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BEAR

[image: A pencil illustration of a bear’s face wearing a kind and benevolent expression.]
Cora watches as the letters form, each one emerging like some magical and extraordinary thing from the nib of the registrar’s pen as it moves across the page. Bear Atkin. Bear. Just four letters, B-E-A-R, but each one feels charged, no longer just consonants and vowels. A great surge of – what is this thing? – joy, yes, that’s it, joy – courses through Cora’s being. A whole-body dizzying happiness. She glances at Maia, who stands beside her chair, and sees the surprise on her face.

As the registrar hands Cora the certificate, she tells her she’s been doing this job for twenty-two years and has never had a Bear before. She cranes over the desk and looks into his pram. ‘But it’s just perfect for you, isn’t it?’ And then to Maia, ‘You look like a very proud big sister. Take good care of this little Bear of yours, won’t you?’

Outside the office, Maia is giddy. ‘I can’t believe you chose my name – I just— I just never thought you’d call him my name!’ Cora kisses her forehead and puts the envelope into her bag, as Maia wheels Bear onto the street.

At first, Cora feels as though she is floating above the paving and, catching sight of her reflection in a shop window, she’s surprised to find she’s a solid, grounded thing. Maia is a few steps ahead, but she hears her stream of chatter, observes her lovely back as she bends over the handle to bring her face closer to her brother’s, and is elated. She knows this will be a defining moment in Maia’s life, a moment when she was given a voice and wasn’t asked to fit into the shadow of her parents’ marriage. But then, before they’ve even reached the top of the hill, comes the knotty realisation of what she’s done. If Gordon were to discover the name was Maia’s choice … She blinks and tries to push the thought away. He’s never hurt Maia. But perhaps that’s because Maia has been good and small and shown herself only in the places where Cora has sensed it won’t put her in harm’s way, always calling her back, sending her off for a bath, or to fetch some unneeded thing if she’s felt her stepping too close to the fire.

Beneath Cora’s autumn layers, her top begins to dampen. Her sanitary pad becomes a heavy wodge between her legs, while a cold sweat mottles her forehead and prickles at the back of her neck. It’s as if every fluid part of her is attempting to escape her body. To make a run for it.

What has she done? How could she have been so stupid? And Bear. Without it being the choice of a nine-year-old – because he can never know that it was – how can she possibly explain this name? A name that will seem like she’s chosen it to humiliate, to say that his family tradition, his father’s approval, means so little, she didn’t even confine her betrayal to something ordinary. Something like Julian, perhaps.

She thinks of repeating Maia’s words, of telling him that a boy called Bear is someone who will be soft and cuddly but also brave and strong. But she knows he will find little value in these qualities. That they will only make him more furious. And how will she tell him? What possible time or place will soften this news? Catching him in the right mood, cooking his favourite dinner, none of these things will help. And the goodwill he’s shown towards her recently, through her pregnancy and the early weeks with the baby, when he’s treated her with the professional consideration he extends to all new mothers in his practice … that won’t withstand this. What was she thinking? She will have to change it. She’ll have to go back to the registrar and apologise. It can’t be too late; the ink is barely dry. She’ll understand that it’s the turbulence of the storm; of being awake all night after weeks of broken sleep. It’s not a normal time. But as Maia reaches the zebra crossing, she turns, her face open in a way Cora has rarely seen, the tension that usually shapes her features momentarily lifted. ‘Mama—’ And that name, she hasn’t called her that for years, long since replaced by Mum. ‘Thank you, Mama. This is just one of the most special things that’s ever happened to me.’

Cora checks her watch as they walk along the edge of the common. There are five hours until Gordon comes in from work, which seems both an eternity and not nearly long enough. She must make some kind of plan. Cora has only just remembered Maia is meant to have swimming tonight and wonders if the sports centre will be open. Mehri has taken her since the baby was born. Can she ask again, just one more week, if she’ll be going anyway? Perhaps she could take Maia home for tea afterwards too – their girls don’t know one another that well, but they live nearby, are the same age; it can’t be that much of an imposition, can it? If she can keep Maia out of the house until seven, that would give her half an hour between Gordon getting home from the surgery and Maia arriving back.

When they get in, Cora parks the sleeping baby in the hallway, fixes Maia a snack, then makes the phone call. The pool is closed. But Mehri offers – Cora doesn’t even have to ask – to have Maia over for tea with Fern instead. And for a moment this gives her some confidence, as though this small piece of the jigsaw fitting so neatly into place is a sign that things might be okay. She goes into the bathroom and piles her damp clothes into the laundry basket, changes her underwear, and pulls a clean top from the drawer as she thinks through what to do with Bear. And despite her anxiety, she realises she has thought of him as Bear effortlessly, as though this has always been his name. As though he’s just been waiting to slip into it, and now only needs her to make it real – to break the news to Gordon – and this drives her on.

