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For Alison




Dio d’amor, confido in te;

deh, tu premia la mia fè!

—Gioachino Rossini, La gazza ladra
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Half past Ten


All morning they’ve been coming up the Long Drive. I can’t see them from here, the grass is too tall, and in any case there are the beeches; but I can hear the engines, the wheels crunching on the turning circle. (Fabian has been out three times to huff over his gravel, which came all the way from Chipping Campden and has only been laid a fortnight.)

Half an hour ago there was a commotion: a tractor broken down on the village road, and the iceman’s van unable to get by. You’d have thought from the flapping it was Joanie herself who was stuck. The sculptor declaring he would have to make a duck instead of a swan, and Lucille trying to calm him, and Isaac bellowing barometric readings from the library window at two-minute intervals; and then Sheppard dispatched on his funny little groundsman’s tricycle, and two of the boys after him with wheelbarrows, as if great slabs of ice are in the habit of turning to puddles at a moment’s notice. The heat is making them all ridiculous. Still, Lucille will be pleased. She has been on at Fabian to get a refrigerator.

I am probably supposed to be making myself useful, but I’ve been lying here so long I’m not sure I could get up even if I wanted. It is that sort of heat that turns one into a slug. At breakfast Pip said it’s to be a degree warmer than yesterday, which was a degree warmer than the day before, which was the warmest September day on record, and that if things carry on in this vein we should be hotter than Saudi Arabia within the fortnight. And Lucille said it was comforting to think of there being somewhere on the planet where this sort of temperature would feel positively frigid. Which I don’t think even she believes—but it does seem to help, imagining yourself somewhere heat belongs. A camel-hair mattress instead of scratchy grass, and not the Meadow around me but sand white as bone; a light breeze off the Gulf—the tent billowing prettily, the date palms swaying—and air that smells somewhere between Turkish delight and Lucille’s perfume, which is called Poème Arabe and has to be ordered in bulk from Paris. (Fabian: “Why can’t you go to Grossmith’s like everyone else?”) And oryx at the watering hole, parakeets in the trees, an endless blue sky, the vague sense of monkeys—

I never get much further. I remember I feel sick, or that my chest feels tight, and then I remember why, that it isn’t just the hay fever. And all I can think of is her: waking in her narrow berth and washing and dressing and pinching her cheeks in the mirror, and breakfasting in the saloon, and piling with Aunt Caterina and cousin Daphne into the cab to Liverpool Street and boarding the train and the train pulling out and the distance between us shrinking from a hundred miles to tens to none.
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Twenty to Eleven


Here is someone else driving up. Hopefully the baker at last; they’ve been on tenterhooks about the cake all week, except Eliza, who is sulking that it ought to be her job and I think would be pleased if it didn’t arrive at all. I can’t imagine who else it could be. The marquee came yesterday, and was put up in the evening when the heat was marginally less oppressive (and even then the men needed a great deal of beer; I think we were all surprised, this morning, to see the canvas still in place, and only one pole at a tilt). Today we’ve had the lanterns and braziers; the folding tables and chairs, and the trees in pots; some of the band with the bigger instruments; and the kitchen provisions, from Bury except the milk and cream and eggs, which were bicycled up from Bennett’s. The conjuror is here early—probably in the hope of a free lunch, but he’ll be lucky to get anything but bread and butter out of Eliza today, and that most likely flung at him. And then of course there’s the sculptor; and the confectioner: there is to be a whole table of sweets, liquorice and rhubarb-and-custards and pear drops and pastilles. And jellied babies, which Joanie can eat by the fistful but I always find vaguely obscene; it is something about their round little stomachs. And Lucille has ordered a dozen cartons of Terry’s Dessert Chocolate Apples, one for every guest. Although if the ice does not get here soon they will have to be content with Dessert Chocolate Blobs.

You’d think Joanie were coming home from the Spanish front, but they’ve only been as far as Italy, and then only Milan. All her talk of the Amalfi Coast—and she bought three (three!) bathing suits. One of them a two-piece in deep sea-blue, and when she put it on to show me I had the sudden terror she’d get in trouble in the water, and everyone would think her part of the Mediterranean and not know to rescue her until too late. She laughed when I said that, but whenever I imagine it I feel a swooping panic, as if it’s really happened, and she wasn’t in Paris on Thursday and Dover this morning but floating, eyes staring empty, four limbs and a head and deep sea-blue between, and it’s all my fault for having thought it. Then I think of her laughing in the mirror, telling me not to be a ninny, she won the St. Cat’s swimming prize three years running, and the ribbon of skin at her waist, warm skin I didn’t touch but could have, only I didn’t know—

I must have thought about her almost every hour of the past twelve weeks, but now she’s actually coming I have wasps in my stomach, and at the slightest hint of her they rise up buzzing.
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Quarter to Eleven


It is the baker: I can hear Lucille exclaiming over the dome and the Doric columns. The cake is a scale model of the Parthenon, which she commissioned weeks ago, before we heard from Aunt Caterina—she’s Joanie’s aunt, not mine, but I’m supposed to call her that—they hadn’t got anywhere close to Athens. “Stop being so literal,” Lucille keeps telling us, “it’s what it represents.” Of course it’s absurd, but Joanie will love it. She’ll love all of this, the tent and the food and the little trees.

It’s ridiculous to want her not to come.

Now they have moved on to the icing: is it meant to look sticky, or is it the heat, and how are they to cut it—is there anything they can do to make it hard—and Isaac is pointing out where the decoration has been knocked or softened out of shape, and using words he doesn’t understand, like cornicing. The sky is too blue, too flawless. It makes your eyes swim to look at it. There is a pigeon cooing—the one that lives in the leylandii; it has a particularly moronic coo—and I can hear the sparrows chirruping, and a crow or two. The distant thrum of a tractor. All I can see is dry grass and empty sky and, if I roll my eyes back, the very tops of the trees. Like being buried, only brighter. Less a grave than some high-sided funeral boat: woven from reeds, drifting downstream.

Speaking of dying: Fabian may be right about the Wilderness. For months he’s been muttering about nitrates and microbes, and using phrases like “irreparable damage,” and we have all been exchanging looks behind his back; but this close to the ground you can’t breathe without tasting it: the baking months, the gasping need for rain. The problem is, he makes so many pronouncements it is impossible to know which to take seriously. If it isn’t drought, it’s the loss of grasslands to arable crops, or the Breckland forest to beet, or the lack of legislation for nature protection—apparently Germany is particularly advanced in that regard, which makes him livid. The Royal Society’s refusal to take laymen as fellows. As for politics, he seems to think of war as a sort of infection, that once it emerges somewhere on the planet can only be held at bay through robust and immediate inoculation. Until July it was Spain, Spain, Spain, but now he has moved on to Japan. Just this morning he threw The Times at Isaac—or that’s where he was aiming, though it fell short and landed in Isaac’s porridge—and said, “Read that, and tell me I’m wrong about Shanghai. And the Germans will persuade Italy against the Comintern, mark my words.” Then he said, “If you ever decide to take an interest in the world, instead of gadding about Oxford like Beau Brummell, let me know. They might have you at the Foreign Office.”

Which is wishful thinking, because Isaac’s grasp of geography is worse than Joanie’s, and he is about as diplomatic as a battering ram.

It’s amazing Fabian has the energy to care about the Wilderness, but he does. He calls it his life’s work, or in his darker moods, his great undoing, and to listen to him talk you would think it very complicated, but it is nothing more than his attempts at restoring the estate to its natural condition, whatever that might be, through a series of meddlings. This place, the Meadow, used to be the old east lawn, where we came for boules and children’s parties. (Once, I think it was for Isaac, they turned the whole field into a fairground with a helter-skelter; and Joanie still talks about her sixth birthday, when Fabian had a dozen donkeys brought over from Gorleston.) As for the rest of the estate, he has got rid of the deer from the deer park—apparently they were the wrong sort of deer—and brought in wild sheep and goats, and stopped coppicing the woods, and dug out the ponds. And is halfway to making a marsh on what was the tennis court—which as someone who can barely hit the ball I’d say is an improvement; but Joanie plays brilliantly, so I am obliged to be outraged.

I suppose none of it would be so bad if it were just a hobby. But I’m certain every morning when he wakes, before he thinks of Lucille or Joanie or the boys, or how he’d like his eggs, he thinks: invasive species. Soil erosion. When things are going well he is all bounce and grand plans, which is bad enough; when they aren’t, he’s unbearable. We cannot grasp the immensity of the burden; it is too much for any man; God alone understands him. There are all sorts of rules the rest of us cannot hope to fathom. He won’t let anyone touch the Meadow, even to water it—which sounds like civic duty until you consider what he’s been pouring into his ponds (at a time when people are up in arms over washing cars; if it got out we should have a mob at the gates with pitchforks). But he has the idea this part of the Wilderness, for all that it’s already more straw than grass, should be self-sufficient, and if he spares the rod he will somehow spoil it.

Sometimes I think that is how he sees the whole world: as a thing to be cowed.
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Five to Eleven


They are going in at last. There has been some discussion over how to move the cake, and now they are doing what the baker has been saying all along, and getting some of the boys out to lift it on its board. By the sound of it they have got at least four of them. There they go over the gravel—Lucille declaring how easy they make it look, which means she thinks they are bound to drop it, and Isaac trying to direct—and from somewhere indoors a bellow, and one of the boys cursing, and Isaac saying, Hold it, hold it steady. As if they wouldn’t have thought of that.

Presumably the bellow means Fabian has mislaid something. Usually it is his pen, which he likes to have constantly to hand in case of thoughts; if not it will be his notebook. Which this week alone he has accused two separate maids of stealing—as if anyone could possibly decipher it, or care enough to try. But he is determined that only he may touch it, or on rare occasions the butler, Groves; not even Lucille is allowed. For something that is supposed to make his life easier, it causes no end of difficulty.

For the first part of my life, when my mother was alive, he was a vague and vaguely daunting presence. To Joanie, of course, he was Daddy; to my father, who worked for him, Winther, or occasionally, in what I took to be a reference to Fabian’s limitless authority over our family, God. (We were never a churchgoing household, my mother having a deep-seated mistrust of religion in general and the Church of England in particular, and my father being happy enough not to have to give up his Sundays.) In the village they called him the Major, or His Lordship when he’d done something worth ridiculing—which was often, because when he wasn’t trying to persuade the farmers into his experiments, he was arguing with them about the futility of nailing moles to fences; and he was known for writing letters to The Times. Occasionally, in a fit of noblesse oblige, he’d attempt something like rounding up his tenants to beat the bounds, which they went along with through a mix of apathy and cowardice. Even then he was famous for his temper.

I craved and feared a sighting. But when I was invited to play at Snare House he’d be in his study, not to be disturbed; or have gone on a whim to some Highland forest to look at fungus, or to a talk at the Zoological Society, returning a day late with watches for the boys and pearls for Joanie, which Lucille immediately put away because “you’re children! What was he thinking?” Still: boots in the hall. A gun propped carelessly in the corner with the umbrellas. Woody trace of cigars. The occasional yell—muffled by closed doors, but it made my skin tingle in a way I imagined explorers felt, under canvas on the Serengeti Plains, hearing a semi-distant roar. If he did materialize it was only ever briefly. He’d confer with Lucille in clipped tones, as if we children weren’t there, or else beckon the boys away on some masculine business, if his tailor were up from London or his godfather, the provost of Eton, come for supper. (Ostensibly this was because the provost had a talent for ghost stories. But of course it was really Fabian’s clumsy attempt to gain favour—it being clear even back then the Common Entrance would not be kind to Pip—which all of us could see through a mile off, and I’m sure the provost could too.)

Then I was seven, and my mother’s flights of impulse and what she called her itching headaches were no longer occasional; eight, and she was dead. And suddenly I didn’t live with my father, in the lodge in the woods where the Goodalls had always lived, but under God’s own roof: passing him in his corridors, eating at his table. The best I can say of Fabian is that for the intervening ten years he has mostly ignored me. Sometimes it amuses me to think the warmest he’s ever been to me was two days after my mother died, when Lucille brought me over for supper. He said, I expect you will be needing to cook? Eliza can teach you the basics.

Then gave me a message for my father concerning pheasants.

It’s an open secret in the household that his moods are getting worse. Some days it seems just about plausible he could address the Lords on agricultural policy; others, he can’t lace his own shoes or remember what to call a butter dish, and you feel he’d murder you as soon as look at you. But when Joanie brings it up, or Isaac if he’s down from Oxford, Lucille only says, It’s just a little absentmindedness, or, You know he’s always had his passions. Which Joanie treats as her refusing to face facts—but I think it’s more that she knows there is nothing to be done, except smooth things over as she always has (e.g., by being good at parties, or removing the more incendiary pages of the newspaper).

Mostly his days are either what we call hard-boiled, when he doesn’t get out of bed—a relief to all of us except Lucille, who is obliged to see him even unwashed and, unimaginably, undressed—or soft-boiled, when he comes out here to the Meadow with his notebook and inspects the grasses blade by blade. Or else strides about the rest of the estate, Sheppard dragging after him with a surveyor’s wheel and quadrat square (which is a device for counting ants and weeds, to see how many of each he has managed to cultivate). Then he shuts himself in his study, and only comes out when he has something preposterous to announce. Lately we have had: fritillaries, both flower and butterfly; great bustards; pennyroyal; sea eagles, though we are a good twenty miles from the coast. A wetland for spoonbills and, separately, a network of streams and lakes, because he has decided what Suffolk is lacking is otters and beavers. (It is only a matter of time before he remembers hippopotamuses lived here, in the Ice Age, and we find ourselves surrounded by mangrove swamp.) Wild boar.

A few weeks ago I overheard him on the telephone. “But really, Whibley”—that is his expert on native wildlife—“where is it written that a man cannot keep wolves?”

Which probably sounds like a joke, if you do not know Fabian.
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Half past Eleven


The baker drove off, at speed and in a flurry of gravel, and on the far side of the woods the church clock struck the hour. I pictured my father, out in his garden quarrelling with the magpies or constructing something outlandish out of sticks, looking up as the chimes passed like rooks overhead, and swearing.

I tried to get back to the oasis, but I kept drifting instead to Joanie on the train—where they might be; what she might be doing, thinking—and even when I succeeded in pushing her out, I was too fidgety for camels. Every so often someone drove up to deliver something, but even when there were two of them all they talked about was lifting things, or how hot it is, or should they have another smoke. Somewhere a farmer was muck-spreading, and I was briefly entertained by what Fabian would say when he smelled it; then I thought perhaps it was only goat mess, because they have been in the Meadow this week, and that I ought to have checked for it before lying down.

After a bit I heard what might have been some sort of warbler, but I soon realized was Pip. He never whistles anything tuneful—unlike Sheppard, who has a great devotion to hymns, and excellent lungs. (Joanie swears he once managed all five verses of “Be Thou My Vision” in a single breath.) Pip does little snatches like birdsong, rising, falling. I think he is always hoping a bird will sing back, though I’ve only known that happen once. It was last summer, my birthday; we’d had a picnic tea at Bushy Mound, which is the nearest thing to a hill for miles, and were all walking back up the Long Drive at dusk when a curlew flew over. Pip gave its call, and it sang to us for a good minute before dipping off over the fields.

I should explain Pip is not quite a person. Which sounds unkind, but is one of those things everyone acknowledges, not always in so many words—e.g., Lucille would say he’s a dreamer, and try to make that sound a good thing, and Fabian would call him soft. Joanie swears he is in love with me, though I’ve never seen why he should be, when I haven’t encouraged him in any way. (If I laugh at him less than she does it’s only because he’s not my brother; and anyway I laugh less than her at everything.) I don’t even know if he’s capable of love, the way normal people are. But whenever I say that, she gives me a despairing look and says, “Of course he is, Meggie, it’s about all he is capable of.”

It baffles both of us that Fabian and Lucille think he can take on the estate, one day, when Fabian is no longer able. I suppose it’s a mix of delusion and there being no other option. Fabian is determined Isaac will be something in government—prime minister, probably—and anyway, when he’s not at Oxford he’d rather be haring about the Home Counties with his rowing friends, like he has all summer. At least Pip isn’t going anywhere. (Even Lucille has had to accept he won’t be following Isaac to Christ Church.) It would all work perfectly if he’d the least talent for land management, or willingness to learn. Or if Fabian were a better teacher. As it is he has the patience of a sledgehammer, and Pip, who is by nature at least half weasel, takes every opportunity to sidle off into the woods or fields or wherever he spends his strange little days, until eventually he pops up wanting a warm bath or proper meal, and is collared.

I heard the whistling come closer, and presently he came up the hare-path and stood at my feet. He didn’t speak, not even a hello: just squinted at the sky, then around us at the Meadow, then back towards the house. Then the Meadow again. I was shading my eyes to look up at him, and while I couldn’t see much of his face, I could tell he was frowning. Usually we are never alone together, and I thought he must have some message for me, from Lucille or perhaps Eliza. But he still didn’t speak, and I began to feel uneasy, with the frowning and the silence; so I said, “Well? What is it?”

He put out a foot—he is almost always barefoot—and tapped my skirt, practically my knee, with his grubby toes. “That’s my sister’s dress.”

“It doesn’t fit her.” Which is true: she’s worn it once, to one of Fabian’s investor luncheons, where she ate too much and burst three of its buttons. She never bothers getting things mended, and I had to sew them on myself this morning.

He looked at the trees. Then he said, “We can see you, you know. From the library. Isaac’s been taking bets on how long it’ll take you to get up. But I thought you might be ill. Are you?”

“No!” I said. “Please go away.” It was dreadful to imagine all of them watching, when I had been thinking such private things. About her, and London, and what it will be like to be just us, with only ourselves to think about.

“Mother says you’re to come in. Eliza needs someone to go for cream of tartar and all the staff are busy.”

“You’re not busy.”

He shrugged. Then he said, “Are you sure you’re not ill? You look a bit green.”

“It’s the grass.” Although the grass these days is somewhere between yellow and white, so I said, “Or the dress. It’s reflecting onto my skin.”

“Hmm,” he said. Then, “You’d have been better in the woods. It’s not a good hiding place if people can see you.” He was tugging absently at some cocksfoot, scattering puffs of seed, and my nose was beginning to twitch. “And you oughtn’t to be lying there. You’ve squashed it, see.”

“It’s only grass.”

“It’s habitat.” Occasionally Pip absorbs more than you’d think. “And if you must lie in it you should keep to here.” He pointed down at the path.

“But I’m not a hare.”

Which he thought about; then he said, quite seriously, “Well, no, you’re not. But I shouldn’t think they’d mind.”

The path isn’t actually made by hares, but they do use it from time to time. I saw three together once, a mother and her leverets. It was Guy Fawkes Night, and I’d come back from the village before the rest of them, because I was tired of being stared at, and having people nudge each other and make observations under their breath. Though the moon was bright, I came back the long way, by the road instead of the woods; but once I was through the gates I left the drive and took the grass instead. It was a clear, cold night after a rainy day, and the Meadow looked as if someone had dropped a chandelier on it from a great height. As if it might cut to touch. But of course it was only damp grass; and my shoes and stockings were soon wet, my dress clinging to my knees. I picked my way between clumps, avoiding the molehills, and at some point I looked up and the hares were ahead. I stood very still and watched them lollop back and forth across the path, grazing at the edges, like nibbling ghosts in the moonlight; even in that moment I knew it was a scene I’d remember all my life. And then I thought, But really they’re just oversized rabbits. And I made a dash at them, screeching like a banshee, for no other reason than to set them tearing off in mortal terror.

It is a superstition among the Winthers that spotting a hare means a month’s luck. Which is obvious rot, but before December I’d inherited three of Joanie’s dresses, as well as a coat, after Lucille was persuaded to buy her a mink from Fenwick’s; won the Latin prize for the third year running; and found a shilling in the dirt outside the Lodge. When we next went to town I bought a quarter of gumdrops and two bars of French soap, one of which I gave to Joanie. I had some fanciful idea we might smell the same; but while I’m sure she used it—she is fanatical about anything from the Continent—I could never detect it over her perfume. Which was lilies back then, or maybe bluebells. She hadn’t yet settled on roses.

Anyway, Pip said, “You can’t lie here all day.”

I thought about closing my eyes and pretending he wasn’t there, but knowing Pip he mightn’t have left if I’d waited an hour. “I think the habitat will recover.”

“Yes.” He eyed my flattened patch. “Well, probably.” Then he said, “You know she’ll be here before three?”

The wasps again. “So I’ll get up before three.”

“You’ll have burned into the Meadow by then.”

There was something pleasingly mythic in the thought of Joanie searching high and low, and finding only my charred silhouette, and weeping over it until her tears mingled with the dust of me. “Perhaps that’s how Fabian will solve the drought,” I said aloud.

“What?” Pip said; and when I shook my head: “You’re very odd sometimes.” Which I thought a bit rich. He held out a hand to help me up.

“I’m not going,” I said, meaning to the village, for the leaven. But he kept his hand out, as if we both knew I had no choice, although I’d rather have touched any number of vile things than that damp palm, and those spreading toad-fingers Lucille insists could be a pianist’s, though we all know he can’t even play the “Flea Waltz.” I forgot about the heat and how I might never move again and rolled over onto my stomach, and folded my arms and laid my forehead on them. Hot skin on hot skin, and my back prickling with sweat, the dress clinging unpleasantly, and my eyes in sudden shade inventing little white suns to dart after.

“Haven’t you missed her?”

How could I answer that? I thought about the last three months, how plodding and eternal they’d been, but also easy, because there’d been nothing to do but wait. I thought about London, and the secret prospect of our lives together. I thought about her train, her car—her getting out of the car—I thought about seeing her, and her seeing me.

The wasps rose in a swarm. “I just want some quiet,” I said.

Then I lay there with my eyes closed. After a while some tiny creature ran over my wrist, and I opened my eyes and twisted round, expecting Pip still to be there, for all I knew with his hand still out. But he was gone.
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Quarter to Twelve


I think if it had been anyone else who wanted me, I would have ignored them and stayed in the grass all morning. But I could imagine how Lucille would be panicking, with so much to get done, and after me she cares the most about Joanie; anyway, Pip had ruined things by telling me I could be seen. So I made myself get up, and brushed myself off, and went slowly and stiffly back through the Meadow, half blinded by sun, the heat an invisible hand on the crown of my head, pressing down.

I could say Lucille is like a mother to me, but what does that really mean? She feeds me—well, Eliza does; but she sees I am fed, and clothed and educated and so on, and cares about whether I am well and happy. But then she has a famously bleeding heart, and cares even for people she barely knows. She doesn’t treat me the same as Joanie, but nor does she Pip the same as Isaac, and anyway I don’t know if it’s a good thing to treat one’s children like they’ve been pressed out with a pastry cutter. But I’ve never thought of her as my mother, never seriously wished she were. And I’m sure she doesn’t think of me as a daughter. All else aside, she’d never let herself take my mother’s place.

Was she a good mother? My real one, I mean, before the illness and the rest of it. I have maybe a dozen clear memories of that version of her: the two of us feeding the chickens, picking her herbs; she boiling an egg for me and cutting toast into soldiers, telling me stories, folding my clothes, holding me in her lap after a bad dream. Walking, and the ground covered with leaves, golden leaves falling around us like gilded snow. Her safe, warm hand. Sometimes she told me off, if I was doing something I shouldn’t, but I always believed she loved me.

It’s an odd feeling, like I’m remembering someone else’s mother. “No,” Lucille used to say, before I stopped wanting to talk about her, “that’s what she was like. She was always so—” And it would be kind, or gentle, or some other such motherly virtue; how thoughtful she was, and knowledgeable even though she could barely read. Or the story of how she, Lucille, carried Isaac through a foot of snow—and in pitch-black night, because if Fabian got wind he’d never have let her—and hammered on the door of the Lodge, because one of the maids had said Goodall’s wife knew more about healing than any doctor, and had cured her, the maid’s, eczema with a wash of burdock and water avens, and the truth was she was more physician than whatever else people said. How my mother took one look at the infant Isaac and said, Have they given him the serum? And Lucille said they hadn’t, because he was not so very ill, and she hadn’t thought it natural to give him anything that came from a horse, much less its blood. And my mother had her come in, and sat her at the table with Isaac in her lap, red-cheeked and damp-haired in sleep, and gave her tea for her nerves, and burdock ointment for the rash, and an infusion of cuckoo’s meat—that is sorrel—for the fever, and a pot of honey from her hives, and told Lucille to give him as many spoonfuls as he would take; and he was up and toddling again within two days.

“Because it wasn’t scarlet fever,” Fabian always says, if he’s in earshot—which is rarely, because Lucille says it does no good to remind him of anything to do with my mother. “It was chickenpox and a hysterical mama.”

Of course Pip was just a baby then, and Joanie and I not even born, so who knows? But nothing will ever persuade Lucille that Isaac doesn’t owe my mother his life, even if he wasn’t so very ill.

That is her most dramatic story, but there are countless more. The time Fabian was away—my mother only ever came to Snare House when he was out—and they took a particularly good bottle from his cellar and drank it on the lawn while we children ran wild, and didn’t notice Pip had got into one of the cedars until he’d climbed all the way to the top. (That part I remember, because he had to be got down with ropes.) My mother’s vain attempts, when the four of them came to us, to teach Lucille herbalism, and Lucille’s to instil in her a love of roses. Her sense of humour: on discovering a ring of salt around the Lodge, she declared it an improvement, to be treated no worse than a slug, and when she next went to the village took the salt pig with her and scattered it before her all the way down the Thoroughfare. Some incident with a canoe I’ve never fully understood—etc., etc., and every anecdote with a point to it, like a fable, so I’d think them mostly fiction if Lucille weren’t so wholeheartedly earnest. As it is, I listen and look interested, and as if I might be moved.

Joanie says I encourage her. That Lucille thinks I want to hear them.

It’s not that I don’t. But they might as well be fairy tales, for all that I see my mother in them.
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Ten past Twelve


When I got to the kitchen it was in chaos. They have brought in almost every one of the maids to help, and several reserves from the village, and two of the boys are having to be pot-washers, though they’re about as useless as you’d expect and the pots are piling up as if there were no one there at all. The worst of it is the temperature. Every oven is on, and almost all the hobs, and they’ve lit a fire in the old hearth—on the hottest day of the year!—and set a lamb roasting on the spit. Which is the sort of thing Fabian thinks important on high days and holidays, for all Eliza’s insistence that a medieval fireplace is unfit for modern cooking.

I stood in the scullery doorway and watched the lamb rotating, and all of them scowling over their work and wiping foreheads and nudging each other to let them past, or pass a knife or rolling pin. There was very little talk, presumably because of the heat, and possibly Lucille. When she’s anxious about an event she gets a compulsion to roll up her sleeves and pitch in—which Fabian hates, and I’m sure the staff don’t much enjoy. She had an apron over her beach pyjamas, and was sawing determinedly at a ham.

I thought I’d wait a few minutes, then if nobody mentioned the shopping slip away, and not feel bad. But the moment I came to leave, Eliza lifted her head from her dough and gave me a shrewd look, and said, “I’ve carrots to be peeled, if you’re at a loose end.”

I said thank you, but I would rather not, and she rolled her eyes and jabbed an elbow into Lucille, who looked up from the ham and said, “Oh, Margaret, good, you’re here.” She bent her head to the napkin in the crook of her arm and swabbed her brow with it. “What a morning! Is it too early for champagne, do you think? Come here, come here.”

I went over dutifully, and she put down the knife and took my shoulders, and stood on tiptoes to kiss my forehead. I’m sure everyone else in that room stank of lamb—I can still smell it on my clothes—but Lucille smelled exactly as she always does: souks and leather saddles. “I am glad to see you.” Discreetly she picked a piece of grass from my hair and dropped it on the floor. “How are you, dearest?”

It is no good trying to hide anything from Lucille; she has marvellous powers of perception, which she attributes to her maternal grandmother, who is supposed to have been a fortune-teller in Constantinople. “I know you loathe this sort of thing. But Joanie will love it, and it’s only one evening.” She took a slice of ham and held it out. “You need nourishment, my love. You didn’t eat a thing at breakfast.”

“I’m fine.” The thought of it in my mouth, like an extra tongue, a dead flap of a thing.

She folded it neatly—somehow she manages to make ham elegant—and popped it in her own mouth. Then, when she’d swallowed: “Did Pip find you? I need you to run to the village.”

I nodded. “The cream of tartar.”

“Would you, dear thing? It would be such a help. But take my parasol, or you’ll be burned to a crisp.” She put her hands on her hips and looked around the kitchen. “Isn’t this marvellous? Everyone”—she said this loudly—“is working so hard.” She patted the nearest girl on the shoulder—the poor thing nearly jumped out of her skin—then her face clouded over. “Only we really do need that ice.” (The entire menu is things like stuffed celery and devilled eggs, that are designed to be served cold; except one of the soups, because Lucille says there is bound to be someone who would be disgusted at there being no hot soup, more likely than not Mrs. Terence Brown, who has already made it her life’s work to see Lucille a social ruin.) “We can’t possibly serve warm salad—” Then she remembered me. “Let me give you the money.” She patted herself down, though I’m not sure she even has pockets. “Eliza! Eliza! Have you any change for Margaret?”

“In the jar,” Eliza said abruptly—she does not stand on ceremony with anyone, even Fabian—and indicated the old flour jar where she keeps the petty cash.

When I’d fished out some pennies, Lucille said, “And, dearest—perhaps you could stop by the Lodge on the way?”

When it comes to my father, I have learned it is best not to show my thoughts, even if they are no worse than what anyone else is thinking, and often saying. So I kept my face blank and obedient, and said, “I took him his parcel three days ago.”

“Mmm,” Lucille said, “but it might be sensible to talk to him about tonight.”

At which I must have looked alarmed after all, because she said, “Of course he hasn’t been invited. But I did wonder if it might be wise to let him know. To expect some noise, and—well, to stay over his side of the woods, really. For everyone’s sake.”

She doesn’t understand how little I have to do with him. None of the others do, except Joanie; I think they assume that when I deliver his parcel I go in and sit at a table with tea and scones and make conversation. Actually, nobody who has met my father would imagine him having scones. But they don’t know I never speak to him if I can help it. That I leave the package in the porch and slip away; that sometimes, particularly if the birds are about, I can’t stand even to get that close, and throw it in the undergrowth, or drop it in the brook as I cross. It’s not as if he’ll starve. In fact he’d probably rather starve than eat something clean and appetizing, that hasn’t been dug from under a hedge or caught in some bloodstained trap.

“He probably won’t be in,” I said.

Lucille was looking around the kitchen again. “Perhaps if we took it all to the marquee? Only there will be ants…” As I turned to go, she caught my wrist. “I put a gown on your bed. I’ve barely worn it, and it’s much more your sort of thing. Understated. Of course, you’ll need to let it down.” Lucille is not short, but I am taller by a good three inches. “Just see what you think. You’ll need one in Wales, too, I expect. For dances and such.”

That is their plan: that Joanie goes to Oxford, because she is bright enough and Lucille is determined she make some sort of intellectual contribution, before marriage; and I to teach classics at some grey phrontistery in the Brecon Beacons, where they are so desperate for staff they will take me straight from school, so Fabian needn’t pay for training college. I would be quite despondent about it, if I didn’t know it wasn’t going to happen.

“You’ll have the most wonderful experience. Oh, this is such an exciting time for both you girls.” Which of course it is, only not for the reason she thinks. “You’ll make such a triumph of it, dearest. Though I shall miss you both terribly. You’ll have to come back, in the holidays. When Joanie’s down. You will, won’t you?”

It is good practice not to lie if one can help it, so I said, “How could I not?”

Lucille clasped my hand to her chest. “Quest’oggi vó’che tutto spiri d’intorno a noi gioja, letizia e amore.” Which is the sort of thing she is given to when emotional; Joanie says it is her peripatetic childhood—Europe and North Africa and goodness knows where else—coming out. “Really, I am so grateful for you, my love. Of course the boys are no use at all. And”—she lowered her voice—“just between us, I don’t know that Fabian … Have you seen him?”

“Not since breakfast.”

“And did you think—” But then she glanced around, as if remembering we were surrounded by people who are not supposed to know Fabian is anything other than sensible. “Never mind.” She dropped my hand and frowned towards the food. “She will like all this, won’t she?”

I didn’t even need to lie. “She’ll love it. It’s exactly what she’d want.”

Lucille smiled. “And then tomorrow you’ll have her to yourself, and you can reunite to your heart’s content.”

For a moment I thought what that reunion might be—and even there, in the middle of the kitchen with a dozen people close at hand, I felt a jolt of the thing I feel when I think of her at night: an electric sort of tightening, like a build-up of charge before a storm.

“Good girl,” Lucille said. “You’ve days before she leaves for Somerville. Plenty of time.” She kissed me on each cheek, then cocked her head—but after a moment she shook it and said, “That tractor is sending me dotty. I keep hearing engines. Still, dearest, anchè al nemico in faccia.”

Which she said in the manner of “these things are sent to try us,” but I don’t think it means that, or anything much. Then she went back to the ham, and I up the scullery steps and over the lawn, which after the kitchen felt almost airy, and through the Meadow towards the trees.
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Twenty to One


Something Isaac said the other day: that going into the woods is like taking a dip. He’d come back from inspecting the estate—Fabian has him do it whenever he’s down from Oxford, I can only think out of some repressed foreboding at the thought of leaving it all to Pip—and after a show of stretching his hamstrings and bemoaning the mud on his boots, so we would appreciate he was a man of the countryside who had done an honest day’s toil (though it wasn’t even lunch and the mud was mostly dust), he explained it was cooler under the trees than on the lawn, and for that matter the music room where we were all percolating. “You should try it”—as if he’d just discovered shade.

At the time I thought, He’s making it sound like a paddling pool, when the woods could swallow you.

Which is one of those things I try not to say aloud. It’s not as if I can’t see what they see, on a day like today with sun floating through the branches and bees in the campion and the herb robert sprinkled with little pink stars and hover-flies zipping like minnow in the shallows. I can see how you’d think it pleasant, if the woods were nothing to you but trees and birdsong. But when you are however many paces in and look over your shoulder and it is only greens and shadows, and in front of you, and on every side—it doesn’t matter that walking ten minutes in any direction will get you out. Ten minutes could be twenty, could be a week; the woods are the woods but also a forest, also the world. Like that old illusion of the rabbit-duck: the rest of them see the duck, never the rabbit, but I see both at once, one through the left eye, one through the right, and think about breadcrumbs and blood on dry leaves.

