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Patrick Gale was born on the Isle of Wight. He spent his infancy at Wandsworth Prison, which his father governed, then grew up in Winchester before going to Oxford University.  He now lives on a farm near Land’s End. One of this country’s best-loved novelists, his most recent works are A Perfectly Good Man, the Richard and Judy bestseller Notes From An Exhibition, and the bestselling A Place Called Winter.


    Praise for Sweet Obscurity:

‘An expansive drama of intersecting lives. . . Gale’s talent is undeniable’ Guardian

‘This is arguably Gale’s most questioning, troublesome work. It amuses, startles and occasionally bewilders. A Sweet Obscurity is worth every minute of your time.’ Independent

‘What is delightful about Gale’s fiction is that it so warmly and convincingly illuminates ordinary lives and interests’ Daily Telegraph

‘Exerts the unmistakable force of a novelist in the process of discovering a new, strong voice. With this alarming and technically very skilful romance, he is decidedly a man to watch’ Mail on Sunday

‘Flawless. Gale is a master of context and background, flinging wide the perspectives of his dramatic personae with exemplary patience and generosity. In A Sweet Obscurity’s world of powerful, vatic females, where men are dreamers or ditherers, Cornwall, so far from being the land of failure, achieves a solidity and integrity whose graces are triumphantly redemptive’ TLS

‘Intriguing and impressive. His greatest strength lies in his sensitive evocation of those transient, often indefinable states that reveal the truth about people’s deepest desires and discontents. A memorable study of a child forced cruelly, even tragically, to grow up too soon’ Sunday Times

‘A rich comedy of sexual and familial confusions…a rare and welcome fictional voice’ The Times
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  About the Book


Orphaned Dido serves as carer to depressed aunt Eliza in her grey tower block, and as peace-maker between her wealthy uncle Giles and his new partner, Julia. But at nine years old, Dido is both too young to carry such a burden, and too old to ignore what these dysfunctional adults need from her.

On a chance trip to Cornwall, Dido and Eliza seem to stumble upon something like peace. But when Julia follows them down from London, will she disrupt their new-found serenity? Or will she, too, rediscover something she thought she had lost forever?


For Aidan Hicks


  
    As still she would not speak I said, Could we be happy? She said, This has nothing to do with happiness, nothing whatever. That was true. I took in the promise of her words. I said, I wonder if I shall survive it.

    



    (A Severed Head: IRIS MURDOCH)

    



    Reason is true to itself,


    But pity breaks open the heart.


    (A Child of our Time: MICHAEL TIPPETT)

  


  
    1


    Eliza woke in the night and heard the dog was dying. He was whimpering and his breath came only in laboured lungfuls that must be costing him what little energy they gave.


    Im here, she called out, fumbling into a dressing gown. Dont worry. Im coming.


    He was in the tiny room off her small one. She kept the door between the two ajar so that she could listen out for him and so that he would not wake in the dark and be frightened. He hated to be shut in, always had. She sat on the floor beside his bed. Ssh, she said.


    He was struggling to sit up, eyes wide with fear at what was happening to him, this final mutiny of heart and lungs. She placed a hand on his shoulder and gently pushed. He resisted only a second then sank back on his bed, teeth bared in his effort to suck in enough breath. She spread her palm and ran it back across his brow. His eyes shut a moment, breathing checked, then they opened, staring into space as his struggle continued. She slid her hand down to the hair on his chest, feeling the heat there and the wild knocking of his swollen heart.


    Dont fight, she murmured. Its okay. You can stop now, poor, old man. Let go. Let go now.


    But he fought on tenaciously for another hour, filling the room with fetid breath, held on, as people said, for grim death.


    Dawn was revealing the unreachable grime on the window panes when he breathed his last. He did so abruptly, as though someone had pulled his plug. His tongue protruded. She pushed it back behind his teeth but it slid out again as if suddenly doubled in size. Neither would his eyes stay closed. She would have hugged him but death had relieved him of every social restraint and his bowels and bladder now gave out, driving her from the room. Eliza shut the door, sank to her bed, pulled the quilt about her and gave way to exhaustion.


    He had been dying for six months or more.


    You must prepare yourself, she had been told. He could go any day.


