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A Q&A with Kay  Langdale


Praise for Kay Langdale

‘This haunting and beautifully written novel about love will linger in your mind long after you’ve turned the final, satisfying page’

Lucy Dillon on Away From You

‘The sympathetic understanding of [Langdale’s] characters, the even-handed exposition of different types of mothering and the beauty of her crystal-clear prose all come together to make this a must read’

Red on Her Giant Octopus Moment

‘Langdale is a wonderful writer, plots beautifully and is brilliant at showing her characters’ inner worlds’ 

Daily Mail

‘A compelling exploration of the nature of grief … a moving tale of motherhood and morality’

Oxford Times on Away From You

‘Readable, poignant … the author’s skill is to woo the reader into empathising with conflicting viewpoints’ 

The Sunday Times

‘Thought-provoking’ *****

Woman’s Own on Her Giant Octopus Moment

‘An endearing child-heroine and a controversial moral question make Her Giant Octopus Moment a must-read’

Good Housekeeping

‘Langdale’s psychological intelligence informs every angle of a thoroughly contemporary tragedy’

The Times on Away From You


Also by Kay Langdale

Her Giant Octopus Moment 

Choose Me

Away from You

The Comfort of Others

What the Heart Knows (Rowolht, Germany)

Redemption (Transita, published as If Not Love by Thomas Dunne Books, St Martin’s Press)
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For Barbara Bradshaw, cara amica.


How does it happen that our lives can drift

far from our selves, while we stay trapped in time … 

Carol Ann Duffy, Rapture 


Anna

I wake abruptly with a terrible start, because it feels like I’m holding something very, very precious, and I’ve dropped it. When I snap my eyes open, heart thumping, it’s always just fallen from my arms. It’s Teddy I’m dropping, even though I never actually have. In my half-waking, half-sleeping state I see it happen, as if I am both in and out of my thrumming body. 

Teddy’s still a baby in the dream, and he’s wearing a striped red-and-white romper. My right hand is cradling his head, and my left hand is curled up and over his knees. Looking at us – and I can see that my crossed elbows are an additional hammock beneath him – dropping him couldn’t feasibly happen, but it’s always the sensation I have, my mouth parched, my arms flailing.

The babygro – the red-and-white-striped one – is an accurate memory. I’m confident of that. I must still have it, neatly folded in a cupboard somewhere. We’re not by ourselves in the dream. The health visitor who was assigned to Teddy is there too, a woman who yawned constantly, her hand barely covering her mouth, her broad face placid and bovine. Perhaps she was bored, or tired, or maybe in need of more oxygen than the series of rooms provided. 

The sequence begins as I put him in the scale pan, and he lies there, soft as butter, wearing a cotton-knit hat shaped like a strawberry. The hat accentuates the colour of his lips, and his tiny Cupid’s bow, and I resist stretching across to kiss him because I know it would get in the way of the weighing, the measuring, the calibrating, and the jotting in the red book with her cheap biro that smudges. And so, while the health visitor writes, I am self-contained, sitting with my hands in my lap, my back straight, surreptitiously checking my watch, and with just the beginnings of a sprightly fretfulness that Isaac will shortly finish school and I will not be at the playground gate. 

The health visitor looks at her notes and her tick-box charts, and gestures to indicate that I can pick Teddy up again, and as I lean to gather him to me, that’s where the accurate recall stops. Instead, there’s the chest-punching horror that I’ve dropped him, my arms flung inexplicably wide, my palms facing ceilingward. When I look down to where he should surely be falling towards my feet, I can’t see him there either. There is nothing other than a dizzying blackness that tilts and shifts around me, as if we are in fact both tumbling in free fall, our arms and legs spread wide like stars, with Teddy invisible beyond my reach, cartwheeling down through space. 

If I look over my shoulder – and the room is shrinking behind me and is suddenly bleached of all colour – the health visitor is still sitting plumply by her scale pan, her pen poised in mid-air. Her expression doesn’t change, however many times I dream it. She is not startled, or concerned. She doesn’t even drop her pen. What her face mostly shows is disappointment. She is clearly disappointed in my failure to scoop up Teddy properly.


Tom

Is it Eliza? It takes a moment, looking through the smoked grey glass of the hotel in Geneva, to confirm that it is. Her swimming costume is red; a red so bright she is as vivid as a scarlet poppy when she walks out from the changing room. The colour is unexpected, almost startling. Her work clothes are usually muted – neutrals and greys, and sometimes a blue that is almost black. Occasionally her lips are red; the only clue that would suggest her choice of swimming costume. When they are, I find it hard to look directly at her as she speaks, instead focusing on her temple, or her hairline, or the space beyond her. She wears blouses that are cleverly tailored and which have neat little tucks and seams and move entirely with her. A seamstress would understand the mechanics of that. I do not, but recognise that they are pieces she must have chosen with care and insight.