Of course Joanie would call me pathetic. I can practically hear her: You can’t be scared of a glorified orchard! (Though there’s only one apple tree in the whole place.) In any case, it’s different when she’s around: striding ahead, twigs snapping underfoot, pushing aside whatever impertinent foliage gets in her way. Looking over her shoulder only when I’m slow—“Come on, Meg”—and deciding unilaterally whether we’ll go to the tree-bridge or the nunnery lime or wherever, so I don’t need to think, and there is never any question of ghosts.

Since she left I’ve been here four times. Once to deliver my father’s parcel, because I hadn’t for weeks, and the other times only out of the sense it was what she’d be imagining me doing. As if spending my time on anything else would drive a sort of wedge between us, and the magic wouldn’t hold. In return, I recited over and over the notice in The Times’ court circular—Miss Joan Winther, with Mrs. Caterina Argento and Miss Daphne Argento, has left England for a tour on the Continent and will not return until September. No letters will be forwarded—and imagined her visiting museums and galleries and sites of national interest, and restaurants and shops and beaches, and going on tours and looking at views. And thinking from time to time of me, back here, and telling herself Fabian would never have paid for me; it wouldn’t have been fair for Daphne to feel left out; it wasn’t a thing people got to do, who had dead mothers and wastrel fathers and were born in the woods in a hovel; I’d have hated it anyway. All the things I was telling myself.

Occasionally I went to the tree-bridge and swung my legs over the water, and pretended she was next to me, swinging her own legs and exclaiming about the heat, and Fabian’s latest outburst, and various unimportant things: school, her friends. Leaning her head on my shoulder, so every breath was a tickle on my collarbone. But it felt so close to real all I could think was how it wasn’t, and how pitiful I was, making all this up while she was hundreds of miles away, having fun. Another time I went to the hollow in the chestnut where we used to leave each other notes and tokens—snail shells, pretty rocks we’d found in the brook—with a posy of herb bennet, four little flowers tied with the stem of a fifth. We used to pick them to hold under each other’s chins and see how fond we were of butter—who knows why, when buttercups are ten-a-penny, but we did. Joanie was always bright yellow (accurate), but my skin would never light up like hers, and she would nod sagely and say, “You must teach me to be parsimonious, Meggie, I’m so sick of being plump.” Which she isn’t—or only the right amount; and I have butter nearly as often as she does, just spread thinner.

It must be three years since we last used the postbox—it was childish, she said, now we could send letters like proper people, and parcels too if we wanted. I left the posy anyway, and felt romantically defiant; but then when I tried to imagine her with me on the walk home it was unconvincing, like a puppet, as if she were disgusted by me and refusing to be summoned. And the woods sucked at me like clay, not just underfoot but all around, and all the way out I felt eyes looking down, and every space between trees was a question.

Today, though, she’s so close there’s no room for anything else. The woods are only bark and greenery—a blackbird calling, the brook’s faint trickle—and all I can think of is later, and later inching closer, minute by minute, mile by mile. She’ll be passing Colchester around now. Playing cards, and half listening to the others and laughing when she’s meant to and saying the sort of automatic things they expect her to say, but again and again glancing out—at the hedgerows streaming past, rivers, fields with cows, solitary houses thickening into villages into suburbs—the people on the platform, the people disembarking—maybe she thinks ahead to Ipswich, Groves with his cap clutched to his chest, dashing forward to help her down, spouting whatever oily sentiment he’s been rehearsing all day, maybe all week, maybe all summer—he will see to the luggage, push the trolley ahead of them to the car—maybe she thinks about this as the train pulls out and the houses thin and straggle. Maybe her stomach is wasps as well. Maybe she tries to picture me—here, or on my bed with a book, or taking a bath. Maybe she tries and feels sick. Maybe she pictures me picturing her, and that is all we are today, reflections of the other all the way down.
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Quarter to One


The woods are resisting the heat: a faint dampness to the air, and the ferns and bracken and so on as vigorous as ever. Still, the brook is as low as I’ve ever seen it. Furred rocks exposed, and the tree-bridge well above the surface, where usually it is almost touching. Shade and moss and lichen. We used to come here all the time, to paddle and make dams; and in spring and early summer we caught little fish in jars. Once we decided we might as well eat them, and took them back to the kitchen in a toy beach-bucket and put them in a pan, which wasn’t nearly hot enough, and they were likely still alive when they went in; we forgot to use butter or seasoning, and all in all it was the worst thing I have ever tasted.

How is it that when I think about seeing her it doesn’t feel real, and at the same time so close I can hardly stand it? I have to remember it isn’t just that moment, but everything after. Like Lucille said: one night, then it will be the two of us, and we can get on with it. Packing, and finding a flat; and it seems likely I’ll need a job, because I can’t think Fabian will continue her allowance once she tells him. Something clerical, maybe. Or I suppose there’s always teaching. Other details I am leaving to her, such as where in London we live and how we furnish our rooms; she has all sorts of views on lamps and curtains. The only thing I’ve bought is a pair of teaspoons I found in a pawnshop in Bury. Tarnished old things—not nearly as pretty as the Snare House cutlery, which has vines around the handles and is marked with the family crest—and I shouldn’t have got them except that they’re engraved: one with an M, the other a J. Two spoons, on a dusty shelf beside a metronome and The Collected Donne; leaving them there would have been tantamount to saying I don’t believe in fate. Which is like laughing at the gods: it never ends well.
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Five to One


Whenever I go to the Lodge it is autumn. Sour and rot, even when snowdrops are pushing through frost; even when bluebells; even in a September that’s hotter than deserts. It was September when my mother died, too. But a normal one: fungus and sloes. Rustling undergrowth, creaking green.

As I get close, the smell of wood smoke—real, not imagined, because heatwave or not my father will have lit the stove, for his breakfast and his infusions—and at last the blackthorn, which marks the edge of the Lodge’s grounds. Although that sounds grand for what’s only a garden, not even a very big one, and hasn’t even an edge, really, because all of it is owned by Fabian, along with the trees and shrubs and fields, the hedgerows, the ponds. (The air, the sky.)

I am never sure whether it’s worse when the magpies are lying in wait, and tear off to rattle the news of my arrival, or when they’re not, and all the way to the door I am looking not only ahead but around, on all sides and up into the trees, to spot them before they ambush me, swooping and jostling and hopping about my feet and looking up at me with their black button eyes and all the time hag-hagging, as if I’m some stranger to befriend, instead of someone who’s known and hated them from childhood. (When my mother died I hoped they might leave, or my father might dispatch them. But he said they’d been in the sycamore longer than the Winthers had Snare House and the Goodalls the Lodge; and for all his prior dislike of them, within days of my mother’s burial he was leaving out crusts, and assigning them names and family histories.) Today they are nowhere in evidence. Which usually means my father is out—and when I’m through the blackthorn and at the top of the garden path, I stop and take the measure of things. The chimney smoking; but the front door is closed, and he likes it open in all seasons save the depths of winter. So he’s either gone back to bed, which isn’t like him even after a great deal of beer, or off on some errand.

On the face of it, the Lodge might have come from a storybook. The herbs unwilted in the window boxes, the slate roof, the vegetables in their wavering rows, green as anything: carrots and lettuce and beets, squashes on the vine, bushy potatoes with their lilac flowers. Over by the outhouse, like a detail in a Walter Crane painting, an axe in a stump of wood. The turret, absurd on an otherwise humble building. On its lower floor it is an ordinary enough bedroom, only round, and if you hadn’t seen it from without you would never guess the upper floor is entirely separate: not accessible from inside at all, and not for human habitation but birds, being a dovecote, and an exceptionally pretty one, with crenellations and fleur-de-lis reliefs. (Pretty enough that I used to lie in bed and picture not pigeons but Rapunzel overhead, brushing her golden hair and pacing. Always pacing.)

But look closer and you notice the slates are crooked and thick with moss, decades past needing repair; the window behind the herbs has shattered, where my father threw something at it, or hit it with his fist; and the scarecrow you saw out of the corner of your eye is real crows, dead ones, in various stages of decomposition, that he has strung on stakes into a vaguely human shape, because he will have been thinking, How better to frighten a crow than with its own mortality? That, or he’ll say the magpies put him up to it.

There is always something to remember here, some individual moment or sensation that calves away from the mass of possible memories and makes itself known. Today, who knows why, maybe the smell of whatever wood he’s burning, or something else entirely, that’s nothing to do with the here and now—anyway, today it is my father. In his armchair, in the middle of the afternoon when usually he’d be at work. Boots still on, but he has been back some time; and he doesn’t know I’m watching, from the doorway to my tower bedroom, he sits very still and stares at nothing, until eventually he makes some movement, scratches his cheek or rubs his eyes, which are tired and red, and I startle, and he looks up.

After a moment he says, Come here, Margaret.

Which I do; I go to him, my giant of a father, and he pulls me onto his knee—he never tells me I’m too big, though at seven I am as tall as some ten-year-olds—and he smells of earth and sweat and beer, which is how he always smells when I kiss him goodnight, and at seven there’s nothing strange in him smelling like that in the middle of the day.

He says, Do you know why I call him God? It is short for Grand Old Duke. You know the nursery rhyme, don’t you?

And he tells me about far-off places with names I can’t pronounce, that won’t make sense for years, and how he and Fabian, when they were young men—younger men—were soldiers there, and fought for king and country. How Fabian was in charge, of my father and others, not because he knew how to fight, but because he was born in a large house, Snare House, to a rich family; how because of that he never thought he knew less than anyone, or took advice from any quarter, save from someone richer, and sometimes not even then. How because of that he never learned to say, “I have made a mistake,” only, “Do as I said.” How because of that a lot of men, young men, younger than my father and Fabian, went to be soldiers and didn’t come home. And I began to understand, without really understanding, the complexity of it: that he scorned and hated Fabian, but wasn’t allowed to; that he needed him, and hated him for that as well.
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Five past One


I stood among the blackthorn a minute or two, thinking about soldiers. Ridges massed and dun, hope floundering in mud. He did for them both by his plan of attack. Then I heard, distantly, a man’s raised voice—shouting or singing, I couldn’t tell, but it was my father’s. I backed away, and as soon as I was clear of the branches set off at a trot for the tree-bridge, because I was afraid the birds would come ahead of him and give me away.

Once Joanie said, You know, you’re actually quite lucky, because when you tell people how you grew up they’ll think you terribly romantic.

As if a mother who killed herself and a father who turned even more to drink and was unable to care for you were somehow more valuable than tutors and tennis lessons and birthdays with carousels. But I can’t really expect her to understand. I know about dances and dinners, and first-class compartments, and how to place an order with Derry & Toms, but that’s because I’ve lived her life, or half lived it. There’s no world in which she’d live mine.

I always find it funny when she is trying to place a memory, and has to ask Lucille: Was I four? Five? And Lucille will say, No, you were nine. Or, How funny you remember! You were only two.

For me it is never not obvious: like cutting down a tree to count its rings, but the tree is my mother.

My father’s story about he and Fabian in Flanders belongs to that blur of days and months before she was dead, when she was only ill. What a word: three letters, but all that weight. “Sickness” is only the quality of being sick, but “ill” means that and more: not good, not right. Harmful: I wish him ill. Scarcely: he can ill afford another month of drought.

My mother, during her illness, was an ill mother.

The Winthers were no longer allowed at the Lodge. My father said we didn’t want callers, and sometimes not them in particular; he said Lucille would only have the doctor out. My mother herself seemed indifferent to every visitor, my father and me included—except when she wasn’t, and threw things from her bed if we dared put a head around the door, or worse, got up and went about acting normal, so we thought she was improving until we saw how she was looking at us, or heard what she was calling us under her breath. Sometimes she accused us of wanting to put her in St. Audry’s, two villages over, which if the rumours were true was a dreadful place even for an asylum; or else of praying for her—the most heinous of crimes, because her illness had magnified her suspicion of the church into downright hatred. (She refused to go to the village, because it was full of Christians; and when the church bells rang she would fly into the kitchen and seize the first thing that came to hand—a spoon, a chopping board—and hammer it on the counter to drown them out.) Once, when I told her I loved her, she looked very tired, and said she couldn’t say it back. That she was sorry for having misled me all my life, but she’d thought it better to pretend—only now she could see she ought never to have held my hand or kissed me, or any of those things she’d found so unbearable, so I would never have this, right now: this moment of realization.

When I wanted to see Joanie I went alone through the woods, which I wasn’t afraid of then, and if we hadn’t planned to meet on the east lawn I’d go in through the scullery and ask for her. Eliza would give me cake and tea, or sausages left from breakfast, or a bowl of soup—which I was glad of, because our meals had become erratic. (Occasionally I’d think, I’d like to visit Joanie, and only on my way to Snare House notice my stomach growling, and realize it was really food I wanted.) And eventually she’d appear; or if she were busy Lucille would come instead, and say she was sorry Joanie couldn’t play today, but how was I, and how was my mother, and was there anything we needed, was there anything at all she could do to help?

I hated those questions. I knew I had to pretend, that it was expected of me, and even at seven I felt Lucille ought to have known that, and not asked. Not that I minded the act of lying—but I hated how it made my mother’s condition mine: my wrongness, my shame, to conceal. The first few times I told her something bland and meaningless, but she always pressed me for details, so I learned to lead with them, and even as I set off through the woods would practise what I’d say, about how my mother had eaten most of her broth that day, or taken a bath, or asked me to pick her some comfrey to make a poultice for Charles Kersey who’d been thrown from his horse.

Sometimes I think if I hadn’t taken such pains to make our situation sound better than it was, Lucille might have realized earlier, and things might have gone differently.

Usually, though, it would be Joanie, not Lucille, who came downstairs, and we would disappear into the estate or woods—we were particularly drawn to the old drive that meandered from the Ubbeston road under an ancient guard of oak and elm, and the burnt-out ruin of its gatehouse—or the fields, though they were officially out of bounds. We made believe we were tree-nymphs, highwaymen; if we found a few good feathers, we put them in our hair and pretended to be wise women from Fabian’s photographic book on the Algonquin. Once we got all the way to Bushy Mound, imagining we were Shackleton and Scott battling the Antarctic. The sorts of games we’d always played, but I can see now it was what I needed: escaping to Snare House, and then escaping—with Joanie—again.

Of course I didn’t want to go home. One day I said to her, We could live in the old smokery, couldn’t we? We could take blankets, cushions. Eliza would send us food.

Joanie said she thought it might be the best idea I’d ever had. We took the eiderdown from her room, and two of her pillows, and Dora, her favourite doll; and asked Eliza for a picnic, and candles and matches. All day we fussed about making it comfortable, and at dusk we lit the candles, and got ourselves ready for bed. I could hardly bear the relief, that I could stay there, with her, and never be made to go back to the Lodge. (I really thought it might be never.) But before it was fully dark she said, It’s a good enough home for you, Meg, but I’d rather sleep indoors.

And she took the eiderdown and Dora and set off back through the gardens. And if Lucille hadn’t noticed, when she went to kiss her goodnight, her missing pillows, and sent Sheppard out with a torch to find me—and given me a bath to warm me up, because it was only spring and my coat was thin and made for someone two years younger—and had a guest room made up, and sent word to the Lodge that I wasn’t dead, I would have had a long, cold night, with only the spectres of ancient kippers for company.
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Twenty past One


Back over the tree-bridge. It is easy enough to cross so long as you remember it’s only a log with pretensions, and keep to the trunk and not the sideways branches; though even if you fell in you’d only be damp up to your knees, and today only your ankles. And soon enough the fallen birch, and the wood starts to thin. The path veers left, and suddenly here’s the edge, splinters of walls and roofs and sky. Through the gap in the hawthorn, and here’s the stile, and lungfuls of baking air.

Then the churchyard. Which is probably a nice enough place to end up, if one’s mother isn’t buried there. On Sundays we come the civilized way, by car and through the lych-gate and up the path; it would never occur to Fabian to do anything else, just as he’d never sit anywhere but the family pew. Nihil mutantur, nihil interit. But the path has the advantage that I can’t see the south-west corner of the churchyard even if I try, whereas the stile brings me out practically on top of it, and I have to avert my eyes until I’m past Ann, wife of John Akenham, safe in the arms of Jesus, and continue round, like a true sinner with the church on my left, to avoid catching a glimpse of the headstone. (There was a time my father, and later Lucille, made efforts to persuade me to visit and leave flowers; but eventually they realized there was no point trying, and it’s only through Joanie that I even know which stone not to look at.)

There is a perfectly good yew, but the local magpies choose to nest in the holly, which, being smaller, is rather overcrowded. Often they decamp to the steeple: today it is thick with them, at least two dozen, as if the church were the tree and they ecclesiastical fruit. As a child I was convinced they were the same birds from the Lodge, sent to spy on me. Possibly my mother told me they were. At any rate, I remember being very careful not to say the Lord’s Prayer in its entirety, when she was ill and I was brought to church with the Winthers, in case the birds reported me for it. (I left out some word—usually a small one, art or be, that no one would notice.) Even now when I’m near a church I get a creeping in my palms, and I can’t go inside without knotting my hands into claws like she taught me: middle fingers over ring over index, as if trying to cancel out a particularly egregious lie.

Sometimes when I’m sick of Lucille’s hagiography I imagine the wooden box under the mound of earth, and how my mother would roll her eyes in their sockets and spit her teeth if she were somehow woken and told: your own Margaret is godly now. It was a hasty baptism, when I was fourteen and someone, I suppose Lucille, realized it had never been done. A dreary day in April. Cousin Daphne’s lemon chiffon, which only reached my knees for all that she was three years older. (Joanie outraged: Didn’t I deserve something new? Shouldn’t we all enjoy a trip to Bury?) Sky flat and grey. Puddles on the path; the loose paving stone that pitched when I trod on it, so my foot was baptized before the rest of me. A shock of daffodils planted alongside Louisa Pinhorn be ye also ready, and Joanie in coral pink, like a magnolia that had come in blossom while every other tree was twiggy and bare.

The service itself was dismal. No organist, no congregation, just echoing church, the four of us huddled at the font (Isaac was at school, and Fabian inevitably occupied, and while my father had been invited I don’t think anyone expected him). Bolingbroke—he was only a curate then—characteristically mechanical through the litany, occasionally (the good will of our Lord toward this child) ironic. I thought he might try to drown me, given the chance, but he was as perfunctory about that part as the rest of it. The water, when it ran into my mouth, tasted of blood, and I was pleased to think there might be corrosion in Bolingbroke’s pipes. As much as I could, I kept my hands clasped behind me, so no one would see the claws.

I’d thought Lucille was planning a buffet, and maybe she was, but when we got outside she took my arm and tucked it under hers, and said, Well done, darling, and that I had been extremely composed, considering, and they were all very proud.

I thought she was waiting for me to cry.

Then she said, As you’ve been so brave already, and clasped my hand in both of hers and began to walk me around the church, towards my mother.

I dug my heels in, and she said, Darling, you’ll feel ever so much better, at which Joanie laughed and said, If she doesn’t vomit all over the grave, and it was obvious I didn’t want to go, and didn’t Lucille see how cruel it was to force a virtual orphan into any sort of emotional confrontation, when it was so miserable out and the orphan had wet hair.

I pulled free then, and said I would go to see my father; and I took his parcel, which they’d made me bring out of the pretence he might appear, and all but ran for the woods. When I was over the stile I actually did run, in the direction of the Lodge; then I realized of course I didn’t want to go there either, and stopped and stood under the trees not knowing what to do. I couldn’t work out whether letting them christen me had been something good or bad—the proper, obedient thing, or a betrayal.

After a few minutes Joanie caught me up, and linked arms with me and said, Onwards, Christian soldier!

And we went to the lime, as we always have when we want to be secret—it is an old, wide tree, with branches that spread all the way to the ground, like a leafy cave—and she took my father’s parcel and tore it open, and spread the contents in the dirt like a picnic.

What? she said. Better me than the squirrels. (Even then I hated having to deliver it.) Half of it was flour and sugar; but between us we ate a packet of water biscuits, and a jar of potted beef, and half a pound of dates. I don’t remember what else we did, except we stayed out all afternoon, until there was no risk of a buffet; and at one point when I’d fallen silent and serious she poked me in the knee and said, out of the corner of her mouth like a bad ventriloquist: No one says you have to believe it. You just have to act like you do.

Which might be the single most transformative thing anyone has ever said to me, though I doubt she remembers.
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Half past One


When the steeple clock strikes the half hour, the magpies take to the sky. Ack-ack-ack, or hag-hag-hag-hag: one for sorrow, two for mirth. Three for a funeral. I don’t know what two dozen represent. Pestilence, Fabian would say, and if he had his rifle he’d try to blow them out of the air. Of all birds, I think they might be the most beautiful; though I can never say that, because everyone would think I was remembering my mother and pity me. As if someone can’t find a thing beautiful and hate it, too.

In the village they are adapting to the heat as they would any foreign visitor; that is, pretending it isn’t there in the hope it goes away. The Thoroughfare is just like any other Saturday, only everyone red-faced and slow—I mean, slower than usual—and the drains smell even worse than last week. The shop, too, the same as ever: the queue turning to stare, the usual exchange of glances. In a minute or two they will start affecting to inspect some jar or packet, and sneaking further looks at me. Sometimes I like to stare back, but today I’m above that sort of pettiness; as we shuffle forward I make a show of examining the jams—the cartons of candles—the bunches of rosemary and bay—and let them look. This time next week we’ll be gone, and they’ll need something new to gawp at.

Dried peas and barley. Eggs piled in baskets: I pick one up, weigh it in my palm like a warm stone. In another world it would have held an embryo, curled like a comma, like the diagram in A First Book of Biology: amphibian eyes and stunted wings, feathers damp, tethered to the yolk. Some people eat them, unborn chicks. They boil them in the shell and peel them and eat the lot, yolk and bones and soft little beak. Or so it says in Fabian’s Encyclopædia Britannica.

The air is full of flies, circling, aimless.

At the front of the queue I ask for the cream of tartar and a tuppenny bar of Nestlé’s chocolate cream. Gladys weighs out the powder automatically, barely glancing at the ladle, hectoring the shopboy over her shoulder: he’s meant to be refilling the glacé cherries, but keeps stopping to wipe his face, which is almost the same colour as the cherries, on his apron. I would feel sorry for him—it’s a hideous day to be wearing burlap—but he’s one of the people who cross the road when they see me coming. (His whole family do: they are redheads, easy to recognize. Recently I’ve taken to crossing first and, if I’m in a particular mood, veering back at the last minute, so they either have to leap into the road or pull themselves against the wall to keep their clothes from brushing mine.)

When Gladys puts the bag on the scales it’s exactly right, and she gives a satisfied grunt, as she always does when she’s played this game with herself and won. She wraps the chocolate in paper, and as I hand her the money says, “Your pa’s been out this morning.”

“Out?” I say, like a parrot—but it is never not a shock when people mention him.

She nods grimly. “Passed him on the green as I came in. Poking about the side of the pond with his stick.” Even she talks about him like she would a loose animal.

I wait for her to expand, and when she doesn’t, say, “But he’s gone now?” Though I know full well he is back in the woods where he belongs.

“He was singing ‘In the Bleak Midwinter.’” Which is exactly the sort of thing it would amuse him to sing in a heatwave, particularly if it made the village think him drunk and dangerous. “Then he brought it right through town”—it takes me a moment to realize she means the stick—“with a duck tied to the end of it. Swinging it about, and shouting how it were already dead when he found it, and we could all of us go to the devil.” (Which she pronounces divil, broadening her Suffolk in imitation.) “Then he put it on the Synetts’ wall and went to pick up the horse-muck from the lane. With his hands, no gloves. He’d brought a satchel for it. And he shouted at Barber from the row to keep his leather, and he were never too proud to come to him for pelts, back when he had a wife and daughter and a life that was his own.” I don’t think she means it to sting. She lowers her voice. “I’m afraid he relieved himself down my window.”

There is a sensation I get when people tell me what my father has done. Part horror, and partly—perversely—I always want to laugh; but mostly it is humiliation. Not a wasp but a worm in the stomach.

“Ought to make her clean it,” the shopboy says, under his breath.

Gladys whips round. “Just you get back to work, Patrick O’Dowd, and keep your beak out.” Then: “Don’t you worry, pet. I just wanted you to know what state he’s in.”

She expects me to deal with him, though. They all do, even if it’s only an accident of parentage that makes it any more my business than theirs.

As I leave, the shopboy scowls, and I mouth at him to Va te faire voir. Which means something rude in French, but with a bit of luck he won’t know that, and will spend all day worrying it was a love spell, or some kind of Anglican hex.
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Twenty to Two


After the shop I came back along the road. Of course it was unbearable in the open: empty sky and barren fields and the road hot as a frying pan, and the air dusty and trembling and nothing else moving, the whole of Suffolk still. But by the time I regretted not braving the woods I was halfway home—so I pushed on, sweating everywhere it’s possible to sweat and wishing I hadn’t been too proud for Lucille’s parasol, which in my defence is an awful thing: chiffon, and a lurid shade of violet. And the whole way thinking black, brooding thoughts: about my father, and my mother; and Lucille, for sending me to be humiliated and get dust in my eyes and blisters on my feet, and all for a raising agent; and the relentless misfortune of my situation, today and over the exhausting course of my life.

Specifically, I thought what I’d give to have a normal family, with a mother who wasn’t dead and a father who wasn’t a drunk, who didn’t love my dead mother more than me, who didn’t hate me for choosing a different life—not that I even chose it. It was mid-November when they realized I hadn’t been to school, and we were living off the dregs of the vegetable patch, and whatever eggs or stale bread I could beg from Gladys; and I don’t remember anyone asking, only my father saying, “Well, then, sod off and improve yourself,” as I scrabbled for my socks and handkerchiefs and whatever other things I could gather with him glaring down at me, Lucille in the doorway with her arms folded. Lucille wrapping my scarf around me and tucking in the ends; Lucille holding my hand as we walked through the wet leaves. And we went in through the scullery and Eliza made me a crumpet with butter and a mug of tea with a bowl of sugar cubes, and I could put in as many as I liked, and there was a bed waiting for me in a room two doors down from Joanie’s, and at some point between then and now it became clear to me this was not a temporary solution, that I didn’t have to go back.

Another thing I thought: that one day my father will be dead, and I don’t know if I’ll be sorry. I expect I’ll be sad he wasn’t a better father, and perhaps sorry for him that he didn’t have a better life; but I can’t remember when I last went to the village without someone telling me who he’s sworn at or otherwise insulted that week, and whose property he’s damaged, and threatening to write to the authorities and have him put away, as if he is a dog I haven’t kept tight enough on the leash. Since my mother died he ekes out what passes for a living from Fabian’s pension, and the occasional job someone offers through pity: clearing their land, or chopping wood. Though these days even pity is in short supply. Occasionally when I go with his parcel I imagine a different father, who might take pride in steady work, and be interested in hearing about Pliny or Herodotus, or whoever else I’m reading; who asks things like how I’m getting on at school. But even when mine is sober and in the mood to talk it is only ever the birds, or his plan for such and such innovation in the woods, which is rarely the same from month to month, and if he actually begins it never makes it to fruition. He has more in common with Fabian than either of them would admit.

And so on with this bitter sort of thinking, all the time conscious of my aching feet and sore eyes and my skin turning pinched and hot. I’d not thought to ask for a bag, and the chocolate melted in my hand; in a fit of pique I threw it into the hedgerow. That was just before the road bends, at the edge of Horrock’s Wood where we sometimes come to pick strawberries—though this year I haven’t bothered, and I don’t even know if they fruited. If they did there are none left, and hardly any blackberries; only dog roses, which I think could survive the seven plagues and still look cheerful.

While I didn’t much want to be seen by anyone, still less have to make conversation, I was half hoping to round the bend and find the iceman about to leave, or Sheppard on his tricycle, so I could beg a lift. But the road was empty, and at the turn-off to Bennett’s farm I came across the tractor, deserted with tow-ropes still attached. I thought of taking the farm track, which is marginally quicker—but the fields were full of crows, and they are the only bird I hate more than magpies. So I kept on up the road towards the line of beeches.

Most of it was trudging; but somewhere along that long, straight, endless road, my spirits lifted. I’d say it was the sun coming out, if it weren’t so incessantly out already; whatever the reason, I suddenly remembered how close the future was, and everything I’d wanted. I watched a buzzard drift overhead. I caught a whiff of alexanders—by rights it’s too late, but everything is out of rhythm, there are gooseberries in the fruit cages still and Lucille’s clematis has had a second flush—and found myself singing “We Three Kings of Orient Are.” Which even at Christmas is one of the less-good songs, but since alexanders are supposed to smell like myrrh I always think of it when they’re in flower.

Halfway through the second verse I thought of my father carolling, and stopped.

Then I thought of that day at Covehithe. We’d been supposed to go to Lowestoft to watch Mutiny on the Bounty, which I’d been looking forward to all week—since the start of term Joanie had been home only at weekends, and our time together had taken on a new importance—but all of a sudden her schoolfriends were planning a picnic, and she was still so new to boarding it really meant something to be included, and couldn’t we save the film for a less glorious day? I didn’t say they only wanted her because she was the one with a car. Even the bitterest parts of me knew that wasn’t true.

We parked near the church and took the narrow path between field-edge and hedgerow. Slanted spring light, dead nettle crawling with bees. All the talk was of fashions, boarding-house antics, boys I’d never met and never would, and I lagged behind and looked at the plovers in the shallows, the rough, salty sheep. I shouldn’t have come except she’d begged me: either out of guilt over The Bounty, or as a sort of comforting appendage, to keep her from feeling awkward or out of place. Not that she ever is.

Sometimes the breeze tugged her hair across her face, and she tossed her head so it could blow it right; her arms were full of blankets, her cardigan, a tin of Eliza’s buns. They were like a postcard, all of them together: sandals and summer dresses, though it was only April and a brisk day despite the sun. Laughing, careless. Every so often she glanced back, but she never looked straight at me. I breathed in sea air and the heady alexanders and contemplated how different a person could be while being essentially the same.

On the beach I picked up a limpet with a bore all the way through, that you could hold to your eye and peep through to fairyland. Later, while they argued over who should get to drive us home, though Joanie was the only one with a licence, I took the shell to the church. Not the official one—the ruined ancient enclosing it, like Mary’s ribs around the Saviour in utero. Centuries ago, the parish, no longer able to afford its upkeep, broke it down and rebuilt it—smaller, out of its mother’s bones—and it has always seemed to me the most sacred place: no house of God more precious than keeping body and soul together. I stood among the ruins, and put all that holiness into the limpet, and came as close as I ever do to prayer; and later I put it on a cord and gave it to her. Though I’m fairly sure she lost it, despite the cord.

Here is the thing: even in spring she is summer. Even in winter—she carries it with her, sun and sand, warm wine and strawberry ices—and since the moment she went away it’s felt like something out of kilter with the world, that there should be a summer like this and she not be a part of it. I willed it to hold on, though when she left it seemed impossible the heat could last a fortnight, much less three months; but I willed it to wait for her. And it has.
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Two O’clock


I’d planned to go straight to the kitchen, and then for a bath. But the turning circle was full of vans, one of them the iceman’s with the wheelbarrows next to it, and men in overalls unloading things and shouting; so instead I took the path through the cedars into the rose garden. It used to be the walled kitchen garden, until Lucille took it over, and in a way is her equivalent of the Wilderness—only it isn’t wilderness at all but nine careful beds laid out in a square, with paths between and tumbling bowers arching over, so as you walk you pass in and out of scent as well as shade. The sort of place I oughtn’t to like, because it is so prim, but I do anyway, because it doesn’t pretend to be something it’s not.

The last time I was there was weeks ago, not long after they left for Europe. I’d moped in—back then I was moping more or less everywhere—with the aim of clipping just two or three flowers, small out-of-the-way ones Lucille wouldn’t notice, to press and make into a bookmark. But I hadn’t thought what it would be like to breathe that smell: as if Joanie were suddenly right behind me, ready to throw her arms around me or cover my eyes and clear her throat comically beside my ear. And I was so overcome by that, and knowing she wasn’t and couldn’t be for months, that I sat down under the Cécile Brünner and sobbed for a good half hour. After that I decided it was best to avoid roses altogether, and I haven’t been back, or given any thought to how the flowers are faring. (Lucille has been fretting, but she often does; there is always something to fuss over with roses.)

It struck me today that if they were withered and brown it would have been a dire omen—but in fact they looked as healthy as they did in June, I suppose thanks to the shelter of the walls and the cedars, and also Lucille’s insistence on watering them three times daily. (With a can; she is good at keeping to the spirit of things.) In any case, I took it as the better sort of sign, and this time when I breathed in felt only joy; and I carried on past the greenhouses imagining how I might bring her there, later, and show her the spot where I’d sat and cried, and how lavishly the Cécile Brünner had grown, watered by my missing her.

For the most part I like the greenhouses. Stepping into them always feels a bit like visiting another planet—especially now, when Sheppard and his boys are working relentlessly to keep them from drying out, and throwing buckets of water over the floors every few hours, so they turn briefly to jungles. (It’s still heat, but a change is as good as a rest.) But I always feel odd about the tomato house. Not that I won’t go there—though I rarely do unless I’m sent—but I can’t think of it without remembering the day it rained and my dead mother was nearly magicked to paradise, and the sense that has followed me ever since that shame can be inherited, and I have inherited hers.

Those first weeks after she died were strange and long. My father was distracted, prone to disappearing for hours and returning with pocketfuls of compensation: acorn cups he said were fairy goblets, as if I were still a tiny child, and beechnuts for me to gnaw like a squirrel. My own days were all Joanie. She and Pip still had a governess—Isaac had just started school—but her lessons had become suddenly infrequent, and she was (for Joanie) unusually prepared to go along with what I wanted, and not argue every microscopic toss. In hindsight, of course, this was clearly Lucille’s influence, but at the time I was only glad to have Joanie so unexpectedly available.