    At first she believed them, taking care to bid him good night with extra tenderness in case he went in his sleep, jumping up at the least sound of discomfort and fearing the worst if she woke to a silent flat. Then he defied all predictions. With the aid of prescriptions she could ill afford  ACE inhibitors, diuretics and digitalis  he rose from his sickbed and began to take walks again. Far from dying in the night, he developed only a maddeningly weak bladder and started waking her two, even three times a night to go out. Night after night would find her leaning, blank-eyed in her dressing gown in the draughty lobby while he took longer and longer to trawl the sad patch of grass and bushes outside. Repeatedly, mornings found her with the grey complexion and poor concentration of a nursing mother. Often she woke to find him slumped, seemingly lifeless. She would call his name and feel guiltily disappointed when he slowly opened his eyes and raised his head.


    When his appetite goes and he stops wagging his tail, she told people, Ill let him go, Ill stop the pills.


    But his appetite showed no signs of abating, he continued to wag his tail and he became something of a prodigy so that all the staff at the vets would come out to greet him when Eliza called in for more pills.


    A months supply cost as much as her food bill for a fortnight. She tried to economise, giving up coffee and wine, but the withdrawal symptoms  punishing headaches and a dull, flu-like throbbing in her joints  frightened her so she gave up lunch instead. This morning the electricity bill had come due and the pills had almost run out so she was faced with the stark choice: do without light and heat or let the dog die. Foolhardy or sentimental  she was, she knew, often both  she had bought more pills with the last of her funds and rang the number on the back of the electricity bill for people in financial difficulties. She told them she had a child. Shamelessly, she cried. She won both a fortnights precious grace and the right to pay in instalments.


    But Carlo heard her, or at least heard the tone in her voice. And now he was dead and she could sell back the unopened pills to the understanding vet and pay the bill. He had even spared her the cost she had been dreading of having him put to sleep. Just before his eyes turned glassy, she fancied she saw reproach in them. He had perhaps been fighting to stay alive all this time for her sake and would have surrendered long ago had he only known how things stood.


    Thank God Dido was away and could be left with only happier memories of him.


    The thought of her daughter gave her uselessly meandering thoughts a momentary purposeful channel. Eliza rose and pulled on whatever clothes came to hand. She spread Carlos old bath towel on the floor then, wrinkling her nose against the smell, fetched his body from next door, laid him on it and gathered its corners around him as a makeshift shroud. Then she heaved him into her arms and left. Illness had left his body pounds underweight and she carried him down the stairs with relative ease.


    It was only ten minutes walk from her flat to Giles house on Starcross Road. Eliza felt mildly self-conscious carrying her tragic bundle along Caledonian Road but it was only as she stood on his well-swept stairs with their spiral-clipped box trees and left finger marks on his old brass bell pull that she began to feel like the bag lady she resembled.


    After the distant jangling of the bell there was a long pause. Eliza pulled again a little harder, just in case.


    Hello? Julias voice sounded uncertain, even guilty, like a surprised intruders, which was gratifying.


    Its me. Eliza, she said.


    Two locks and a bolt were unfastened, the door opened a foot and Julia peered around it. Her skin was without a crease and she appeared to have brushed her hair. She was, as ever, Snow White to Elizas disordered Goldilocks yet with the dangerous hauteur of Snow Whites queenly stepmother.


    Eliza, its Sunday and its barely seven, she sighed. And Didos not here. Giles took her to Winchelsea for the weekend.


    I know that, Eliza bluffed. She had forgotten it was Sunday. She still had a days grace before Dido came back. She reached down to where she had laid her bundle. Its Carlo, she explained, catching Julias small moue of distaste as a shaggy paw swung free of the towel. He died finally and I thought we could put him under the apple tree. Giles always said that would be best. And he was his dog.


    But the apple trees gone.


    Eliza took this in then asked, Why?


    It wasnt fruiting any more and it was casting too much shade so I had it pulled out.


    Well under that copper-leafed prunus would do just as well. I dont mind doing it. You go back to bed. I know where the tools are.


    Coerced, Julia stood back and opened the door wider.