Eliza walks to the poolside shower, tilts back her head, and momentarily lets the water drench her. She shivers as it touches her skin. The act of observing her, even though in a public place, seems an intrusion. She pauses momentarily by the deep end of the pool and leans to look out of the window at the street below. The snow, which began thawing earlier, has continued to do so, and the pavement is slushy with gritty melt. It is much warmer than yesterday; unseasonably so. She won’t need to wear the coat with the high lambskin collar that she wore on the way from the airport. 

From her cupped palm Eliza produces goggles, which she snaps on with a surprisingly practised hand, licking her fingertip and quickly tracing the lens. She blows out through her lips, rises to her tiptoes, lifts her arms above her head and stretches.

Anna and the boys look up at me from my iPhone screen saver. Isaac is standing next to Anna in the garden, his hands held behind him like a soldier standing to attention. I look at the photo fixedly to navigate myself back to them. Anna is smiling, but – seeing her freshly in the clean Swiss light of this calm and neat breakfast room – it occurs to me that it is a grim, stoical smile, which ends at the corners of her lips and is firmly staunched by the clamped press of her jaw. Teddy is on her lap, his head spooled back on her collarbone. 

Time for a quick chat? 

Her response is instant.

What do you think?

Perhaps I should send an emoji with a downturned mouth and a question mark beside it. Perhaps then she would respond. Likely it is just one of those mornings and she is best left alone. She has said, many times, ‘Just let me get on.’ 

My gaze is drawn again to Eliza, who dips her chin to her chest and dives in. Without pause, she begins to swim an efficient crawl, her hands meeting momentarily at the front of her reach so that she seems to spear effortlessly between strokes. Her body skates through the water.

I should text my assistant and confirm the time of today’s flight back from Geneva. The 10 a.m. meeting should not overrun; most of what was required was successfully completed yesterday. Eliza, at the boardroom table, going through the PowerPoint presentation, her grey eyes fixed purposefully on the client. I make the image of her dissolve, as if it is occluded by blotches of snow.

The waitress appears with the breakfast menu which is loaded with waffles, pancakes, Viennoiserie. 

‘Just an Americano, please.’

Am I only a heartbeat away from sitting here old and unfit, instead of forty-two and in reasonable shape? The other guests at the hotel are mostly the former. Perhaps the pool was built next to the breakfast room as a kind of subliminal taunt.

Eliza is still swimming, completing each length with a neat turn, her hand outstretched to touch the pool wall.

I’m reading a newspaper when she arrives beside me, dressed in a skirt that is possibly blue, possibly grey; it is hard to call it. She has on a jacket cut exactly to the curve of her body, which is somehow clearer to me now that I have seen her in her swimsuit. The waitress appears again.

‘A flat white and some bircher muesli, please.’

Eliza’s hair looks perfectly dry and is secured into some kind of chignon with a curved pin that has a small flurry of seed pearls at its tip. It’s only when she reaches forward to return the menu to the waitress that it becomes visible: one small, damp curl stuck to the palest skin at the side of her neck, just behind and below her ear. I turn away, guilty with the noticing.


Anna

I’ve lost count of the times I’ve said, ‘Don’t text first thing.’ It’s not that I don’t understand the inclination; can’t remember perfectly, in fact, the impulse to do so: arriving early for a meeting, grabbing a coffee in a café, or sitting in a bland hotel lobby waiting for a taxi; the reflex to touch base, to check in, to report back. 

Not now, though. The possibility of silence, first thing, is something to be safeguarded, like a small rectangle of lustrous matt whiteness snipped from a paint chart and held carefully in my palm. A window of opportunity, even though my use of it is increasingly questionable. Cleaning. Sanitising. Scrubbing at nooks and crannies in the kitchen with my lips pursed before the day has even begun. Who would have guessed that my grip on a mop could be so accustomed, so adroit? I think habits can be tracked back to their source, like long twisty rivers, or birds that have made complex migratory flights. All of this – all of what I begin each weekday with – flows back to a junior doctor, her hair held high in a swinging ponytail, who examined Teddy when he was in hospital for a chest infection last winter. She washed her hands at length, meticulously soaping between her fingers, the mechanised procedure still freshly learned. ‘It’s amazing quite how much infection can be prevented if people wash their hands regularly and thoroughly. Cleanliness makes a real difference to children like Teddy and their level of exposure to risk.’

Bullseye. Thoughts gain traction and heft, and now I sanitise all the kitchen surfaces, even though I can’t rationally say what contamination I think happens during the night. Flies do not drop from the ceiling; cats do not pad in through the letter box; germs surely don’t sally forth from the sink. 

I repeatedly scrub my hands like the doctor did, so much so that the skin between my fingers is cracked and sore. If I stretch my hands wide it flashes at me like small, cross-hatched ensigns. At the table with Tom I keep my fingers pressed together, as if they are contained in invisible mesh mittens. On my phone I have googled the definition of ‘open-handed’; it means giving freely, or generous. Perhaps now I don’t qualify as either of these; instead I am a woman with a masterful grasp of a mop, who wrings it out into a second bucket so that the original water is not sullied with dirt.