I tried to keep her to the gardens, or the illicit fields. It was bad enough I had to go through the woods to get to her—but she couldn’t understand why they frightened me, what was suddenly so ominous about the places we’d always been. Eventually she decided it was because they were where my mother had died. Which was close enough; and anyway, I didn’t know how to explain the real reason: that it was exactly my mother’s sort of trick to not really be dead, or not completely, and if she wasn’t, the woods were where she’d be.

Joanie said she knew a spell—white magic, she called it—that would put wandering spirits to rest, and let my mother float off to heaven free of earthly cares. (I was certain if she got there at all it would be kicking and screaming, but even at eight Joanie was hard to disagree with.) It was pouring that day, and we’d ducked into one of the greenhouses to pretend we were queens of Versailles—trailed by Isaac, unexpectedly home from school ill and insistent on being the Sun King, and Pip, who I doubt had any concept of the Grand Siècle, and possibly not even France. Fogged-up glass, the cut-grass odour of tomatoes. Joanie perched on the workbench, Isaac straddling a stool as if a royal steed, I with a warm bag of compost for a nest, and Pip wandering up and down: picking leaves off things, rolling them between his fingers, smelling them, occasionally eating them.

“I keep telling you,” Joanie said, “it’s no fun without Mama’s jewellery. We don’t even have tiaras. I’m sick of Versailles. And I’m sick of rain.” Though it was the first wet day that week. “Let’s go to the woods. Meg can show us where it happened.” Two fingers cocked at the side of her head: a gesture I’d never seen before, but recognized immediately. A cold sort of sinking, the rawest, most primitive version of the worming I get when someone talks about my father. Not at the gesture itself; but over the past few weeks I’d somehow absorbed, as if by osmosis, that there were good ways to die and bad, and the one my mother had chosen—the fact she’d made a choice—was the worst.

“Thing is,” Isaac said, “if you could actually do magic you wouldn’t need showing.”

Joanie rolled her eyes. “As if you know the first thing about witchcraft. Anyway, if you don’t like it you can do something else. Or actually”—having thought of something particularly cutting—“why don’t you just go back to Eton and die?”

“People don’t die of mumps.”

“Well, I wish they did.”

“I’ll breathe on you, then. See how you like it.”

I said, “It’s fine. Let’s just stay here. At least it’s dry.”

“It’s boring.” Joanie hopped off the bench. “Everything here’s boring. I want to go to the woods.”

“Well, I”—I felt like Cecilia standing up to the Romans—“am bored of the woods.”

Which stunned her into a silence long enough that Pip, of all people, had time to get up his nerve. “I agree with Margaret. She shouldn’t go there.”

Of course Joanie was incensed. “Why on earth not?”

“She’ll still be able to see it.”

“They did bury her, Philip. There’s nothing to see.”

“Actually,” he said, “there is. If you look.”

“He’s right,” Isaac said. “There will be. Stands to reason. Little bits of—”

“Alright,” Joanie said, “alright, alright.”

“Didn’t you hear what Father said? All over the—”

Again, it wasn’t the grisliness that bothered me, but something else, that back then I couldn’t have put into words; but it was knowing they’d talked about it. That my mother dying—my mother herself—we as a family—even I, a real full person with my own thoughts in my own head—existed for them as things to be talked about.

Joanie said, “There won’t be anything left. It’s not even the first time it’s rained.”

“Ah,” Isaac said, in the manner of an elderly monk imparting an aphorism, “but can it really rain? Under trees?”

At which point the greenhouse door shook open, and Lucille came in, water streaming off her mackintosh. “I know it’s terrible for a gardener to want less rain, but honestly, if it keeps on like this I might have to ask Sheppard for a canopy. Have you seen my Mrs. Oakley Fisher? She’s lost half her petals this morning. Oh!”—seeing we had not only Isaac but Pip with us—“That’s nice. What are you playing?”

I waited for Joanie to say it wasn’t nice, that we didn’t want either of them. But Pip put his hand up, as if we were at school. “Joanie wants to do a spell—”

“Sneak,” Isaac whispered.

“—where Margaret’s mother shot herself.”

I can remember exactly the way he said it. The words spilling out, his tone at once pious and triumphant. Those two final ringing words.

Lucille gave me one of her heartfelt looks. “Darling—”

But Joanie chose that moment to mutter, “The good sort of spell.” And Lucille forgot whatever she was going to say to me, and sucked in her breath, and strode the length of the greenhouse—galoshes squelching, footprints on the tiles—and smacked Joanie hard on the cheek: the only time, before or since, I’ve seen her raise a hand in anger.

Joanie burst into tears; and Lucille said, “There’s no such thing as magic, and if there were it wouldn’t be a thing for silly little girls to play with.” Then she said, to all three of them, “And if you have any sense, you will never, ever mention anything like that in front of your father. You know how he feels about the occult.”

“He thinks it’s tripe,” Isaac said. “Is that what you mean?”

“He thinks”—Lucille fixed Joanie with a look—“that people who dabble in it deserve more than just a smack.” Then she came to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “Margaret, darling—I thought you might like to come and help me with my herb bed. You know I can’t tell chervil from parsley.”

No more could I—but in that moment I wanted to be as far from that greenhouse as possible; for the first time in my life, as far as possible from Joanie.
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Quarter past Two


This morning Lucille had them roll up the sides of the marquee, so as I came through the rhododendrons it looked less a tent than a pair of enormous wings floating over the grass, as if someone could snip the guylines and send the whole thing flapping off into the blue. At the near end were the round tables with their ivory linen, already set, and on the periphery long tables for the buffet, and at the far end a rough sort of stage, made of more tables pushed together; and they’d left an open space for dancing. It was all very smart, but not much different from an indoor party, except they’d put the glasses upside down.

I would have thought it more or less ready, if not for all the people hurrying about looking fraught. The sculptor was kneeling on one of the buffet tables with his mouth in a line, chipping furiously at his block of ice; one of the deliverymen was trying to pull a trolley piled with rolls of carpet, but getting stuck in the grass; and there seemed to be a whole delegation concerned with the position of the lights in the canopy. Even Fabian was there, red-faced in his waistcoat, directing some of the boys about the braziers without the least sense of irony. (Apparently they will decide this evening whether to light them or simply fill them with candles, to give the illusion of burning without the heat.)

The delegation had the fairy lights in place, and someone called out, “Ready!” and someone else called, “Righto, Johnny!” And they switched them on, and someone said, “Thank Christ for that.”

For all the fuss, they were only lights: not much to speak of in bright sunshine, and I doubt I’d have noticed them if I hadn’t happened to be looking up. And they only kept them on a minute, but it was enough for me to understand, first, how very many there were—several hundred, if not a thousand—and think, not for the first time, how much all this must be costing; and then how extraordinary it is going to be. Not the lights especially, though I could picture them after dark, like a captive constellation; but all of it together. Trees and wine and music and dancing: I could see it might be magic.

Then I thought, But really it is only tables in a tent. And before I could grab at the wonder and stop it slipping, someone called my name, and I turned to see Fabian beckoning me across the floor.

When I was much younger, and still at the Lodge, I had one of those books of the alphabet that is full of illustrations: apples and aeroplanes, bison and bicycles, and so on. One of the c drawings was a circus, with a big top striped red and yellow, and acrobats on swings, and beneath them a hungry-looking lion and a circus-master on a dais. He had a black moustache that twirled at the edges, and a top hat, and a red tail-coat and a whip, and I always found him unsettling, though I couldn’t have said why; it was something about his smile. Sometimes Fabian has the same sort of look. Even at that distance he was all blotch and shine, like a glazed ham; and while every other man had his sleeves rolled, he’d kept his down, and not even loosened his collar.

“Well?” he called. “Do you see any other Margarets? Come here, won’t you, and make yourself useful.”

I went over slowly, thinking about the circus-master, and how Groves would make a sorry excuse for a lion. By the time I got to him he was in discussion with two of the van men, and I had to stand there uselessly and listen to them weigh up the merits of fire extinguishers versus blankets and sand-buckets, until eventually a consensus was reached, and he turned to me. “Well? What is it?”

Up close he smelled even worse than he looked. Stale sweat, and stale cologne, too, as if he hadn’t washed in days. “You wanted me,” I said. “You told me to make myself—”

“Yes, yes, alright.” But I could tell he didn’t remember. After a moment, he flapped a hand at a wheelbarrow overflowing with flowers. “These. Will she like them?”

I said, “Who?” Though he almost certainly meant Joanie—but with Fabian you get into the habit of never assuming, because where there is any ambiguity he will turn things about so you have it wrong, and call you an imbecile.

He rolled his eyes. “Joan, of course.” Which he always calls her, though she hates it.

They were carnations from the greenhouses. Too frilly for Joanie, but the colours—pinks and creams and peaches—were her exactly. I don’t just mean her taste, but her, herself; if we cut her into pieces and buried her in the greenhouse pots, and those were the flowers that came up, we would think it her in flower form, like Daphne turned into a laurel. In my head I picked out the ones that matched the skin of her cheek, her shoulder. Coral like her bath flannels. Blush like the slip she was wearing: when it brushed my leg I couldn’t tell if it felt warm or cool. I just want to see your face.

“Well?” I’d forgotten Fabian. “Will she like them or not?”

“Oh—not much, I don’t think.”

“I knew it. I told Lucille it should have been roses.” He turned towards the dance floor, clicking his fingers into his palm. Which is his habit when irritated, and often at Snare House you pass a succession of servants streaming away like rats to a hole before hearing for yourself those quick, sharp snaps along the hall. “Where’s Phipps? Where is he? Phipps!”

Of course it should have been roses. But I couldn’t bear to see Lucille’s poor garden decimated; and in any case I knew what Joanie would say. Don’t you dare think of helping him, Meg, when he hasn’t even bothered to learn what I like. So I said: “She hates roses.”

“What?” he said. “What?”

I said it again. He gave me a long look, as if there were no point to me other than to make his life difficult; then he said, “Fine, fine. What, then?”

“Wildflowers. From the Meadow.” I could picture them: bursting out of the vases, foxgloves and poppies and greenweed, teasels and purple scabious, pincushion tansies, forget-me-nots spilling over. There would be enough, probably, if they looked for them around the edges, wherever they might be clinging on in the shelter of hedge or wood.

“The Meadow,” he said slowly, as if he were a schoolmaster and I a particularly stupid pupil, “is an ecosystem. Do you know what an ecosystem is? It is not for picking.”

“Dog roses, then. I just walked from the village, the hedges are full of them.”

He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Why not?” It is easier to be bold when I won’t need his guardianship much longer. “She’ll be sick of roses after Italy. The whole point is she’s coming home. And she always loves the hedgerows in summer.” Which is admittedly an overstatement, but I’m sure she doesn’t mind them. “There’s alexanders too, and”—because the moment I’d said it I’d known they wouldn’t work—“lady’s bedstraw, and other nice-smelling things.”

“Hmm,” Fabian said. “It would send a message.” I could tell he was thinking about his investors; he has invited several in the hope of extracting a commitment towards phase three of the Wilderness, which has to do with bees. “The bounty of the countryside,” he said, and then I think he said, “Secateurs”—but already he was wandering off, most likely in search of poor Phipps, who probably thought he’d seen the back of the wheelbarrow.

It was only a small victory, and I doubt I’d have managed it if he weren’t so flustered, by the heat and getting ready, and in danger of turning hard-boiled. Though I do feel a little bad for Joanie, that she won’t have roses.
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Twenty past Three


By the time I got to my room, every part of me that was dusty or blistered, which was most of me, felt as if it were being baked into a permanent dirtiness. I opened the window as wide as it would go; then I sat on the end of the bed with my feet apart and my skirt hitched above my knees and my arms held aloft, and tried to catch something resembling a breeze. The van men were thumping about below my window, but I couldn’t see anyone, nor any living creature. Only the twin columns of the beeches, the dusty drive like a river between, and the grass either side, and the empty sky; and all of it quite still, like a painting. I looked at it awhile without thinking—I mean, without concerted thought: I suppose I was thinking of Joanie, and tonight; and tomorrow, and the whole hazy tumble of our futures. One of the vans started up and set off down the drive. A bluebottle flew in, and promptly out. Somewhere in the house a glass shattered, and a man, most likely Fabian, shouted something unintelligible.

Lucille’s hand-me-down was on the bed behind me. I was far too hot for dresses, but eventually I made myself get up and look—without much enthusiasm, because I was certain it would be a concoction. But it was the most beautiful thing. No tulle or sequins, just simple black velvet, with a V for the neck that didn’t come too low, but was not entirely modest; shoulders but no sleeves; the slightest ruching at the ribs; and buttons in a line down the back, shining mother-of-pearl, like little moons stacked in a night sky. The sort of dress that makes someone elegant.

She’d left some dressmaker’s shears, I assumed so I could lower the hem, but in my current state I didn’t dare try it on. There was water on the washstand, and I washed as best I could before it turned so brown as to only make things worse; then I put on clean knickers and lay on the bed still damp, and tried to think about the watering hole and the parakeets. It was almost like being cool. After a while I got to pretending Joanie was the sultana, and I her handmaid bringing her wine, and washing her feet in a silver bowl. Then I read for a while. Before she left she gave me a book of verse from her Oxford reading list; I think she was hoping I’d look at it for her and tell her what to think. But I’ve never got past the first poem: not the first in the book, but the one it happened to fall open at, weeks ago. It is about Leda and the swan, who was not a swan at all but Zeus disguised (if a woman is to be taken advantage of, it seems it is more palatable to have it done by a bird), and is a baffling sort of poetry, that makes you feel a lot of things at once without being sure what they are. But I keep coming back to it, this single violent perfect sonnet. The words floated in and out of phrases and the phrases in and out of meaning, and I lay there and thought about Leda caught beneath God: those beating wings, her neck already bruising, her terrified vague fingers. And after, his indifferent beak.

In the end I got up and took out her slip. Peach silk with lace; when I fetched it from her room, after she left, I imagined I could smell her on it, but now it smells of nothing much, and probably more of me than it ever did her. I wear it to bed, or have it otherwise close, under my pillow or balled against my stomach, and in the morning have to be careful to hide it away in a drawer, so the maids won’t see it and think me a thief. (My slips are all plain, save the one Lucille gave me last month for my birthday, which is pale blue like eggshell and far too nice to wear.)

Once I’d put it on, I sat at the mirror and rubbed talcum into my chest, and under my arms. I bit my lips to give them some colour. (It is ridiculous that on the day I most want to look attractive, the only thing not red about me should be my lips.) I tried to think cool, pale thoughts. I took out the teaspoons and kissed hers; and mine as well, so when I put them back one atop the other there would be a kiss between them. Then I had the thought that if she didn’t wash hers, a little of me would be transferred to her; so I took hers again and put it in my mouth, and ran my tongue all over it, to make sure. I thought about her gazing out of the train towards me. In the car, speeding between high hedges and yellow fields.

There was still grass in my hair, more than I’d thought possible for a person to collect without rolling about in it. I did my best with the brush, but lifting my arms was almost impossibly effortful, and once I’d got out the most obvious bits I had to put it down and rest. In my defence, it is Joanie’s, and not bakelite but silver; I have been using it all summer, and without even having to sneak it from her room, because she left it in mine, that night before she went.

It’s strange now to think how it happened. She was here for the dullest of reasons, to give me a fashion show of her European outfits—but I didn’t make a very appreciative audience, on account of being sick with missing her already, and the summer stretching before me like an abyss, and the whole remainder of my life just more abyss after that. So she stopped the show and came with the brush to the bed, and sat behind me, and brushed my hair. (Which she’s always loved: it has a slight curl and is dark enough to be interesting, whereas hers is too fine and the dullest thing about her by some measure.)

I was in my nightgown, and she, mid-outfit, in just her slip. The electric light was off, only a pair of candles burning, but the moon that night was enormous; I’d left the curtains open, and everything was pale and queer, as if it weren’t moonlight flooding in but the silver sun of a strange world. She was talking, as she brushed, over my shoulder: about Paris, probably, or the Algarve, or the seven hills of Rome. But all I could think was, Shut up! Shut up! Because they were all places I wouldn’t be; and it was doubly painful, because she wasn’t just leaving but glad about it, and it hadn’t occurred to her to be anything else. Which I knew was a bitter way to think—but knowing that just made me feel like an awful person, and bitter at myself as well as her. And when she began yet again on La Rotonde—she had a plan to go with her notebook and pose as an intellectual, and for weeks I had been made to offer views on which of her hats would make her look the cleverest, and which of her shoes—I said it out loud. “For God’s sake! Not this again.”

She stopped the brush mid-stroke. “What is it? Meg? Have you got a headache?” She reached around to feel my forehead—but of course it was hot. We were already hot, though it was only June; it sounds silly now, but back then we believed it almost impossibly warm.

I pushed her hand off, and said it wasn’t that, it was just that I was sick of hearing about Europe, when I would be stuck here with nothing to do but read and brush up on declensions and go for walks, and maybe to Aldeburgh if I was lucky.

“Oh, Meg,” she said. “I should have asked if you could come.” Which was a blow, because all this time I’d thought she had, and they’d said no. “I can talk to Daddy in the morning. It’s not too late.”

But of course it was; and anyway we both knew Fabian would never agree to it.

“Then I won’t speak about it anymore. Not a single word. No, don’t, Meg”—because she was so wholeheartedly penitent I instinctively tried to row back—“don’t you dare be nice. I should have realized. But I mean it. Not a word, I swear.”

For a few minutes we sat in silence, except for the sound of the brush through my hair; then she said, “There,” and put it down on the bed beside us, and teased her fingers through the hair she’d last brushed. Then she sighed, and said, “Oh, Meg,” and pulled me back into her chest, and kissed the back of my head. At first I held myself stiffly, because I was still hurt; then it crossed my mind that if I stayed in a sour mood all night it would be too late to take it back, and in the morning when I went to make up I’d find her room reduced to furniture, all the dropped and flung and spilling traces of her packed away. The abyss opened up, and I sank back into her.

She kissed my head again. “You know I’ll miss you terribly.” When I didn’t answer she poked me. “I will! Even with—” She caught herself. “Even with all those places, that I shan’t mention.”

I couldn’t see the point in talking; I could hardly believe she could. “It feels like something’s ending.”

“And beginning.”

“For you.”

“For both of us! We’re right on the edge, that’s all.” I pictured the pair of us plunging over it, tumbling and tumbling until we were only specks; then she squeezed me and said, “It’s like the first time you swim in summer. You just have to dive in, then it’s fine.” And I realized she wasn’t thinking of it like that, but more like a lido.

“Honestly, Meggie—we’ll be real people, in the world, doing what we like. Meeting people, and doing things—all sorts of things!—and staying out late, and no one minding what we do except ourselves. No more Snare House!” As if she wouldn’t be back from Oxford every ten weeks. “No more school—no more shopping in wretched Bury! No more rules!” As if Somerville does not have those. She shook me gently. “You don’t want to stay still, not really. If you stay still you drown.”

I thought of her at Oxford, going to lectures and striding through lawned courts and riding her bicycle, and making friends, and putting on lipstick and bright dresses and going to parties and riding in cars; and I thought of me in Wales.

Presently, she said, “It’s not that I don’t know what you mean. It’s just—it’s easier to look forward. Isn’t it? If I thought all the time about what I’ll miss I’d feel dreadful.”

“Is there anything?” I said. Not out of sullenness; it really felt like there wasn’t.

“Oh, Meg,” she said again. And this time she kissed my neck. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time she has kissed me there, over the years, and it was only a little kiss, not anything more than she’d give anyone she’s fond of; but there was something—I can’t even say what. The particular intake of her breath, or something peculiarly sensitive about the tiny hairs in that particular spot; or something extraneous, like the moonlight. Whatever it was, it took me like a shock, as if she’d pressed an ice-chip to my skin, that was so cold it might have been hot and burned me even as it made me shiver. Suddenly I was conscious of things I hadn’t thought to notice: the weight of her arms about me, her wrists resting in my lap—thick, strong wrists, on account of her hockey and tennis. My own hands clasped very tight against my stomach. The smell of her, like Turkish delight. She was half kneeling, half sitting, her knees pressing into me on either side. Her slip had ridden up, and even through my nightgown I could feel where silk became skin.

I turned very stiff. Then she stiffened too, and shifted away from me, and I thought, Well, that’s that; and in the morning she’ll be gone. But she shifted in again, and I felt her breath on my ear, and she inhaled, and said, “Mmm. You smell like sweets.”

She’d moved her hands, turned them over so it was not the backs of her wrists on me but her fingers, gently, almost hovering. I said she must be smelling her own perfume, that I didn’t smell like anything.

“No,” she said, “you do; it’s just you’re so used to it you’ve gone blind to it. Here…” She touched my neck, the same spot she’d kissed me; then she kissed me again. Slower—I could feel her reading me—but more firmly too, though it was never not soft; she has the softest lips you can imagine, they are never chapped even in winter. This time I didn’t stiffen, but everything became very still. A quivering still, as if I’d been caught mid-shudder. All I could feel was her lips. Her warm breath, what might have been the tip of her tongue. The edge of her teeth? I did shiver then. An aching, a sort of heavy tightening, pulling all of me into it.

I felt her mouth move away, and she said quietly, “Meg. Turn around.”

I was afraid to.

“I want to see your face.”

I thought she wanted to see what I was thinking, and I was afraid of that most of all. Then all of a sudden she sprang up, and I fell straight back onto the mattress.

I said, “What are you doing?” Or something like that, something automatic and cross-sounding—and she was there again, lying down next to me.

“I just want to see.” And she kissed me.

At first it was almost nothing. Her lips barely brushing mine, and I couldn’t be sure we were touching at all, that it wasn’t just the weight of her breath I could feel—then I felt myself move towards her, my hand on her waist—her hand on my back, pulling me in—she moved her leg, bent it up to be on top of mine. Her tongue and teeth, quick breath through her nose—I couldn’t breathe, I thought I might drown if I tried. And the aching! I know it well now, but then I’d never felt anything like it, it was wonderful and terrible. The half-formed thought I might be dying. I could taste the wine she’d had at dinner—I could taste so much of her—I could have eaten her, I would have let her eat me. My eyes were closed, I could feel hers closed as well. One of us stroked the other’s palm with her thumb, one of us parted her fingers. Her knee between my legs—I thought I might fall into the pit of myself, pull her in too—I was pulling her closer—I really did think I might die.

And then she was pulling a little less, I was loosening my hand in hers, it was still a kiss but one with space for breath, the slenderest space where there had only been her and me; I kept thinking it was over, this moment would be the last, now this, but every time she lifted her head it was only for an instant, when I opened my eyes she had closed hers again, was pulling me back in. And then at last she kissed me on the cheek, and on the jaw, a little line of kisses; and she sighed, and gave a little laugh, and kissed me on the forehead, and propped herself up on her arm.

It seemed like whatever I said would be wrong. Not enough, or else too much—and I was suddenly terrified I’d got the whole thing muddled and she hadn’t meant it like that, only I’d responded as if she had, and forced her into it. I thought she might be able to tell about the aching, and would think me perverted. I drew back, and I think would have kept on until I’d fallen off the bed and half crawled, half slithered out of the room and along the hall and down the stairs and into the garden, and kept retreating until I’d ploughed a furrow into the soil—but she smiled at me, and said, “You’re nice to kiss. Softer—”

She stopped short, but I knew what she meant. Than a boy. I couldn’t bear to think of her kissing one.

“Softer than I thought.” And I’d barely had time to consider that—that she’d thought about it at all—when she said, “I shan’t go.”

“What?”

She said it again; and I said what I was supposed to, that she was being ridiculous, and of course she must.

“I mustn’t,” she said, “I mustn’t.” For a second I wanted so much to believe that I really thought she might not. “Except—it is only three months. Isn’t it? And if Daddy’s right about the politics it might be the last chance for a while.”

“You have to go.”

She didn’t say anything, just laid her head on my shoulder. I wanted her to get on with it, to be gone already; I wanted her never to move. Then all of a sudden she lifted herself up. “We’ll make a pact. For when I’m back. We’ll go somewhere. Not for a holiday, I mean—to live. We could get rooms, and jobs, and we wouldn’t need to be apart then, would we? Meg? What do you think?”

I thought she was trying to make me feel better, with a well-meaning fantasy. “But you’re going to Oxford.”

“That’s what I’m saying. I won’t. We’ll do something else, instead. Together. You want to, don’t you?” Her face fell. “Or don’t you?”

“Of course I want to.” I’d just never thought there was any question.

She sat up, and took my hands and pulled me up too. “Listen. We’ll go to London. We’d have no trouble getting jobs, I shouldn’t think—and if we lived there we could go to galleries, and Fenwick’s whenever we wanted, and the best parties—” She stopped. “It needn’t be London.”

“London’s fine.” I couldn’t not smile at her.

“Well, then. I think we ought to be there before we take rooms, to look them over. If we do it from here there’s no telling what we’ll get. So that’ll be at least a week. I’d book us into the Waldorf, but—” She clicked her fingers, which made me think jarringly of Fabian. “There’s somewhere Isaac always stays. The Tuscan! That’d do for a week or two. At least we’d be in the middle of everything. We could do the sights, too, if you wanted? I’m sure we’d have time. Wouldn’t you like to see the Tower? Or the zoo! We could go to the zoo!” She frowned at me. “Why aren’t you saying anything?”

I wanted to say a great many things. What I actually said was, “He won’t let you.”

“I’m eighteen. Practically nineteen.” Though her birthday isn’t till November. “Old enough to know my own mind, anyway. Yes, yes, I know—he’ll cut me off. I already said: we’ll just have to work. If he doesn’t come round. But I’m sure he will. It’s not like I’m Isaac. If I don’t get a degree it hardly matters.” She looked at me steadily. “Meggie. This isn’t a whim. I mean it—who cares about Oxford when I have London, and you!”

I knew she meant it. And I wanted to believe she’d keep meaning it, all the way through months of Europe and being apart; but it seemed the cruellest timing, to have this happen hours before she had to leave, when there was nothing I could do to fix it in her.

I said, “What if you forget me?”

She shook her head fiercely. “It’s just a holiday. It won’t change anything. Look, I’ll write—”

I already knew she wouldn’t. “You’ll be far too busy.”

“Meg! Of course I won’t. I’ll send you a birthday card, at any rate. And I’ll think very hard across the Channel. Every day. All of every day”—she saw my face and laughed—“alright, then, when I’m not doing anything else. And I’ll be back with you the moment I can. The moment we’re in England—I won’t waste a second, I’ll run from Ipswich if I have to, if Groves isn’t driving fast enough, and I’ll tear up the drive and I’ll come straight to you. So you’ll know I still mean it.” She held out her right hand, and I took it in my left—then she shook mine up and down, which wasn’t what I’d thought we were doing, and so my hand was limp, like a dead fish, which I’ve read is very poor business practice and a sure sign the deal will go bad. But before I could make a firm grip she let go.

“But we shouldn’t say anything until I’m back. Agreed? We’ll book the Tuscan, and we’ll pack our cases, then we’ll tell them.”

Of course I agreed. I would have agreed to anything.
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Four O’clock


She’s arrived.

I was on the bed with “Leda,” thinking about reading it to her, and I must have fallen asleep, or close to it, because all of a sudden there was shouting outside, followed immediately by shouting inside, and thundering footsteps in the hall, and dashing feet on the gravel, and more shouting, and a car honking and still more shouting. And for a second I felt nothing but bliss, because she was here at last and everything was right again—but only a second, because then I was fully awake, and in a rush of coldness knew I was in the wrong place, that I was meant to be down there.

In a panic I went to the window. Her car was coming up the drive—already it wasn’t what I’d imagined, because they’d left in the Lanchester with the top rolled down, and that’s how I’d always pictured her coming back; but this was a sombre black thing, and all closed up, like a hearse. Then I saw her—part of her: her arm, waving from the rear window. I knew it at once, and ached for her so much I thought I might be sick. The staff were lined up on the drive, and the family had arranged themselves on the front steps, directly below me. Fabian still in his waistcoat, and Lucille, beside him, clutching Isaac’s arm, but straining forward as if waiting for a starting pistol. Pip, behind, holding something in the crook of his arm—I caught a flash of fur, and saw it was a ferret.

Her car was at the turning circle, easing round, pulling to a stop. Groves hopped out—in full tails and gloves, as if it were a state occasion; then he went to the rear. I was—I’m not sure what I was, when I think about it now I can’t breathe. He opened the door and stepped back—he was smiling, which normally he never does, Fabian likes him that way—and I knew she was beaming up at him, making some little joke. And there was a movement of hat and clothing—and cousin Daphne got out.

It was a sort of physical repulsion, not just that I’d felt what I’d felt in her direction but that I hadn’t known on sight: this arm is not Joanie’s, it is wrong, it is lacking. And everyone halloing, exclaiming, but we were all waiting, like a bubble on the edge of bursting. Then Aunt Caterina got out. More halloing, empty, pointless.

Then she got out. I saw her arm, which could only have been hers—she let Groves take her hand—I saw her singular shoulder, the back of her head; her hair has been cut short, and I mourned it and loved it all at once, wanted to bury my face in it, kiss her bare neck. She came out from behind the door, and then she spread her arms and ran towards the house—already Lucille was half across the drive—and they came together like swans colliding in flight, there was shouting, screaming, sobs and great joy, they were embracing and at the same time holding each other at arm’s length to see the other’s face, what was different, what the same, and spinning deliriously in place, and half falling over each other; and Lucille leant in, I saw her say something and knew the spirit of it, if not the exact words: Oh, my girl, my girl, I’ve missed you, I’ve missed you terribly.

More than anything I wanted to be down there—alone with her in the middle of the gravel with the sun beating down on us, her hair tickling my cheek, the warm, soft skin between her shoulderstraps. But I was all the way up here: the window frame digging into my palms, and my mouth dry and sour, the sort of mouth your teeth feel looser in; and not touching her at all.

In the end, I suppose it can’t have been more than half a minute, they broke apart and walked towards the house arm in arm. Her dress was primrose, new, some flimsy fabric that clung to her with every step. She was even browner than I’d expected. Her straps were thin, and I could see beneath them the pale ghost of her bathing suit. When she came to the staff she smiled, and said hallo, and it was good to be back. As she walked on, one of the boys, I think he is called Will, or Higgins, nudged the one next to him and said something lewd—at least, they both smirked—and if I’d been holding a gun I could have shot them both, with no more compunction than Fabian has for the magpies.

Then she was at the steps, and embracing them all in turn. To Fabian she said, You look well, Daddy, I shall have to go away more often (everyone laughed indulgently); and to Isaac she said, I thought you’d be in Surrey! And he said, I can go back if you like, and everyone laughed again, and they embraced, and he said, Well, baby sister? Done breaking all the fellows’ hearts? And she laughed—she has a new laugh as well as a new haircut—and said, Only the Frenchmen’s, and he said, That’s a relief. Oxford would have been devastated. And Daphne said, Not half as devastated as they are in Marseille. And Lucille—I could see her face—gave Isaac one of her looks, and said, We’ve all got so much to catch up on! The galleries, and the museums—the Louvre! And Le Petit Palais!—and all those concert halls—it must have been the most extraordinary cultural experience for you both.

The whole time Pip had been hovering at the back with his rodent. He gave a yelp—I expect the thing had bitten him—and Joanie saw him, and said, Hallo, little brother.

Which is what she calls him, though he’s older by almost a year. And she said, Who’s that? And he said, His name’s Timothy. His tail got caught in a trap, see?

As if that were the sort of thing she wanted to look at. But she went up the steps to him, and I think—it was hard to see—stroked the thing, and said, He’s sweet, Pip. Thanks for bringing him to show me.

And she kissed him on the cheek! I think he was as surprised as I was, because he stepped back sharply and almost fell into the potted buddleia.

Then she opened her arms wide, and took a deep breath as if breathing it all in, and looked around—and she frowned; and my heart caught, and I wanted to shout, Here! I’m up here! But nothing came out. And she said—“Where’s Eliza?”

“In the kitchen,” Lucille said, “working terribly hard. Darling, there’s something else. We wanted to surprise you—”

“A party?” She threw her arms around Lucille again. “How did you know? I’ve been desperate for a proper party.”

“Just as well,” Fabian said. “It’s costing me a small fortune.” But he sounded less gruff than usual, and I think he was pleased. Then to Caterina he said, “I gather from The Times—but how is it, do you think, in France?” And before she could answer, “Was there much talk in Italy? Apparently Mussolini is to visit the Führer.”

Joanie gave him a despairing look. “If you must talk politics, can you please do it later? While the rest of us are having fun?”

“It can’t have escaped your notice, Joan—” But Lucille must have given him a pinch, because he muttered something about his investors and stumped off, with Groves like a gundog after him.

“You’ll stay, won’t you?” Joanie said to Daphne and Caterina. “At least for tonight?”

“I’ve already had the rooms made up,” Lucille said. “Darling, I’m so pleased you’re happy. I did wonder if you might be too tired—”

“We got plenty of rest on the train. How long until the guests come? I’ll need a bath.”

“Not until seven,” Lucille said.

Isaac checked his watch. “Even you should have time to scrub up.”

Joanie gave him a ha-ha look, but even that was almost affectionate. “Are we doing it in the ballroom?”

“We thought outdoors,” Lucille said. “A marquee, though heaven knows it isn’t going to rain—but it keeps everyone contained. You know what your father thinks about people wandering off into the Wilderness.”

Caterina laughed. “Heaven forbid. The papers would have a field day.”

“Yes,” Joanie said; and in a scandalized tone, “All anyone could find was a champagne coupe and a pair of spectacles.” As if the Wilderness is tigers and pythons.

The four of them carried on like this, making jokes that weren’t funny and laughing at them, while Isaac looked on, bored. (Pip, I think, had wandered off.) Then Lucille wrapped an arm around Joanie and kissed her on the forehead. “I’m so glad you’re back, I think I might never let you leave again. Would you like to see the marquee?”

“I’d like some food,” she said. “I don’t know about you two”—she meant Caterina and Daphne—“but I’m famished.”

“You didn’t eat?”