She wonders how she might keep Bear safe. Considers stringing out his milk, so that by six she can feed him into that state of slack-armed slumber where she can safely lower him into the Moses basket without him waking. But then what? She goes to the closet, starts to move shoeboxes from the floor, stacking them out of sight beside the chest of drawers. When the space is big enough, she swipes away dust with the side of her hand, then fetches the little bed and positions it in the cupboard to check it fits. She sees the madness in what she’s doing. He wouldn’t hurt their baby, would he? But because of Cora’s moment of impetuousness, Bear’s existence is now a personal affront to Gordon and his family. She can almost hear his voice. My son? Bear? Have you lost your mind? No, she thinks, as she moves things into place around the basket, she must keep him safe.

She runs a finger down the narrow gap between the closed doors but can’t judge how much air it might let in, so she opens them again, steps into the Moses basket, and shuts herself inside the closet. There is a line of vertical light, and when she puts her eye to it, she sees a slice of bedroom. She stands, sinking into the darkness, observing this sliver of her own life from a new angle. The bed she shares with Gordon, its floral duvet cover a wedding gift chosen by his parents. Twin nightstands. Just a clock on her side. A lamp, a notepad, a stack of books on his. She realises there is nothing of her own self impressed on this space, no trace of her physical presence. Really, there is only the feeling of her hanging over the stillness of the room.

She hears the muffled sound of Bear beginning to stir in his pram, but before she’s opened the closet doors, she hears Maia go to him, her voice soothing, cajoling him from crying out. Cora imagines her unzipping his snowsuit and carefully lifting his warm body out, and when she can no longer hear them, she decides Maia must have taken him through to the living room. Cora stays a while longer in the cupboard, feeling as though she has temporarily stepped out of her own life and pressed pause.

At six-thirty, Cora hears Gordon’s key in the lock. She thinks she may be sick. She moves through to the hallway, where he greets her, kisses her cheek, and hands her his suit jacket. She brushes her fingers across the warm grain of the fabric before hanging it up, wanting to slow everything down, to feel these tangible things, to savour the moments when she can choose where to focus her mind.

She follows him through to the kitchen and, unable to continue holding the tension she’s been carrying all day, hears herself blurting out, ‘Gordon, I’ve done something.’

He turns then, leans back against the countertop, not taking his eyes from her, and she knows he won’t ask, will not help to draw it from her. He loosens his tie, not dropping his gaze. And when she speaks, she hears herself as he will: pathetic, weak.

‘I went to register the birth like you asked, and I— I hope you won’t mind, but I’ve called him something else. Not Gordon. You know I’ve never really wanted to call him that and I— I—’

She stops because he hasn’t blinked; his eyes haven’t left her face. And this part, it’s like someone with a fear of heights, someone at the top of a ladder, so sure they’re about to fall, they have the impulse to jump and get it over with. It takes all her strength not to sink to his feet and let him kick her, to not even try to escape its inevitability, but to submit, because this anticipation only delays what she knows is coming. But then she thinks of Bear up in the bedroom closet, and Maia eating dinner in Mehri’s kitchen, and straightens: ‘I’ve called him Bear.’

He smiles and she sees his demeanour shift, sees him shake his head, reach for a drink. She realises he doesn’t believe her. ‘No,’ she says, ‘no, it’s the truth.’ And she takes out the envelope from where it’s hidden between two cookbooks. He turns then, one hand still on the water filter as he surveys the certificate. He spends longer than he needs to, staring, and her hand begins to shake as she continues to hold out the paper for him, its audible wackering filling the seconds as they tick by. He looks up and, holding her gaze, lets the jug drop, hard, so that it smashes against the kitchen tiles. She feels water soak into her socks and knows she should have thought to put on shoes.

He reaches out, grabs a clump of hair near the crown of her head and pulls it backwards, his face just inches above hers. For a moment she’s confused, thinks he may be about to kiss her, but instead he hurls her head against the side of the refrigerator.

Even though she’d promised herself she wouldn’t, she cries out in shock, then quickly closes her mouth, not wanting to risk waking Bear. She must not drag his presence into Gordon’s thoughts.

‘You’re my wife,’ he hisses. ‘I asked you to do one thing for me’ – her head slams against the fridge once more – ‘and you couldn’t do it. Just one’ – thud – ‘damn’ – thud – ‘thing.’