Isaac will appear in a moment. For a child of almost ten, he is unusually obedient to his alarm. (‘Snooze button? Lose button,’ he said once. ‘Why would anyone want one of those?’) He will tiptoe into the kitchen, trying his best to avoid the patches that are not yet completely dry, and pick up the bowl of cereal I have put out for him on the counter. He will sit on the stool and hold his legs bent at ninety degrees so that I can swoosh past him more easily. He pours the milk carefully and makes sure not to spill it on the clean surface. I should tell him that I am grateful for this; for this gesture of allegiance, of tacit support. I get it, his body language seems to say, his elbow suspended at a right angle above the worktop. 

Most mornings there is just the sound of him eating his cereal, and the clink of his mug of milk as he puts it down. I worry that his almost-silence is because I give the impression of listening for something else, a sound that will come from just beyond us and which I might miss if I don’t give it my full attention. Only yesterday, I shushed him mid-sentence and then waited in the hiatus for the sound of Teddy stirring, while Isaac held the cereal spoon midway to his mouth like someone caught in the shutter of a camera frame. Perhaps this is why we start each weekday in the kitchen in what I’d prefer to think of as companionable silence – my elder son eating, me mopping and wiping, the street lights blinking off outside as the daylight increases.

Even now, as I empty the bucket into the sink, my head is cocked like a gun primed to smoke blue. I knead the side of my neck with my fingertips, aware of a tightness that tracks to my left ear. It is constantly tilted upwards, as if a particular sound will be poured into it abruptly, like water from a jug. Teddy frequently wakes with a coughing fit and can be promptly sick. On these days it is not just the bottom sheet but all the bed linen that needs changing. 

Weekends are not like this. The cleaning and sanitising does not happen when Tom is sitting here, reading the papers, a coffee in his hand, filling the kitchen with his solid certainty; the length of his femur, his hand span, making me feel that germs are surely vanquished. If he saw me doing this, he would look at me, baffled. When I used to have a cleaner, I saw her wiping the side with the same cloth she’d just used for the floor. I told her – white-lipped – that from now on I didn’t want her to touch the kitchen. She looked at me sideways with a flintiness in her expression that suggested detached, dispassionate evaluation. See how you’d deal with it, I wanted to say to her. I fired her shortly afterwards, relieved to be free of another set of eyes scrutinising me, and at the same time wondering how I became a person who might audibly crackle with internally generated bolts of lightning.

I take down Isaac’s jacket from the peg in the hallway and put it next to his school bag. At least it isn’t raining. The guilt is worse on wet mornings, when he goes off by himself, his feet nimbly hopscotching the puddles. He has walked to school alone for almost a year. I comfort myself with the fact that it’s only a short distance and there are no unsupervised roads to cross. 

Getting Teddy up and ready to accompany him brought its own kind of chaos: Teddy wailing because he wanted breakfast and there wasn’t time to feed it to him; or often a coughing fit that would bring everything to a halt, all the time Isaac standing patiently next to the front door, tapping his book bag against his knees. 

One morning, as I knelt on the hallway floor zipping Teddy into his snowsuit, Isaac simply said, ‘Why don’t I walk by myself? It’s no trouble. It’s not like I don’t know the way.’ 

No trouble. I could print that on a T-shirt and give it to him to wear; Isaac with his quick, dark, watchful eyes, which I suspect probably see more than most. 

Now, he comes down the stairs, tugging his sweatshirt into place, and I step forward to wrap my arms around him in a hug. 

‘You are such a star.’ 

Is it surprise that he is registering? He gives a quick smile.

After he has cleaned his teeth, he walks off down the path. I sit on the bottom stair with a cup of coffee on the tread beside me. Perhaps Tom is still wherever he texted from earlier. Half an hour has passed. It’s more likely he will have left for a meeting and already be busy. My reply would anyway be stringy and lumpen, and a kind of withholding. I see that clearly.

Teddy has an appointment with the musculoskeletal team this morning. It’s better that he sleeps; better that he is his best possible, strongest, straightest self. 

The sound of a blackbird filters through from the cherry tree beyond the porch. Last week, there was a robin perilously close to the open casement. When I was a child, a great-aunt told me that a bird coming into the house is a foreteller of a death. This is why I am a woman who flaps her arms, panic-struck, to shoo away bold fledglings that alight on a sill. This is why I crane my neck, now, to make sure the blackbird is tucked in the tree and not actually inside the porch. My great-aunt’s superstition is like a sticky cobweb; I would like to brush it away and feel my skin smooth and clean.

And then, there it is: a small, yawny mewl. Teddy. Awake. I scramble to my feet, the coffee untouched where it sits on the tread.

OPS/images/title.jpg
KAY LANGDALE

The Way Back to Us





OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
HODDER