“At Liverpool Street, but we only had a bun.” She grabbed Daphne’s hand. “Come on, let’s pillage the kitchen. Don’t worry, Mama”—because Lucille was beginning to flap—“we’ll stay out of Eliza’s way. Just some bread and cheese. Maybe a bit of pie.”

“And some cake,” Daphne said. “If there is some. And something good to drink. I’m absolutely parched, my love.”
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Half past Six


After they’d gone I stood at the window awhile. Then I realized someone might see me, and I couldn’t bear to be seen; so I went to the bed and sat on the end of it. I did what I could to not be entirely desperate. I stared at the patterns on the rug like faces, not human ones but faces of trees: satyrs and dryads, green men and their wilder cousins, wodewoses. Eyes and curling mouths among the leaves. I paid attention to the chip in the plaster where I threw my shoehorn at the wall the day Lucille told me about Wales; the tempo of my breath. I couldn’t breathe deeply, I thought I might be sick. I told myself to believe she’d come.

After a while I slid off the bed and onto the rug. My mind was a buzz of things: I hate you, and, But I love you, and, But I thought, and, But you said.

Dark whirling flapping thoughts. I pictured her and it was wrong, she had long hair, and I pictured her and it was wrong, she had short hair and it wasn’t her, she was holding herself differently, tilting her head that way she never used to, saying things she never used to say—was it her accent? I couldn’t tell. I sat like that until my legs began to turn numb, then I made myself get up. I took off her slip and tried to rip it, but I wasn’t strong enough, so I threw it on the floor. I took her hairbrush and threw that too. I threw her book down, then I pulled all the books off my bookcase—I didn’t care who heard, if anyone would when they were all so impossibly busy—and threw them too, in various directions about the room; except my Latin primer, which I tore down the spine. Then I pulled the pages loose and balled them up and hurled them, and when that became too effortful just scattered them about myself, until I was standing on a wodewose island in a paper sea.

Then I saw the spoons on the dressing table. It felt like drowning—I couldn’t stand it—and I snatched them up to throw out of the window, down onto the gravel where the vans would drive over them until they were flat as butter knives, and the letters worn away. But they were strangely cool to the touch, and something made me press them to my wrists, my hot chest. My closed eyelids. That soothed me; so I sat on the bed again, and wiped the tears off them, and polished them on the coverlet. I caught my breath. I looked at the sky and the tops of the trees. I was holding the spoons, I was warming them in my palms, I was telling Joanie, Hold still, now.

She was looking at me with her blue eyes wide. I was working the spoons into her eyes, levering them, I felt them pop—she was oddly calm. I was bandaging her head. I was leading her to the woods, her eyes in my cupped hand for the birds. I was there for her all her life, cutting up her food and feeding it to her, guiding her about the Lodge; helping her into her bath, sponging her back, her strong wrists, sponging her poor blind sockets—

I put the spoons back on the dressing table. The J inside the M; my hands were shaking, and it took a while to balance them, they slid and clinked against each other. My face in the mirror was blotchy and red, entirely ugly. I splashed it with what water was left in the ewer, pressed a towel against it, dabbed my own sore eyes. Then I put on clean clothes and went downstairs. I wanted to see for myself: either that it was true, she’d changed her mind, or there was something detaining her, something reasonable and unavoidable—she’d got caught up in arrangements and was even now struggling to extricate herself; she’d been taken violently ill—and I could stop all this.

But really I knew the answer. Because I didn’t go directly down the main stairs, which would have meant passing her door, in case I heard her in there, prattling with Daphne or playing her records or doing anything at all that wasn’t what she’d promised. Instead I went the other way along the hall, where it is mostly guest rooms, to the narrow back stairs that come up from the kitchen; I thought she might still be down there, eating pie and holding court, and I could stop in the stairwell and earwig, in case she asked after me or said, I must go and see Margaret.

That sort of thing. But the hubbub was audible all the way up on the second floor, and I knew they were far too busy to tolerate idle behaviour, even from Joanie. Then I thought to try Lucille’s sewing room, because whatever dress she was going to wear would likely need adjusting, after three months of pain et fromage. So I went down to the first floor—quickly, because the staff are up and down those stairs all the time, and with every minute I was feeling more myself, and more aware of how disturbed I’d seem if they came across me looking such a fright—and ducked my head out to check it was clear; and seeing it was, went out into the hallway. But I didn’t get as far as the sewing room, because I heard voices. I stood very still, and with my heart in my mouth, because I was certain one of them would be hers. They were in the library. On my bare feet I went softly to the door; I could hardly stand it, knowing she was right there, just the other side.

“—boiled bloody day,” Isaac was saying. “What about the investors?”

“He still wants to see them,” Lucille said. “We should let him decide.”

“Why? So we don’t hurt his feelings? So he doesn’t fly into another rage? He has to learn, Mother. We can’t tiptoe around him indefinitely.”

There was the sound of a drink being poured. Then Lucille said, in a deliberately breezy sort of voice, “Isn’t Joanie looking wonderful? I do love her bob.”

At which my mouth-heart sank all the way to my stomach, because I really had imagined her in there; and though it was a relief she wasn’t, because I could keep believing a little longer, it was also the opposite.

“I liked it better long.” Pip’s voice, and loud, right behind the door. “Like Margaret’s.”

“But doesn’t she look very much herself. She’s come out of her shell, don’t you think?”

Isaac said, “She was never in her shell. And don’t change the subject. Why didn’t you tell me how bad it’s got?”

Lucille sighed. “You weren’t here, darling. There was nothing you could have done. Really, though—it isn’t that bad. Certainly not something for you to worry about.”

“Like hell it isn’t! He threw an ashtray at my head, Mother.”

“Mmm,” Lucille said. “What on earth did you say to him?”

“Does it matter?” I heard footsteps, and a match being struck. Then: “If you must know, I’ve been doing some research. To see if there’s anything that can be done, you know, for that wasteland of his.”

“Darling,” Lucille said, “that’s terribly kind, but anything of that sort I’m sure your father’s thought of already. He really is very brilliant, even if—”

“He’s incapable of accepting advice, is what he is. Or are you saying I deserved it? Being practically brained?” The Joanie in my head smirked. As if anyone could tell the difference.

“I suppose,” Lucille said, carefully, “he mightn’t have recognized you were being helpful.”

“Well, I bloody was! I only thought—you remember the heat three years ago? Over ninety in the shade, that’s what Chapman’s uncle said. He stood us all drinks at his club, last week, and he was talking about it, how hot it was, and obviously it was nothing on now, but he was saying—he’s in banking these days, you know, but he was in his cups a bit, and he was talking about the Somme, and how back then they had to get water out of—well, practically out of thin air, the way he was telling it, by drilling and sending a pump round by lorry, and collecting it in some sort of makeshift reservoir. Anyway, he was rather bitter about it all, said he’d written to people, MPs and so on, back in ’33, ’34, whenever, with all these ideas for helping the drought, but nobody paid the least attention. But I got to thinking, What if there was something in it? That Father might be able to use?”

There was a silence; then Lucille said, “I’m not suggesting you didn’t mean well—but do you think it was wise, bringing up the war? Especially today.”

“And you told him,” Pip said, “to fire a gun into the air, to make it rain.”

“Oh, Isaac, you didn’t?”

“That,” Isaac said hotly, “isn’t true, and you know it. I only thought I’d mention what old Chapman said, that in France it always seemed to rain after heavy gunfire. Heavy. I didn’t expect him to take his rifle out and shoot at the clouds.”

I could practically hear Lucille’s hand-wringing. “But really, darling. You ought to have known how he’d take it. You know how things are, at the moment.”

“No, Mother, I don’t. That’s the problem. You didn’t tell me about the council, or that business with the cows—we’re lucky that didn’t go a deal worse. Forster”—Forster is another of his dreadful friends—“thinks we came this close to being sued. And he smells, Mother. Have you noticed that? When did he last take a bath?”

“This morning,” Lucille said quietly. “He has one every day.”

“And you saw him, did you? You saw him get in it?” There was a silence. “Well, let’s find out, shall we? Pip, ring for Groves.”

“You ring for him,” Pip said.

Another silence—I could picture them: Isaac glaring, Pip’s bovine blink—and then Isaac made a blustery, cross sort of noise. “We won’t get anything out of him anyway. Prig of a man. But look, Mother, what on earth are we going to do about tonight?”

“What do you mean?” Lucille said.

“I suppose it’s too late to cancel. Couldn’t we say he’s come down with something?” Then, “Oh, fine, fine. But really, Mother. I’d never have come if I’d known. You made out this was for Joanie—”

“It is for Joanie.”

“It’s for that!” he said. “Out there!” I imagined him pointing at the Wilderness, or brandishing a fist at it. “His bloody legacy. Our inheritance.” Presumably that was to Pip, because then he said, “Or do you want to have to go to work as an actuary? Or a solicitor or what have you. Because you will, you know. If he carries on.” As if that were remotely plausible.

“Darling,” Lucille said. “Really. Someone will hear.”

Then Pip said, “Actually, Margaret’s outside.”

I’d forgotten he is famous for his hearing, which is preternaturally good, like a bat’s. My first thought was of escaping—but the Snare House halls are long and straight, and before I’d moved an inch I heard Lucille say, “Is she?” And her brisk footsteps; and the door jerked open.

“Margaret! What on earth are you doing in the corridor? Come in, darling. We were just talking about the party.” She ushered me inside. “You’re not dressed.”

They were in evening wear already: the boys in tails, and Lucille in a flowing gold gown, and dangling gold earrings, and half a dozen gold bracelets on each arm, like Midas’s wife if he’d only brushed her lightly. All three of them were looking at me oddly; and it struck me I had no idea what time it was, or what I was meant to be doing.

Lucille peered at my face. “Dearest. Are you ill?” The library with its tall windows is much brighter than the hall, and I was conscious of my swollen eyes, and the puffy horror of the rest of me. She smoothed her fingers over my cheeks. “Should we call a doctor?”

“It’s just hay fever. It’s been bad all day.” It came out strangled. All I could think about was getting away.

“Ha!” Isaac said. He was on the windowsill, smoking. “You look a fright.”

“It is nothing,” Lucille said, “a bit of powder won’t clear up. Maybe some rouge à lèvres on these poor pale lips. Go to your room, dearest, and I’ll be along in a few minutes with my armoury. We can make you smell like roses if you like.” But that was the last thing I wanted, unless it was because they’d rubbed off Joanie’s skin and onto mine.

I said, “I thought she might be here.”

“Oh,” Lucille said, not understanding, “but she is, dearest, she is! She’s in her room. Didn’t she come to see you? She’s been back for three hours.” Which was a surprise; I would have guessed an hour at most. “I’m sure she’s just busy unpacking—”

“Preening, you mean,” Isaac said, obnoxiously. The rest of us ignored him.

“I did think you’d be with us,” Lucille said, “to meet her. We were all out there, even the staff.”

And suddenly I understood. She’d been picturing it too: the car pulling up, and me there waiting. Me running to her—my arms around her, not Lucille’s—my breath in her ear. All this time I’d wasted feeling wronged, when I was the one who’d wronged her.

I said, “I fell asleep—”

“Well, you look as if you needed it, poor lamb.” Lucille took my hands. “There’ll be plenty of time for catching up. But you really do need to get ready. We’ve”—she consulted her wristwatch—“goodness! Only half an hour. If people are prompt, and some of them will be. Lord knows Fabian has some terribly un-chic friends.”

“No,” I said, “if she’s angry, I have to see her. I have to explain.”

Lucille looked concerned; she didn’t understand that if I waited it might ruin everything. “Darling! Of course she’s not angry! Why on earth would she be? She’s busy, that’s all. It’s an awful lot, to come all the way from Italy and have to make oneself ready.” She looked suddenly uncertain. “Fabian did say we ought to have it tomorrow. But no, that was just his old-fashioned streak”—as if Fabian is otherwise terribly modern—“it’s much nicer like this. Much more a celebration.” She peered at me again. “Dearest, you mustn’t think she’s at all offended. You know she doesn’t get that way.”

“She didn’t even notice you weren’t there,” Pip said, from his place by the door.

“Of course she did,” Lucille said, but she shot him a glance.

“What do you mean?” I said. “She didn’t ask about me?”

“Oh,” Lucille said, “well—not in so many words. But there was such a lot going on, and she was terribly hungry—”

“All that pie,” Isaac said. “I’d forgotten she eats like a pig.” I wanted to hurt him.

“But of course she missed you.” Lucille squeezed my hands. “Dearest, I know it’s not easy. There’s such a lot you want to tell each other, and when you’re under the weather—but this is Joanie’s evening. Questo è serata d’allegria, di piacere, di piazzia. I’m going to need you to jolly yourself up a bit. For her.”

I nodded, I think, and Lucille said, “Darling, thank you. You’re so wonderfully sensible. Joanie’s lucky to have you. I know she loves you practically as a sister.”

Which I couldn’t help but laugh at, and again she looked alarmed.

“Why don’t you try on that dress,” she said, “and I’ll be along in a few minutes to put up your hair. And with a bit of powder—”

Isaac made a noise.

“You will look magnificent,” Lucille said firmly.

I was too miserable to resist. I went back into the hall; all I could think of was her, she was a plea, a joaniejoaniejoanie into the void. Flashes of her, a second, half a second: her shoulders in a summer dress, a long hair left on my pillow, the smell of her, she was kissing me, kissing me—shaking the crumbs off a picnic rug—kneeling in church to pray but missing the hassock, shuddering with silent laughter. Peeling off her stockings to wade in the brook, dropping them in, I was hanging them to dry in a patch of sun—I was kissing her wrist, the pale back of her knee—she was putting on lipstick, mouth pursed in the mirror—taking my arm, murmuring into my ear, bursting into filthy laughter. A room, two chairs, a lamp she’s picked, and curtains, a bed—

Somehow I got back up the stairs. But the main ones, out of habit, so I came out opposite her room. I only realized when I saw her door. I stood and looked at it. Blackness, ocean depths. Then—it was like someone had tugged at the knotted part of me, but instead of making it worse had picked exactly the way to unravel it, and the tightness in my chest drained away, and I understood, suddenly, she was there, really there, inches away, trying on dresses or stooping by her washbowl to sponge the journey off her feet, and I didn’t have to feel like this about it—I didn’t have to feel like anything—all I had to do was open her door and go in.

Then I heard music. Or not quite music, it was new and strange like her, trumpet, saxophone, a bird-fight of sound. Someone laughed—then her own laugh, which I knew and didn’t—and once again it felt entirely right: to make the sort of hole in her she’d made in me.

I came to my room, and there were the shears still on the bed. I put my fingers and thumb through the holes and opened them. I touched the points. It was all so still, like snow had fallen in me. I thought: Someone cannot just stop being yours. There are two of us, her and me, Joanie and Margaret, she can’t break us just because she wants to. It’s not just her who gets to choose. I thought: If she’s mine, she’s mine to hurt. But then I had a sort of glimpse of the truth, that she wasn’t mine any longer, she never was; I saw her like a stranger might, as someone who was only her own. And as soon as I saw that, she was severed, floating off into the evening like a balloon with its string snipped, and I couldn’t hurt her, I wanted to but couldn’t, I couldn’t reach her there.

The whole world was shrinking in on me, my room and the house and the Meadow and drive, the village and fields, and all of Suffolk, beaches and heaths, gardens, train lines, all the churches, closing about me like a conker shell, and I was the chestnut. I had to do something, or explode. I brought a handful of my hair to the scissors and cut off a hunk, then another, I kept hacking away at it, great clumps falling to the floorboards, sticking in the sweat-prints of my feet. It was an undertaking, because my hair is particularly thick—but now it is done, and I shan’t be lovely or elegant but wild, I am wild, I have shed my tameness beside the Persian rug. I bite my lips to the colour of raw meat, I pinch my cheeks to bring up the blood. I will waste no more time on mild and sensible. I will do what I like, be everything they said my mother was: I’ll go where I want, say what I think and not care about polite, laugh at my thoughts and not tell them what I’m thinking, I’ll trespass in the moonlit woods and dance, lie naked in the Meadow and let the sun on every part of me, I’ll make her see what she could have had, this wild bare beauty with the secret places she could have softened. I hate her, I hate her. I won’t let her. I’ll get her back—

But that is Lucille at the door. I will have to pretend to be normal.
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Quarter past Seven


Lucille was upset. At first I thought it was the mess, and got on my knees to tidy it, but she said no, it was only that I had made her remember something; that, and my hair had been such an asset. Then she sighed and said she supposed I did look fetching, in an urchin sort of way, but she wished I’d waited for a hairdresser, or better still, given the shortness, a barber. She glanced at the mantel clock, then ushered me to the dressing table and set about neatening me. (Not with the shears; she used my nail scissors.) I was sorry to lose the wildness, but it was soothing to sit and listen to the firm snip-snip and Lucille’s breathing, and her bracelets clinking, and the last of the van men grumbling back and forth below, and not need to talk. I watched the trees; the birds coming in to roost; the sky, dotted with fluffy clouds and just beginning to think of pinkening. Sometimes I watched the mirror. Everyone says Joanie, like Isaac, is all Fabian, and she does have his bones: his stocky set, the Winther nose. But in mannerisms she is Lucille: the same appraising eyes, the tip of the tongue protruding in concentration.

After a few minutes the scissors went back in their case. “It’s the best I can do in the time. Still.” Lucille looked at me in the mirror. “You know you needn’t come, dearest. If you’re not feeling up to it. There’s no obligation. This is Joanie’s evening.” I couldn’t tell if she meant, So it won’t matter if you aren’t there, or, And I won’t let you ruin it. “You can read, maybe. Take a bath. Something calming. Of course it’s up to you—”

Suddenly I did feel deeply weary, as if my skin were iron or lead like a suit of armour, and all the meat and bones within unnecessary baggage. “You’re sure I won’t be missed?”

“Oh, dearest, of course you will be. Terribly. But you wouldn’t enjoy it, and really, what would be the point?” To her credit she didn’t sound relieved. “Much better to rest. And tomorrow Joanie can tell you all about it, and about Europe, and you can tell her—well, everything you’ve been up to here. Perhaps Eliza could make you a picnic, and Joanie can drive you both out somewhere lovely. Thorpeness.” As if that could hold a candle to the Riviera. “I’ll talk to her,” she said, as if we’d agreed it; then she rubbed my shoulders. “Now, darling—darling—wash your face, and get yourself ready for bed, and I’ll have the kitchen send up some supper. What would you like?”

I asked for some cold duck and stuffing, and a good wodge of pie, and some bread and butter, and tea, and chocolate cake, and some posset if there was some. I think Lucille was expecting me to ask for broth. She stood a moment looking around the room; then she picked up Joanie’s slip from the rug, and without saying anything put it over her arm, and took her armoury and went. I busied myself cleaning up the hair. It didn’t feel right to throw it away, so I emptied my basket of napkins and collected it all in there. In a detached sort of way I thought how incomprehensible it was, that just this morning I might have kept some back to stuff a cushion, so she could always have me close. (It did occur to me there was nothing to stop me, while they were all outside, stealing down the hall and slipping some into her pillow—but I didn’t really want to. Instead I imagined other things I might do, alone in her room. Things she loves I could ruin for her. Delicately, I mean, like spilling a bottle of scent on her favourite blouse, or things I might do to Dora, who has always been far too pretty a doll. I didn’t think about smashing anything.)

When they eventually came with the food there was such a quantity it took two trays. They set one on the dressing table and the other on the stool, and I thought that must be how it felt to stay in a hotel and have your breakfast brought—only then there would be fewer reproving looks. Whether those were for my gluttony, or the state of my room, or my butchered hair, I couldn’t tell. But as they left one of them said, “Feel better, Miss Margaret,” and I saw they weren’t reproving at all but something close to, but not quite, sympathetic. It’s the same look people in the village used to have, like they didn’t know whether to be sorry for me or afraid to be near me. And while these days I don’t care what the village thinks, I couldn’t bear it if they thought that of me here. So I made myself tidy up, pausing every now and then for a bite of cake. From behind the house, the faint grumble of instruments being tuned—wheels on the gravel—the band launching into something fizzy and light, it might have been “On the Sunny Side of the Street.” Car doors slamming; voices, laughter, crunching footsteps. The telephone ringing downstairs. More cars, more laughter.

When I’d finished tidying I sat on my bed with the Yeats and ate the duck, though it was chicken, and there wasn’t stuffing; but they had given me three slices of bread and butter, and I ate them while I read. At first I took care not to get the pages greasy, but then I thought how little care she was taking of my feelings, and took less; and it will be quite a buttery book she gets back. Then I went to see what was left, and found that as well as the cake and a good-sized bowl of trifle they’d brought a little cut-glass dish of sweets. But once I’d eaten the top layer it was nothing but disappointment, because underneath it was only jellied babies. Red ones and yellow and orange and black and green, and all with their bloated stomachs and round dead eyes. I arranged them face-down along my pillow, first by colour, then by likely propensity to the deadly sins. (Of course green was the most envious, red the most lustful, black the angriest.)

Then I remembered something Joanie once told me, about a sort of magic where dolls stood for people, and you could use pins to hurt them. Apparently they did it at school, when one of the mistresses had given them a poor mark or ticked them off unfairly, and she’d tried to get me to do it on Pip, after he’d taken the seat next to me at the Regent and refused to move for the whole of the first picture. (When I said I wouldn’t she called me feeble; and when I said it was because if people caught her they’d call her a silly girl, but if they caught us both they’d say it was evil, and I had made her do it, she rolled her eyes and said I had an inflated sense of my own importance.) Now I laid out a few of the babies, one of each colour, and said, You are Fabian, and you are the shopboy Patrick O’Dowd, and you are Groves, and you are Higgins-who-might-be-Will. The last one I named her—not because I wanted to injure her any longer, or not really; but it seemed fair, when this was all her doing.

After that I fetched my sewing tin and emptied it, and put the babies in, like a miniature nursery. Then I took a needle, and got out the red one, Higgins, and dug the point into its leg, and twisted it to make a neat hole. (I told it, That will teach you to leer.) Next I chose Fabian (yellow); but I couldn’t work out whether to do one eye or both, or go straight through the head from ear to ear. So I put him back, and came here to the window to watch.

It’s one of the funny things about events that men are expected to put on the same dull clothes no matter the weather, whereas women are obliged to look nicer, but as long as they succeed at that can wear more or less what they choose. Almost every car seems to deliver a woman looking glamorous and comfortable, and a sweating red-faced escort in black tie. I am more interested in the women. Their hair swept up (though some of the younger ones wear it short, like Joanie), their jewel-coloured gowns; the way they navigate the gravel in high heels. You can tell at a glance who’s used to wearing them. I can feel almost painfully what it might be like: to be the sort of person who bathes and spritzes and steps into something satin, and gets out of a car like it’s choreography, and glances up at a building like Snare House as if it might as well be hers, and thinks nothing of silk clinging to skin, the evening sun on bare shoulders, tiny hairs on end. The heat of her cologne.

The band’s playing what I think is “Mad about the Boy,” which I’ve never much liked, except that Joanie likes to sing it while she washes her hair. Already the sun is behind the trees, the sky shrinking pinks and oranges, like someone is pulling a corner to gather it in. A rook comes cawing out of one of the beeches, turns a couple of indignant circles, flaps back in the other side. The house is warm brick breathing out, soft wisteria. The time of evening when it looks almost dark, from inside, but when you get out into it you see it is still more or less day, only bluer.

The church clock chimes the hour, and I lean out to watch. The steeple is invisible from here, too squarely squat to clear the trees—but there go the magpies, tiny but unmistakeable, like paper birds exploded skywards.

The music stops; a ripple of applause. Another car turns onto the drive, headlights on. In the corridor she laughs. Her old laugh—and it’s like glimpsing, in a hall of mirrors, her real, flushed body among the looking-glass Joanies, because suddenly she isn’t gone, she never was, a person can’t replace herself. I only have to find her. Among all the reflections, find the one that’s not. Her hair the perfect length, which is any; her lips carmine, insect innards split and crushed. She’ll be wearing something astonishing. She’ll turn, she’ll notice me—my eyes not red but bright, sparkling like the lights, like the buttons on my dress, she won’t mind about my hair—she’ll come towards me, she’ll catch in my throat. She’ll say, There you are. There you are.

Nothing has changed, nothing needs to have changed.
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Eight O’clock


When I check my reflection it’s like looking into a pond. Familiar and not. I don’t think it is just the hair. When I raise a hand I half expect the mirror-me to raise her left as well. I am too soft now, in lamplight. I tousle my hair until it stands in peaks. I bite my lips, pinch my cheeks the way she taught me. I think about her seeing me.

Now the band is playing music to dance to, that jangles and thrums. Is Joanie dancing? That’s a stupid question; she will be, she always does. With boys, with her friends from school. With me, the way we have since we were first allowed up late, but still too young for dance cards. (Straight-backed and serious, poking fun at the earnest men, the moon-eyed women; or spinning each other, stockinged feet slipping on the waxed floor, falling down in fits of giggles, until Lucille caught on and sent us up to bed.)

Under the music, over it, a hum, like a hive but people talking. A whoop, a ripple of laughter. It’s amazing how sound carries, on a windless night. I wouldn’t be surprised if they can hear it in the village. My father will be swearing to himself, and stuffing his ears with rags—which is what he’d have done if I’d warned him, so I refuse to feel bad about it. I refuse to feel bad about anything now.

We can’t stay still, not without drowning.

In the hallway all the lights are on, and when I look down at my gown it isn’t black at all but the deep-night edges of it, bleeding blue bleeding green. I am wearing the shoes I wear to church, but they have a little heel at least; and I’m sure no one will be looking at my feet. Now the stairwell—in the polished sconces I watch myself descend, an apparition with long pale face, pale arms stretching down to pale ankles. After a summer of bare legs I couldn’t stand the thought of stockings.

Down the first-floor corridor. Lucille wanted the house to look its best, a beacon, and I think they must have put on every light; every last lamp. In the village they’ll see as well as hear us, a glow against the sky; maybe they’ll think we’re burning, and send the engine and the men with hoses. I don’t suppose the water ban applies to fires. I think about Belloc and false alarms. That Night and Fire did break out. How easy it would be: a single cigarette, dropped in the Wilderness. So much heat, so little water. I willed it to hold, and it did.

The library, too, is brighter than I’ve ever seen it. No one’s been to clean: here’s Isaac’s ashtray with his cigar butt, his glass half full. On a shelf near the door, beside some Proust, Lucille’s wine. Lipstick on the glass. After the sweets it tastes almost acrid, turns furry on the linings of my cheeks. I can feel the stain on my lips. To the window, and I swallow Isaac’s whisky in gulps so as not to taste it. Think about her tasting it, on me. Wine and whisky, dissolution. What’s happened to you, Meg? Her searching mouth, her fingers rough in my hair.

Outside is a strange scene, the Meadow illuminated not by moonlight—tonight there’s barely a moon—but the leach of our electric brightness. They must be confused, in their nocturnal cities, emerging onto webs and stalks and finding daylight where there should be darkness. As we used to be about eclipses; maybe to them it’s as if a giant beetle has spat out the sun. The grass is shades of grey, like a photograph, flattened out of recognition. I have to turn it over in my head to find the ridge that is the edge of the hare-path; the trampled patch I made this morning, like a hare in her form.

I could go and lie there now. I could sleep out there, and let her find me, and rouse me with a kiss. I could find her first, and take her there, and we could lie down together and wake up sticky with dew.



From the first floor down the main stairs are uncarpeted; Fabian likes to show off their pedigree, the shiny footsteps of his ancestors. In my square heels I clop down them like a horse, but no one comes to see what I need, or usher me back to bed; the entrance hall is deserted. But nobody’s said I’m not to go, if I want.

Under the blazing chandelier. Through the front door—with no one to open it, but then everyone who might possibly call must be here already. Around the front of the house, through oblong pools of light: the parlour, Fabian’s study. The music room: one of the maids is fussing with a pile of coats. Who’d bring a coat, on a night like this? She shakes out one after another, drapes them on the grand piano. Pink cheeks, a strand of hair escaping her cap. Have it cut short, I want to tell her. Forget the coats, come and enjoy the party. But the room’s so bright I might as well be the night waving in.

Trumpets and trombones, hoots of laughter. The hairs prick down my arms. This close the wisteria is stomach-turning, like fruit left to ripen on the vine. The night ripples around me. I keep on over the gravel in my sensible heels.



I was picturing them milling tidily under the marquee, but with the sides rolled up they’re spilling out of it onto the lawn, like goldfish from a toppled bowl. I imagine scooping the whole thing up, canvas, poles, and shaking them out into the flower beds, watching them thrash and gasp for air among the dahlias. Maybe a few flip-flop to the brook and become wild, and years from now we fish for them: a shimmer of sequins, a flash of bow-tie among the rocks and shallows. There must be four hundred people here. More—the tent is full to bursting, every seat at the tables taken, and at the buffet they’re at least three deep, standing and talking or squeezing through to the food, or out again to find a place to eat. The dance floor a knot of bodies.

Isaac, red-faced and grinning, slapping someone on the shoulder. A man in a cape eating an oyster. Lucille smiling, nodding, lips moving in what must sound like interested conversation but eyes flitting constantly across the tent: two men who look like bankers, and Fabian animated, gesturing broadly, jabbing his finger in emphasis.

The strings playing low and fast, low and fast; the clarinet wailing over.

Though there are no walls there’s an edge to it: body heat, perfume, wine breath, cigars. I turn side on, slip myself among them. No one turns to stare, no one glares at me or my brown patent shoes. Maybe I really am invisible, the night walking. Bare arms, bare shoulders: I pin my elbows to my sides, try not to brush against them. I can’t bear to touch anyone’s skin but hers; the thought makes me shudder, like pushing through cobweb.

I take a glass of champagne. The boy holding the tray is one of Sheppard’s, full lips and a strong jaw, dressed up in tails. I see what he’s thinking: how ludicrous this is, and all of us, more money than sense, sweating into our finery, but he is not allowed to sneer; not allowed to slouch, though his legs ache from standing; and when will he be done here, what godforsaken hour will he get home, and what pay will he get from Groves, and how much will he send his mother, and how much on the girl he has in the village, and a bit on beer; and will there be beer left later, when all of us have gone, will there be food, there is so much food, he is thinking about the waste, the casual abundance—three kinds of soup!—and he is noticing my shoes, looking at me as if trying to place me. He is thinking how I’m not like him, not good to rest your eyes on, but there’s something about me, tonight—I see him recognize me. Beneath the gown, beneath the wildness: the Goodall girl, who he has to wait on though she’s no better than him, though her father’s half mad and her mother was worse, and how does someone like me, not well-born or pretty or sweet, end up where I am, while he is where he is. And he’s looking at me and thinking I am a new kind of strange, tonight, and he’s thinking of his bed and his aching feet, and when will this be over, and he’s thinking of his bed and what I’d be like in it—he can’t help it, this is thought for him—he is thinking, am I wild beneath the gown as well—seeing his hand on my shorn head—and he’s remembering to hold himself tall, back straight, elbows in, and he’s seeing me bent over, my velvet thrust up around my waist, I won’t fight, I won’t cry out. Or maybe I will, now, with my short hair, maybe I’m that sort of girl; maybe I’ll make it a challenge. He looks at me looking at him: maybe I am picturing it, too. Maybe I even want it.

I am picturing my hand under his tray, sharply, like a guillotine in reverse. The glasses, mid-air, shattering. Shards in his pink cheeks, his lovely lips. Blood dripping down his shirt.



Strings of beads on the little trees, candles flickering in the braziers. Carnations frothing in vases. It isn’t magic, but it looks wonderful for her.

Bodies everywhere: little formations, twos and threes and fours, fractal, burgeoning, satins and silks and velvets, rubies and pearls, spiralling across the tent, across the lawn, formations of formations. The lights sway in the canopy, the band plays choppy and discordant. This is what it must be like inside a kaleidoscope, as someone turns the dial.



Across the tent, above the sea of heads: a muscled neck, an indifferent bill. I squeeze myself between—I knock no one’s elbow, tread on no one’s toes—I murmur, Excuse me, excuse me. Somehow he has done it, the sculptor: on the hottest day of his life, taken frozen water and turned it into bird. The swan sits on a nest of fruit, grapes and peaches and melon slices glistening. The detail already dissolving, the feathers blurred, the beady eye half blind. I could break its neck if I wanted. Reach up and—snap. I touch my fingers to the beak, then my whole palm, I run it along, squeezing, caressing. The bird clings to me in droplets, dribbles to my elbow.

“What are you doing?” says a woman in a claret dress. “You’ll ruin it, you know.” She has teeth like a beaver, arms like uncooked chicken skin.

Melon, capers, ginger syrup. Orange jelly. The labels are in Lucille’s looping hand, which always makes me think of swifts trailing ribbons of ink through clear skies. I take a bunch of grapes, eat them standing up. A slice of roast beef, a tiny pie sticky with dates. It all tastes faintly of lamb. Quail eggs piled in a punchbowl: in cupped hands I scoop up half a dozen and carry them to an empty chair, where I shell them into my lap and try to eat them without tasting. Only when I’ve finished do I notice everyone else is using plates.

I put the shells in one of the potted trees and move on.

There’s a breeze now, not much of one but enough, grazing the backs of necks, fluttering bunting. The band plays something swingy and Spanish-sounding. There goes Pip with his ferret; there goes an old man in a linen jacket, waving his cane in front to clear a path. Here comes the man in the cape. It is velvet, embroidered with silver stars, and he has a top hat under his arm. He gives a little bow. “Good evening.”

When Lucille said there’d be a magician, I imagined an impresario. Not a shabby, taupe sort of man, with thin hair combed over a bald patch, and tide-marked shoes. It feels like false advertising. Trombones, trumpets, strings. Behind us a man says loudly, “He didn’t think it right to come, you know. Having missed so many committees.”

The conjuror holds out a hen’s egg, a dull white.

“It’s an egg,” I say. He taps his ear, and I repeat it.

Loudly, a woman says, “Of course, he has always been a martyr to gout.”

The conjuror says something inaudible, and when he sees I haven’t heard, leans in. “You’re meant to touch it.”

I shake my head.

“You have to touch it.” Irritably, into my ear. “Or you won’t know it’s real.”