Some part of her realises he’s only just beginning; that there are only so many times she will feel the flux of brain, skull, and flesh against metal before she does not. And so she overrides her wish not to disturb Bear, and does something she’s never done before: she screams for help. Not just once, but over and over, knowing the small window in the pantry is open, that the door is ajar, that it will be impossible for someone in the cul-de-sac not to hear. When he covers her mouth, she clamps her teeth down hard on the side of his hand, sinking into flesh and wiry hairs. He recoils, surprised. But it’s only a moment’s relief, because now there are a few feet between them and she realises he will use this as a run-up, that he’s about to charge.

She springs sideways and feels the midwife’s careful stitches pop. But there is no pain, just a rush of adrenaline, as he chases her through to the living room. He grasps her hair again, but she jerks away and is freed, a prickle of white heat at her scalp.

He lunges, pulls her to the ground, and although she hasn’t heard the shatter of glass or the front door open, someone – who? – is in the room with them. It is the man from two doors down, who only moved in a few months ago; the man she sometimes sees walking his dog back from the park on the afternoons when she’s set out to meet Maia at the halfway point from school, the man who has smiled at her pregnant belly and who one day said something about it being nice weather for ducks, as they sloshed past one another. This man, he is pulling Gordon from her, and for a moment it feels as though this is an end, of sorts, that whatever happens next will be a de-escalation. But then Gordon is shouting, ‘What the hell are you doing in my house?’ as the man’s dog yaps at his ankles, its trailing lead caught up around the legs of the coffee table. The man puts up his hands, as if to say, I don’t want any trouble, I don’t want to fight, as Gordon places flat palms firmly against his chest and then pushes with such force, Cora can only watch as the man falls backwards, smashing through the glazing of the patio doors.

Later, and not necessarily in this order, a police officer – young, maybe not even twenty-two – will dial the digits of Mehri’s number that he finds written out by the phone and arrange for Maia to stay overnight. Then, he will go upstairs and retrieve Bear from the closet, and Cora will wonder how he knows to jig the baby just so and to pat his back until his cries ebb into occasional shuddering sighs. But she won’t think to ask, because the words have disappeared from her head; the path between thought and voice temporarily broken. She will keep a hand over her right ear, trying to silence the ringing inside her head, not comprehending why it’s there or that it has anything to do with the scene in the kitchen just forty-five minutes earlier. She will notice when the flashing blue lights slide from the living-room walls as the ambulance outside pulls away. She will watch as an older police officer cuffs Gordon’s hands behind his back and, although she cannot hear the man’s words, she will understand he is a patient, that there is something in his manner that tells her he is uncomfortable to be cast in this role, leading away the man who perhaps officiated his own mother’s death; diagnosed his wife’s depression; said, Don’t worry, I’ve seen it all before, as he felt the man’s enlarged prostate. Because Gordon is a man well-liked by his patients. He is a good doctor, no matter what his surgeon father thinks of general practice. Cora will nod and point to the back of the chair as the young police officer gathers up her things, slipping his hand into the front of her bag to check her keys are there. He will leave the room momentarily to lead through a second set of paramedics when he hears them in the hall. And they will smile and treat her with such tender kindness that she feels it’s this – of all things – that may break her. She watches the medic’s lips, can’t decipher the words, but senses their warmth, notices how she keeps her eyes on Cora’s own, not returning the anxious glances of her more junior colleague. All these people, so many of them young, dragged into the horror of their evening, into the messiness of their lives, which have been unfolding year by year, month by month, week by week, day by day, hour by hour, to bring them to this moment.


JULIAN
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Afterwards, Cora is unsure what made her say it, only that she did and it felt right. Now, as this baby lies in his pram – Julian, sky father, ethereal, transcendent – Cora has a feeling of being more rooted than she has for years. As though, feet planted, she holds the two kite strings of her children’s lives safe in her palm.

As she walks, there’s a new certainty in her step, an awareness of the extension and contraction of her muscles. As though something inside has woken. She turns to cut through the common unthinkingly, only noticing when Maia pauses. But Dad said … A trainered foot hovering above the ground, as though her mother is asking her to step into another world.

‘We’ll be okay,’ Cora says. ‘We’ll stick to the main path. There are hardly any big trees right next to it and there’ll be so much to look at.’ Surprise registers on Maia’s face, but her foot falls, and then she is off, quietly exploring the new landscape.

