing through. ‘I didn’t unleash this.’ She stood at the top of the steps, looking down as the rhythm took him over.
Jesse was on the floor by the stereo, reading the back of a CD. He looked up at Dominic and snorted as Frank appeared to ask about the noise. Clearly Dominic had not grown up in a silent house.
Beth watched Dominic, beaming. She put down her third empty Gimlet and went to join in. Clover’s mouth fell open, but Alice was not the least surprised. Here it was. Her mother, who danced.
‘Yes, Beth,’ Dominic shouted, taking her hand, whooping as she did the samba.
‘But it’s not even moonlight,’ said Frank from the entranceway steps. ‘It’s ninety degrees and sunny!’
Beth laughed at the sight of their faces as the cocktail did the work. She was gliding. Whether it was the spirit in her glass or the one in her heart, she wasn’t sure or really cared. Beth danced without thought, giving in to the music, feeling joy at being in a place that could not be transported. This was it! Her final confrontation with the house. There was no money to build it again, only enough left to live on. That surely deserved celebrating. In her own house of tomorrow, she would lead the dance.
Alice and Clover looked at each other and knocked back their cocktails. They knew this would not last. Clover slid her arm through her sister’s and in their damp, loosely covered swimwear they descended the steps. I’m the DJ, Jesse protested when they pulled him up from the floor, but they ignored his pleas and instead formed a triangle that would not break.
Joy rang from Alice’s heart. This was it, her fantasy coming true in the original Mirage. There were no cracks on the walls or damp spots on the ceiling. The house was in the warmth where it was always meant to be. And here was her family, their cracks papered over for the length of a song. In three minutes’ time, would they fall apart? Possibly. Probably. But better to dance while the music was playing, sing while the song was on.
Frank watched from the steps, for once seeing his family and not the house. He could not remember this place as it had been all those years ago. The one he built cured him of that magic. He would never again recall the feel of the shag-pile carpet beneath his dirty hitch-hiker toes, or the touch of her terry-cloth dress in his fist as he kissed her. Those memories were gone and he didn’t even know it.
But there was something in the sensation he had now as he looked down on his family that stirred a forgotten feeling. He knew it when first setting eyes on this shimmering town. The experience of arriving, after walking through desert, in a place dazzling and completely unfamiliar, and being so overwhelmed by its beauty that you want to capture and keep hold of that feeling, or place, or person. You could not imagine ever letting them go.
And now here was Beth, coming towards him, putting out her hand and refusing to listen when he said he was too old to dance.



Author’s Note
I first visited Palm Springs in 2008 on a whim after seeing a picture in a Rough Guide. There was no Instagram back then to alert everyone to its brilliance. Merely a picture in a guidebook of a bank that looked straight out of The Jetsons, and a description of a mid-century town where Old Hollywood went to unwind. Their contracts often stipulated that they had to remain within two hours of LA in case of reshoots, and so Palm Springs as we know it was born. I still remember how it felt to first enter that town after driving through miles of desert. For my mid-century-obsessed self, it was a cool rush of blood to the head. My husband and I promptly cancelled the plans for the rest of our California road trip. We were not leaving this sunshine, this pool, this vibe. We had found our town.
That trip has since taken on a golden tinge in my memories. It was while I was there that Lehman Brothers collapsed and the recession began, but for a couple of weeks I was high on California, delighted that the exchange rate of two dollars to the pound meant everything felt cheap (it would never be that cheap again). We sipped cocktails by the pool, watched the sun rising at an ungodly hour on the brown, scrubby mountains, and lived our best Mad Men lives. On an architectural tour, we hid our laughter when the guide said with great seriousness: ‘Now this is one of the oldest houses in Palm Springs. It was built in … [dramatic pause] 1920.’ We knew bus stops that were older. But what felt special about this town was how proud it was of its architecture. In England, anything mid-century is generally vilified and bulldozed once the bright white has turned grey. But Palm Springs celebrated this style. The endless sunshine and desert heat just made the buildings bloom.
The Palm Springs version of the ‘House of Tomorrow’ is a real house designed by William Krisel and built in 1960 by Robert Alexander – whose construction company built much of Palm Springs – for himself and his wife Helene. They lived there for only five years before tragically dying in a plane crash. The house was then sold before being briefly rented by Elvis Presley in 1967. Rumour has it that he and Priscilla originally planned to marry there, but when the news leaked, they married in Vegas and instead honeymooned at the house.
I visited the House of Tomorrow on my second visit. The tour guides were an elderly couple who were clearly huge Elvis fans, having marketed it as the ‘Elvis Honeymoon Hideaway’ and placed his picture or life-size cut-out in every room. The house had seen little change over the years and I was bowled over by the stone walls and floating roof, the curved banquette seating and the hovering, conical fireplace. It ticked every mid-century box. I was struck by how fresh and new the style looked to my English eyes, whilst also serving as a time capsule of the past. This duality felt odd and interesting, leaving a fizz in my veins.
I last went to Palm Springs in 2012, and I miss and think of it often. Writing this book helped me travel back there again in soul and spirit. What would happen, I wondered, if you took a house like the House of Tomorrow – built for the desert heat – and transplanted it to a damp, dreary England? What would happen to the couple who fell in love in that sunny, optimistic town, once they eloped and built an exact replica of the house in a muddy field on the other side of the Atlantic? Could the house and love’s young dream – which began and bloomed in the desert – survive the wet English winters? Or would everything fall apart?
California Gold is a book about family and memory and nostalgia, and it’s ironic that I now feel nostalgic for 2008, for the time when I visited a town that itself seemed nostalgic for a previous life. To quote the late, great Hilary Mantel in Wolf Hall, ‘Beneath every history, another history’. Nowhere is this truer than within families. Within every town, the memory of a former town. Within every family, another family.
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