    Black and white floor tiles, stripped oak stairs, a huge and faintly sinister pot of fleshy green cymbidiums. Had she really once lived here? Crossing the polished threshold, Eliza felt entirely not at home. There was an alien smell she did not immediately recognise as furniture polish and a terrible sense of everything being arranged in order to impress rather than comfort. Flower arrangements, forbiddingly plumped up cushions, printed invitations on the mantelpiece.


    Momentarily forgetting her mission in her curiosity to see what other changes Julia had wrought, Eliza wandered into what she remembered as the telly room and set off the burglar alarm. Wincing against the noise as Julia said a crisp fuck sorry and hurried to turn the thing off, Eliza was chilled to find the cosiness of ramshackle sofas and Didos play things replaced by the austere, dead space of a dining room. Whatever must Dido think, passing between their spartan flat and all this? The child was too diplomatic to say, but she must have made comparisons and formed a preference. Could it be that, with her natural taste for order and control, she preferred here to there?


    Let me. Julia was back at her side and taking the bundle from Elizas grasp. She took it with surprising gentleness and, following her towards the garden, Eliza assumed she was going to assist at the burial. But Julia turned abruptly aside into the utility room, where she laid Carlo on the floor. If you dont mind, she said, Ill bury him later. I dont want to wake people andand there are bulbs and things I dont want dislodged at this time of year.


    But we ought to get him buried before Dido gets back.


    Dont worry, Eliza. Ill do it. Ive got all day. Now go home and get some rest.


    Eliza found herself steered efficiently to the hall then shut out on the doorstep before she could protest further. Doubts beset her. Julia was the kind of woman who bought rubber gloves on a weekly basis. It was hard to imagine her stuffing a chicken, still less burying a sizeable dog. The dog predated her, however, so perhaps she would do the deed with a glad heart, burying the first of two rivals for Giles heart. First of three, if one counted Dido.


    Eliza walked home in a daze, fell back into bed and cried herself to sleep.


    Initially she wept because she was so tired and because Carlos long illness was over but the deeper reason was one she could barely have spelled out, even to herself. Carlo was not her dog, not strictly. Strictly speaking he belonged to Giles. But he had bought him on a whim, had never loved him as he ought and had found less and less time in which to give him walks. He had also acquired a mistress with a fur allergy but hid this motive behind the characteristically barbed pronouncement that a dog had no place in a childless house.


    There remained the small matter of their legal bond, but Carlo had been the last palpable vestige of a marriage gone awry.


    And now she was finally cut adrift.

    



    Eliza spent Sunday in bed, stirring only to brew cups of tea, slap the used teabags into the sink and smear margarine onto bread before retreating with this meagre nourishment to her room. Her room smelt neglected but she could not care. Occasionally a draught through one of the cracked windows brought worse smells under the door from the dogs deathbed. The telephone was silent, disconnected when she failed to keep up payments against the last bill.


    She had read once that sleepiness was a symptom of depression, that the depressed sought negation of their pain in slumber. If this was true, she had been suffering from depression all her life. Even as a small child, she had faced the bossy arrival of daylight with a kind of horror and retired each night with relief. Dressed or naked, asleep or watchful, to be curled within or sprawled upon a bed was her natural state, from which every other activity was a resented departure. She was a born nester, whose animal affinities had always lain with sloths, lemurs and dormice rather than with natures predatory adventurers. Alone, shoeless and horizontal, she felt more truly herself than when she was upright and out in the world.


    Unless she could guarantee a deep and dreamless sleep however, taking to her bed was hardly a depressives escape since, once there, she had nothing to distract her from the steady contemplation of herself.
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    As usual Giles began with purely physical exercises; a sequence of stretches, deep, slow breaths and artificial yawns he had performed in the same order and at roughly the same time of the morning for so long that he could be half-asleep still and his body would shift from one gentle exertion to another without his conscious mind being involved. He had once shared a dressing room with a hatha yoga adherent who had said the same of the unvarying sequence of asanas with which he began and closed each day.


    Then, blood buzzing nicely, Giles moved to Trudy’s piano and began humming arpeggios at the lower end of his register. It was said that the vibrations from a hum helped to relax the vocal cords, though he could never see how this could be, given that it was the vocal cords which produced the hum in the first place. He then ran through the same sequence of lower register arpeggios at half-tempo, beginning each note as an open mouthed hum – actually an ng sound at the back of his throat – then opening it out to a fully sung ah.