Cora has never wanted Maia’s freedom of movement to become constrained, yet she recalls how years earlier, as a ballet dancer, her own body had been alive, alert, attuned to music, intuiting any flicker of emotion – a nerve, a hesitation – just through the quality of her partner’s grip. And now, she experiences that same heightened sensibility, aware of the kinetic energy in the things around her. She notices the bump and spin of the pram wheels as they pass over the windswept ground of the common. The scent of damp air penetrating the sandstone boulders. How her pupils react as the October light makes brilliant the white of the cricket pavilion. The way her ears receive the muffle of Maia’s footsteps and the flattening of twigs as she pads along the dirt path ahead. Feel the floor, every teacher since she was five years old had called out, vowels melding into the piano music that ricocheted around the walls of a church hall, a community centre, a studio. And now, all these years later, she feels the floor again. She feels all of it. She recognises its grip, its support, and knows the floor – this earth – has her. That it rises imperceptibly to meet her, and will catch her if she falls, because she has done the right thing.

Cora is used to sudden explosions that come at a light being left on, or realising too late she’s been overly friendly in the way she’s spoken to a tradesman. She lives trying not to set a match to Gordon’s anger, but still she spills petrol about her, dripping it over shoes she has forgotten to polish, sloshing it across a particular shirt not washed in time. She races from thing to thing, tending to whatever might spark, but it’s always something behind her, just out of sight that she hadn’t thought of. But today is different. She gets to choose how it’s revealed, what the conditions are, the way it’s presented. And she feels fearless. Yes, he might – will – be furious, but the consequences won’t be pointless this time. She will have got what she wants: for her son to grow up with his own name.

When Maia drops back and falls into step with her, she is humming, a low, frantic sound, full of erratic key changes. Cora takes a hand from the pram and squeezes Maia’s mittened palm. ‘You don’t need to worry. He might be cross for a little while, but he’ll get over it.’

‘But you said it was because of what I said before we went in. It’ll all be my fault.’

‘No, I said you were my inspiration. There’s a difference. Van Gogh might inspire me to paint a picture, but that doesn’t mean it’s his fault when my sunflowers look like a jar of yellow Chupa Chups, does it? You reminded me how important it is for everyone to have their own name, but it was completely my decision to call him something different.’

‘Sunflowers would never look like Chupa Chups.’

‘Well, you don’t know that; you haven’t seen mine. But listen, Julian was a name I’d picked out long before today, so the idea must have already been floating around in my head. And look at him,’ she says, nodding towards the pram, ‘doesn’t he look like a Julian to you? There’s nothing else he could have been. Can you imagine him as a Gordon? Really?’ Maia laughs, a quiet, nervous laugh. She glances sideways, as if to check it’s really her mother. ‘You don’t even need to be there when I tell him, but let’s think about how to make tonight special.’

‘What will you cook? Maybe lasagne?’ Maia asks, and Cora knows, again, that she has done the right thing, because no child should ever be so used to fitting around a parent that they will suggest the food they like least themselves.

When Maia was younger, Cora had cut open a piece of penne one lunchtime when it was just the two of them. ‘Look, like a pirate’s scroll,’ she’d said, ‘completely flat once it’s rolled out. That’s all a lasagne sheet is.’

But Maia had pursed her lips. ‘Flat pasta tastes different. More chewy and fat.’

Cora had picked a tube of penne from Maia’s plate. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ she’d said, biting into it, ‘they’re probably not quite the same.’

But still, the next time they’d had lasagne, as she’d set the dish onto the table and Gordon had proclaimed it his favourite, Cora and Maia had caught one another’s eye momentarily – unintentionally – and Maia had looked away and said, ‘Yes, nice sauce,’ and her goodness had scrunched at Cora’s heart.

Maia always seemed attuned to the undercurrents in a room. Cora saw it in the stiff set of her small frame, as though someone had placed narrow rods beneath the shoulder seams of her T-shirt. She saw it in the way her eyes moved between them, tracking their interactions, while being careful to avoid anything that could hint at an alliance. She saw it in the way Maia rushed for kitchen roll to mop up a spill Cora might be blamed for. In the way she watched television with a plate held beneath a breadstick to catch its crumbs.

One day, Cora had taken something into school for Maia – something forgotten, a packed lunch or gym bag – and the receptionist had said, ‘You might be best taking it down to make sure she gets it in time, if you don’t mind.’ Cora had walked along empty lesson-time corridors and when she’d reached the right classroom, she’d looked in through the glass panel, about to open the door, and then stopped. Because there was a girl. Pausing in her work to say something to the friend sitting beside her, which made them both laugh. And for a moment, Cora had not recognised her daughter. But even when she had, still the two Maias did not perfectly align. This Maia’s laughter reached all the way to her eyes, her smile fractionally wider and easier than the one she knew.