I take it, look at it. A woman, passing, says, “Oh, darling, a magician!” As I turn it over in my hand she pushes up so close I am breathing her talcum, grazes my shoulder with her hair. Turns to her companion, and in a stage whisper says, “She’s got an egg.”

I pass the egg back.

“Very good. Now, here”—the conjuror rummages in his pockets—“we have a bag.”

It’s the same cheap velvet as his cape, and smells of stale beer. The woman leans in again and oohs.

“Very good,” the conjuror’s lips say, when I return it, “very good, very good. Now, watch carefully”—he is slipping the egg into the bag—“and the magic words”—he pronounces some gibberish I can barely hear, and one hand darts to his armpit—“… voilà!” He holds open the bag for us to see. “Vanished.”

He wants us to think he’s fumbled the trick, that the egg is tucked under his arm. The woman—I don’t know if she is drunk or stupid—exclaims again, bursts into delighted applause. Her companion looks disgusted. “Christ, Gwyneth! Didn’t you see him hide it?” He pats the conjuror on the shoulder. “Bad luck, old chap. Back to magic school for you.”

“Not at all,” I see, or hear, the conjuror say. “Tell me, sir, where would you say I hid the egg?”

“It’s in the bag,” I say, and all three of them look at me. The conjuror frowns, taps his ear again, though I’m certain he heard. Loudly, I say, “It’s in the bag. In the secret pocket.”

He blinks at me, eyelashes so pale they are almost invisible. “No,” he says, “no, that’s not what you’re supposed to—”

I put a hand on his arm, lean in to his ear. “Don’t worry,” I say. “They’re both drunk enough to think you’re marvellous.”



I look for her in satins, silks, among bodies, between. This is her party, she’s meant to be in the middle of things. She is always in the middle of things. But the middle spins and spins and swallows itself. I don’t even know what she’s wearing. I picture her face; how she looks in profile; how she looks from behind. Then I remember her hair, and all this time I haven’t been looking for her at all, only a ghost, a shadow-Joanie.

A moment later I spot her. The other side of the dance floor, in a backless dress the colour of that bathing suit. Deep blue, deep sea. She’s with a crowd of Isaac’s school friends, smiling and laughing and sipping her drink, and they’re smiling too, and laughing, but mostly—I can see from here—they’re stunned, she is stunning them. She never used to talk to them like this. She thought they were unbearable, she rolled her eyes at them and called them intellectual pygmies. Two of them are actually open-mouthed, like they’ve never met her before in their lives, though they must have laughed at her a hundred times, when Isaac poked fun at her puppy fat or her incapacity for algebra, and they never let her join their poker games.

They’d let her now.

I’ll tap her on the shoulder. I’ll say, Oh, you’re back, I didn’t realize. I’ll say something French. I’ll refuse to laugh, I’ll hold her gaze. I’ll ask her to dance—no, I’ll take her hand and with my thumb draw circles on her palm and up her wrist and talk and talk and fascinate her with who I am, was I always like this, had she forgotten? My hand on her waist, we’ll sway and sway and suddenly we’ll just be dancing, heads together, no one else for miles. I’ll spring up trees around us, make a grove, leave space above for plunging night and stars like treasure in the deep, full fathom five, I’ll have the foxes keen, the owls call for us strange music, I’ll raise a spring with fish and rippling stones, a breeze to ruffle our hair like a blessing, I’ll make a bed of moss and springy twigs, I’ll sing to her deep in my throat, I’ll call her love.

I have almost reached her when the music stops. The band creak in their chairs, stretch, shuffle sheet music, bend for drinks. Across the tent there is a ripple of self-consciousness. She’s glancing around for the source of the lull, finding it, her lips go halfway to a pout—she catches herself, turns it into a smile, turns back to the others. But the boys have felt it too; they’re patting their pockets, handing round cigarettes, matches, they’re wandering off in search of nosh or lubrication. I watch her face settle into its base state, the mouth turned slightly down. She looks about the tent, twirls the cocktail stick around her glass. Even now, part of me is sure all she really wants is to get away and find me. I tell myself, It’s not too late. Go back to your room. Lie down, wait for her. She’ll come. Look at her: she’ll come.

But here is Isaac, with a bottle of port and a fistful of cigars. “Margaret!” he says, and smacks me on the shoulder with his closed fist. To no one in particular he cries, “Margaret! It’s Margaret!” Then he says, “You don’t look too bad, actually.” He’s very drunk.

I say, “What do you want, Isaac?”

“Want?” As if it is an unfamiliar concept, being without. He looks blankly down at his laden hands, and then his face clears, and he shouts, “Ha!” And, turning away, “Men! Men!” It is a clarion call: the Eton boys materialize from the crowd in seconds. Isaac cries, “To drink! To my father’s cellar! To Bacchus himself!” They cheer.

When I look back at her she’s looking at me. Not joyfully, not running to me with outstretched arms; she is staring, we are paces apart but I can feel her drawn breath, the shock of me. Her mouth slightly open. I shouldn’t have come but doesn’t it feel good, catching her like this, a power in it, I don’t want to hurt her but I want her to see: I’m not the same, she doesn’t know me, not entirely; there is more to me, more she wants than doesn’t. But also: we are us, M and J, J and M, we brush each other’s hair, we finish each other’s sentences, it is not such a stretch to fold each other’s lives into our own like paper cranes.

Every minute of the last three months has fallen on me like a stone. I am pressed into the hard earth, rooted—except not, because I’m moving, the earth is moving me, a tide of earth, it looks like walking but it’s only current, picking each foot up, putting it down. She’s closer—she’s Artemis in marble, Aphrodite, caught with her head tipped slightly back, one hand at her throat—she watches me come—she can’t take her eyes off me—I am in front of her. I could reach out and touch her. She could touch me.

She exhales, lowers her hand. “Goodness,” she says. “What have you done to your hair?”

The heat of her, Mediterranean sun rolling off her skin. Why did I think she’d need more summer? The lipstick on her glass is red but her lips in this light almost brown, like chestnut, like velvet. She stirs her drink, round and round, smears the olive against the glass.

“Are those your Sunday shoes? Meg?”

Meg, Meg, Meg. No one has called me that since she left. Suddenly I want to cry.

“Are you alright? Mama said you were feeling ill.”

I say, “Is that why you didn’t come to see me?” But the band have started up again, and she shakes her head, turns her ear to me. I lean in, say it again.

She smells of citrus, complicated, expensive.

“I knew it wasn’t serious. Mama said you just stayed out in the sun too long.” And then (how?) she touches me, my forehead: her fingers cool and damp from her glass, she does it as if it’s nothing. “You are hot. My silly Meg. Maybe you should go back to bed.”

I say, “It’s been twelve weeks.”

I say, “You said you’d come.”

She frowns, and I think she hasn’t heard—but then she says, slowly, “I’ve only just got back. There was a lot to do. And I knew you’d understand.” As if it is an effort, having to come to terms with my inadequate understanding. “Mama was right. You’re acting very oddly.”

“Is that what she said?” She has a new bracelet, silver with tiny coral teardrops. New earrings to match. I think of the spoons, the trace of my spit on the bowls.

“Listen”—she’s glancing around—“my card’s full, and—”

It isn’t working. I am forgetting to be wild—I am forgetting to fascinate her—you can’t be wild and care about a thing as much as I do her.

“We could dance.”

“What?” She turns her head, distracted, and her earrings swing. “Meg. Don’t be silly.”

Is it silly? No one need think we’re anything but what we always were. I put a hand to the back of my head, the strange shortness, like touching a pet. A sudden, fierce need to get away from all this, the noise and bodies, to get her away.

I wave a casual hand towards the lawn. “Come outside a moment.”

She chews her lip, watches a man stumble past and back to his table. “Tomorrow. We’ll go out somewhere. If you like. We can take lunch.”

I nod, as if that would be normal, nice. “And now, though? Just for a—”

“Meg! I can’t. Look, here’s Teddy coming—”

“You aren’t dancing with him?”

“Of course I am.” She looks exasperated. “Go back to bed.”

“I’ll wait,” I say. “I’ll wait for you to finish.” But she’s already turned away.



Another drink, a cocktail the colour of a sunset. It comes with an olive, which I eat although I hate them, but if I can’t taste her I can at least taste what she’s tasting. I watch her dance with men, boys, I watch her pretend to have fun, I wait for her to look bored so I can rescue her but she never does, she is permanently polite. I watch her make jokes and laugh at theirs, I watch her check the angle of her head and chin, rearrange herself for them. I watch her lips move. I keep thinking I can’t breathe, but I do. In the end I always do. Another drink, another olive. I don’t know if she’ll ever taste me again. The band trumpets, squawks. There is the chicken-armed woman, there is the man with the cane. There is Mrs. Terence Brown, dripping in furs, dripping like the swan dripping into the apricots. There are Caterina and Daphne, arm-in-arm. Matching peacock brooches. There is Lucille, shimmering gold: eyes on Joanie, she can’t look away from her either, except for her there’s only gladness. There is Groves scolding a boy. Will-or-Higgins. He is pointing at his leg. Miming a limp. Groves is saying, You must get on with it, but he, Will-or-Higgins, is shaking his head, saying, I can’t, see, I can’t even walk.

Drums like marbles in a metal can, like the wait between lit fuse and—

I walk towards them, a breeze through leaves, something no one would think could be savage. I hold out my glass to a passing guest. She looks at me appalled; sees something in my face, and takes it. I step out of one shoe, and after a few paces the other. I leave them in the middle of the dance floor. I move among, between, I ease, I am easy, I am something I don’t even know. Drums like milk teeth, like tiny bird bones. I’m near them now, I still can’t hear them but I’m close enough to see the flaky skin around Groves’s moustache, the boy’s lips shaping: doctor. Groves gestures around, at the tent, the guests, the marvellous evening all of us are having, all the things more pressing than an injured servant. Will-or-Higgins rolls up his trouser leg, and I see the hole that’s opened just above the knee: about an inch across, dried blood brown and smooth and neat.

A waft of roses, and she’s there beside me. Her hand is on my elbow. I think, have I done this, too? Have I made you come? I say, “You smell like you again.”

But even as I’m saying it the roses dissipate, and there’s only cloying lemon.

“Meg,” she says, “you’re still here—oh, you’re still here. I thought you’d gone.”

I think, I should have, and, Darling, but how could I, and, Thank God I stayed. I think, I don’t need roses. I reach for her—

—she takes my hands. She squeezes them so hard it hurts. “You have to help,” she says. “He’s here, and he’s saying he won’t go, that if you’ve a right to be here so has he—I’m certain Daddy is going to hit him … Meg, do something.”

Oh God, it is my father. I see him now, at the end of her outstretched finger, all the way down the tent. Her nail, peach with a white tip, and just beyond it, him, his beard, his scowl—even at this distance there’s no mistaking those thunderous eyebrows. He heaves himself onto the stage—he’s taken off his neck scarf, is waving it towards the band—I think he means to make a speech. The band play on, but uncertainly: they’ve noticed him, and he doesn’t look official, in his work trousers and braces, the shirt open at the collar, but you never know, the rich and their eccentricities, perhaps he is an uncle, or some sort of earl. He waves again, flaps his arms like an elderly bird who’s forgotten how to fly.

“You have to deal with him,” Joanie says.

“Five weeks,” he shouts. “That’s what you owe me, Winther!” The band lurch to a halt, half lower their instruments. “Three pounds! I told you not to cross me, you old sod, I told you I’d come for it—well, here I am!” He squints across the tent. “Where are you? Come out and tell me—you can tell me in front of these friends of yours, you’re short again this month, we’re all of us having to cut our cloth! This is you cutting yours, eh?”

The crowd is condensing, those closest to the stage drawing back, those further back glancing at each other, inching closer to the sport. I can’t see Fabian anywhere.

“Honest, you called me,” my father shouts. “Brave! Well, I didn’t go back for you at Ypres, I didn’t get bloody shot for you at Passchendaele, for you to lay me off and cheat me out of that piss-poor sum you call a pension!” He thumps his walking stick on the stage, and the crowd flinch. “Be not afraid!” he shouts. “Be not afraid of the king of Babylon!” Then, “Margaret! Margaret, are you here?”

Lucille, by the stage steps, calls something up to him—presumably that I am tucked up in bed, because my father shouts, “Bollocks is she! Margaret! Show yourself!”

I take Joanie’s hand, but it’s limp and still cool from her drink and doesn’t feel like hers, so I take her wrist instead. I hold her wrist and tug her out of the tent and onto the lawn, up through the rhododendrons and into the roses. I sit on a bench and start to laugh.

“What are you doing?” she says. “Meg! This isn’t funny. We’ve got to go back.”

But it is funny. It’s funny that my father is here. It’s funny that if I’d gone to see him like I was asked, he might have stayed away. The look on Joanie’s face is funny; and that she’s out here with me, instead of in that tent with boys who only like her because of what they think she might give them. It’s funny that I took a jellied sweet and called it a boy, and took a needle, and now there’s a person in there with a hole in his leg.

“You know,” I say, “every time I came out here it was like I was breathing you in. And the whole time you smelled like that dreadful soap Lucille put in our stockings. Remember?”

“Bronnley lemon.” She makes a face. “Do I really? Daphne made me wear it. She said no one smells of roses on the Côte d’Azur.”

I lean back against the brick. The plants hang over me, press in on all sides, if I only sit here long enough they might grow over me, wind themselves around my limbs, I could become a creature of branch and leaf, a wodewose—a female wodewose, wild woman of flower and bud—a rosewose? I could be leaf and thorn and plush scent. Outside the walls, everything is that washed-out half-light, the house, the cedars, even the sky is lit from below. But here around us there is shelter, the night can breathe. The vines are tangled blackness, the flowers pale ghosts, floating. Joanie a dim shape, no clear edges, bleeding into the dark.

She says, “Move up,” and I do, I slide into the vines, let them bite my bare arm. She sits down, so close I can feel her warmth: half living, a human shape around her. I think of my own warmth brushing hers. I sense the hairs on her arms on end, and will mine on end as well, make them reach for hers. Something runs down my elbow, an insect or a drop of blood. I bring my feet in, pull them under the bench. My pale ghost-feet. The soil is warm, still damp from watering; I push my toes down into it.

“Meg,” she says, “your shoes! Your feet—”

She turns to me. We’re close enough that if I breathe in it will be the air she’s just breathed out—but I don’t need to breathe her, I see that now. I can’t need her like that, not and have this work. I wait, I sit very still, I don’t look at her, I don’t even try to breathe. The roses lean a fraction closer. She reaches down, touches my dress, just above my knee. Rubs it between her finger and thumb.

She says, “Where did you—”

I turn to her, my breath landing on hers, and it’s the slightest thing, a tilt, an inch, and lipstick silkiness, olives and gin and vermouth—she stiffens, and my hands go to her elbows, not hard but firm, I can’t let her pull away—and sand and verandas and tomatoes bursting with juice and bread kneaded with oil and salt and sweet plums on a tree, wasps and ants and a glass of cloudy aniseed and cigarettes and croques monsieur and crisp cabin sheets and rattling over points, the sway of the sea, train smut and coffee and cinnamon buns and bread and cheese and pie and cake—her hands are on my waist, on my shoulders, her knee pressing mine—the tip of her tongue, edge of her teeth—her hands in my hair, she is touching the back of my neck where it is coarse—breaking away, laughing.

“Your poor hair. Oh, my Meg, did you do it just to look like me?”

The music’s started up again. Distantly, I hear my father shouting, though not the words. I say, “Well, but it suits you.”

“Not to worry, it’ll grow back. Oh—I’m sorry I didn’t come. It’s not that I—but here, let’s—” And she kisses me again.

“Are you drunk?” she says, when that’s done. “You taste drunk.”

Am I? I might be. I’m too many things to name. “I thought you’d changed your mind.”

Faintly, in outline, I see her cover her face with her hands, as if it were all some silly-her confusion. “It just felt like it wasn’t real. Like it was so long ago it had stopped counting. Does that make sense? I’d begun to think I’d made it up.”

“It was only three months.”

“I know. And I missed you the whole time. At the start, you know, in France—we were going to all these incredible places, the Bois de Boulogne and the Sacré-Cœur and the Folies Bergère, you’d have loved them, Meg—and everyone kept saying was I alright, and did I want to go for a lie-down? And I kept having to say I was fine, and it wasn’t the heat—but I wasn’t fine. I wanted to come home.” She presses my knee with a finger, urgently. “To you. I didn’t want to be away from you. Even in the Galeries Lafayette. But by Versailles—well, I just saw I had to get on with it. So I did.”

“But you haven’t changed your mind?”

“What do you think?” She feels for my hand, pulls it into her lap.

“And London? That’s still what you want?”

“’Course. ’Course it is, Meggie.” She’s drawing on my palm with her thumb, straight strokes, rounded ones—they feel like letters. I want to ask what she’s writing, but if I change the subject I might never get it back.

“They think you’re leaving for Oxford in a week.”

Her thumb pauses. “Yes. Well, eight days.”

“You need to tell them.” When she doesn’t answer I say, “We can’t just run away. They’ll look for you. They’ll call out the police—”

“I know that.” She says it quite sharply. Then she squeezes my hand. “I’m tired. And I’m drunk, and—there’s a lot to think about, but I can’t think it all now, I’ll go round in circles.” She lets go, and I feel more than hear her sigh. “We should get back. Your father—and there’ll be a toast soon, they’ll want me to say something.”

I will her to stay. Concentrate, narrow my mind into a point. You don’t want to go, you want to be with me. Put your hand on my knee, kiss me again.

Aloud, I say, “You should say something French.”

She laughs, and that’s it working. “There’s something I was going to tell you. Not French, Italian. I heard it somewhere, and I thought—you know. Dopo tanti e tanti mesi.”

“Lots and lots. Months? After lots of months?”

Quietly, into my ear, she says, “After ever so many months.” I turn to her—the vines claw at my hair—her face is right there, the shape of it, shadowy, blurring.

“And then? What comes next?”

“Oh, God knows. It’s just some words that stuck in my head, I don’t even know where I heard them.” She laughs, puts her hand on my knee, kisses me again.

And then another hand, a heavy one, on my shoulder, yanking me back, and heavy fingers in my hair but it’s too short now, they can’t get a grip, and hot breath in my ear, and he—it is Fabian—is dragging me off the bench, dragging my feet from the soil, he’s shouting, “Which? Which?,” he has a fistful of my gown in one hand and my shoulder in the other, he is dragging me out towards the light, and Joanie’s face is pale and horrified, she is running after us with her hands up, her mouth open but nothing coming out, and I try to stand but he’s pulling me too fast, my feet can’t catch up, he is scraping them over the paving, loose bark, the snipped bits of vine, the thorns, and his breath is coming in pants, I can hear his heart in his chest like a pummelling engine and his blood compressed steam and I wonder if this might be what kills him. And my feet still clawing for purchase but on grass now, blissful grass, we are on the lawn and there is the tent and here come the people, vague in the spilled light, satins and silks and canes, necklaces and chicken skin, they are gasping, exclaiming, but politely, in lowered voices; and Fabian—he doesn’t have to be polite—is shouting, he is shouting, “Witch! Witch! What have you done to her? What have you done?”
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Half past Ten


He grabs my wrist, forces me around so we are face-to-face. His face so large, so violently close to mine, all I can see are liver spots and broken veins. A thick curling hair Groves missed with the razor. His eyes are bulging. I always thought that was just something people said.

“—let you into my house,” he is shouting. “It was a kindness, a kindness, and I knew I’d regret it, I knew you’d find some way.” Every few words he spits on me a little. “My daughter—you’ve tricked her, haven’t you? You’ve whispered witch-words in her ear, you’ve tried to turn her!”

Somehow the band is still playing. Perhaps they think it is my father yelling. Perhaps they’ve been told to play on, loudly, over any disturbance. I try to see past Fabian to Joanie, but he tightens his grip. Already I can feel a bruise forming under each of his fingers. “You’re trying to take her from me. Aren’t you? Aren’t you?”

When I open my mouth to speak he clamps a hand over it. The taste of roast meat and, faintly, urine—with my free hand I push at his chest. But it’s like pushing an oak, he doesn’t move, just presses his palm harder into my mouth. I bite, and he swears, and a second later I taste blood.

“You see?” He turns the two of us towards the closest of the guests—they have stopped a few yards off, too well-bred to come closer, though not enough to stay away—and holds up his hand with my teeth-marks in it. “All of you bear witness, all of you—I will call on you to testify—”

What does he mean, testify? Before God? But God is love, or meant to be; and I love her and she loves me and it’s too late for him to stop that, him or God; love is the opposite of him and for all I know the opposite of Him as well. I want to laugh, and then I am laughing, or Fabian thinks I am, because he grabs me again and says, “Look at her, all of you. Mocking me.” He gives me a little shake, which makes me bite my tongue, and my eyes water. “That’s what this is for, all of this—you want to make me a laughing stock. Do you deny it?”

I shake my head, and he says, “You see? She wants to bring shame on this family.” No one is saying anything; they are looking at me like I’m an exhibit, a thing in a zoo that may or may not be dangerous. No one is doing anything.

“It was revenge,” Fabian says. “Is that it? For your mother? Your father had you do it?”

I don’t know what he means. I’m not even sure he knows. There are those in the village who called my mother witch, because she understood herbs and made people better—or didn’t, which they said was her cursing them; and when she got ill they didn’t see it as misfortune, but further evidence of evil. A bad egg gone worse, or divine retribution for wicked deeds. As for me, occasionally someone used to spit or make the sign of the cross, or suggest, e.g., that I be put on the bonfire to see if I burned—but less and less as I got older, and failed to sprout wings or talk in tongues. And I never thought anyone believed it, not really. I just thought they were awful people.

I say, “I’ve not seen my father in weeks.” Somehow I sound quite calm, though dread is thickening in my stomach. “You don’t really think I’m a witch. It’s your illness talking.”

“My illness? Mine? When I saw—I saw you, and her—Joan—you were—the two of you—” He passes a hand over his eyes, as if he has been made to witness something terrible: torture, dismemberment. Can they hear, all of them watching? I don’t care if they can, I’d shout her to the four winds, I’d chisel her in stone, I’d raze her in hare-paths through his precious Meadow, J-O-A-N-I-E.

“That wasn’t witchcraft.”

He roars. “You compromised her! You made her do those things—”

Here is Lucille, squeezing through the crowd. Still shimmering, even now. She puts a hand on his arm. Quietly, she says—of course she says—“People will talk.”

“Good! Let them! The world needs to know what she is.”

“And Joan? This will follow her. To Oxford, and wherever she goes after. Please, darling. Come and sit down. We’ll talk it over—”

He pushes her off. “You think I don’t see you’re protecting her? A witch’s daughter?” Still, he glances about until he has sight of Joanie: on the fringe of the crowd, not in the wash of house-light but the shadow of the cedars, hands covering her face, only her eyes visible. “She shouldn’t be here. Take her away.”

Lucille doesn’t look at me. She goes to Joanie, puts an arm around her, indicates the house; Joanie shakes her head, waves a hand at me, at us. Lucille is talking, talking, she is stroking the top of Joanie’s arm, Joanie is saying something, I can’t hear but she is shaking her head over and over, no no no no no. The crowd is murmuring now, sideways things into each other’s ears while they keep their eyes on us, on me. The band concludes, and there is a smattering of applause—there can barely be anyone left inside, they are all out here, peering over each other’s heads, asking what is this, this scene, this upset; who is that girl and what has she done to Winther. Maybe I am a thief, or a servant who’s stepped out of line—but I am wearing velvet. But look at my feet. I spot Isaac coming up the lawn, cocktail in hand, he is craning to see—he sees me, sees his father, his father holding me by the wrist like a fish he’s caught, a fish he plans to dash against the ground—he breaks into a trot.

“You told me not to use the roses,” Fabian is saying. “Dog roses from the hedgerow, you said. You’d have me decorate my house in witches’ briar? And then you conspired, the two of you”—he wags a finger between me and the marquee, my father’s unseen presence—“to humiliate me in front of my guests, to distress my wife and daughter—”

There is a bellow from the tent. “I didn’t know he’d come. You owe him his pension,” I say. “That’s why he’s here.”

“Quiet,” Fabian says. He calls out, “Have we telephoned the police?” Lucille gives a small shake of her head, which anyone can see is not a no but a don’t; but Fabian shouts, “Well, telephone them!” I think he means, to take my father away; but he shouts, “Tell them we have a witch among us. The known daughter of a witch, one we have been harbouring for ten years though we did not realize, and she has confessed, and they must come and take her.”

Isaac—he is close now, a few paces away—says, “What? What?”

I say, “I haven’t confessed to anything.”

“You have,” Fabian roars. “You have, they have witnessed, you cannot recant. You think I didn’t realize? All this”—he gestures widely, at the lawn and the guests and the tent, and the house lit up like Christmas, and the flower beds and trees and the Wilderness—he gestures particularly at the Wilderness—“you wanted me to think it fluke, but it’s been raining in Leicester! It’s been raining in Hunstanton!” The places catch in his throat, come out froglike. “They’re calling it the missing autumn—well, it isn’t! You’ve taken it!”

I can’t keep up with him, his hail of accusations. Is he blaming me for the drought now, too? Again I want to laugh, but I’m afraid of what he’ll twist that into, in the presence of all his witnesses. I want to deny it—but when I line up the words in my head they feel like a lie. I wanted the summer to wait for her. Didn’t I?

“You’ve taken my legacy,” Fabian is saying, “now you mean to take my daughter—”

“Father,” Isaac says; then he comes right up to us and drops his voice. “For God’s sake, stop this. You’re embarrassing us all.”

“Ha,” Fabian says, “you’re too easily embarrassed. Always have been.”

“Our guests are here. Our investors—”

“Oh,” Fabian says, “oh, so they’re our investors now?” He makes a noise in his throat. “Shall I tell you how I found the two of them, lad? In your mother’s roses, with their—” He flaps a hand, inarticulate with disgust.

Isaac looks at him, at me. I see him realize. “It was something else,” he says. “A misunderstanding. Yes, Margaret?”

All I need is to meet her eyes. Make sure she knows: this is fine, I’m fine, it will be over soon and then it’ll be done, and we’ll have everything we want. Fabian’s loosened his grip, but I don’t try to break free, just lean cautiously around him. But where she was there’s someone else, a brown-haired woman in fuchsia. Lucille must have made her go indoors. I tell myself, I try to tell myself, I’ve got it wrong—she’s only stepped away, she’s coming back—she wouldn’t leave me here like this. I try to believe it. Something in my ears, reedy, prickling. My shoulder shaking, my arm—Fabian tightens his fingers. Does he think I’ll faint? The people warp and ebb, thicken into the earth, foliate prolifically, reach up their branches to God. Here and there the trunks glint with diamonds. Knots like pocket-watches, butterfly eggs the size and lustre of pearls. Matching peacock-shaped fungi.

Then, at last, there she is: all the way over by the scullery steps, on the low wall, head in her hands; Lucille standing over her like a shielding angel, blazing gold. Behind her, by the door, a little throng of staff—Eliza, one of the maids who brought my supper, half a dozen others I can’t tell if I know, huddled in the shadows. They are looking out at us and speculating, small cautious gestures indicating Joanie, indicating me—one of them claps a hand over her mouth. Lucille’s head whips round, she says something: something sharp, because they shrink back into the doorway, out of sight. Joanie doesn’t even move. Lucille reaches down, touches her shoulder—Joanie bats her away.

From the front of the house, a car horn, and finally she looks up. Sees me looking. Don’t worry, I mouth, though I don’t know if she can make it out, at such a distance, at night. I mouth, London. She frowns, she mouths back, What? I mouth, I love you.

Fabian, in response to something I didn’t hear, says, “My priority, Isaac, is my family.” He studies my wrist in his hand—the three of us look at it, my pale skin, his finger marks visible even in the half-light—then he drops it, suddenly, as if I’ve scalded him. “You’ll leave. Tonight. Immediately.” I turn back to Joanie, and he raises a hand, I think he means to slap me, or force my face away from her, but when he’s an inch off he thinks better of it. Instead he holds his hand there, in my line of sight, a blinker. “You won’t go near her. Understand? If you try I’ll have you arrested.”

I say, “For being a witch?” Forgetting for a moment there’s no such thing.

He swears. “For trespassing. Theft. There’ll be something. If nothing else there’s St. Audry’s.” At last he lowers his hand. “You won’t come back here. If you’re sensible you’ll go far away, where I never have to see you—but even if you don’t, you will never come within these grounds, never within the house. You are not to come within twenty feet of any member of my family. If you encounter us in public, if you arrive somewhere we are or we arrive to find you there, you will leave at once. If you have the urge to attend church you will find another, in another parish—”

He stops, frowns, because now I really am laughing. I am watching her and laughing, because she’s getting up, brushing past Lucille’s reaching fingers, walking past the crowd—how are there still so many of them?—she’s kicked off her heels, she’s walking towards me in her stockinged feet.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “We’re leaving. Both of us, together.”

“Joan isn’t leaving.”

“Yes,” I say, “she is,” and I turn to Joanie, she’s stopped a yard away. I motion her closer, hold out my hand, but she gives a microscopic shake of her head.

“Come on.” My hand still outstretched. “We’ll go tonight. We can send for your things.”

She says—she says, “Meg, you know I can’t.”

“Right”—Fabian gestures to someone behind me, I suppose it is Groves; or one of the gardeners, someone with muscle—“come on, then.”

She looks … what? Sorry. She looks sorry. Sorry for me, that this is happening to me, in front of her.

I say, “Everything we said—”

She shakes her head: please don’t.

“Tell them. Tell them it isn’t just me. Just now, you said—”

“I don’t know. I don’t know, Meggie. This isn’t what I wanted.”

“See?” Fabian says to Isaac. “She’s your sister. Tell me she isn’t bewitched.”

Isaac says, “For goodness’ sake.”

A hand on my shoulder. Not Groves or a gardener, but a policeman. He says, “Miss?”

“Mind yourself,” Fabian says. “She bites.”

The policeman looks uncertain. “The gentleman on the telephone mentioned a trespasser.”

“Yes,” Fabian says, “yes, yes, this is her.”

“A man,” the policeman says. “Drunk, causing a scene.”

Everyone looks towards the tent. But they are already bringing him over the lawn, Groves at one elbow and one of the boys the other, though they’re barely holding him: he is slumped like a scarecrow, all six foot four of him, his fight gone out. Hopping behind, as if in retinue, one of his magpies, a perturbed little tilt to its head.

“Oh,” Fabian says, “fine, fine. Well, take them both, won’t you?”

There is a discussion about the legalities, whether it is permitted for anyone to be taken anywhere. I don’t try to contribute. I look at Joanie, wait for her to look at me, but Lucille is taking hold of her, leading her back to the steps. Urging her indoors, but she shakes her head, sits down, wraps her arms around herself. Still she doesn’t look. The crowd is dispersing: discreetly, every one of them taking French leave, they slip away into the rhododendrons. Engines start. Crunching gravel. I am aware of Fabian’s raised voice, and certain words: witchcraft, debasement. He says, You can’t tell me it is within the law? The policeman makes awkward noises. At points Isaac says, For God’s sake, or, Christ, Father. He says, You can see my predicament, officer. Might it be possible to just—escort them?

He hints at, skirts around, a bribe. The policeman puts a hand on my arm, says, Miss? Miss?

Joanie has her head back against the balustrade, her face towards the Wilderness. They have started to switch off the lights, and I can’t tell if her eyes are open, or if she’s crying.

The policeman says, “Has she anywhere to go? Will anyone take her?”

“Really,” Fabian says, “a night in the cells—”

“She’ll come with me.” It’s my father. They’ve let him go, and given him back his stick. He takes my arm. “Come on, Margaret. Come on, now, girl.” He smells of woodsmoke and stale beer. He takes a step, and takes me with him. Neither of us falls over. We take another, and another after that. Everyone is silent. I watch my feet, black with soil, the blue night-grass beneath them. We walk towards the woods.

As we leave the lawn for the long grass of the Meadow—the magpie flying on a way, waiting patiently, flying on again—he says, “Here we go, Margaret. Here we go, girl.”

When we reach the woods, and it is dirt and snapping twigs, husks, sharp edges, he says, “That’s it, that’s it. Steady as she goes.”

Another step, another after that. We are deeper and deeper, further from light. Again and again I look back over my shoulder, until we are entirely swallowed and there is no point looking anywhere, for anything.






The Lodge
OCTOBER–DECEMBER 1937


[image: A butterfly with patterned wings rests near the left side of the page. A leafy branch with oval leaves extends vertically along the right edge. Large open space fills the center between the butterfly and the plant.]




[image: ]



Day 17


Two things happened this morning. The first was that I got up, and put on an actual dress instead of my nightgown; and the second, that my father told me I would have to be introduced to the magpies. That was his reaction, when he saw me out of bed and fully clothed, the state he has been hectoring me towards since I arrived. Not, I am glad you’re feeling better, or even, About bloody time. No—he glanced up from his porridge, and before I was quite out of my bedroom said, through a full mouth, “The birds have been waiting to meet you.” And, once he’d swallowed, “You’ll need to get on with learning their names.”

Of course I told him we were not nobles at court, and I didn’t need to be presented to anyone, least of all birds, particularly not when they’d known me since I was born; and the only names I was prepared to learn were those they told me themselves, and not in caws but the King’s English. (Which I thought I’d better add, as I could see him thinking he might trap me with a technicality.) He grumbled, but half-heartedly; I think he’d known I wouldn’t go along with it. Then he put down his spoon and asked me to fetch his boots, and set about lacing them—which took a while, because his hands were shaking. When he’d finished he sat back and puffed out his cheeks, and caught his breath; then he got to his feet, not without difficulty, and took up his stick, and said he was going out.

He was wearing a suit. I hadn’t imagined he still owned one, or not one that fit; and I must have been staring, because he said, “Haven’t you heard the saying ‘Keep your eyes to yourself or they’ll fall on the floor’?” Which I’m certain he made up on the spot.

I asked where he was going, but he only said, “I’ll be back for supper. The hens should have laid, and if they haven’t there’s spuds for digging.” At the door he turned back. “And make yourself useful. You’ve been idle enough for a lifetime.”