    At home, in Islington, Sunday was a practice-free day unless he had a concert in the evening. He had long striven to spend Sunday mornings the way the rest of the population did or at least pretended to; a long leisurely breakfast blurring into a slow, superficial browse through two or more Sunday papers. On Sundays at Trudy’s, however, he had to practise because he knew she went to some expense to have the piano tuned in his honour and would have been hurt if he spent the morning ignoring it.


    He suspected that she liked to feel that his needing to use her piano was a significant link between his art and her nurturing. The sad truth was that, beyond the odd stabbed chord or melodic line picked out with one finger, he did not need the thing at all. He didn’t have perfect pitch but he knew his own range and could pitch any piece he had learnt more or less accurately simply from where its opening notes felt most natural in his voice. With works as familiar as the one he was currently singing, the process was like repositioning furniture by the dents left in the pile of a carpet.


    ‘Despair no more shall wound me,’ he sang. Then he repeated the incomplete sequence of notes, adjusting the pitch minutely. ‘Despair no more shall wound me.’ The intervals were useful this morning, a kind of spiralled arpeggio. ‘Shall wound me. Shall wound me. Wound. Shall wound me,’ he sang, then allowed himself the brief indulgence of a complete phrase, its incurling flourish like a perfect Grinling Gibbons curlicue. ‘Despair no more shall wound me/Since you so kind do prove.’ Then he allowed himself the first of the aria’s fiendish little runs. ‘Wou-ou-ou-ou-ound’. ‘Sounds like a constipated owl,’ he muttered and tried some more humming.


    He swung aside on the piano stool to look out of the window. The others were in the garden. Trudy talked incessantly while flicking through a Country Life backwards. She persisted in wearing white and in dying her hair an approximation of the blonde it used to be.


    ‘I know I’m too old for it,’ she said, ‘but Ron prefers me this way so what can I do?’


    Last night she had worn a white off-the-shoulder thing, far too dressy considering they were en famille, and far too revealing. This morning she had gone to the other extreme and pulled on jaunty white shorts, a tee shirt and white strappy sandals. She changed two or more times a day, ostensibly because it was hard to wear white and not be forever soiling it but secretly, Giles liked to imagine, so she could snatch a few minutes in which to howl into her pillow or bounce naked off the bathroom walls to release her tension.


    He wondered if he was alone in finding that, in his mid-thirties, he regarded his mother with the same unsparing revulsion he had as a teenager. He had only to glance at her to relive his shock at discovering how boys at school rated her a kind of pin-up, to hear again husky voices singing Mrs Robinson as she collected him on Sundays.


    Dido was dutifully playing Swingball with his stepfather. The game had been bought for her just as the piano had been tuned for Giles. She would far rather be flopped in the distant hammock with a book.


    Puffing, dangerously red, Ron was trying not to win but his competitive instincts were too deeply instilled. Dido’s clumsiness and lack of interest offered too great a challenge to even his sense of fair play. Once more he could not resist thwacking the ball, once more it flew off the spring and once more Trudy, who failed to understand the game, gave a sort of cheer as Dido gamely ran off to fetch the thing. She hooked it back onto the spring, politely assisting in her own torment.


    ‘All joy and bliss surround me, My—’ he sang out at her through the glass. He had meant to sing the entire phrase through to love but something in the flourish on surround snagged like a hangnail and he was compelled to go back and repeat the flourish in isolation, smoothing it out, folding it up again, faster, slower, and again in context. ‘All joy and bliss surround.’ Again the snag. He frowned, turned from the window absorbed again. He had been practising for so long, it seemed, that sometimes he felt the process engaged his intellect no more than was a bird’s on grooming its plumage.


    Ignorance occasionally led people to assume that his high voice was artificial, and thus especially strenuous to maintain. It was true that his range, which unusually could tackle roles written for soprano as well as alto castrati, shrank on the occasions when sickness or a bad cold prevented his keeping his voice muscles limber. But then all full-voice, operatic singing, all produced singing as his first teacher had called it, was artificial. As with most counter-tenors, his natural, non-falsetto voice was fairly deep, a lightish baritone, but his high voice felt the more comfortable of the two. On his rare visits to church, for funerals or weddings, it amused him to startle friends by singing hymns at an ordinary blokeish pitch and timbre.