Maia had looked up then, as though aware of being watched, and she’d smiled and given a thumbs-up as Cora held the forgotten item up to the glass. But the Maia she’d witnessed had already vanished. And on the way home, Cora had felt a scooped-out hollow at her core with the realisation that, however much she might have imagined she could exist in isolation, just Mum – warm, supportive, encouraging – in her daughter’s mind, she and Gordon were packaged together, two inseparable halves. It didn’t matter what their different roles might be, Cora was an equal impediment – something to be protected and worried over. Just as Gordon was a presence to be minded and feared.

At home, Maia cuts stars and moons from coloured paper and strings them together with yellow ribbon. ‘These can go around our plates,’ she tells Cora, who’s chopping vegetables in the kitchen, while Julian sleeps in his pram in the hallway. Cora smiles and feels almost optimistic. She hopes she’s not misguided and that she’ll find a way to lead Gordon to see it this way too.

Cora wonders aloud if swimming will still be on after the storm. ‘I hope not,’ Maia says, screwing up her face.

Cora pictures Maia in the changing room pulling clothes back onto her still-wet body and then emerging, damp-haired, into the cold night air. ‘You’re probably right, I can’t imagine the pool will be open today.’

In the late afternoon, Cora puts Julian in his bouncy chair and sets it in the centre of the kitchen table where she can talk to him as she layers sheets of pasta and béchamel sauce into the lasagne dish. Every now and then, she looks at him and thinks, Julian, and then, sky father. And they feel like strong, talismanic words.

‘Do you like your new name, Jules?’ Maia asks.

‘Jules,’ Cora says, testing how the word feels in her mouth for the first time. ‘I hadn’t thought of how it would sound shortened. It’s nice. Although careful not to say his name until I’ve told Dad, okay?’

At six-thirty, she hears Gordon’s key in the lock, pictures him hanging up his suit jacket in the hall. Feel the floor, she tells herself, heels gravitating to first position. She can hear the approval in his voice when he calls out, ‘Lasagne! I could smell it the moment I opened the door.’ As he passes the dining table on his way through to the kitchen, he says, ‘And decorations too. Well done, Maia.’ But then, ‘Come on, Cora, it’s not safe to put the bouncer up here.’ He lifts it down smoothly, so he doesn’t wake the baby. ‘It’s not as if I haven’t told you enough horror stories from the surgery. Try to think.’

Cora apologises, then asks Maia to lay the table.

Maia comes through from the living room and gathers knives and forks from the drawer. Out of the corner of her eye, Cora can see she’s been flustered by Gordon’s change in tone. But before she can take over, the cutlery is clattering to the floor and Julian startles, clutching at the air around him with shaky hands, frowning in his sleep. For a moment Cora freezes. Don’t cry, please don’t cry. Julian, sky father, grounded, she thinks. And miraculously, the frown disappears and, moments later, his face has resettled, and he is asleep again.

‘Butterfingers,’ Gordon says to Maia, and Cora turns towards the cookbooks for a moment to breathe silent thanks, where the spines of Prue Leith and Mary Berry seem to almost vibrate with the pressure of the birth certificate pressed between them. Please make this okay, Mary, Cora pleads inwardly. She imagines lemon pie with billowy meringue frosting, its peaks toasted evenly, believing if she can make the image perfect enough, everything will be fine. She wonders at this trust she’s placing in random things – the scent of damp sandstone, a vision of a well-turned-out pudding – but what else does she have?

Cora places a hand on each of Maia’s shoulders, hoping to channel comfort into her small, anxious body, which feels rigid beneath her palms. Perhaps she should have rung Mehri, asked if swimming was on. ‘Don’t worry about the table. I can do it,’ she tells her.

Over dinner, they talk about the practice, about a new scheme Gordon is piloting to recruit patients with depression to work as outreach volunteers, delivering prescriptions to those who are housebound. But then the question comes. ‘Did you register the birth?’

‘Mm,’ Cora says. She is mid-mouthful and holds up a hand to show she has more to say. She finishes chewing, and swallows. ‘I was going to mention that. I wanted to do something special. It’s a celebration. Of you, really. But, well, I’d been looking into names, and realised that Julian—’ And she stops for a moment because Gordon has put down his knife and fork. ‘Well, I realised that Julian, it means father. And I know Gordon is your family name, but I liked the idea of something more personal, that honours you. Just you. And so, well, I hope you don’t mind, but that’s the name I registered.’

The room is quiet.

‘You— You’ve called him Julian? Not Gordon?’ Gordon asks, and she can see he is struggling to take in what she’s said. She wants to fill the space with words but can’t think of any, and so she nods. And then nods again, as though he has asked the question twice. ‘What the—’

But then Maia is talking over him, brightly, with confidence, as though she does this all the time, as though she’s used to interrupting her father. ‘That’s what the moon and stars around your plate are for,’ she is saying. ‘Julian means sky father. I traced around your paperweight for the moons and did the stars the way you showed me: two triangles. I rubbed them out afterwards, but you can still see the lines a bit, on the back. Turn them over,’ she says. And she gets up from her place and goes to stand by his side, lifting the chain of shapes. ‘Look,’ she says, tracing the faint pencil lines with her finger. ‘Do you like it? The name? What it means?’

