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1. A quiet afternoon tea with Father

All the way up the stairs, the children fought not to carry the envelope. Towards the top, Lydia took advantage of her height to force it down Christopher’s jumper. Christopher pulled it out and tried to thrust it into Natalie’s hand.

‘Here, Natty,’ he said. ‘Give this to Dad.’

Natalie shook her head so violently her hair whipped her cheeks pink. She interlaced her fingers behind her back. So Christopher tucked the envelope down the top of her pinafore dress, behind the yellow felt ducklings. Natalie’s eyes filled with tears, and by the time Daniel Hilliard opened the door to let in his children, she was weeping gently.

He reached down to pick her up in his arms.

‘Why do you always have to make her cry?’ he asked the other two.

Lydia looked away. Christopher blushed.

‘Sorry,’ they said.

Daniel carried Natalie through the hall into the kitchen and sat her on the edge of the table. Hearing a soft crumpling of paper inside her dress, he reached in behind the yellow felt ducklings, and pulled out the letter.

‘Aha!’ he cried. ‘Another missive from The Poisoned Pen. How is your mother, anyway?’

‘Very well, thank you,’ Lydia informed him with slightly chilly courtesy.

‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t like to think of her going down with amoebic dysentery, or salmonella, or shingles.’ His eyes began to glitter. A little smile warped his lips. ‘Or Lassa fever, or rabies, or –’

‘She had the beginnings of a slight cold last week,’ Lydia interrupted her father. ‘But it never took off.’

‘Pity,’ said Daniel. ‘I mean, what a pity.’

No one responded. Christopher had dropped on to his heels in front of the quail’s cage, and was whistling to it through the bars. The tiny, silver-grey, feathery ball jumped up and down, peeping with excitement. Lydia was leafing curiously through the heaps of paperwork cluttering the table.

Natalie said:

‘Daddy, Mummy sent you her love.’

‘Did she?’ Daniel was astonished. ‘Did she really?’

‘No,’ Christopher said, reaching inside the cage to touch his pet.

‘Of course not,’ said Lydia. ‘Natalie just made that up, or saw it on the telly, or something.’

Daniel scooped up his small daughter, and gave her a squeeze.

‘Oh, Natty,’ he said. ‘It’s hard for you sometimes, isn’t it?’

Natalie buried her face in his armpit.

‘It might be easier for her,’ Lydia remarked, ‘if you yourself were to make a bit more of an effort.’

Daniel peered sharply at his elder daughter over the hedge of Natalie’s hair.

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I mean,’ said Lydia, ‘that we are only here on Tuesdays for tea and every other weekend. It isn’t much. So it would be quite nice if Natty didn’t have to spend it listening to unpleasant remarks.’

‘Unpleasant remarks?’ Embarrassed, Daniel feigned mystification.

‘You know,’ said Lydia. “ ‘The Poison Pen”, all those diseases …’

‘You’re right,’ said Daniel. ‘You’re quite right. I’ll make more of an effort. I’ll start now.’ He drew breath. ‘I’m glad your mother’s well. I’m pleased to hear it.’ He paused a moment. ‘I won’t read her letter right this minute in case I change my mind about that. I’ll put it up here on the shelf, and read it later.’

He tucked the letter away between the cocoa and a large bag of quail food, and stood glowering at it for a moment. Then he turned back to his children.

‘I expect it’s only about remembering to take your coats home with you this time, or something like that.’

Lydia and Christopher glanced at one another. They knew better. They’d read it. Indeed, they always read their mother’s letters to their father. It came under their general heading of ‘self-defence’. They even had a system. Lydia tore open the sealed envelope and took out the note. The two of them read it together, silently. Then Christopher would refold it into the same creases as before, and slide it in a fresh envelope he’d taken from the packet in the desk. He’d carry it over to Natalie, who usually unthinkingly and obediently stuck out her tongue to lick the glue along the flap. This way they shared all the responsibility between the three of them and, with luck, if ever they were caught, all the blame too.

‘It’s sure to be the coats,’ Daniel repeated, entirely unconvinced. He scowled at the envelope again.

‘Maybe,’ said Lydia. ‘She did mention quite a few times during the week how very inconvenient it was, not having our coats.’

Daniel was irritated.

‘You have other coats. You have the coats I bought you last winter.’

The children were silent, and Daniel noticed.

‘She doesn’t like them, does she?’ he said.

Trying to head him off, Lydia asked, ‘Could we have tea now? We’re really quite hungry.’