    The English choral tradition, based on a network of cathedral and college choir schools, produced many counter-tenors. Most of them, though, however agile their technique, had essentially domestic voices which could no more carry in an opera house than exquisite real jewellery could compete with fat and gaudy paste when it came to being seen from the back of the upper circle. Giles was lucky. His counter-tenor was big, making up for what it lacked in nuance with its ability to cut through an orchestra of scrubbing strings like any trumpet or triangle.


    Giles had found his gift by accident. When his nice enough treble voice broke he had not minded, looking forward to singing less and playing football more. As in most all-boy schools, however, altos were needed to balance the choir and likely candidates would be press-ganged into squawking a falsetto line whenever possible. There was no option. A choir audition was a compulsory start to each school year until one was fifteen, no more avoidable than vaccinations or Latin. It was no use fluffing the required scales on purpose; the choirmaster was an old hand, adept at telling faked tone-deafness from the real thing.


    Giles remembered the fateful audition vividly. A football game had overrun so he had come straight from the pitch without changing. He remembered the sacrilegious sensation of walking up the chapel aisle in studded boots and his self-consciousness at singing out in an apparently empty space while the choirmaster shouted down instructions from the organ loft. When he asked Giles, after an initial gruff phrase or two, to try a few falsetto notes, he had to explain.


    ‘Pretend you’re imitating a woman singing. Just see what happens…’


    Even then Giles’ falsetto sound was big, but it was like a powerful car in the hands of a non-driver and he began a lifetime’s practice of being entirely dependent on others to show him what to do with it.


    The discovery that he could sing changed his life. It paid his school fees. It landed him a place at a university he could never have entered on academic ability alone. It gave a boy with no particular ambitions a career.


    His darkest professional secret remained that he was gifted with a voice but not naturally musical. He had a horror of sight-reading in public. Every inflexion in every role he sang was taught by a precious teacher and memorised. Directors liked him because he was entirely reliable but he knew that, for all the size of his voice, he would never attract the adulation of a Kowalski or a Scholl because his performance of a piece was the same night after night, too perfectly controlled to admit the risks of genius.


    ‘All joy and bliss surround me,/My soul is tun’d to love.’


    Dido heard him and smiled, completely missing her chance to hit the ball back in a different direction, so that Ron won again. Trudy came to the rescue, patting the cushions on the bench beside her and continuing to chatter as Dido went to sit there and flick through a magazine too. Freed from his killer instincts, Ron took down the Swingball and prepared to mow the lawn.


    Weekends with his mother and stepfather were fragile affairs, painstaking constructions of good manners and enthusiasm forever tearing at their papery edges. By weekend at home, most sons would mean two or even three nights. For Giles that would have proved unsustainable. His practice was to arrive at teatime on Saturday then leave precisely twenty-four hours later. His mother always baked a cake, slices of which framed the visit like sticky bookends.


    He often had performances or concerts to sing on Saturday nights, so visits like this were not a regular thing. Neither side could have borne them if they were. But he felt they were good for Dido, as she saw so little of her maternal grandmother and had so little family life. He worried she was being dragged down and limited by her mother’s straitened style of living and he was not above entertaining wicked fantasies in which, through timely interventions of Justice or Death, he became sole parent.


    On the weekends when Dido was with him, he tried to fill her time with things he felt it might lack when she was with her mother: beauty, sophistication, above all a sense of possibilities, a sense of all the places she might go and all the things she might become. In the event, she often simply watched television or spent an evening in one of the opera houses before he took her out to dinner. She did not like music much, not real music, but she enjoyed the opera because of the costumes and drama and in spite of any sounds the singers made. This had taken time. When she first saw The Magic Flute, in a fluffy, witty production which he had thought the ideal introduction, she kept covering her ears and complained of the singers afterwards, ‘It’s as if they’re putting their insides outside. They’re showing too much!’