After he’d gone I sat at the table and considered the state of things. Since that first night—not even three weeks ago, though it feels like years—I’ve barely left my room, and then only because I had to, e.g., for a cup of water or to visit the privy. (And one afternoon when, under sufferance, I slumped at that same table to watch him jug a hare; but then I might have been on the moon for all I cared.) So now it was as if I’d come to the Lodge for the first time, and was seeing it through normal eyes, that noticed such things as squalor and were duly appalled.

As houses go there is barely anything to it. The main room, where I was sitting, that is kitchen and parlour and dining room combined; a bedroom, which when I used to live here was my mother’s and father’s, but is now where I sleep; and the little turret-room under the dovecote that used to be mine, but at some point has been taken over by my father. The privy is outdoors, and there is nothing resembling a bath. You’d think because of its size it wouldn’t be hard to keep tidy—and I know my father burns things from time to time, because the villagers complain of the smell and Fabian, when he hears of it, makes noises about forest fires—but I couldn’t see what he could possibly be setting light to, because all the rubbish in the world was in that room. Paper bags and packets and boxes, some flattened and roughly heaped, others scattered willy-nilly. Dozens of empty bottles, and at least as many dubious half-empty ones. Dishes crusted with food. Jars of all shapes and sizes, most missing their lids, some still half full of what must once have been jam or chutney but was now dark and solid and furry with mould; others shiny and clean, but filled with smashed eggshells or the whorled shells of snails, or twists of sheep’s wool, or coiled lengths of twine. He’d hung his cloths, the ones he uses in the outhouse, around the room to dry, but he’d washed them in cold water and the stains had not come out. The muslin bags he uses to brew his herbs were all about the place, some mouldering, others dried to a crisp. On the table was a jar of dead flowers in pondlike water, stems slimy, smelling of sour milk. The floor was covered in crumpled newspaper; and here and there, I didn’t dare imagine why, he’d scattered a layer of sawdust.

I looked at it all, and thought, Perhaps I should make tea.

Thankfully the stove was still going, so I didn’t have to grapple with that as well. I cut a slice of bread, but could find neither butter nor jam, so I ate it dry, and standing up, while the tea brewed. Then, before I could change my mind, I got to work. I took the flowers from the jar, and flung them outside in the vague direction of the compost heap, and held my breath and poured the water down the sink. I boiled the kettle and filled the sink with hot water, and washed enough plates and dishes and cups to last a few days. (How he has so many I don’t know; I can only think that when he can’t find a clean one he just goes out and begs or steals another.) Then I boiled the kettle again and filled a bucket from the shed, and put in all the cloths and what clothes and scarves and such my father had left lying around; I’d have taken them from his bedroom, too, but he’d locked the door. Then I dug in the shed until I turned up an old bottle of Scrubb’s Cloudy Ammonia, which I poured into the bucket and stirred with a shovel, then left the lot outside to foam. I picked up as much newspaper as would fit balled up in the hearth, and did my best not to think about the rest.

As I cleaned I uncovered more horrors. Streaks of guano, from a bird or possibly bat, down the walls, and little mounds of it on the mantelpiece—between the candles, so at first I took them for wax and tried to prise them off with my fingers. Mouse droppings behind the stove, and along the bottoms of the cupboards; and, when I looked closely, all across the room, only hard to spot against the newsprint. In a mug near the sink, a dead shrew. (Which I took outside and tipped into a bush, then I took the mug in to wash; only I immediately thought better of it, and went back out and put the mug in the bush as well.)

I tidied for more than an hour, and made little difference. Then I sat down to write to Joanie. I wasn’t at all honest about my situation, because she has never had much time for tragedy, and the truth was I’d mostly wanted to—not die, exactly, though at first I did keep thinking over and over, I wish I was dead I wish I was dead, like a devotion, I couldn’t help it—but I hadn’t wanted to be alive, in this place, without her. The first day I thought, She’ll come this morning, then, Perhaps this afternoon. Then it was night, and I thought of her slipping into bed behind me, though I knew she couldn’t—but I imagined her pressing into me, her breath warming the space between my shoulders. Fabian’s bruises on my wrist her fingers, gently squeezing. And when in the morning I woke and felt hopeless I told myself—I made myself believe—it wasn’t time for that, not yet: today would be the day she came. I lived like that for a week, although it is barely living, holding your breath indefinitely, trying to distract yourself from the only thing that matters. But then my father said she’d left, he’d seen the car, they’d stopped in the village for cake and lemonade and all gone off to Oxford, Isaac driving and Joanie beside him and Lucille in the back among the suitcases; and when I checked the newspaper it was the date she was always going to go.

After that I went to bed and didn’t get up for a long while. I know now it was nearly a fortnight—but for that period I cared very little about time, except that I wanted not to exist in it. I must have slept twenty hours a day, fitful, sweating sleep, because there is never a breeze here, no Meadow or lawns for it to blow across, only trees pressing in on all sides, and the smell of moss and burnt wood and a mustiness I thought was mould but now I think is most likely a dead mouse. My father brought me food, which I had no appetite for, but I ate it to make myself something other than empty. Usually it was various bits in broth, which he called stew when it was thick and soup when it was thin, made with vegetables from the patch and whatever he’d managed to catch in his traps, which seemed to be mostly rabbit or squirrel; although it might have been rat for all I could taste it, and I didn’t ask, so maybe it was. One day he told me if I didn’t come at least as far as the table, he would put me out into the woods and not let me in again. That’s when I sat in my nightgown on the wooden chair—there’s only one, he has burned the rest—and watched him skin the hare, peeling each leg like a long-muscled fruit and chopping it with the hatchet, and putting it in the pot, pouring the blood in after. He is not as deft as he once was, and she was a large animal and sometimes got away from him on the table, limbs kicking and sprawling like a flayed puppet. I ate her anyway. I couldn’t taste the blood.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if there had been anything I could do about it. Once, in a calmish moment when I’d cried so much I’d wrung myself out, I thought about going to Oxford. But even if I could find the money for a train, I knew if Fabian found out he’d have me put away, and that would be the end of everything. I am not the sort of person who’d do well in an asylum. They’d find the parts of me that aren’t quite normal, and magnify them, and say it was the best place for me; and before I knew it they’d be right. No, I had to wait for her to come to me—and though I knew she would, sooner or later, I also knew it might be weeks or months away. And I couldn’t be alive, awake and waiting, that long.

So I slept. At first my father thought me ill, and kept bringing me hot water with pieces of plant floating in it, which he said were infusions, though I told him repeatedly they wouldn’t help, it was not that sort of affliction. After a day or two he went off to Snare House and came back, hours later, with a suitcase of some of my belongings—as if it were stockings and books and the sewing tin of jellied babies I was mourning. Then he left me alone for a time, but put herbal compresses outside my door for women’s troubles; then he seemed to realize it wasn’t that either, and came to sit at my bedside and tell me stories: ridiculous things involving fae folk and shape-shifters, children’s stories, some of which I remembered to the word, some of which he has embellished since I heard them last. When the stories proved no more restorative than anything else, he growled at me that I was an embarrassment, there were worse places to be than a warm cottage with a roof and a bed and food to put in your belly, and I should rouse myself and be thankful. I pulled the covers over my head until he left.

Eventually—yesterday—he threatened to call a doctor, and he has hated them since my mother died. So today I made myself get up, and wash in the basin, and put on a yellow poplin dress from my suitcase, one of Joanie’s hand-me-downs. Then I peered at myself in my mother’s old pocket-mirror, which he’d left on the chest of drawers along with an ancient tube of lipstick, and brushed my hair with my fingers—now it is short it doesn’t need much—and pinched my cheeks until I looked alive. Immediately I felt better, and it struck me that if Joanie arrived now I’d seem well and strong and the sort of person who is able to persevere in spite of heartbreak. Everything suddenly felt manageable. I knew she was unlikely to be back before the end of term, but I was strangely accepting of it: it was only eight weeks, and in the meantime—I’m not sure why I didn’t think of this before—I could write to her. I could write every day if I wanted, and she could write back, and now I was no longer at Snare House there was nothing Fabian could do about it.

As I said, I didn’t tell her any of the above. I made living at the Lodge sound like a sort of holiday, on which I was learning plenty about cooking and growing things and keeping a home, all of it excellent practice for starting our own. I lied and wrote that I wasn’t angry—she’d been in an impossible position—but at least we both knew, still, how the other really felt; we only had to remember that, and what we wanted, and know it would happen, even if it took longer than we’d hoped. I told her—I made myself write it—to go out with boys, and enjoy herself, and do everything she could to pretend we were nothing. I told her I understood if she wanted to finish her degree; I’d wait for her here, and be sustained by her visits. (I asked when she might visit, and whether she’d stay with us at the Lodge, or at Snare House.) I told her I loved her.

Then I went outside and sat on the log under the sycamore—the magpies shouted at me, but they didn’t come down—and cried a little, mostly with relief. Eventually my father came home, and I made a reasonable attempt at an omelette, which we ate in silence. Then he went to see to the goats and hens; then he had a beer, and I another pot of tea. After that we lit a candle—just one, because we have only three left, and no paraffin for the lantern—and I did the washing-up by candlelight, which is less romantic than it sounds. Then I came to bed. I wish I hadn’t had the tea, because it is unbearably effortful to think about getting up again and putting on shoes and going to the privy. If I could only fall asleep I’m sure I could hold on until morning—but every time I’m on the edge something squawks or yowls or scrabbles in the trees, and I am wide awake again.

Eight more weeks. That’s all. Eight weeks.
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Day 25


Here is the pattern of my days. I wake early—if not from the birds, from the sun, the curtain-pole in my room having gone the way of the kitchen chairs—and usually before my father, who seems able to sleep through the magpies. I set the stove and light it, and boil the kettle for tea. When I hear my father getting up I put it on again; and once he has locked his bedroom, which he does every morning without fail, he tells me what herbs he would like and I go out to cut them, rosemary, borage, marjoram, self-heal, vervain. I have forgotten most of them, and at first brought him lavender in place of rosemary, and dill for fennel; so now he makes me show them to him, and says, “No, that is tarragon,” or, “That is the leaf of a dandelion, are you blind?” and I have to go back out until I get it right. (Sometimes I keep the wrong herb, and use it anyway out of spite. He never notices.)

After that I cook us breakfast, which is oats or eggs. We eat so many eggs I think we might turn into chickens. Then I wash up, and if it’s a Tuesday my father goes out, always in his suit. He is usually back by lunchtime. On Fridays one of us goes to the village to get the post and a newspaper and anything we need from the shop, which isn’t much, on account of his philosophical objection to “fripperies,” and also poverty. (We have twelve shillings a week as his pension from the estate, which Fabian—no doubt this is Lucille’s doing—has resumed paying, and he has paid the backlog; but it is barely enough even for one person.)

I sometimes wonder if my father would object so vigorously to fripperies if we could afford them—but I’m finding he’s right when he says we don’t need much. We buy the groceries I used to bring in his parcels: salt and pepper and spices, flour, the things a kitchen needs that don’t come from a garden, wood, or field. Toilet tissue, after I refused to take no for an answer, although he still insists on his cloths. A quantity of beer. Most of our milk comes from the goats—I am learning to milk them, which is not as fleshy and unpleasant as it sounds—and we have the hens, and vegetables from the plot. Summer vegetables, still: marrows and beans, and spinach and summer cabbage and lettuce; even raspberries and gooseberries in abundance, and rhubarb and asparagus, though they are beginning to thin. Thanks to the birds we are barely troubled by snails; and while we ought to be troubled by the birds, they never seem to touch the berries. (My father says he has a contract with them: they leave what we grow, except the weeds, and in return he gives them seed cake twice a week through winter, and a pudding on Christmas morning.)

Talking of winter, if it ever comes: we are pickling a lot, which is as well, because I can’t see how we will survive it even on savings. What my father’s traps give up is largely a matter of fate; he pretends it’s ineptitude, but really it is more that he wants to give the animals a sporting chance. (Yet when the traps don’t work he is irritable; it is as if he doesn’t want to be happy.) Early on I made the mistake of suggesting we might have better luck if he got down his rifle. He went very quiet, and set his jaw, and took himself off to the village even though it was a Wednesday. When he came back he had a pheasant from the butcher, which he threw on the table—hard, so it landed with a thump, and with its neck twisted to look straight at me—and said, “If I fire that gun again it will be my last act on this earth.” And didn’t speak to me again that day.

We eat a lot of potatoes.

On regular days that aren’t Tuesdays or Fridays, our work is entirely to do with getting food, or wood, or water, or making sure we will be able to get it in the future, e.g., by collecting seeds, or (Fabian’s edict notwithstanding) coppicing. These days the rainwater tank needs filling by hand, which I don’t mind, because I haven’t stopped loving the brook any more than I’ve stopped loving Joanie; but usually it is my father who goes. Despite being lame he takes just one trip for every two of mine—and we need an enormous quantity of water, for the plants as much as ourselves. It is four months, now, since we last saw rain. Whenever I go to the village I’m startled by the fields, which in my head are still a dusty brown—but in fact they’re closer to porcelain powder, or desert sand. The Express, when I stop to read it, occasionally says things like: SUFFOLK DROUGHT CONTINUES. and CAMBS FARMERS STRIKE OVER CROP TITHES.—the rest of the country has had more rain than average every month since June, and they have started to redistribute produce in case all Suffolk starves—but it’s weeks since it’s made the headlines. Even the Free Press (which is what we take, because it costs twopence) is running out of things to say.

I think I must be the only person who’s glad it hasn’t ended. Even if every few days I take out the sewing tin and needle the yellow baby a little in the ribs, nothing I can inflict on his mortal body could pain Fabian half as much as watching his Wilderness shrivel to dust. Maybe I’d be more concerned if we were feeling the effects here in the woods; but they seem impregnable in that regard. The soil a little drier, maybe, and the trees a little less green—but any other year they’d be brown by now, and they don’t seem to be thinking of turning. I don’t know how the brook keeps going, but it does, and is no less shallow than a month ago.

I am making it sound almost pleasant, which it isn’t. Perhaps if Joanie were here, and my father not—but even then there would be blisters on palms, and cramped backs, and manure covered in flies, and the constant smell of smoke, and everything thinly coated with soot because the chimney has not been cleaned, and no flushing lavatory, and holes in the roof and cracks in the windows (which isn’t much of a problem while it’s warm and dry, but will be in time). I suppose there are worse ways to live, but it is a fairly miserable one.

And in any case my father is here. We spend an absurd amount of time together for two people who for the past decade have exchanged a few dozen words a year. Sometimes I tell him I am going for wood or to look for mushrooms (which we both know would be a pointless enterprise) just to get space to breathe. The magpies always come with me, though as soon as I’m out of earshot I tell them to leave me alone, and when they hop too close I kick at them, or throw handfuls of twigs in their direction. But secretly I like the way they fly ahead, in swooping dips as if following some scalloped line, wings like splayed fingers against the leaves.

Often I go back up the brook to the tree-bridge. I bring pen and paper and write to her, or sit and think what she might be doing at that exact moment: coming out of a tutorial; in the Bodleian with her head bent over a book; getting ready for a dinner. I think about her reading my letters—I’ve sent five so far—and composing a reply: she’ll be writing me something very long, and full of plans. Or she won’t have started. I keep reminding myself she’s never been the most punctual correspondent.

When I get back without wood my father says nothing, but goes to fetch his axe, and a few minutes later there comes thwack! thwack! through the trees, and a great agitated chattering as every last magpie takes to the air.

We work, then we eat. And then it is dusk—even if it feels like summer, the sun sets at autumn hours—and there is nowhere to be but that room. Often I go to bed early only to lie in pitch black; but it is the only place I can think what I like, without him narrowing his eyes at me and shaking his head, as if he can possibly know what is going on in mine.
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Day 26


A dream. I am back in my room at Snare House, and brushing my hair in the mirror: my reflection vague and shifting, like looking into a pond, but in the way of dreams this doesn’t faze me. Outside is deepest blue, the full moon shining in. I’m wearing a silk nightgown, with thin straps and lace around the hem; though my skin is gooseflesh, I’ve left the window open. For some reason it’s important it be open. I finish with the brush and go over to look for her car—and it’s autumn, the way autumn is meant to be: the sill cold to the touch, and frost on the Meadow, the beeches on fire in the moonlight. But then I hear music along the hall, gramophone music, and I remember: she isn’t coming home, she’s been here all along. And at once I’m perfectly, absolutely happy, the sort of happy you can only be in dreams. All the hurt and worry slides from me like a skin I’m shedding, and I go out into the hall, which is back-to-front—my room where Joanie’s is, and Joanie’s the other end where mine should be—and I turn left down the hall instead of right, and find her door, which is mine, ajar. Through the gap, the shape of her moving about; she’s singing along to the music, not the least aware of me observing. And when I push the door open she looks over and smiles, and comes to me and takes my hands and tugs me in, onto the rug, and we both have bare feet and the rug is thick and soft, the curtains drawn, golden light everywhere, a sense of great warmth and belonging. She puts her hands around my waist and pulls me into her, clasps her hands in the small of my back and sways with me, and I’m not cold any longer; and she turns and wraps my arms around her stomach and leans back into me, and suddenly her hair isn’t long but short and dark. I say, Your hair!—but she just tips back her head and smiles, reaches up and winds her fingers in my own, which is suddenly shoulder-length and blonde. And she puts her hand on mine and slides it down, over the silk of her stomach, into the silk below, she leans back into me and moves my hand, moves my fingers into the silk and pushes herself up into me and her short dark hair into my shoulder and says, Joanie, oh Joanie—
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Day 27


I thought my father had removed all traces of my mother, except the birds. But all he has done is bury them under his own slow decline—because she is in every corner of the Lodge, only hard to see for clutter. Almost daily I discover something. Her walnut sewing box, under my bed, still full of thread and yarn. On a shelf above the sink, hidden in plain sight, the dish she used for tinctures, when she mixed them by the batch (for occasional ones she used a cup), with creatures painted blue around the rim: jungle creatures, lions and monkeys and parakeets, all in a line, dancing and blowing horns. Any number of smaller things. Some barely things at all: an empty jar labelled, in her unsteady letters, Viniger; on the wall just inside my bedroom door, a faint tea stain, I dare say from a cup hurled in rage.

This afternoon I found her apron. At the back of the drawer where my father keeps his cloths—he stuffs them in with the tea towels and cleaning rags; we have had words about hygiene—and neatly rolled, with its ties tucked in. A plain thing in beige cotton ticking, that she wore almost constantly from spring to autumn, and often enough through winter, too. I’d forgotten it entirely. I took it out and shook it, and held it at arm’s length, and I saw her. Not just the apron but her inside it: arms by her sides, looking at me, like a photograph only clearer. Every detail of her face, the creases of her eyes, the wisps of hair at her temples—her hair was pulled back, she had a daisy tucked behind her ear, and I remembered, yes, we’d been to the Meadow, we’d sat cross-legged an hour or more, making chain after chain. She was smiling. I’d forgotten she ever did. I felt something sharp, that was sad and joyful both at once; and a sudden sense of weight, of everything about her I’d used to know and had inside me still, ready to be remembered. Instinctively I pushed it away—I knew if I didn’t I’d lose the moment—but it was too late. I could only catch her edges, and her face was back the way it always is: a face in a dream, anyone’s and no one’s.
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Day 28


Every so often I take the babies out to check them. I line them up on my chest of drawers and make sure they are all in good shape, and have not got damp or had their limbs begin to dissolve; I am always vaguely conscious of how easily I might dismember someone. At least, I have to go about things as if I might. Part of me thinks that boy, Higgins, was nothing but wine and delirium: a graze or bruise in a convenient place, and I imagined the rest to make it fit. But there’s another part, more insistent by the day, that says, Do something. A spell. A curse. That smiles knowingly, when I think how stupid it sounds: broomsticks and pointy hats, black cats and covens. (As if I could find anyone to take tea with me, at the moment, let alone dance naked around a cauldron.) That says, Of course that kind of magic is silly. And, seductively: If you can’t prove you’re not, why not see if you are?
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Day 29


A dream. My mother is knitting, and I am a cat. I have green eyes and padding paws and dense soft fur the colour of coal.

My mother’s needles click. There is a cat in this room, she says. How did it get in?

I rub my head against her ankles.

Perhaps, she says, I left a window open. Or it came in earlier, when I was out picking. Perhaps it came looking for catnip. Or mice—but we know the birds take those.

I lick my foreleg, and wait for her to drop the wool so I can chase it.

Little cat, she says. I have a daughter, a Margaret, if she was here I’d teach her a game.

I prick up my ears.

Cat’s cradle, it is.

I sit up straight. Teach me, I yowl. Teach me-ow.

Very well, she says. Fetch me my sewing box, little cat.

Now I am a cat who walks upright, who uses its paws like hands. When she opens the box it is a jewellery case, but better, because instead of hard, shining things it is gentle yarn, in colours she dyes herself: woad blue, tansy yellow, nettle grey-green.

She pats the chair beside hers. Up here then, puss. Now, put out your paws.

Being a cat, I hold up a bare foot. She tickles it, catches it by the heel, appraises it. What a mucky little cat. If you were really my kitten I’d lick you clean. But I think we’ll have a bath tonight.

Together, I say, or mew, because those are my favourite of all baths, when she gets in first and I lie on the island of her stomach, head resting on her bosom, half in, half out of the warm water, the backs of my knees on her knees, my feet on top of hers. Then I remember: cats don’t like baths.

She pats my head. I’ve known some that do. And Lucille Winther has some stories, about jungle-cats as big as baths, that swim in rivers and fight crocodiles.

Which sound like a crunchy biscuit. The sort Joanie’s mother—that same Lucille—likes to bring out for us, that come from France and have names that need pronouncing.

My mother laughs, and says, No, silly puss, they are lizards. Great big ones, like dragons, that live in swamps. They’d eat up little cats whole.

In that case, I tell her, I’ll be a tiger, and eat them back.

She is biting off a length of yarn, knotting it into a circle. Lifting my hands in place, looping it around my wrists, guiding my fingers to hook it, until I have made a trap, she has made a trap for me between my palms. She says, Now I must make the soldier’s bed, and reaches into my trap with her own fingers—but then she says, Magpies do not like cats.

I say, They are afraid of them, because cats eat birds.

She looks at me—a questioning look, and I think she has forgotten what to do. Soldier’s bed, I say, and move my hands apart to help her in. But instead she pulls back, closes her eyes.

Even before she opens them I know what it will be: the itching again, and we will have to stop all this, and there will be no together-bath, she will go to bed or into the woods and I won’t see her until tomorrow, the day after, the day after that.

Still, I keep my hands up, the yarn between them.

Magpies are afraid of nothing, she says, still with her eyes closed. We hate cats because they hate us. No other reason. Then she gets up and walks out of the door, into the spring sunshine, and it is up to me to dismantle the trap, to wind back the yarn, to close up the sewing box, to tell my father, when eventually he comes home, here we are again.
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Day 31


Today when I went to the tree-bridge there was nothing I felt like writing. Perhaps I got out of bed in the wrong mood; or maybe my father’s essential gloom is beginning to infect me. Either way, instead of the things I usually feel when I write to her, there was only flatness.

I thought if I made myself start, the rest might come. So I put, Dear Joanie, and when that didn’t work, crossed out Dear and put Dearest—but even then there was nothing. I thought about trying to explain the flatness, but no words I could summon seemed as eloquent as the blank page. Briefly I thought about posting it as it was, just three words, one of them crossed out—but I knew she’d only think I’d posted the wrong paper.

I folded it several times in half, and tucked it in my shoe to finish later. Then I got down from the tree-bridge and started walking. Not to the Lodge, but the other direction, towards Snare House; and not with any particular purpose—only a sort of inevitability, as if that were the way my feet wanted to take me, and I had no say in it. I let them, my feet, go about their business, and my mind stay wide and empty, and thought only little nothings, such as, The elderberries look almost ready, or, I see the caterpillars are at the ragwort again. (They are striped black and yellow, and when I was small I was convinced they were the larval form of bees.) Then, after however many minutes, that looming sense of light and space, greens ceding to blues, browns, greys.

I half wanted to turn back. Not out of fear I’d be caught—I wasn’t planning to do anything save stand at the edge and peer out, and perhaps feel the sun on my face. But it was as if everything I’d ever felt about the woods had been turned on its head, and suddenly it was the thought of leaving them, going out into the heat and light, that made me think of yawning depths, and want to fill my lungs with air. Though it wasn’t four weeks since I was last in the Meadow, and I’d been several times to the village without difficulty, I didn’t know if I’d be able to keep afloat, out there on what was in every sense dry land.

It was brighter than I remembered. Like stepping into God’s own halls, if you were holy and invited. The Meadow more hay than grass, scorched crisp, and the sun pouring out of the swimming-pool sky down into it, pouring through rushes and roots and soil and the strata of the earth to melt into its liquid core. I felt like one of the dark-dwelling creatures, spiders and scuttling things, I’d pictured the night of the party, blinded and cowed—and still I was barely out of the trees, could feel their coolness behind me.

That was the first time I thought, Where am I allowed? It isn’t as if there’s a line—though I wouldn’t put it past Fabian to send Sheppard with a tin of paint. But what is the legal interpretation of “Never within these grounds”? I may live in his woods, but not set foot in his pastures? The entire notion of any of this, the estate, Suffolk, the planet, belonging to one person and not another suddenly struck me as the most preposterous conceit. For most of its history the world was no one’s; then: Homo sapiens, and it was everyone’s. Except now, the tiny sliver of existence we inhabited, it belonged to a middle-aged man who couldn’t reliably brush his own teeth, but could make people pay him for the privilege of borrowing a parcel of it back. It struck me as the most appalling theft.

I put one foot into the Meadow, then the other. Then I thought, But this isn’t really the Meadow, yet. The grass was too short, and half dirt, and there were twigs all over, and other fallen debris of the woods. So I took another step. Eventually I was far enough out that if I had lain down, my head towards the woods and my feet the house, every inch of me would have been in the Meadow proper: tall grass, the odd dogged wildflower. I supposed that was more or less the point where Fabian, if he caught me, could have me put away.

If I’d been sensible, or the sensible end of whatever stupidity I was engaged in, I would have sat or crouched. Stayed low to the ground, so as not to be seen. As it was, I stood with my feet planted wide and stared at the house, through the wisteria and brickwork and the interior walls to Fabian’s study, and in my mind said, You are a weak man, an ill man, even your family don’t look up to you; and, The more you try to control, the weaker you’ll get, until you’re nothing but this house and your dead dry fields. Then I closed my eyes and breathed the baking air and horse-trough sweetness, and thought about them, not Joanie but the others, going about things like dolls in a doll’s house: just there, in what had been my home, for a while, but not really; where I might still be, if things had happened differently. (But not really, because I would have been in Wales.) Through my eyelids everything was fire, yellows and golds, a world ablaze. And an odd thought came to me, which was this: Light and good are supposed to go hand in hand, but there is an equal holiness in dark. Dark is soothing, it demands no effort or pain; but the light of heaven, when I imagine it, is stark and unforgiving. Darkness, for all its faults, is always soft.
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Day 32


A dream. I am in the Meadow, waiting for Joanie to come home. Down on the ground, on my front; and hiding my eyes in my arm, because though it’s not day it is too bright to bear. I have my mouth firmly shut, against whatever is tickling my lips: blade of grass, some crawling night-thing. Dew is beginning to settle on me, beading behind my knees, on the nape of my neck. Cold on my bare calves. My skin is tiny bumps, invisible hairs on end. The brightness is her headlamps pulling up the drive; it is my longing for her, spilling over the fields; it is tomorrow and tomorrow and the rest of our lives.

It is the moon. It must be full tonight—I’ve lost track, of the moons and what they are doing, but it couldn’t be this bright and not be full. But when I roll onto my back it’s more than that, it’s all I can see: a moon exploded. No stars, no swallowing dark, nothing but moon: craters, seas. I sit up, stretch out a hand. But it’s no more reachable than ever, vast high moon, higher than moths and owls and gauzy cloud. I shut my eyes, and this time, when I reach, my fingers graze frost. Chalk, the chipped glass of a marble.

When I look again the Meadow is moon. Dust and pale rock. No grass, no sign there ever was. I get up, brush moon off my skirt. Quiet satisfaction, a job well done.

As I leave for home, movement around my feet. All the creatures of the Wilderness—spiders and ants, beetles and crickets and earwigs, creeping slugs and snails, dangly crane flies, flittering lacewings—streaming past me into the woods, a black river in the silver night. I walk with them, among them, they part for my pale bare feet, and together we flow into the trees, over twigs and sharp husks, sticky blood between my toes. Inch by inch they vanish, into roots and humus, crumbling soil, the river becomes a stream becomes a trickle; and the magpies hop beside me, picking off the stragglers, keeping count.
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Day 33


The birds woke me as usual; and I had the usual moment of confusion, at the orientation of my bed and my body in it and the grey early light through the window, the vague forms of trees pushing in on the glass, gazing down at me on my pillow. Then I realized my feet felt strange and tingling, and when I moved and the bedsheets pulled over them, they stung; and when I touched them, gingerly, under the covers, I felt raised lines, like stitching turned inside-out. Later, when the light was better, I looked at them properly. They were criss-crossed all over: a few vicious scratches, the ones I’d felt, and dozens of finer ones; and the soles were black with dirt.
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Day 34


Yesterday my father came back looking glum and holding a partridge, which he gave to me and told me to hang by the neck somewhere cool. When I asked where might meet this description, he said he didn’t know, but it was nowhere he’d be going now, with innocent blood on his hands. Then he went to string up jar lids over the beans, because the crows—he is adamant it’s the crows—have been getting at them.

At first I took it to the shed, but that was too warm; and for a while I could think only of the Snare House pantry—its cool marble slabs—and whether I could sneak it in, or else throw myself on Eliza’s good nature. But she doesn’t have much of one, and all in all it was too great a risk for a bird. In the end I wrapped it loosely in a paper bag and took it to the tree-bridge, and tied it underneath, on the basis that it was shaded, and over running water. Really you are supposed to hang game two days, but I thought by then I’d want to eat it even less than I did already, so after breakfast today I went to get it down. I was half hoping it would have turned and need to be thrown away; but it smelled only like dead bird, and not dead bird rotting, so I brought it back and got it out on the table and looked at it.

She was a pretty thing, with a red beak and salmon-pink legs—her feet stiff straight claws—and black in a band about her neck and spilling down her breast, as if she’d had her throat slit with a leaking pen. I had to lift her wing to find her stripes: chestnut brushing cream, like the feathery undersides of mushrooms. There didn’t seem much point asking my father to deal with her. I took the large knife and put it on her neck and pressed down hard, until I felt and heard the snap. I gave it a bit of a saw, to make sure, then I took some newspaper and without looking scooped up the head and wrapped it and put it aside. Then I cut off the wings.

After that it was easier, because she was closer to a thing than a bird, and I could watch what I was doing. I began by plucking her soft little feathers—which I had only ever seen done, and I hadn’t watched closely; but it was easier than I thought, and there was a sharp sort of pleasure in feeling each shaft ease out, like scratching a very specific itch. The feathers floated everywhere and stuck to my fingers, so I kept having to wipe them on my dress, which is fortunately one of my least-good ones. It was slow, repetitive, soothing work, and my mind felt pleasantly empty. If I was thinking about Joanie it was only in the sense I always am; I was aware of my father outside digging, and the birds in their tree, and the woods rippling out from us like a pool from a dropped stone. The mechanical movements of my hands, and the emerging expanse of dimpled flesh, plump flesh that could be hanging in a butcher’s window. I thought about my own skin, and how someone would prepare me, when I have no feathers and am nothing like as soft.

When I’d finished plucking her, I knew there were still the innards to remove, but I had only the faintest idea how: a vision of my father at the same table, hooking a finger in, hooking out something dark and shiny. I used a teaspoon. I scraped it about, and scraped out a little pile of entrails, liver, a tiny perfect heart barely bigger than my thumbnail. I thought about it on my tongue, the iron tang of it, whether I’d chew it or swallow it whole. Whether if I pressed it to the roof of my mouth it would burst like a ripe berry. Then I took it outside, and the rest of the innards, and put them next to the log. Even as I straightened up the birds were landing, and I’d barely stepped back before they were at it, shrilling and bickering and hopping onto each other’s backs, whirring their wings at each other, tugging the strings of her this way and that, stretching them like elastic.

Now she is in the oven. I still don’t know if I’ll be able to manage her—the smell is turning my stomach; but it’s also making me ravenous, and it’s just as likely I’ll fall on her as soon as she’s out and eat her at the stove, tearing at her with scalding fingers and blistering my mouth on her fat, and my father will come in to find her bones picked bare, and have to make do with a potato in its jacket.
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Day 35


I wear my mother’s apron to make supper. I want to see if my father will say something, but he is no more interested than ever in my appearance, only eats his eggs in silence, then has a beer and goes to bed, locking his door behind him and making the curious sounds I have come to expect of him at night: clucking his tongue, and various mutterings. I don’t know if he doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care.

Last night I dreamt I had my arms full of my mother’s things: not just the apron but the lipstick and mirror, and the bowl, jar, loose buttons from her cardigans, the recipe for a balm to treat psoriasis. (That took me a long time to decipher, when I came across it folded inside an otherwise empty matchbox, because she wrote it phonetically, sore-eye-uhsis, so it looked like a remedy for conjunctivitis.) In the dream I took it all to the churchyard, and dug a hole with a convenient shovel, and buried it.

As dreams go I don’t think it takes much deciphering. As for the things, they are still exactly where they were, which is a relief. Not that I’d mind not having them—at least, I don’t think I would—but it would be a worry, if I were not only walking in my sleep but digging up consecrated ground, and turning up worms and God knows what besides.
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Day 36


What witches are seems open to interpretation, almost all of it by people who’d burn them given half a chance. I think about Macbeth’s weird sisters, and the witch in “Hansel and Gretel.” Mother Chergrave of Loddon: after Isaac read about her, in a book called Bogie Tales of East Anglia, he made us drive to Norfolk with a picnic to pay homage. The Graeae, with their one shared tooth and eye. All of them seem far too old and desiccated. I want to be Circe, making swine of men and monsters of beautiful women. Or the witches in Lucille’s embossed volume of Aradia, that she let us read though it wasn’t at all for children: draining the goblet deep, dancing and wildly leaping, making naked love in the darkness.
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Day 37


Tonight I checked the babies. I did as I always do, and picked up the green one, Joanie’s, and whispered something just for her; and as usual gave her a kiss, a very light one with the driest part of my mouth. Then I put her carefully back with the rest. But a few minutes later, when I was undressing for bed, I happened to lick my lips, and they tasted sweet.