‘Julian,’ he says.

‘Father,’ Maia translates again.

And Cora realises her daughter has learnt what to do. How to soothe, to placate. That just through watching, the first time she’s stepped into this role, she is already accomplished. If it doesn’t stop, Cora thinks, this pattern will repeat unendingly, the destiny of each generation set on the same course.

And despite how impossible it feels – the unscalable obstacles of where they’ll go, how she’ll get money, who’ll even believe her, how she’ll stop him taking the children from her – a switch is tripped. Cora knows she must make a plan.

‘Do you like it?’ Maia is asking again.

Gordon smiles and says, ‘So, tell me, Big Sister, was this your clever idea? Or your mother’s?’

‘Mainly Mum’s,’ Maia says, sitting down at the table again, ‘but I like it too.’

There is only the scrape of cutlery on plates. Julian’s wispy breath as he sleeps in the bouncer at their feet. And then the penny-drop of Maia’s jerky hum as her father’s silence lasts too long. Cora is crushed for her. She has the sensation of her throat closing as she goes to swallow, and it is like drowning, and so she mimes eating, balancing tiny morsels on the fork tines, as Gordon – slowly, neatly, with his usual meticulousness – chews each mouthful, until his plate is clear, still saying nothing. The room is an overtightened violin string. It is just a question of when it will snap.

‘Go and run yourself a bath,’ Gordon says to Maia eventually. Cora sees her blink, unable to look at them, sees her touch the ends of her knife and fork together on her plate, push in her chair, and walk from the room. Cora wants to hug her small rod-bar shoulders.

Gordon stands, and although Cora does not turn to look, she can sense him behind her chair. Feels the flat of his palm pressed lightly against the back of her head. Waiting. It is only when they hear the pipes groan overhead, when the bathwater begins to run, that he pushes her face down into the uneaten lasagne, the plate hard against her nose, sauce covering her lashes, stray hairs sticking to her cheeks.

His words come quiet, but clear. ‘A name that goes back generations and you really thought I wouldn’t mind?’ He laughs, a dinner-party laugh, a laugh for friends. Then he pulls her face from the plate using her hair as a lever. She stills her hands, which instinctively move to wipe away the food, and instead rests them in her lap. Holds her head high. Blinks. ‘I won’t be letting this go,’ he says. ‘Understood?’

She nods, a slight inclination of the head, as she tells herself this will be the last time. That she will never again sit with a dinner she has made dripping down her face. That she will never again watch her daughter try to mollify this man. That she will not change their son’s name. Everything – everything – has already changed. She sits, spine straight, neck long, feet planted firmly on the carpet. She feels the floor, and still, even now, it has her.

‘Now eat your dinner,’ Gordon says, and releases her hair with a jerk.

She waits as he strides from the room and climbs the stairs. And when she hears nothing but the noises of the house, the click of the boiler, the quiet hiss of the radiator, she reaches for a napkin and wipes the sauce from her skin in swift, decisive movements. She looks down and sees Julian’s eyes – wide, blue, clear – fixed on her. As though he has witnessed it all and, inexplicably, is not scared. But, instead, believes in her. Julian, sky father, she thinks, knowing he will transcend the one upstairs.


GORDON

[image: A pencil illustration of a gin bottle beside a drinking glass lying on its side with liquid spilling out. The label on the bottle reads: GIN, London, 1821.]
Coming back from the registrar’s office, it’s as though a cloud has descended. Cora looks down at the baby and feels she has broken something. Less than an hour ago, walking in the opposite direction, his small form seemed filled with hope and possibility. But now, that’s tainted. Where earlier she’d seen only the peach blush of his cheeks and the delicacy of blue-veined lids, now she sees a chin dribbled red and lips pinched in popeish judgement. She could have refused to follow Gordon’s instructions, told the registrar some other name. Julian. Bear, even. But she didn’t. And although her real resentment is with herself – with her husband – somehow, it seems easier to let it fall to this newborn lying in his pram.

Maia has run ahead to walk along the church wall, raising into relevé, extending her left leg, arms out for balance, the bulk of her autumn layers shrouding any grace in her movements. Cora is relieved she does not have to talk. She’s cold and tired when they arrive home. She leaves the baby asleep in the hallway and crawls into bed with her coat still on. She doesn’t know how much time has passed when she’s stirred by Maia calling up the stairs that he’s awake, but she sits on the edge of the bed for a minute longer, listening to him cry and trying to muster the energy to stand, only forcing herself to move when Maia calls again.