    Showing too much was something Giles keenly understood and feared in himself. His father died when he was eight, which sent his mother spiralling into lost years of alcoholism. Boarding school was a kind of prison for other boys; for him it brought blessed release from a mother’s incoherent moods and unwanted confidences, a place of orderly restraint as respite from a damaging lack of boundaries. She saw the light only when, old enough at seventeen to stand up to her, he flatly refused to come home one summer holiday and instead spent two months visiting friends and working on farms. At the end of the summer, realising he had survived and would survive without her dubious protection, he wrote a short, brutal letter telling her so and telling her why. In an effort to make her just another adult, he addressed the letter to Dear Trudy rather than Dear Mum and had called her nothing else since.


    Stung (she later brightly admitted to having attempted suicide), she took herself off to the local chapter of Alcoholics Anonymous where she began carefully to rebuild herself and where she met Ron.


    He was an insurance salesman. The kind of man she had raised Giles to ignore. But he worshipped her, in his bluff way, and seemed content never to find out who she really was. They shared a life of unimpeachable normality, in a household shorn of stimulants, took bird-watching holidays, played golf and continued to attend AA together as other couples attended church.


    Oddly she was no longer contrite as she had frequently been when drunk. Instead sobriety made her honest.


    ‘Oh no,’ she blurted out once. ‘I’m not happy. You can’t be happy when you’re always being careful. But I’m calm and I’ve stopped being frightened all the time.’


    Built over an abyss, her life with Ron was a neatly hedged Hell but looked happy and ordinary enough in twenty-four-hour doses.


    There was a lunch of roast chicken and a trifle unredeemed by sherry, then a short walk with binoculars and bird books before yesterday’s cake made a second appearance and set them free. Giles indulged Dido on the train ride home, letting her listen to the radio on his personal stereo and sit with her shoeless feet on the seat opposite. The wind blowing across her from an open window set her uneven pigtails flapping and brought him the tart, nutty scent of hot little girl. It was time she started using a deodorant perhaps. Rather than embarrass her by mentioning this, he had a quiet word with Julia when they arrived.


    Bath times overseen by Julia were a Sunday evening ritual on her precious weekends with them. The general idea was an indulgent fix of girlydom, a scented bath, the run of Julia’s beauty tools and pampering products. As often as not she would come down to supper spangled, painted and crudely curled, smelling like an overheated flower shop. She glowed in Julia’s full attention, however, enjoying the brief sense of sisterly conspiracy and the moment of revelation before the household’s man.


    Julia enjoyed these sessions too. She said it was like having a baby sister to play with, but hearing their laughter from another room gave him a pang of regret; it made him imagine Julia as a mother, a subject he knew better than to pursue.


    Dido had chosen pizza for supper, her side of the bargain being to let him make it from scratch, yeast dough and all, and to eat whatever grown up or healthy toppings he chose to use. While the dough was rising and the girls had fun in the bathroom with crimping tongs, he flopped onto the small kitchen sofa to watch whatever banalities the television could offer. Visits to his mother left him fit for nothing more.


    There were footsteps overhead, the tell-tale thump of Dido’s trainers into his study. The phone rang and he heard Julia answer it at the other side of the house and laugh at something. After a while the footsteps left his study more slowly then came downstairs. He smelt Julia’s crazily expensive bath essence and turned down the noise on the television.


    Seeing Dido pink from her bath, in a cast-off tee shirt of Julia’s, hair crazily crimped, lips glossed, he felt his habitual Sunday night remorse at having wasted so much of the weekend. He felt he had barely seen her, had barely spoken with her. They had not talked about school or her friendships or her dreams and not even her mother – none of the things a father should discuss – and now she had almost left him again.


    ‘Who can that be?’ he asked. ‘Who let a princess in?’


    Once she would have wriggled at this and smiled but tonight she gave only a half-smile, almost a shrug. She was getting too old for such daddy’s-girlisms. She came solemnly over to his chair and leant against his knees, picking at the seams of his chinos with a blue-painted fingernail.


    ‘What is it, kitten?’ he asked.


    She bumped against his knees. ‘Nothing,’ she said and climbed onto his lap, reaching for the remote control and flicking channels idly. She had not done this since she was very small. Perhaps she regretted Sunday nights too. Touched, he put an arm around her and held her close. ‘I saw the photos you’d hidden,’ she mumbled into his shoulder. ‘I went to look for something else and they sort of fell out.’