‘The coats,’ Daniel insisted. ‘The coats. The coats I bought you last winter, at hideous expense. You never wear them over here. In fact, I’ve never seen you wearing them.’ The skin around his eyes was darkening to a thin glaze. The children looked away. They knew the signs. ‘You don’t wear them, do you? No, you don’t. She doesn’t like them, so you’re not allowed to wear them.’

‘I wear mine,’ Natalie offered. ‘I did wear mine on bonfire night, and when we went sledding, and when the park was all flooded and muddy, and when we slid down that hill in cardboard boxes, and Mum thought that there might be dog dirt.’

‘See?’ Daniel crowed triumphantly. ‘See? She only lets you wear my coats when she’s afraid the coats she bought will get scorched, or ripped, or filthy, or –’ (thinking of dog dirt) ‘– worse.’

The taut grey look around his eyes intensified, and seemingly without even noticing what he was doing, he lifted an imaginary rifle down from an imaginary rifle rack on the wall and, tilting his head slightly to one side, took imaginary aim through imaginary sights.

‘What are you doing?’ Lydia asked him. ‘Have you got cramp in your neck?’

Embarrassed, Daniel made to hang the weapon back on the rack before, even more embarrassed, coming to his senses. To pull himself together, he squared his shoulders and breathed in deeply. The warm and comforting aroma of herbs and garlic filled his nostrils.

‘The stuffed bread!’ he remembered. ‘Ready to eat?’

‘You bet!’

‘Yes.’

‘Goody!’

They sprang to life. Using the side of her arm, Lydia bulldozed the untidy pile of all her father’s most recent job applications further along the table top, clearing a space. Christopher did a quick trawl of the cluttered draining board, searching for enough clean plates and cutlery to get the four of them through the meal. Carefully, Natalie fetched glasses and a carton of milk.

Cursing his scorched fingers and the steam that rose in his eyes, Daniel tipped the hot loaf out of the baking tin on to a serving dish, where it lay swollen and steaming for several seconds before it collapsed.

‘Oh!’

‘Nearly perfect!’

‘Mum says that often happens if you cook it too long.’

But Daniel wasn’t having any of that.

‘I didn’t cook it too long,’ he informed them. ‘It waited too long. Like me, it waited forty minutes until your mother was good enough to drop you off.’

At this fresh criticism of her mother, Lydia tightened her lips.

‘She said the traffic was bad.’

Daniel tightened his.

‘Naturally, the traffic patterns of her own home town would take your mother entirely by surprise. She’s only lived here thirty-five years. She’s only been a car driver for half of them. She’s only driven you here at this time every Tuesday for the last couple of years. Naturally, she is as a stranger to the wheel, and the density of traffic astonishes her.’

Lydia snapped, ‘It isn’t very easy for her, you know, being a single parent.’

Daniel drew himself up.

‘You don’t need to tell me,’ he reminded her. ‘I am a single parent too. And whereas she has you three to keep her company for most of the week, I don’t. And you are forty minutes late, as usual. That’s forty minutes off my time with you, my very limited time with you. Forty minutes shaved off yet again by her customary unpunctuality and lack of consideration for my feelings.’

All three children had stopped chewing, but Daniel didn’t notice. The same look as before was in his eyes; and, curling his lips into a hideous grimace, he reached into the drawer at the end of the table, and drew out an imaginary carving knife with one hand, while drawing the teapot towards him with the other. Still grinning horribly, he slowly and carefully drew the imaginary knife across the tea cosy’s imaginary throat.

Christopher sighed. Natalie’s lower lip stuck out, as if she might burst into tears.

‘Oh, do stop being so silly!’ Lydia scolded her father impatiently. ‘You’re almost making Natty cry. You tell us off for it, and then you do exactly the same.’ She turned on her sister. ‘Now just stop being so wet, Natty. He hasn’t hurt the tea cosy. Or Mum. He just gets annoyed. He can’t control himself. You’re simply going to have to learn to ignore him.’

‘She’s right,’ Daniel pitched in, filled with remorse. ‘Your sister’s absolutely right. I can’t control myself.’ He fell on his knees in front of Natalie’s chair. ‘You’re simply going to have to learn to ignore me.’

‘Some hopes,’ sighed Christopher.

‘Some hopes,’ repeated Natalie. She patted her father’s thin patch, and felt rather proud. ‘Some hopes,’ she said again, adding as a civil afterthought: ‘You can get up now.’

‘Thank you,’ said Daniel. He rose, brushing patches of grime from the floor off his trouser knees. ‘I promise I’ll be better in future. I’ll practise all the rest of today, and be absolutely perfect by the time your mother drops you off here on Friday.’