I felt the horror before I understood it. A seeping sense of wrong, not quite guilt, not quite fear—then it came to me, and I dropped my nightgown and ran straight to the drawers, and opened the tin in a panic. I was thinking, What if I’ve rubbed off her lips, and she will never kiss me again; and, What if it’s the tip of her nose, her perfect snub nose I have never even told her I love? The candle was over on the windowsill. I took the babies to it—my hands were shaking, and I had to tell myself quite sternly to be calm, because if I bounced them out of the tin it would only make things worse; and worse still if they landed in the flame. I tried to angle the candle for illumination, but it had been burning awhile and was dripping wax, so I couldn’t hold it close; and anyway, the sides of the tin were throwing shadows over the occupants.

After some thought I took all five of them out—very carefully, between finger and thumb—and laid them on a sheet of writing paper on the sill. Then I lowered the candle until the flame was more or less their height, only at a safe distance, and peered in close, and rotated the paper until I’d checked from every angle. In the end I had to conclude that her features were blunt, but no blunter than the others’, and all I’d done was knock off a little of her powdered sugar; and that further fussing would just make an accident more likely, and the best I could do for all involved was put them safely in their tin and go to sleep. Except I did think of Fabian, across the Meadow, sipping his brandy as he read by his electric light; and I couldn’t stop myself holding him a little too close to the flame, for a little longer than was kind. Then I did put them all away, and went to bed and slept the sleep of the just.




[image: ]



Day 38


I woke with a desperate yearning—not for Joanie, for once, but something sweet. A sponge cake piled with cream, or Huntley & Palmers chocolate biscuits, a tray of buns dripping syrup. In weeks I’d had nothing, not even honey (my father no longer keeps bees; apparently to a magpie a hive is more appealing than any quantity of seed cake). I suppose I’d forgotten to miss it, until last night’s fleeting taste; but now I was craving it.

I went out and picked a handful of blackberries from the bramble behind the scarecrow, which usually I avoid at all costs, and put them on my porridge, and ate it with my eyes closed, thinking very hard about jam. But they were the sourest things, and I could see why the mice had left them. Then I tried to distract myself with work. I even cleaned the privy, which was the least appetizing job I could come up with—but it was no use.

I began to worry I’d do something awful. Not necessarily on purpose—but my mind kept going to the dreams, and the scratches, and that if I really were getting up at night and walking about outside, with no shoes, and still not waking, there was nothing to say I wouldn’t be ravenous in my sleep, and eat one of the babies. Or all of them: all at once, a cheek-bulging fistful. And not even realize until the morning, and have to wait in a state of trepidation, checking the papers daily, to see if I’d murdered five people.

I thought of hiding the tin, but I didn’t see how I could hide things from myself, even my unconscious self. Eventually I thought, I shall just have to do something, before nighttime, to get rid of this feeling. Lay my hands on a coin or two; even a farthing would get me a toffee, and more if Gladys took pity on me. I tried asking my father to let me clean his room, which is where he keeps his pension pot—but of course he refused. (He takes pains not only to lock it but to keep me from seeing in, opening the door as narrowly as possible and pulling it quickly shut behind him; I can only think he has let it become so disgusting even he is ashamed.) Then it occurred to me there was bound to be some loose change somewhere in the Lodge, because he is forever dropping things. (Which I used to think inebriation, but now I know his fingers always tremble, only doubly so after a drink.)

I waited until he set off for the village, then I went inside and started looking. More in hope than expectation, I tried his bedroom; after that I began to hunt about the main room. But almost at once I could see it would be no good: that while there was surely a coin or two somewhere—everything in creation was probably somewhere in that room—I might spend all day trying to find it, and end up richer only in wood shavings and bottle tops.

It did occur to me there might be something I could do. Or try to do; some manner of summoning, or else bending the world about myself until what I needed happened to appear in front of me. Then I thought of divining. It seemed as sensible a thing as any to attempt— less ambitious than changing the past, which is all I’ve really wanted (or ruining Fabian, but the drought is doing that well enough on its own)—and something that couldn’t go too badly wrong.

I went outside and looked for a suitable tree—I had the idea it was meant to be hazel—but I couldn’t find one, and there was a nice enough twig on the ground by the blackthorn, which was something between a Y and a λ. I took it back in, and held it at arm’s length and waved it slowly about the room. I tried to hold a picture of a coin in my head. (A half crown: I thought I might as well be optimistic.) I walked this way and that, feeling increasingly stupid—and then the clouds moved, or the trees did, and where I’d left the door ajar a slant of light slid in, like something from a Renaissance painting, and under the sideboard something glinted. I got down on hands and knees, already anticipating a bag spilling barley sugars, a fat slab of fudge—but it was only the lid of a jar poking out from the newspaper.

In frustration I stood up too fast and bumped my head on an open drawer, and sat straight back down again, feeling a dizzy sort of sick as well as furious at myself, for being credulous enough to think I’d ever find anything of value in this place, much less with a stick. I threw it towards the sink. Then I sat there, full of self-pity, that I had a headache and might never eat chocolate again.

The stick had landed upright on its fork, against one of the cupboards where my father keeps his jars. I thought, I will take the useless thing outside, and get on with the weeding like I’m meant to, and perhaps I’ll dig up some rare coin, a Roman denarius or something from the time of Rædwald, and sell it to the British Museum. And be so rich I can open my own sweet shop, and sell every possible confectionery that isn’t jellied babies. But the cupboard door had come open slightly, and something made me crouch and open it fully—and there it was. Not jars, but a treasure trove, or that’s how it felt. Golds and silvers, velvet purples and reds. Packets, parcels; big tins, small tins, tins shaped like buses and windmills. Not just a coin, but a whole larder conjured out of thin air. Fripperies.

I sat on the floor, and took it all out and laid it around me. A bar of Cadbury’s Fruit and Nut. Marchpane cut to look like little flowers: bluebell, violet, celandine. Assorted shortbread. A paper bag of aniseed balls—odious things—and one of liquorice twists, which are nearly as bad as the balls. I remember Lucille giving them to me, saying, “Your father used to suck on these as he did his rounds, and, Goodness knows he deserves a treat from time to time.” (I remember thinking, He does not, and, These are as far from a treat as I can imagine.) Because that’s what it was: every indulgence, from every parcel I have been made to bring him over the years, that I didn’t eat myself or throw into the woods. Walnut Whips and Fry’s creams. Chocolate biscuits and simnel cakes—a decade of Easters—and plum puddings, a decade of those as well. A tin of Fox’s glacier mints, a Rowntree’s Christmas selection box, a tube of fruit pastilles, an Aero bar with its Special Honeycomb Texture.

Every so often my hand closed on something that wasn’t food—a bottle of cough linctus, and one of something that looked like wine, but when I tasted it was only cordial; a packet of Lux soap flakes, which at some point had got wet and turned to a lump. Another bottle, this time of Veronal, which I only recognized because Fabian has to take it on especially hard-boiled days; Lucille says it is the only way to make him biddable.

Once I’d made a full survey, I took one of the chocolate bars for my pocket and put the rest back as close as I could to how I’d found it. I know what my father will have been thinking: that there will come a time—the hungry gap when winter greens are turning to seed and the summer vegetables have not come in—when all this will stop being fripperies, and we will be glad to have it. A few weeks ago I’d have eaten as much as I could stomach, out of spite as much as gluttony; but now I can see the sense. On the other hand—there is so much, and if it comes to it we can’t live on sugar. I ought to be able to keep at it for months without him realizing, so long as I don’t push my luck.
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Day 40


A dream. I am at the Lodge, under the table. My legs are bare, and my feet, but they are little feet, a child’s: plump and smooth, not a scratch on them. Around me are toys, a dozen tiny horses my father has carved and painted: red and purple and gold, an imperial stable. Sunlight on the floorboards, shadow-lilac swaying. Somewhere a woman is singing.


Said the father to his daughter: “What makes you so lament?

Ain’t there no young man in all this world that can’t your heart content?

That can’t your heart content?

Ain’t there no young man in all this world that can’t your heart content?”



My mother’s voice. Then, no, my own—my voice and not; a child’s, not a child’s. Am I singing with her? How can I be, when she’s dead? A stab, no, a rising tide of infant dread—then I realize, she isn’t gone, it hasn’t happened yet. She’s in the garden, hanging up the washing or bringing it in. Everything is as it should be.

Except my voice is shaking. I’ve pulled my knees to my chest.

And now it’s just me, my thin little song, she’s left me after all; and when I draw breath there it is, the thing I’ve been trying not to hear.

Tap. Tap.

It will be looking for me, black eye pressed to the windowpane. Oily feathers smearing crow: it wants me to know it’s been. And my mother singing again, but further away, deep in the woods, and I need her and need her but all I can do is sing and hope she hears, because if I come out from under the table it will see me, and everything will end.
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Day 41


Meg,

I’ve had your letters. I don’t know what to say. I wish I could write the same things back to you, but I can’t. I’m just so sorry about all of this.

Please don’t write again. There’s really no point, and it will only make things harder.

She hasn’t signed it; I suppose there was no need.
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Day 42


I place it on my chest of drawers, next to the sewing tin. Then, because I can’t bear to look at it, I put it in my suitcase. But I keep going back and getting it out, I keep thinking, Surely that isn’t what she wrote. I keep thinking it, but it always is.
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Day 43


I put it under my pillow.

When my father asks what was in it I say it was from a friend, and he says, That would be Joan Winther, would it?

I don’t answer, just keep on turning the compost.

Later, when I’m going to the hens, he says, Be careful, won’t you?

I think he means with the eggs, because at breakfast I squeezed one so hard it burst; but he says, Don’t pay them any more of yourself, lass, they’ve had enough of you already.
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Day 44


Nicks on my stomach, my nightgown plucked as if I’ve been pushing through brambles.

Valerian root, my father says, when he sees the hollows under my eyes. He makes me a tea, which smells and tastes like worn socks, dead things. I sleep with one hand under my pillow. Touching what she’s touched, the fractional abrasions of her fingertips.

Why so surprised, the magpies say, you’ve always known she was a coward.
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Day 45


A dream. I am in Snare House, an upstairs hall, trying to get out. In many ways everything is normal: the corridor not unusually long or claustrophobic, the curtains open, windows streaming light. Snatches of birdsong; a bell, the clatter of dishes. When I get to a door the handle feels the way it is supposed to, it turns in my hand. Everything is right, except it isn’t. And when I get outside, through the front door and down the steps, it still isn’t right, I’m out but there’s something else, something unnameable, I don’t know what it is but I’ve been here before; and I am running, terrified, over the grass, I am running and running but it isn’t enough; there is nothing I can do but let it happen.
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Day 46


Today I wrote back. I wrote something very angry, and then something less angry and more dignified, and put both in a single envelope and told my father I was going to the village.

He looked at the envelope. “But it’s Wednesday.”

I said yes, and there was no rule to say we shouldn’t go on Wednesdays, and I would willingly go every day of the week if he needed me to; and he said what he needed was for me to see to the washing, because he was all but out of shirts, and he had been patient enough the past few days, but he was not so patient as to let me go gadding off to post a letter which might just as well go next week. Of course I said if he wanted shirts he could wash his own, and he said, It is your job, Margaret, this will only work—meaning the two of us living here, like this—if you do your part.

And for the first time I saw this might be it. Just this, as it is now, indefinitely. No London; nothing like London; I would be here with him until he died, and then here by myself until I followed.

I stood and looked at him, at the same time so full of rage I might have combusted, and so black and hopeless I was falling in on myself, and putting out my own fire. It was an odd sort of feeling, and I noted it with a dull detachment: how angry I was, beneath the blackness, how much I’d like to hurt him. Then I saw he looked old and scared, which made me angrier, because I’d done nothing to make him scared, only thought it; then I realized, no, he just looks sad. And that snuffed out the anger, so there was nothing left but to be part of it again, the Lodge, the woods, this miserable life. It felt like drowning; and at the same time nothing at all, as if nothing that ever happened made a difference to anyone.

I went past him to the door—he stepped aside—and I said, I will wash your shirts when I get back. And he said, Thank you.



I was coming out of the churchyard when the Lanchester went past. Though it wasn’t clear of the village it was at a good clip, and all I had time to notice was Pip at the wheel—I thought they had given up on teaching him—and an enormous bunch of sunflowers in the passenger seat, and Lucille beneath them, her free hand clutching what I always think of as her Robin Hood hat: green and jaunty, with a feather in the band.

When I came into the shop, Gladys said, “The Winthers were just here. You might still catch them.”

She knows I am living with my father, but not why. Why I left Snare House. Either that or she is much more tactful than I’ve imagined. The first time I came to the village, after, I was certain the Winther staff would have talked, and everyone would know—and of course there were stares, and if I hadn’t been so determined to post that first letter I might have turned back, and left us to see out the week without flour or any other groceries. But I was forgetting there have always been stares; and Gladys was exactly as she always is, so in the end I had to tell her myself I was at the Lodge, and make it seem like my choice, and suggest without so many words it was a temporary thing, an act of daughterly charity.

Today, I said, “Pip drives like a maniac. They’ll be gone already.” I didn’t want to get into a discussion about where they might be off to, on a bright Wednesday morning on the Bury road, which is the Oxford road as well.

“Well,” Gladys said, “I’m sure you’ll see them soon enough.” Then she said, “You never said about Wales.”

“Wales,” I repeated. In that moment it didn’t mean anything; for all I knew she’d said whales.

“Your teaching job. That you’ve decided not to go.”

I thought, Oh—Brecon. Tacitus, Thucydides. Of course Fabian’s called it off. For a moment I was relieved, and then I thought, How dare he.

Gladys said, “I didn’t mean to pry, pet. I asked how Miss Joan was, that’s all, and they told me how well she’s settled, and how she’s making friends already, and getting taken to all the parties. And I asked if they’d seen much of you, since you went home, and would they be giving you a send-off; and that’s when Mrs. Winther said.” She saw me staring then—I suppose I was staring; I was thinking only about the parties, and the friends—and put her arms on the counter and leant towards me. “It’s not fair, after all you’re doing for your pa. But you’ll have your time, you’ll see. Something’ll come up that’s better than Wales. You see if it doesn’t.”

I was holding the envelope in both hands, so tightly I could feel the paper starting to strain. Brightly, Gladys said, “For Oxford again?” She reached over and tugged it free—nicking the tip of my index finger, but I barely felt it. I was thinking about Joanie in someone’s passenger seat, on someone’s bicycle, on someone’s arm as they come in off the street to music and chatter and lamplight and steamed-up windows.

Gladys took out the rolls of stamps, the red and green, the new king with his almost-smile. “And will you be visiting?” When I didn’t answer she glanced up. “You’ll be going to Oxford?”

I shook my head, no, I don’t think so.

“Better to give her space, this first term. That’s wise, pet.”

As if it would only be this term, still. As if she hadn’t told me, I can’t. Please don’t. Again I had the sense of everything having shifted—the whole world having shifted like quicksand—and I was only just realizing.

“Actually,” I said, “actually, I’ve forgotten something.” I reached over the counter, which no one is meant to, and took the envelope back.

“You don’t want it posted?” Was she annoyed? I don’t remember. If she was I wouldn’t blame her: she’d already got one stamp on.

“No,” I said, “I just need—I’ll bring it back later.”

“I’ve upset you. My great big mouth.”

I said she hadn’t, and though I’d not thought to bring a penny, I felt in my pockets; Gladys flapped a hand at me, and said, Don’t worry about all that.

The whole time I was thinking, It’s over, it’s over, what am I doing here, what will I do.



I went to the tree-bridge. My finger was bleeding where the envelope had cut it, and I sucked it, which stung, but even then I didn’t cry. I took the reasonable letter and tore it into shreds and dropped it in the brook. Then the angry letter, then the envelope—except the stamp, which I put in my pocket, because I was not so upset as to waste a penny. I thought about shredding myself, how I would go about it. It seemed clear I’d need my hands, and so ought to start with my feet and work up; but I couldn’t work out what to do once I’d got above my breasts, and it was only arms and head and shoulders. I imagined pitching what was left of myself off the trunk, face-down into the water—the flow of it past my temples, like cold fingers, surprisingly soothing—how I would close my eyes and try to sleep—or keep them open and focus on that smooth rock, its velvet lichen, or that bed of brown pebbles—how I would breathe in.

In the end I climbed back the way I’d come and went down the bank. I thought I’d just put a hand in, to see if it really was still cold, even in this impossibly warm November; and possibly my face, for a moment, to try to wake myself up. To see if I could wake from this. I stood close to the water, where dry earth turns to clay—it used to make us appallingly grubby, and when we came straight from church give Lucille agonies, because she knew we’d get home with our dresses caked. I thought, It will be better to dip a toe in, than have to bend down; and I can kneel, then, if it’s not too icy. So I took off my shoes. But then—there was already a footprint. The impression of a bare foot, in the mud, not half a yard away.

I stood a long time and looked at it. There was the sound of the brook, and the leaves rustling, but down where I was no hint of a breeze. No birdsong, no insect whirr. Eventually I put my shoes back on and went home; because there didn’t seem any point getting a foot dirty just to see, when I already knew the answer.
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Day 47


A flash of orange, on the hook beneath my father’s winter coat, turns out to be my mother’s hat. When I was small I thought of it as her visiting hat, because she wore it when we went to Snare House, or if she had to call on someone elderly who might harbour expectations regarding millinery. It had been a present from Lucille, and a practical enough one as those went; but my mother always said she’d have preferred something drab, that didn’t make her look like a marigold and mean people could always see her coming. (Though I knew, even as a child, there were times she only put it on because it suited her to be seen.)

Once, on our way back from the Winthers, we stopped for blackberries. Plump ones, and unexpected so late in the year; the sort of berries a fairy queen would plant, to catch a pretty boy and make him hers. Except my mother said they weren’t a trap but a gift: the fairies knowing the work she did and thanking her. I remember plucking them from the brambles, she stretching for the ones I couldn’t reach. Flashes of soft pale stomach. Mmms and exclamations, though to me they seemed tart and not all the way ripe; but when she picked one for me and I burst it against the roof of my mouth, it was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted. I remember thinking, Perhaps only she will go to fairyland.

When we were full there were still too many to count, so she took off her hat and said, “We may as well make something useful of this.”

Holding it open for me. I was afraid the juice would stain, but she smiled and called me fretweed. So I picked a berry and dropped it in, and another, and another, and eventually I forgot to worry; and it seemed as if we could spend all afternoon that way and the hat would never be full, and the bush never empty, and maybe we could stay out there for years that felt like hours that felt like minutes, and never be missed, and be perfectly happy.
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Day 50


I have taken to going to bed with my beach plimsolls on. In the mornings I find traces of earth in the grooves, or seeds or sharp husks lodged in the rubber. I clean them, with an old toothbrush I found in one of my father’s jars, and that night put them on again; and so it continues.

Today, though, I found them clean. I was glad not to have to brush them, because it is time-consuming to get all the way into the treads; but all day I’ve been dogged by a sort of deflation, that says, Why didn’t it happen? And, What did you do wrong?
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Day 51


This morning I broke my mother’s tincture dish. I was getting down the butter churn, which my father keeps on the highest shelf and can reach without having to take his life in his hands; but I had to climb on the sink to get to it. And while I was up there, balancing, I saw the little animals and birds I’d remembered on the dish weren’t that at all, but funny blue gargoyles, some with wings, others with tails and talons or manes like lions, like monsters from a medieval bestiary; and I was wondering whether the memory had been of another dish entirely, or the same one, but confused by time or a child’s understanding, and at the same moment I reached for the churn; and my foot slipped, on the soap or the wet edge of the sink, and I grabbed at the shelf and wobbled it, or caught the dish with the side of my hand, and it fell to the floor and shattered. (Luckily I didn’t drop the churn, which is glass except the paddle mechanism, and that is already temperamental; but I would sooner lie prostrate in the brook and hope to drown than face an eternity of dry bread, on top of everything.)

I had no idea what my father would say. For all I knew he’d stopped noticing it years ago, and if I hid the pieces wouldn’t even realize it was gone. I put the larger fragments in a cooking pot, and with some haste—he’d only gone to investigate what he thought might be rowan berries, that the thrushes hadn’t got to, and might be back at any minute—swept up the rest and tipped it in around them; it was shards and chips, quite beyond mending. I was wavering between leaving it out and confessing, or digging a hole and burying it, when he came in.

He put his stick in its usual place, and the empty basket on the floor beside it. “Hawthorn,” he said, once he’d caught his breath. “Should have known it was too good to be true. No jelly this year.” He hobbled to the table and glanced in the pot; then sat, and said, “I hope that’s not my supper.”

“I knocked it,” I said. “It was an accident, I was getting the churn and I slipped.”

He nodded, as if I’d broken something normal and replaceable. “It’s just a dish. We can use it for crocks.” Meaning in the garden, for potting up. He was sitting forward in his chair: boots still on, hands on his thighs, as if about to get back up. I could feel him wanting to look in the pot, at the wreckage.

I said I would go and dig up some potatoes, and did he want me to take it out—he keeps a pile of crocks by the woodshed—but he said no, he would see to it. When I came back he’d pulled the pot in front of him, and had one of the larger pieces between finger and thumb, turning it this way and that in a square of sunlight.

I took the potatoes to the sink, and told him I would try to glue it together if he liked. (I said it knowing he couldn’t say yes, it was so clearly impossible.) When he didn’t answer I said, Or we could make something out of it, a mosaic.

As if he’d even know what one is. But he didn’t grunt, or say, Stop fussing—didn’t make a sound—and I looked back at him, thinking maybe he was nodding off, and I could leave the food and go and lie in the moss at the far side of the tree-bridge, and maybe read a bit, which these days is a rare treat. But he was exactly as he had been, the fragment of dish in the sun, gazing at it and—I couldn’t believe it—crying. Only a little, damp eyes and a single tear that had caught in his whiskers—but I’d never seen him do it. Not when my mother died, not when Lucille came to take me away. I’d always thought it wasn’t a thing he did, that he got angry or bitter instead.

I didn’t know what to do: whether to say something, and if so, what. I was sure he wouldn’t want sympathy. He hadn’t seen me looking, so I thought, I will get on with the cooking and keep talking at him, and pretend it isn’t happening, and sooner or later he will have to respond. I scrubbed the potatoes and chattered about anything that came into my head: when we would need more water; how I might try making goat’s cheese, so we had something to put on bread that wasn’t butter or dripping; and about the thrushes and the rowan berries, how we could look for some more, where we might look, and what we might do with haws instead, if we chose. Any questions I asked I answered myself, and blathered away as if I were entirely oblivious. When I’d finished the potatoes I took an onion from the store and set about peeling and chopping it; then I did the same with some carrots, and put them in the pan and chopped the rest of the vegetables, talking and talking, getting nothing back. The whole time there was something brewing in me, a pinched, resentful sort of feeling. A little like remorse, though I didn’t see why I should feel bad, when it was only a dish and I hadn’t done it on purpose. A little like hurt.

Eventually I thought, This has gone on long enough. I asked him a question, something he’d have to answer directly—did he want broad beans with his supper, though I’d not picked them and hadn’t time to shell them; but as he calls them horse beans and says they are only good for livestock, I knew he’d say no. When he didn’t answer, I asked again, louder; and when he still said nothing, I was suddenly so full of whatever it was I was feeling that I dropped the knife with a clatter and went over, and snatched the piece from his fingers, and threw it in with the rest. “For God’s sake! It’s just pottery.”

He looked so surprised, I thought he must not have noticed me in the room, let alone heard me talking. While my back was turned he’d kept on crying—both cheeks streaked, the tears having slid through what was apparently a film of dirt; all these weeks I’d thought it was just his complexion—but I didn’t feel sorry for him, it only made me angrier. “You had it on the top shelf! You didn’t even know it was there.”

I wanted to shake him. I wanted to ask, why now: why was he crying now, and over a bowl of all things, when she’d been dead ten years; why didn’t he cry back then, when I did; why didn’t he ever say anything to me, other than, She wouldn’t want you to grieve—that is all he said, when he came across me under the table with my face screwed up and my hands pressed in fists to my eyes, or heard me sobbing beneath my blanket at night. She wouldn’t want you to grieve. As if I didn’t know she hadn’t cared, enough, at all, about what either of us wanted, because she’d chosen to hate us and pretend she always had, and then she’d chosen to take herself away.

I didn’t shake him. I grabbed the pot full of pieces and tipped them out onto the table—falling a little into it myself, because I’d forgotten how heavy a cast-iron pot can be—my father caught my elbow, to balance me, or maybe to say, Calm down, but when I looked at him his face changed, and he put his hand back in his lap. Then I went to get the pestle, that we use for crushing herbs, and I stood by the table and held it over the shards—everything briefly still, and I had time to notice I was breathing hard, and say to myself, This would be the time to stop, you’ve made your point. But I wasn’t certain I had made it; wasn’t even sure what point I was trying to make. I looked at my father—he was leaning back in his chair now—I dared him to stop me. But he didn’t look at me, only the pestle and the broken bits of dish, and I was so full of anger, that even now he couldn’t bring himself to say something, that I didn’t stop, but brought it down, hard, on one of the larger fragments, so that a dragon eating its own tail shattered into a head, a clawed foot, a blue-scaled belly. The table shuddered, and the other pieces bounced. The feeling was roaring in me, so I did it again, again. After a while he took his hands from his lap and pressed them down on the table. And we kept on like that, him steadying, me smashing and smashing, until I’d reduced it all to chips, and the feeling had burned itself out, and I stood holding the pestle like Medea with her dagger; and my father looked up at me and began to laugh.

“That showed me,” he said. “Feel better now?”

For a moment, as he’d held the table, I’d begun to think he understood; maybe even agreed with whatever it was I felt, that I couldn’t put in words. I couldn’t bear him laughing. If I hadn’t spent all my energy, I’d have thrown the pestle at him, or shoved the table hard into his ribs. As it was, it felt like he was the one who’d winded me, and suddenly I was eight again, wanting to cry but knowing he’d think less of me. A stinging at the top of my nose, and before I’d turned my face fully away, a single tear squeezed its way out and fell fatly onto my raised fist, still around the pestle.

“Ah,” he said. “You’re upset.” He put out a foot, still in its boot, and kicked the chair on my side of the table, so it jerked out from underneath. “Sit down, will you?”

I shook my head, furious at both of us but too exhausted to do anything but stand there, half turned away.

“For God’s sake,” he said, “will you sit? Or are we to talk like this?” I heard his chair creak as he shifted and, after a moment, he said, in a tone that for him counts as gentle, “Come on, Margaret. Something’s upset you. I can’t make it right unless you tell me.”

That threw me: the idea he could make anything right. That he even wanted to, still, as if I’d broken my doll’s house or dropped a shilling in the woods. A tiny, downy part of me wanted to climb into his lap one last time and have him wrap his arms around me. Not that he would, now; he’d be embarrassed I’d even thought it.

I sat at the table like he wanted. He watched me a moment, then he said, “Is it this?” Thick forefinger poking at the shards. “You feel bad about it?”

I said no, that I didn’t feel bad at all.

“Ah,” he said. “Alright, then.”

I could tell he thought I should. “It’s just a thing, isn’t it? It’s not her. And even if it was—” I caught myself.

He was still looking at his finger, making patterns in the rubble. “And if it was?”

I’d already said more than I wanted. “Doesn’t matter.”

“Go on, Margaret.”

There was a stiffness to him, and I knew he didn’t actually want to hear. He was pretending to care, but he didn’t know how. And I was so tired, and I thought—Just say it. Get it all out, and have done with it. “She chose to leave us. Didn’t she? She could have stayed, if she wanted, but she didn’t.”

Now he’d looked up. “How do you mean?”

“For God’s sake,” I said. “She took her own life, is how I mean.”

A sharp breath. “No, Margaret, she didn’t.”

My immediate urge was to push back my chair and leave. Go out into the woods and not come back. I couldn’t stand him any longer. Of course she’d killed herself; everyone knew it, and I couldn’t stay and listen to him deny it, as if this were one of his folk stories, a thing he could twist in the telling. I put my head in my hands.

“It’s the truth.”

“Alright,” I said, into the table. “What happened, then? How did she die?” When he didn’t say anything, I sat up and looked at him. “Well?”

He rubbed first one cheek, then the other, with the back of his hand, knuckles smudging the dirt. “I can’t explain it, Margaret. You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

Of course I laughed. Then I got up, and said I was going to bed, he could clear up the mess himself, and cook his own supper, because I wasn’t hungry.

As I got to my bedroom, he said, “I’ll tell you, then. Sit back down and I’ll tell you.”

But I was so tired—so angry—so brimming with the utter pointlessness of it all, of me here with him, of whatever false reality he’d built himself.

“Tomorrow, then,” he said; and when I shook my head, “I owe it to her. To give you the truth, even if you don’t believe it. But she didn’t leave you, Margaret. I know what they all say—but she loved you. She loved both of us. She’d never have chosen to go.”
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Day 52


I’d planned to stay in bed until my father went out, today being Tuesday. But he came to knock on my door, and said, “I am making you an egg.” When I didn’t answer, he said he would give me five minutes, and if I wasn’t out he’d come in, and we could talk like that. So I thought it the lesser evil just to go out there. In any case, I felt better for a night’s rest, more able to handle his delusions. Because I’d convinced myself, before I fell asleep and again this morning—lying in bed staring up at the trees and trying to work out from fragments of sky whether it would be sunny today, or muggy and overcast—that’s what they were. He was deluded, senile, not all there. Whatever you want to call it. Mad. I felt quite calm about it, having suspected it most of my life; in fact it was almost a relief, to finally have it confirmed.

He’d boiled the egg, and cut toast into soldiers, which is what he used to make for supper when my mother was unwell, and he forced to take charge. (I used to think it was all he knew how to cook, which was more or less right, because since then he has only expanded into soups, and the unspeakable concoctions he calls scrambles.) I was hungry, having missed supper, so I ate it quickly, and he sat opposite in his suit and watched me.

When I’d finished, he asked if I wanted a second egg; and when I thanked him, said, “I’ve only cooked the one. But there’s water still in the pan.”

I said in that case I wouldn’t bother, and he said, “Please yourself.” I thought we would get to it then. But he lapsed back into silence, except for his fingers drumming the arm of his chair, be-dum be-dum, like a heartbeat. It was particularly aggravating, when all I wanted was for him to say the thing, whatever it turned out to be. For maybe a minute, it felt longer, that’s all there was: the tapping, and the stuffy sound of his breath, the odd plip of water into the sink—that alone was enough to unhinge me. I thought, For God’s sake get on with it! And was opening my mouth to express it, or something even more impatient, when he suddenly said, “We’ll talk one time, today, and that’s the end of it. I don’t want this to—” He waved a spiral in the air. “I’ll tell you, and if you’ve questions I’ll do my best to answer them, but I won’t keep coming back to it. Understand?”

Already I could feel how awkward it would be, if we had to do it like this: face-to-face, meeting or avoiding each other’s eyes. I said, “Perhaps I will make another egg,” and got up and put the pan on the heat, and went to the egg basket. I chose the smallest, that I could close my fingers fully around. I wanted to look at him, because it was excruciating to wait and not know when it might come, whatever it was; but I knew if I did, it would only be more unbearable.

Eventually the water began to boil, and I put the egg on a spoon and slipped it in; and he said, “You’ve never asked me where I go, every Tuesday.”

The moment he said it, I knew the answer. It was so obvious, suddenly—because where else could he possibly have to go, wearing a suit? I said, “To the church. To visit her.”

“Not the church.”

I rolled my eyes at the bubbling pan. “The churchyard, then.”

“No,” he said, “not there either. Not that grave they made me put her in.” He hesitated, and even with my back to him I could tell there was something else, that he was almost but not quite saying. I did look at him then, over my shoulder. He had my wooden egg cup between flat palms, was rolling it back and forth. “I went once, the night after they buried her. I fetched her out and took her where they can’t get at her.”

I thought, Well, here it is. I took the pan off the heat and went to the table, and carried my chair round to sit beside him, and leant forward and put my hand on his. Very gently, I said, “And where do you think you took her?”

He snatched his hand away, the egg cup skidding across the table. “For Christ’s sake, Margaret! You’d have me in the madhouse. Let me get past seventy at least.” I started to say something, about grief and muddled recollections, but he cut me off. “I know what I did. You think a man could invent a thing like that?” And he shook his head, and said again, “For Christ’s sake.”

“Alright,” I said, thinking it best to play along. “But where did you put her?”

“I won’t say it,” he said. “But you can come with me and see.” He got out of his chair, and got his cap. “Well?”

“Right now?”

“Now’s when I go.”

“But”—I got to my feet—“I thought you wanted to tell me what happened. What you think happened, that wasn’t—that wasn’t her—” I hadn’t the boldness to speak it, in the clearness of morning, without the anger thumping through me.

“We’ll get to that.” He looked at my clothes. “Have you nothing better?”

My dress was checked cotton, perfectly presentable. “It all needs washing.” But he only stood there, saying nothing, and after a moment I said, “I suppose I have a shawl.” He nodded, so I went to get it. Then we went out, and for the first time since I came to live here he locked the front door. I’d thought the key lost, to time or the Lodge’s general detritus; but it is the same one he uses for his tower, that he keeps on a cord around his neck.

We must have made a picture as we went through the trees, he in his Sunday finest, I swaddled as if it were the middle of winter, but instead of snow it was only sunlight falling through branches, and little flies buzzing in circles, pollen in the air, the occasional twig or seed-pod dropping. The undergrowth was high about us, and at first I thought, Ha, so he is making it up as he goes; but I realized we weren’t having to trample it nearly as much as we should, when it came up above our waists, and were following a sort of path through the ferns and nettles. And in a few minutes we came to the small clearing that has the apple tree in its centre. He stopped walking and pointed. “There.”