Downstairs, having wrested him from his snowsuit, Cora sinks onto the sofa, lifts her jumper and … stops. Repulsed. As though nothing could be more alien. The baby bangs his head against her chest in frustration until he finds his own way to nourishment, and she turns away and stares at the wall as he feeds.

A few days later, as Cora and Gordon brush their teeth before bed, she bends to spit out the paste and then says, ‘I wondered if I could have money to buy formula?’

When he doesn’t reply, she looks up and their eyes meet in the mirror. He continues to move his brush in careful circles, one tooth at a time. She has never known anyone to brush with such diligence, gums preserved in pristine arches. She looks away, not wanting to appear captive to this pause in time, and opens her side of the bathroom cabinet, pretending she has not cleansed her face already. She squeezes a blob of soft-pink lotion onto a cotton pad.

He rinses and spits, rinses and spits, and only then says, ‘Why?’ A word – a question – that seems to steal the air from the room.

‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m just not getting on with it so well this time,’ she says, trying to sound casual.

‘Not getting on with it?’ He repeats her words as though they’re incomprehensible.

Perhaps if she’d said, With Maia it felt natural, but this time it feels different. Do you ever hear this from your patients? Then, he might have listened in that careful, doctorly way of his, discussed it with her, then come to the idea of formula himself. But she didn’t.

‘So you want to just give up?’ He is staring at her in the mirror. ‘Do you know nothing about how important this time is? The nutrients and antibodies? It isn’t just this week or this month. It’s the rest of his life – it’s protection from cardiovascular disease, diabetes, everything. But, instead, you want to give our son some man-made rubbish from a tin? Exactly what else is it I ask of you, other than to be a mother to our children? But that’s too much?’ he says. He takes the cotton-wool pad from her hand and crams it into her half-open mouth. ‘Well, it’s not happening, Cora. You can damn well get on with it.’

He walks from the room, and she stands for a moment, dumb.

Cora removes the pad, hooks a finger inside her cheek, trying not to gag as she sweeps the web of loose fibres from her tongue, the roof of her mouth. Then she bends and places the sodden wad into the bin, careful not to let the metal lid clang against the wall.

When they’d met over a decade ago, what had struck Cora first was his kindness. In a café on the Strand, putting her wallet back into the zippered pocket of her bag, she’d dropped her sandwich packet and, forgetting the surgical boot she wore, nearly overbalanced as she’d gone to pick it up. ‘Here, let me get that for you,’ he’d said, gathering up her lunch and moving to open the door for her as he brushed off her apologies. ‘What’s the injury?’ he’d asked, motioning to the white boot once they were outside.

‘Oh, I’ve just had a small bone removed from my foot. It’s less dramatic than it looks.’

‘Which one?’

‘Sesamoid?’ she replied, more of a question than a statement, because so few people seemed to have heard of it.

‘Tibial or fibular?’

‘Both. You’re a surgeon?’

‘GP. Both is unusual,’ he replied, appraising her, before reaching his conclusion: ‘You’re a dancer.’

‘Maybe, maybe not. It depends on my recovery.’

‘Listen, I was going to Embankment Gardens to enjoy the sunshine. Will you join me?’

And because it felt like the first day of spring, and because he was a doctor who seemed kind and trustworthy, and because he was still holding her lunch and she had nothing else to do, she agreed.

In the park, they sat on his jacket, laid out on just-damp grass. ‘You haven’t got anything to eat,’ she said, realising he’d left the café empty-handed.

‘It’s okay, I’ve come straight from a conference with good biscuits.’

He handed her the sandwich, and as she ate, she found herself telling him about the excruciating wait. Of knowing the removal of these tiny bones might have destroyed her balance, her ability to land jumps; how she worried her big toe might quickly deform without the sesamoid beneath. He’d listened with a medic’s ear, asking thoughtful, precise questions about her pain, her recovery. And when he’d crossed off a checklist of physical issues, he moved on to how it affected her as a person.

She’d told him how it felt like the slow, messy ending of an all-consuming love affair. One she’d left her family in Ireland for as a young teenager, and now found herself being abandoned by.

‘It’s all I’ve been focused on for so long, I’m not sure who I am without it. But I can see now, even if it’s not this that ends it, something will. I may have another six months, a year, before some other part of my body gives out. And it’s like’ – she gestured to the air with both hands – ‘everything.’