    Julia had finished her phone call and he heard her sandals clacking across the landing and entering the study overhead. He suffered a convulsion of guilty panic.


    ‘Where did you leave them?’ he asked.


    ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘I slipped them back between the books. Why did you hide them?’


    ‘I don’t know. I didn’t think you’d like them.’


    If she could see his face, she would know this for a lie; he had hidden the things out of shame.


    Trudy and Ron had given him a digital camera for his birthday and he had surprised himself by spending a whole weekend snapping this and that, enjoying the near silent zoom and intelligent flash, the small, steely neatness of the new toy.


    He had few pictures of Dido and she was changing so fast. He stole into her room, hoping to surprise her deep in her bedtime reading and found her asleep. She had borrowed an unsuitably adult magazine of Julia’s, all blow-job techniques and saucy pictures of half-naked hunks and, reassuringly bored, had fallen asleep over it.


    It was a hot night and she had pushed the bedding down to her waist. Her tee shirt had ridden up so that the golden light from her bedside lamp fell on the scrawny line of her stretched out belly. One nipple was laid bare, puppy fat giving the illusion of an incipient breast.


    His initial reaction was that she looked sweet, enchanting precisely because of the lack of innocence in the discarded magazine crumpled beside her. The act of taking her photograph laid another layer of meaning on the scene, however; when he had fed it into his computer and printed it out a few times, he realised it looked like kiddie porn.


    He had meant to throw the prints away and wipe away all computerised traces, but it was a beautiful picture. A sweet picture. And throwing it away was like throwing her away. He kept every picture anyone had ever taken of her, failed ones included. He had wiped it off the computer memory but could not bring himself to destroy the prints. He had thought, however, that he had hidden them better. Now she had seen, of course, it was too late.


    ‘What did you think?’ he asked her cautiously.


    ‘Dunno,’ she mumbled, face still pressed into his shoulder. He could feel her hand on the back of his head. The curliness of his hair had always fascinated her because hers was flat and needed the electricity of brushing to give it body. When she was little, she never tired of pulling a curl straight then watching it spring back into place. ‘I was a bit scared at first but it’s nice really. I’m glad you kept them for me to see.’


    ‘Oh, darling.’ He held her to him more tightly and pressed his lips into her shampooey hair to kiss her. Her hair smelt intensely clean and disconcertingly like Julia’s. He felt crazily moved, as though she had forgiven him and declared love to him simultaneously. He kissed her again, moving his hand down her back and suddenly she was pulling away from him.


    ‘What?’ he asked but she climbed down and backed away from him, dropping the remote.


    ‘Creep,’ she said. ‘Fucking creep.’


    ‘Dido!’


    She had never sworn at him before. He made to follow her and realised that, thanks to her sitting on his lap, he had a hard-on. He stumbled to a halt, awkwardly rearranging himself, and of course that made it worse. Her eyes narrowed briefly in disgust then she hurried out.


    Giles sank defeated in his chair and listened to her telling Julia that no thanks, she wasn’t hungry and thought she’d go to bed now.


    ‘What was that all about?’ Julia asked, bringing him a glass of wine. She sat on the sofa arm and reached for the TV remote almost exactly as Dido had. ‘Have you had a row?’


    ‘No,’ he said in all honesty.


    ‘She was fine earlier. Very giggly.’ She sighed. ‘Must be reaching that difficult age.’


    ‘She’s not yet ten.’


    ‘Well don’t bite my head off.’


    ‘Sorry. It’s been a long weekend. Trudy was a bit full-on for her, I think. She’s probably just tired.’


    Somehow he got through the evening, ate his share of pizza, drank his wine, made self-exonerating love to his girlfriend. But through it all he was aware of the shut door into the attic bedroom, which was quite possibly locked against him, and the seeming impossibility of saying anything that would not make a terrible situation worse. Most fathers would have knocked on the door, demanded a talk, cleared the air with a joke. They would certainly have brought their partner onside by explaining the situation. But his relationship to Dido was far more delicate and vulnerable than ordinary fatherhood and he was paralysed by guilt that, in misreading a particular situation, she had stumbled onto a general damning truth.
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