Lydia and Christopher froze. Natalie noticed at once. Her spoon drifted to a halt midway between her plate and her mouth, and she peered anxiously, first into Lydia’s face, then into Christopher’s, her eyes seeming both to widen and become glossier, until a huge tear gathered on each lower lid, swelling and trembling, threatening to spill.

Daniel whipped a purple-spotted handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to his daughter across the table. Natalie buried her face in its folds. Her father reached out for her, and she climbed on to his lap, sobbing quietly. He wrapped his arms around her, and tucked her head in neatly under his chin. Over it, he said to the others with steely courtesy:

‘No problem with the weekend, I hope? You are coming on Friday? I haven’t made any mistake with the schedule, have I? It is my turn to have you for the weekend?’

Lydia smoothed out her face until it showed no expression whatsoever; but Christopher squirmed painfully in his chair. His eyes slid from his father’s questioning look and involuntarily glanced up at the envelope still propped, unopened, against the bag of quail food.

And Daniel saw.

‘Aha!’

In an instant, his good intentions dissolved. Bundling poor Natalie aside, he jumped to his feet, snatched down the envelope and ripped it open. His eyes ran over the brief note, narrowing and flashing. His fingers gripped the paper’s edge. His knuckles whitened.

‘The witch! The selfish, thoughtless, inconsiderate witch!’

‘Dad!’

‘Robbing me of my weekends! How dare she? How dare she?’

‘Dad, please!’

‘I could murder her. Truly I could! Sometimes I think I could cheerfully slit her throat!’

‘No! Daddy! No!’ Natalie was off her chair in a moment. Tears scorching her cheeks, she hurled herself across the room and beat him fiercely with her fists.

Lydia was shocked.

‘Dad! Really! For God’s sake!’

Christopher, hideously embarrassed, slid off his chair and crouched beside the quail’s cage, out of the blast. He hated scenes. He reached out for the tiny, fat, grey, warm comfort of his pet, and wondered what Hetty had made of all these endless outbursts since the day he first carried her home from the pet shop. First, there were all those truly terrifying rows in the kitchen at the other house, when plates, and even food, went flying. Christopher, cowering with Lydia elsewhere in the house – often under Natalie’s cot where for some reason they felt safest – would hear the thuds and bangs and hysterically raised voices, and wonder if Hetty were safe behind her cage bars. What if his mother or father lobbed something sharp, or narrow, or even just a little too hard? What if they crushed the bars, and Hetty? At calmer moments, Christopher begged to be allowed to move her cage up to his bedroom; but since he couldn’t bring himself to explain why, for fear of setting one or another of his parents off again, his pleas were ignored.

So Hetty had to sit through all those awful, awful quarrels; and then weeks and months of cold and grinding discussions about money and curtains and child support, and who would take which table, and who which photographs. Did all the arguments put her off her seed? Did they make her feel sick? And even now, ages after Dad had moved out to a place of his own and taken Hetty with him at Mum’s suggestion, just when she might have been hoping for a quieter life in her old age, still there were these awful, unpredictable moments blowing up out of nowhere – no longer truly frightening, but still unpleasant and unsettling.

Did she mind? He hummed to Hetty in a soft and tuneless fashion as he ran his fingers over her feathers. It was the noise he always made when things around were turning nasty. It was like putting himself away behind a wall, and the sheer drab and insistent idiocy of the sound always worried Daniel terribly.

It worked. As soon as the unmusical drone penetrated Daniel’s consciousness, he made a huge effort to rise above his ill-temper, and consider the children.

Letting the note that had so enraged him drop to the floor, he prised Natalie off his trouser legs, and carried her back to the kitchen table.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Slip of the tongue. Didn’t really mean it. I promise I won’t say nasty things about your mother again.’

‘Or say that you’ll cheerfully slit her throat?’

‘Or say that I’ll cheerfully slit her throat.’

Forcing herself to believe him, Natalie wiped her streaming eyes and nose across the sleeve of his jacket, leaving wide slug trails.

‘Some hopes,’ she said bravely.

‘There’s my own Natty.’

‘What’s in the letter?’

‘Never mind.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Not now.’

‘Tell me.’

Daniel glanced at the elder two. Lydia had gone back to reading this week’s pile of letters to various acting agencies, detailing his past successes and announcing his current availability. He was quite glad he had put out of sight all his handwritten notes to old friends in the theatre, asking if they had heard on the grapevine of anything hopeful. Christopher, too, seemed absorbed, petting his quail. In fact, neither of the elder two appeared in the slightest bit interested in the contents of their mother’s letter, and Daniel realized for the very first time that they must have worked out some way of getting access to them before he did. Wondering how, he explained to Natalie:

‘Your mother thinks Lydia and Christopher need some new clothes. So she is keeping you all over Friday night, in order to take you shopping on Saturday morning. So you won’t be getting to me until lunchtime.’