The details of that day come back easily. Their socks peeled off, winter-white feet sunk into the grass: his decorated with a smattering of dark hair, nails perfectly trimmed; hers calloused and battered, still red in places, even after a few months away. Working feet, he said kindly when she apologised for the one on show. He’d leant forward to brush black sock fluff from one of her toes and it had felt both surprising and right for him to touch her.

She remembers how they’d passed an apple between them, turning it to take polite bites from opposite sides, until two narrow strips of shiny green skin where they met was all that was left. She’d told him about her last performance. How it had been set to Betjeman; how, as the poet’s words boomed through the vast auditorium, they were as metronomic as any music. She’d beat out the first line of ‘A Subaltern’s Love Song’ on the ground to show him, three rows of tutus rising and falling with the words, and he’d surprised her by supplying the next line. She’d always divided people into Science or Arts, but here was someone who was both. By the time they stood to leave the park at dusk, his hand at her waist as her booted foot prickled back to life, she also felt the unexpected tingle of … love? She’d not imagined that just five months later she would be pregnant with their child.

When had things changed? Was it that night at dinner with his parents, when he’d dug his nails into her thigh beneath the tablecloth to stop her from speaking? Probably, although she hadn’t realised it at the time. Nor did she see it when, one Sunday, irritated by something she’d said, he’d thrown a half-eaten pear across the room at her – hard – its irregular shape sending it off course and bringing it to land on the sofa beside her. She’d glared at him and said, ‘If that was meant to hit me, you’re going to have to improve your aim,’ and they’d laughed, and he’d apologised. She does not remember him ever apologising again, and she does not remember them laughing about it after that either. Would things have been different if she hadn’t laughed? If she’d threatened to leave?

When Cora comes out of the bathroom, Gordon is sitting in bed reading a thick hardback. He looks up from the book and smiles and she knows the argument about formula is over, but so, too, is any possibility of discussion.

‘It’s about a guy working in Lebanon around the same time I was there,’ he says. ‘He went on to help in the Falklands, San Salvador after the earthquake. I wonder if he’s in Somalia now …’

In a parallel life where she and Maia hadn’t come along, he, too, would have gone to help in those places – humanitarian sabbaticals in between his work as a GP. She knows she’s meant to acknowledge this, but she just wants to sleep before the baby wakes again, so only nods and makes some noise intended to approximate interest. Since coming home from the registrar’s office three days ago, she’s found it hard to play her role. Her face feels like hardened wax, smile lines fixed in repose, impossible to reanimate.

In the middle of the night, she wakes to feel Gordon’s foot jabbing her ankle. ‘For goodness’ sake, Cora. I’ve got to work in the morning! How can you not hear him crying when I can?’ Cora switches off the monitor and the baby’s cries are muted to a distant wail. ‘And don’t do that with the covers – you can get out without letting all that cold air into the bed. Show some consideration.’

She opens the door to the nursery and sound bludgeons her senses, as though someone has turned the volume on a stereo to maximum without warning. She wants to turn away. Instead, she takes the baby from his cot, sits down in the rocking chair with him, his sobs gradually receding to tiny shudders. She looks out into the blue-black darkness where she’d forgotten to pull the blind over at bedtime and an image from childhood drifts into her mind. She cannot remember why she was there or who was with her, but she recalls standing just outside Mr Barry’s milking barn, looking in through a crack where the door had been left ajar. There, the vast, bony hindquarters of black-and-white Friesians were lined up, metal suction cups hanging from swollen udders, the air filled with the rhythmic thrum of milk being pumped. She remembers how the animals stood there, pliant and accepting, and wonders now why they didn’t object, why they didn’t kick their hooves as Mr Barry bent for their udders. Did he hit them? Is that why they accepted it? Was it fear? Perhaps, she thinks, because here she sits in the baby’s milk parlour, in bovine suppliance, breasts fed through the gaps of a sleep bra. She wants to pull her flesh from the baby’s mouth. To stand and let him fall from her lap. To let Gordon deal with his namesake’s indignant howls. She wants to stride from the room, descend the stairs, go out into the street, where she would grand jeté in giant leaps down the centre of the road, feeling cold air and moonlight on her unencumbered body, a herd of cows lolloping along behind, making their own ungainly break for freedom. She is exhilarated and appalled by the violence of these images. But she is not like her husband; she would never act on these impulses. The baby pats at her collarbone as he feeds. She can feel his eyes on her, seeking her out, willing her to look down at him. She rests her head back against the chair and squeezes his hand gently between her thumb and forefinger. It’s as much as she can give.

The following day, the midwife calls with a form for Cora to fill in, apparently intended to diagnose postnatal depression: I have looked forward with enjoyment to things: a) As much as I ever did
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