‘Teatime, more like,’ Christopher muttered bitterly; and when Lydia said nothing at all to defend her mother, he gathered up the courage to add: ‘It isn’t fair. It is Dad’s weekend. She didn’t have to leave buying clothes until now. I only need socks, anyway. Dad can buy socks.’

‘I can indeed,’ Daniel assured him. ‘I can buy skirts, too. And gym shoes, and woollies, and even girls’ knickers.’

At this appalling rudeness, Natalie sniggered. Christopher burst into song.

‘Anything Mum can buy, Dad can buy better!

Dad can buy anything better than Mum!’

He held his hands out to Natalie, and swung her round in a circle, singing raucously. Natalie reached for her father as she swung past him, and made him join in, too. To Daniel’s astonishment, Lydia joined in of her own accord.

‘Anything Mum can buy, Dad can buy better!

Dad can buy anything better than Mum!’

‘Yes, he can.’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Yes, he can.’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Yes, he can.’

‘Yes, I can.’

‘Yes, he can!’

They fell back, laughing, on the floor. Natalie climbed on her father’s stomach and bounced up and down until, in self-defence, he pinned her down firmly.

Losing his head in all the excitement, Christopher shouted, ‘Oh, go on! Tell her!’

Daniel let go of Natalie momentarily, in order to spread his hands.

‘You know your mother …’ he warned gently.

‘Phone her up!’

‘Tell her!’

‘Why should we miss all Friday night with you, and most of Saturday?’

‘You can buy socks!’

‘It’s only fair!’

‘It’s your weekend, not hers.’

The voices, like the directives, gradually weakened. They, too, knew their mother.

‘We could ask.’

‘Yes, ask her!’

‘She might. You never know.’

‘We could suggest it.’

‘Hint at it.’

‘She won’t let us, though.’

‘She never does.’

‘Never!’

‘It isn’t fair, is it?’

‘No, it’s not fair …’

Daniel looked round at his children’s faces, one raw with disappointment, two sourly miserable. He said to Lydia, ‘You knew when you came in here, didn’t you?’

She nodded, too dispirited even to dissemble.

‘You, too?’

Christopher shrugged.

‘But Natalie didn’t.’

‘She might as well have known,’ Christopher burst out. ‘It happens practically every time. Whenever it’s our turn to come to you, Mum manages to find some excuse. Rakes up some old great-aunt who hasn’t sent a present in years, but suddenly can’t last another weekend without having tea with us.’

‘Or she buys tickets for something, and claims they only had seats left for that day.’

‘Or she makes sure we have to come home to go to the doctor.’

‘Or the dentist.’

‘Or the optician.’

‘Or we get to you hours late, because she’s taking the car to be serviced.’

‘Or we get picked up hours early because she’s fetching it back.’

‘We hardly ever see you.’

‘And when we do, she’s on the phone all the time.’

‘Checking up on us, as if we were babies.’

‘Checking up on you.’

In the next room the phone, like a timely haunting, began to ring. They sat, unnerved and silenced.

‘I’ll get it,’ Daniel said finally.

‘Oh, no you won’t,’ said Lydia. ‘I can’t stand any more today. I’ll get it.’

Fiercely, she pushed back the chair against which she’d been leaning. The noise it made scraping across the floor set all their teeth on edge. They sat without speaking as Lydia banged out through the kitchen door and lifted the receiver, to stop the phone’s steady, insistent ringing. Daniel looked across at Natalie, who’d stuck her fingers in her ears. Gently, he prised them out, and kissed them. Christopher began his very unpleasant humming, but Daniel gritted his teeth and said nothing.

Lydia came back.

‘Well?’ Daniel teased. ‘Aren’t you going to tell us what she said?’

It never occurred to him for a moment that she would. She never told. She’d walk back in scowling, but when you asked, she’d only shrug and say sulkily: ‘Nothing.’ She’d keep her peace for hours, sometimes for ever, and only tell Daniel if she happened to catch him alone for a few moments rooting for flowerpots in the hall cupboard, or hanging up laundry in the boxroom, or coming out of the lavatory.

‘That phone call …’ she’d say, in a voice of stony detachment. Daniel would nod, to show he was paying attention. ‘She says your money came in four days late again this month, and please try to be a bit more regular in future.’ Or, ‘I’m to remind you that four socks that came with us a fortnight ago haven’t turned up yet. Two
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