“You planted it,” I said—because I could see now it was out of place, a squat apple among the tall oaks and hornbeams. It was a little over twice my height, and laden with fruit, the ground beneath it covered in windfalls. The air smelled brown and shrivelled.

“You don’t pick them,” I said.

“No, and nor should you. They’re for the birds.”

He meant the magpies. I looked around, because they have a habit of arriving on cue, but he shook his head. “They’re giving us peace. They’ll come once we’re done.”

There was a stump, an uprooted one he must at some point have dragged out of the woods as a stool, and he sat on it and took off his cap and held it between his knees, and bent his head. It felt indecent to watch, so I looked at the tree, then the patterns of branch and sky above.

After a while he sat up, which I took to mean I was allowed to speak—although I didn’t quite know what to say. “Her body—” But then I thought, We will be on steadier ground with the tree. “You planted it for her?” Was she fond of apples? I couldn’t remember.

“It didn’t seem right,” he said, “without something to mark it.” He gave a short laugh. “It’s not as if I could put a cross.”

“You didn’t want people to know.”

“Well, that and she’d have clawed her way out, to tear it down.” He shooed off a hoverfly with his cap. “I had to fetch her, Margaret. She’d never have wanted to be there. They didn’t want her, either, but Lucille Winther fought them for it, and once she’d won I couldn’t say no.” Another laugh, a hollow one. “What sort of man doesn’t want his God-fearing wife buried in the fierce love of our Lord?”

“So you took a shovel,” I said, “and you went and—” It was too extraordinary to put into words: the idea of him staggering about the woods, lantern in hand, my mother’s corpse over one shoulder, looking for a place to dig.

“There were three of us. I won’t say who, and you wouldn’t know them anyway. I’d have done it myself, except the coffin was too heavy. Winther wanted a good one. If it were up to me I’d have had nothing but the shroud.”

I almost asked what it was to do with Fabian—but of course he’d want to play the beneficent employer, with all the parish watching; and, in any case, the coffin wasn’t what mattered. I tried to think: Had there been a night I’d heard him go out, seen lamplight move past the crack in my curtains? A morning he seemed more than usually worn? Dirt on his trouser knees?

He was watching me. “Do you remember much?”

I assumed he meant in general, about her dying. I said it was confused, that I’d a sense of it, but nothing solid: this happened, then this. Only snatches. A policeman at the table with his hat in his lap; a man in a dark suit taking away one of her dresses, a pair of her shoes. (Him, my father, outside in stockinged feet, beating a frying pan with a ladle as he shouted up into the trees, “Fuck off!” Gong. “Fuck off, you feathered shits!”)

“And her? Do you remember her?”

I didn’t know how to answer. “Hardly at all.”

“Ah.” I think he thought I remembered nothing but the bad, because he said, “She was different, you know, when I met her. Easier. It took a lot to make her fret. It wasn’t until you were born, and she—I couldn’t keep her in. Inside. She kept coming out—here, it was always here—she said her sisters were calling her. She meant the birds. They took on forms, she said, the better to spy on the sinners—that’s what she called them, the good people”—that part he said sarcastically—“of this parish. She thought she was supposed to be up there.” He jabbed a finger skywards. “With them. Not with you and me at home. The doctors told me to take away her shoes, but it didn’t matter, she always found a way. She’d come at night instead, she’d leave you in the cradle and come in her bare feet, and call to them until they roused, and I’d only know she was gone when you woke and cried for milk. Or in the morning, by her dirty feet.”

With a thudding horror I thought: She started the same way. “She was sleepwalking.”

He shook his head. “She was awake. Always awake.”

No, I wanted to say, she wasn’t. That isn’t what it’s like. But I haven’t told him about my own black feet. My newly vivid dreams.

He was still talking. “And then—it was evening, around this time of year, and she went to the churchyard and took off”—he gestured at himself, up and down—“she took it all off, and she got up on somebody’s grave and she set about cursing them all. Loudly, they told me she was screaming—I’d have heard her from the Lodge, but I was over Ubbeston way that night, after poachers—anyway, she named one after another of them and laid something dreadful on each. She said—later she said—if she could only have done enough of the bastards it would have worked, she’d have been allowed her form, her bird form, and that would have been it. But he got her down too soon for that.”

“Bolingbroke?”

“The rector? He’d not have dared. No: Winther. And some of his men, no doubt.”

“She should have cursed him too.” I meant it.

“Ah, well, she did. Told him he’d get sick. Not in his body—his mind, and not all at once; it would sneak up on him. He’d forget things, find it hard to follow a thought to the end, and little by little he’d lose his grip on the world.”

You can imagine how that was to hear. I had to hold up a hand, to stop him talking, and run my mind over what he’d said in case I’d got it wrong.

“What?” he said. “Have you a stomach-ache?”

I said it was just that it was incredible, that she’d cursed him and it had worked. I was thinking: All this time, when I told myself he’d no reason to hate me, it was only that I was an encumbrance, an extra mouth when he’d a whole Wilderness to feed—or else an embarrassment, servant stock at the dinner table—all this time, that was why. Why my mother never came to Snare House when he was home. Why I’ve never been allowed to mention her in Fabian’s presence, and why, on hard-boiled days, I’d catch him looking at me—me in particular—as if he ought to be allowed to hurt me, and was furious he couldn’t.

More than that, I was thinking: She was one. Of course I’d known people said it—but I’d never thought about her doing proper magic, the sort of magic I could halfway feel in me. I hadn’t once thought, Fabian was right to call her that. But she was a witch. She was.

“No,” my father was saying, “no, it wasn’t like that. Not a real curse. Not like you mean. He was never all there, not since the war. She saw it, that’s all, and played on it. She knew where to get him.” He looked particularly old and grave. “They said it was a mania, and she should go to Bedlam, but I told them it would kill her. I said I’d see to her, I was her husband and she was mine to take care of. And I did. I sat with her day and night, I brushed her hair, I gave her sips of water—she wouldn’t open her mouth wider than a whisker—and hard-boiled yolks, I mashed them in a bowl and fed them to her on your little spoon. You were, oh, three, four. Still small. And in a few weeks she was sensible again, and they left us alone. But she was changed. You wouldn’t have known it to talk to her, she looked normal enough, she could carry on a conversation—but she wasn’t the same. She said it herself, she never felt entirely easy. There was something always niggling at her, like she’d put something down and forgotten to pick it up. She never felt at home. Although she was a good mother to you, and a good wife to me, and I couldn’t complain. And then a few months later it happened again. She cut off all her hair—she kept saying birds do not have hair, it was pulling her down, keeping her earthbound. And she’d say you weren’t her child”—he grimaced—“you understand, it wasn’t her speaking but the illness. And the next time you were hers after all, only a witch as well, an infant-witch, and the world would be too cruel to you, she had no way to keep you safe but to give you back to the earth and trees—”

A chill, as if inside me a cloud had slid over the sun. He’d wadded his cap into a ball, was passing it back and forth between his hands. “You don’t need to hear all this. I shielded you from it as best I could, and it happened less, you know, as you got bigger, and I began to think she was cured. Near enough. There were little things, even in winter she had to have a window open; but mostly cured. Well, that’s what I thought. But of course she sickened again. And then—” He clasped his hands, still holding the cap, between his knees, and I knew we were coming to the meat of it.

“You’ll remember it was autumn. Proper autumn, come early if anything. Cold, damp. Good weather for mushrooms.” A grunt of a laugh. “Anyway. Winther was het up, because it was nearly pheasant season and we’d a job on our hands keeping folk out. They knew they’d only a week or two, and they wanted in first, while there were plenty about and they were still half tame. We had some set-tos, he thought I wasn’t doing enough, said my leg”—he gestured to it—“was making me slow, and stupid, because if you listened to him the poachers were outwitting us time and again. If he’d had his way I’d have been digging traps for grown men, and leaving them there to rot. He’d taken to going out with a gun himself, hoping to spot one.” Another short laugh. “He wouldn’t have it, that he’d bought too many eggs, and they knew for miles around, and were coming from miles around to steal from him. He had me out all hours of the day and night, walking the bounds, shouting out warnings. Your mother was sure I’d be shot. She used to say, Thomas, if they can argue a pheasant is a partridge—that’s what they plead, if they’re brought before the magistrate in September: they swear blind there was a partridge, only they missed and caught the pheasant by mistake—what’s to stop them shooting you and saying they thought you were a pheasant, and no one will do a thing about it. So I always walked in the open, and with a lantern, even if it was full moon. Of course they all scarpered when they saw me coming. It suited me, because I wasn’t being shot at, and anyway we’d too many of the bloody birds, I’d rather a chap took one for his children than have it go to one of Winther’s cronies. Sometimes I’d shoot into the air, or take a potshot at something, a pigeon or what have you, to give them fair warning. That, and make it sound like I was doing something.”

He took a breath. I didn’t think I’d ever heard him say so much at once—more in this one conversation than he usually would in a month, or that’s what it felt like. I couldn’t tell if it was catharsis, things he’d been waiting a decade to say aloud, or just his way of delaying the inevitable.

“That night,” he said, and I thought, Oh, we are nearly there, then. “The night she died. That’s where I was. Out. When I got back it was nearly morning, and you were tucked up in bed, and she was gone. She’d left a note, saying where, but I hadn’t found it yet. I’d only been back five minutes when there was a hammering at the door, and it was Lucille Winther, and a constable, and that weasel they have as butler, with a lantern.”

“Groves,” I said, and he flapped a hand: doesn’t matter.

“She asked, ‘Is Margaret sleeping,’ and I told her you were, and she told me to come outside, and said, ‘You should sit, Thomas,’ and I knew then what it was. She looked stricken half to death herself. I said, ‘Just tell me plainly,’ and she said she was sorry, and they had found a body. She was shaking, for all that she had her furs on, and they were telling her she ought to go back, leave this for the police, that she’d catch a chill. But she kept saying no, she should be the one to tell me. Her teeth were”—he juddered a finger up and down beside his jaw—“I thought they might come loose in her head, and it was brisk but it wasn’t that cold, I thought it must be the shock. I got her some whisky. Then she said she’d like to sit down, and could we go to the sycamore, to the log. So we did. And she told me she’d been to us already that evening, to see your mother, because she’d learned Winther had been talking about getting someone younger in, who’d do better with the poachers; he’d been asking in the village, were any young men wanting a job, and Lucille was furious, that he’d gone about it like that, so we might hear from anyone what he was planning. That we might be asked to leave. And she’d come to tell your mother it wasn’t settled yet, and she, Lucille, would make it right, and we weren’t to worry. Well, you know your mother. The moment she heard that, she fetched her coat, and told Lucille, ‘Stay here with Margaret, in case she wakes, and I will go and speak to him.’ Of course Lucille did everything she could to talk her out of it, and in the end your mother backed down, said she’d wait for morning. And Lucille went home, and that was that. But hours later, when they were all in bed over there, the doorbell rang, and it was a sergeant. They’d had reports of a disturbance, shouting and screams, in the woods on the estate, and he wanted to know had they heard anything. Which they hadn’t; and he said it was probably nothing, and to go back to bed. But she, Lucille—she said something made her get dressed and set off back to us, just to make sure all was well. But she was only half across the lawn when a constable came running, that same one who was there with us now, and said she’d to stop, he couldn’t let her go further, because they’d found a body, right at the edge of the woods, and if she went any nearer she’d have sight of it.”

A blackbird called from the thickets; another, further off, called back. I thought, I can’t have slept through that. Part of me must remember. Shouts and screams; later, the door shuddering beneath Lucille’s fist.

My father had a distant look, as if he were back under the sycamore, being told again his wife was dead. “The birds were singing,” he said, “by the time she’d finished—when she was done telling me. The sun was coming up, and still that idiot was there with his lantern, holding it up, as if a candle were any use, now we could make out each other’s faces. And Lucille Winther—she wanted me to say something, she kept saying, ‘It is alright not to cry, this will take time, we will help you, I will do all I can’—you know how she is, she couldn’t leave me be.” He shook his head. “All I could think of was you indoors, waking and wanting her, and I’d have to tell you she wasn’t coming back.”

That I did remember. My father the giant, coming stooped through my low turret doorway, sitting hunched on my bed, patting my knee through the covers. Margaret, there has been an accident. Never standing fully straight again.

He was looking up at me from his stump, as if expecting something—though he still hadn’t told me what he believed had happened, that wasn’t her going off into the woods to shoot herself. But when I opened my mouth to say as much, he held up a hand. “I’m nearly done. But there’s something else, that won’t be easy to hear. You’ll hate me for it, probably, but better that than you think bad of her.” He drew breath; then: “It was me that did it.”

The hornbeam branches caught a breeze, trembled the shade. “You mean you could have stopped her. If you’d been home.”

“I mean,” he said, “I was out with my gun, and I ran into her and shot her dead.” As that was sinking in, he said, “Of course she was a magpie at the time.”

“A magpie,” I said, and he glared at me.

“Don’t give me that, Margaret. I told you, I’d take shots at things as I went. Pigeons and rabbits and whatnot. The odd knot in a trunk. That night it was a magpie. I thought I’d missed—it flew away—but then they found your mother. Naked, at the edge of the woods, and a bullet wound here.” He tapped his chest.

All the things I’d imagined him saying, lunatic things, and I hadn’t considered anything approaching this. Somehow I managed to get out, “Of course there was a wound. She shot herself.”

He shook his head. “If she’d shot herself, there’d have been a gun. There wasn’t, not by her, nor anywhere near. And that magpie—you remember the one that used to come, when she was out? It tapped at the window to be let in. But it hated you. Don’t you remember? It would dive at you if you stepped outside. Great ugly thing, size of a crow.”

“That was a crow.”

“No,” he said. “Magpie. You were terrified of it, you wouldn’t go to school. Well, after your mother—after she died, it never came back.”

For a moment, then, the carpet of rotting apples looked to be moving. Crawling with larvae, hollow with worms. Finally, I said, “They’d have known. If you did it. They’d have investigated. They wouldn’t have said she did it herself, if she didn’t even have a gun.”

“Hmm,” he said. “They thought she’d done it some other way.”

“But”—I was trying to be patient, but it was like getting blood from a turnip—“you already said there was a wound.”

“Aye. There was. But there were … disagreements. Over that. The way they found her, they thought—they said it wasn’t possible to tell.”

“What do you mean, the way they found her?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it again. At last, he said, “There’s some things you don’t need to know.”

But I could tell that was just what he thought he should say. Again, the sense he’d been waiting a long time, in his own way, to talk. “You can’t tell me half of it. I’m not a child anymore, you don’t need to keep things secret.” And, when he still looked uncertain, “You said you’d answer my questions.”

He clucked his tongue, then he sighed. “She wasn’t all there. When they found her. Her chest—they shouldn’t have shown me, but they did. I told them I was a gamekeeper, I’d seen worse.” He puffed out his cheeks. “It was—like a deer at the side of the road. They’d a theory it was wild animals. Foxes, badgers. But that constable who found her, he swore it was magpies. Dozens of them, tearing at her, tearing her to—” I suppose the horror was showing in my face, because he stopped dead, and said, “I did say you shouldn’t hear it.” I gestured for him to keep going. “Anyway, I pointed out the wound. But they said that was animals, too. As if I didn’t know a bullet hole! But they’d made up their minds she did it to herself. Poisoned herself, something like that. They said she’d gone out with no clothes on, and that proved she was unwell; and she’d threatened to do it. Not often, but enough.” He paused. “And there was the note.”

“The note?”

“Aye,” he said, “I found it later that morning. Saying she’d gone to see Winther. That bloody woman”—it took me a moment to realize he meant Lucille—“she hadn’t talked her out of it at all. But she wasn’t much of a writer, your mother. She’d never have managed his name. She put, Gone to God. That was it.” He shook out the cap, put it back on his head. “I took it to them, the police—stupid, I wasn’t thinking, because what were they going to say? But I thought I’d tell them that’s what we called him, and about the magpie, and they’d have to see, she hadn’t hurt herself, it was me who’d done it. I told them to arrest me, but they thought I was cracked, mad with grief. They told me to go home, and take care of my family, of you, and not keep on with all this, or they’d have to arrest me after all.”

I had a sense of the world rotating about me, like the inside of a pocket-watch: things clicking into place. Gone to God. “You’re certain it was a gun wound?”

“I’ve seen enough of them, Margaret. More than those boys will in a lifetime.”

“Then”—I felt like Lucille, that night, shaking from the inside out, I could barely keep my voice steady—“what about Fabian?”

“Oh, he was very sorry, of course he was. Insisted on paying for the funeral. The undertakers, all that. And he said we hadn’t to leave after all, we could stay as long as we needed.” A wry look on his face. “Lost his taste for shooting, I reckon. He was already planning to let it all go wild, and what good would a gamekeeper be then? And I’m sure that wife of his was saying, ‘Be charitable, or I’ll—’”

I put up a hand to stop him. “That’s not what I meant. I meant—she was going to see him, Fabian, and she was angry, maybe shouting, and she was right at the edge of his land—”

“She was on his land,” he said. “This is all his land.”

I nodded, yes, yes, but. “Think about it. He’s out, looking for poachers, or maybe he’s imagining how he’ll let it go wild, I don’t know, and suddenly there she is, maybe she’s threatening him, and she’s already cursed him once, and he’s afraid—and you said yourself he’d taken to going about with his gun. I’m not saying it was on purpose”—though I was thinking it—“but—couldn’t he have done it?”

“What?” he said. “No. Not him. I already said it was me.”

“You shot a bird.” I was telling myself, So that’s why they took me in. Why he’s still at the Lodge, when he hasn’t worked in years. All this time I’d thought it was a debt of honour from some Flanders field. An autumn night, a figure in the trees, naked, ranting—maybe it wasn’t even conscious thought. The edge of one, maybe. Say it was a partridge.

Of course he’d paid for the coffin.

“I did it, Margaret. Believe me or don’t, it’s up to you, but I’m the one who’s had to live with it. Don’t you think I’d rather it was someone else?” He got to his feet.

“If you hadn’t shot the bird,” I said, “would you think it was Fabian?”

“If I hadn’t shot the bird she’d not be dead.”

“But if she was. If you hadn’t done it, and they’d found her there, with what you say was a gunshot wound. At the edge of his land. On his land.”

He looked at me levelly. Then he said, “Winther was always a rotten shot.” And he set off across the glade towards the Lodge, quite determinedly for a man with a limp, and without looking back.
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Day 53


A dream, in which everything is dark and I am screaming. No edge to it, no sense of scale, no up, no down. Only endless dark, and scream. It twists up my long gullet, over my tongue. My lips hard like shell: in the darkness I snap them, snip snip, I cut the scream into syllables, assemble them into words, I don’t understand but I know the shape of them, a language spoken in a former life. Snip, snip. The scream flutters around me like confetti.

At the tip of my top lip, a protrusion: a useful thing, a chisel or auger. I aim it at the darkness, its vaulted smoothness—the hint of a fissure, like a wrong step on a frozen lake—the darkness creaks and flows. We are underwater, the scream and I, under the ice—I turn and turn and the darkness churns. A crack—I lever myself into it—a gush, and the darkness disgorges me.

A night sky, stars, drifting wisps of cloud, a moon round as a dinner plate, a square church tower, tall shadows of trees. The air has a chill, it is damp leaves and fungus. Stone beneath me. Watchers huddled at the fringes, but when I look straight at them they are only shadows. The words of the scream turn to patterns, phrases. Subtle malice, ill intent. Things to loathe and ward against, to crush like shiny beetles, drown or burn and bury deep.

A flurry of wings, and a magpie flaps down from the steeple. It cocks its head at me. You can stop all that, it says. That isn’t how it works.

How what works, I try to say, but only a scream comes out.

It hops from side to side. You’re just like her, it says, and look where that got her.

There is a clap—a shot—and it falls down on the grass with a dark hole in its breast; twitches; dies.
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Day 54


I take out the yellow baby. Pinch its fat little limbs, press a fingernail into its groin. I whisper to it, and picture Fabian tapping his ears, shaking his head as if madness is a thing he can dislodge. Every memory of the past ten years I reimagine. Over and over, in idle moments and otherwise, so my father tells me, Watch out, duzzy woop, or you’ll set that pan alight, and other dire warnings. But I am thinking how it might have been, with her there. The apron mother, the one with yarn and a hat full of berries.

I’d have carried on at the village school, and might have had friends, real friends and not just Joanie. Learned to cook, and bake, and darn. Known the difference between herbs and weeds. Lived in a house that didn’t smell or leak, with a floor that wasn’t newspaper. I might have had a sister. Maybe a brother. In the village they wouldn’t stare, or if they did I wouldn’t mind, because she’d have taught me not to. I’d know things, real things not from books, how to let blood or deliver a baby. Nobody would have tried to send me to Wales, she’d have torn them in two. When Joanie left for France, she’d have seen my aching and distracted me with chores, and on nights I couldn’t stop the tears, held me, and sung old songs I knew in my deepest self, and told me everything would be well, in the end and in the morning too. If Joanie hurt me she’d have talked to Lucille, and made it right; and if she did it again she’d have taken the axe to her and dug her into the vegetable beds in place of bonemeal.

Sometimes a part of me says, But you’d never have known Joanie, not like you do. But there is always an equal part of me that says, Good.
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Day 55


I want to know why he was never investigated. Because of who he is? Maybe he threw his weight around, pulled some strings. Maybe everyone knows except my father and me, only it suits them not to speak out. Does Gladys know? Maybe they’re glad he did it. Maybe when they see me, they think, He should have done the daughter, too. Finished the job. Everyone knows witchcraft passes down the female line.

My father is no help. He only says he told me it was him, and if I try to argue he tells me to let it alone, that he said he wouldn’t come back to it. Usually he walks away. (Once, when getting up was too much effort, he pulled moss from the rip in his chair and stuffed it in his ears.) But I don’t let it alone. I want him to admit it can’t be true, that my mother was never a magpie, let alone one he shot. That it’s a story he had to invent so things could stay as they were, and we could keep the Lodge, and his pension; later, so as not to risk my new, more fortunate, life. I tell him about the look Fabian gets when he goes after a pigeon or squirrel, or whatever he’s decided to call vermin so he can shoot it and not feel bad. That even on hard-boiled days, he doesn’t miss as often as you’d think.
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Day 56


I dip the yellow baby head first into salt, into ash from the stove. Leave it on a rock in the midday sun. With the needle I carve a tiny row of scratches, most delicate of marks, down what might pass for spine. I hawk up a mouthful of spit—but none of it feels enough. He’s already being hurt from the inside out. That is my mother’s work; mine has to be from the outside in.

It is all I can do to keep from taking our box of matches to the Meadow. But the woods are drier by the day, and the air tastes like it came from a fire-breather’s lungs, and for all I know I’d set the whole of Suffolk ablaze. Instead I leave the Lodge before the sun is fully up, I drift through speckled dawn, robin trill and beetle chafing, I drift out of the trees and into the grass and crouch and crawl until I find it: secret green. Hope hiding in shade, biding its time. A gentle tug, the soil is flour and sugar, nothing fat, nothing moist, out it comes, shoot and roots and all, I feel them ease away, the channels in the earth they leave behind. I put it in my pocket of beige cotton ticking. I take hope home and put it under my pillow, and think of nothing, nothing, but barren places; and I dream the Meadow is sand dunes and bone, and I alone can cross it, with no water but a hat full of berries.
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Day 57


My mother is cleaning the windows, bucket by her feet, suds running down her arm. Mixing a cake, the bowl wobbling across the table. Face-down in the Meadow, pretending to be a cow and munch the grass. I think she may actually have eaten some, I can picture it sticking out of her mouth. If I hold the apron up to the light, I can still see what might be grass-stains.

All day I hold that picture in my mind: my mother on all fours, the grass around her not lush and green but withered, finished. All day, while I pluck slugs from beanstalks and gather kindling and chop logs and dig potatoes, and mash raspberries and sift them for seeds, and feed and milk the goats and water the beds and fetch more water for the tank, and cook and eat and wash up and cook again—all day I am thinking, Ruin him, ruin him.
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Day 59


I saw Pip today. Not in the village, where I always thought I might run into one of them—in my head it was always Lucille—but here in the woods, or rather, the edge where they meet the Meadow. Where my mother died, though that isn’t why I went. I told myself it was, that I was going for no other reason than to be where it happened, and stand or sit awhile and think of her—but that was an excuse. I wanted to see. See if what I was doing was working: fixing my mind on straw. Picturing rain clouds, and diverting them to Norfolk or Essex, or west towards Cambridge, or out over the Southern Bight. Willing deserts.

As I came out of the trees the sun was starting to go down: the sky rosy, the trunks facing the Meadow lit up copper and peach. The smell of smoke, not from the Lodge but elsewhere on the estate—I thought Sheppard might have set a bonfire—and I had the niggling thought that I could strike a match, on an evening like this, and no one would suspect until too late. I don’t know why I think so much about fire. Maybe everyone does, in this heat. Or maybe it’s just a metaphor for devastation. Fabian’s. Mine.

I scanned the Meadow and the lawn beyond and, judging it clear, was about to go out and search on hands and knees for shoots, or any other treacherous signs of life, when Pip popped out of the grass like a weasel. Right in front of me, so I let out a small scream—or perhaps not so small, because he made a panicked shhh, and glanced over his shoulder, then scuttled towards the trees and beckoned me after him. I thought—it is ridiculous, but in that single moment I convinced myself Joanie had changed her mind, and was sending some message, by Pip of all people, to say she still loved me, that she’d found some way for us to be together. Maybe she was even there already, in some secret part of the estate, the old gatehouse, the smokery, and he’d come to take me to her.

I followed him into the woods, full of nervous expectation. But when we’d got behind an old hawthorn, all he said was, “Your hair’s a funny length. Are you growing it back?” He took an apple from his pocket and rubbed it on his sleeve, as if that would achieve anything save making it dirtier.

My stomach sank. “She’s not here, is she?”

“Joanie?” A pitying look. “She’s in Oxford. Remember?” He bit the apple noisily. “And I won’t tell him. Don’t worry.”

“Tell him what?” Then, because I didn’t want him to know Fabian was even passingly important, “Tell who?”

Through a full mouth he said, “Father. That you’re here.”

“I’m allowed here. It’s where I live.”

“You live”—he pointed—“in there. Just because there isn’t a fence—”

“Put one up, then. It’s all yours anyway, isn’t it? Or it’s going to be.”

He looked stung. “I did try to tell him. I said it wasn’t right, and he ought to be kind—”

Which I couldn’t help but laugh at: the idea Pip of all people might have the slightest influence. He spat a seed on the ground, close enough to my feet that he might have been aiming. “You don’t get to make fun of me. Not now. You’re nothing now.” As if I’d been anything to start with. “Mother thinks—”

“Yes?” But this is what he does: trails off mid-thought, staring at nothing.

After a minute he remembered me, and held the apple out at roughly mouth height, as if I were a horse he were fond of. “Have some. It’s a good one.”

I pushed it away. “Have you at least heard from her?”

Another loud bite. “She wouldn’t write to me, if that’s what you mean. I think Mother went to visit her.”

“When?” Did it make a difference? I didn’t care, I just wanted to know.

“A week ago. Or two. Maybe September?”

“September’s when she left.”

He shrugged. Then: “I thought I’d see you here. If I waited. You’ve come before.”

I stood there stupidly, before remembering I could just lie. “I haven’t!”

“You have. Usually you come at night. In your nightgown. But last week you came in the day. You went out there”—he inclined his head towards the open—“and walked around, and said some things, and then you picked an orchid.” I began to say I’d done no such thing, but he added, “I suppose you didn’t know what it was. You’re not very good at plants, are you? And it wasn’t in flower.”

“I didn’t pick anything.” I said it firmly, because while I was sure it wasn’t a crime to look at someone’s meadow, taking an orchid from it, even if it was only leaves and stalk, seemed less clear-cut. “And why are you such a sneak?”

“I’d only be a sneak if I told someone. And I haven’t. I still—might not.”

It took me a moment to understand. That he knew there was a language for this kind of negotiation, and was trying as best he could to mimic it.

“Tell anyone you like. It’s not illegal to pick a flower. Or walk around, or”—I said this as scornfully as I could—“say things.”

“Okay,” he said. Then, “Your nightgown’s nice.”

He said it in a particular way. And breathing a particular way, a sudden inhalation—I thought instinctively of the barrow.

That was two summers ago. It was hot—not like now, but by usual standards—and I’d wanted to go somewhere private, because Joanie had been talking about sunbathing, and how it was the thing to wear a two-piece but take off the top; all the girls at school were doing it, and she thought we should too, when we next went to Aldeburgh without Lucille. I had said I thought I’d be too pale, and she’d said I shouldn’t worry, that being pale was what made me striking. But I could tell she only half meant it. And I wanted to see what it felt like, being outside with the air on those parts of me. It never used to be anything strange, when we paddled in the brook in just our knickers, or ran around the south lawn trying to catch each other with watering cans, while Lucille and my mother sat in deckchairs wearing Lucille’s hats with the brims pulled down and smoking Fabian’s cigars—but I knew it would be now.

I found a spot behind one of the lengthways stones, that was in sun but hidden from view, and took off my dress—I had my bathing-suit underneath—and spread it out on the grass and sat on it, and when I was confident there was no one about, I undid the straps. I wasn’t brave enough to roll it down. Then I lay back and tried to imagine I was at Aldeburgh, but with skin that was warm and golden, and more beautiful than striking. I had fallen asleep, or almost, when there was a sound, and I opened my eyes and saw him: the other side of the stone, and in a sort of stoop, crouched over himself, so I could only see the top of his bent head, his shoulders shaking slightly, the moss stain on the front of his shirt.

He lifted his head—his eyes were closed, and I remember thinking how long his eyelashes were, and how dark compared with Joanie’s, and feeling a crawling sort of wrong, like I was the one doing the spying—and before I could work out what to do, he opened them and looked straight at me. He didn’t seem perturbed, or embarrassed, he just stared at me, his mouth hanging open a little. Then he made a noise, a grunt and a gasp, like a pig surprised to find it had been turned into a person, but could only speak pig still—and he stared at me a few seconds longer, then put a finger to his lips and said in a croak, “Don’t.”

He fumbled about behind the rock, then he left. And ever since, that’s how I’ve thought of him: a dumb creature trapped in the skin of a man, looking out of his eyes like a window, capable only of piglike things.



Behind the hawthorn, I took a step backwards. I knew it was only Pip, but still: I wanted to be as far away as possible, and without turning my back on him, or running, or giving him any reason to follow me into the trees.

“Where are you going?” he said. “Don’t go.” Then, “It’s funny, isn’t it? Not seeing each other. Do you miss me?”

I thought, Tell him yes, that is safest. But some perverse part of me needed to do what Joanie’s always done, and put him in his place. “I don’t even think about you. I forgot you were even alive.”

“That’s not true,” he said, and because I liked being cruel but also honest, I said it was; that I wasn’t his sister and he wasn’t my friend, and there was no reason for us to see each other, and certainly no reason for him to come out here and lie in wait for me.

He looked more confused than hurt. “Did Joanie tell you to say that?”

“No”—I almost laughed, that he thought he was even passingly what we’d talk about, if we had the chance—“no, it’s just the truth.”

But he shook his head. “You’re nicer than that.”

“I’m not.” Which he seemed to take as self-recrimination, because his eyes went soft, and he held out a hand, fingers splayed, and took a tentative half-step towards me. Again I thought of horses, that this was how he’d come for one that spooked. I thought, In a moment he will start making calming noises under his breath—and that, and the whole absurdity of the scene, meant I did burst out laughing.

“You never used to be like this,” he said accusingly.

“It’s not you,” I said. “Well, no, it is—but, Pip. Listen.” I made my face as serious as I could, when I’d his stupid wounded one to look at. “Let me tell you something. The garden boy with the hurt leg? What’s-his-name, Higgins—”

“Billy,” he said.

“Yes, him. I did it. I was the one who hurt him. I had a…”—I knew if I said sweet he’d never take me seriously—“a figure, like a doll, and I…” A stabbing gesture. “It was, you know. Witchcraft.”

After a moment, he said, “You’re teasing me.”

“I’m not. I wouldn’t, about this. I wouldn’t dare. You know what your father said he’d do to me. What he thinks I am.”

“Everyone knows that’s just his … the way he is.” But he was backing away: slowly, inching, but I could feel him wanting to disappear, melt into the undergrowth like a drab bird or speckled moth.

“Listen,” I said. “What I did to Higgins—Billy—I can do it again. Here”—I pointed to my chest—“or here, or here—or…” Shoulder, cheek. Eye. “I can do it to anyone.” For the first time, I wished I’d kept one of the babies back for him. Although I could make another. The thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but I could. It ought to work. I couldn’t see why it wouldn’t. Probably it didn’t even need to be a sweet.

But the way he was looking at me—backed right up against the hawthorn now, his face hollow and shade—I didn’t think I’d need to.
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Day 60


First Pip; and now today I have had Lucille. I am starting to think Winthers, like bad things, come in threes, and I should expect a visit from Isaac or, God help us, Fabian himself.

It was a little after lunch, and I was washing my father’s unmentionables—I wouldn’t be so coy about it, but his very much are—in the big stone trough beneath the dovecote. The birds had gathered to watch, and laugh at my misfortune, and when they heard Lucille coming they took off, feathers and rattling caws. I didn’t look round. I knew it was her, I could hear her bangles clinking as she came through the blackthorn.

“Margaret?” she said, uncertainly, and when I turned she looked relieved. “Oh! It is you. I thought for a moment—although I knew it couldn’t be.” She shook her head. “When I picture you it’s always with long hair.”

Her own hair was in a turban, and she had a basket over one arm. I said, “I suppose that is the last of my things.” There are several I have been missing, that my father forgot to bring. A little pot of ointment I rubbed into my knuckles in cold weather, before I knew how much worse hard labour would be; various items of clothing. And the spoons, which I don’t particularly want, but the thought of anyone else touching them—Groves using the M to stir his tea, or Pip the J to eat his boiled egg—makes me murderous.

“I’m afraid it’s only Eliza’s buns,” Lucille said. “I had to be devious to get them—but I know you love them.” Her eyes went to the trough, then the things I had already hung up, dripping onto the cracked dirt. “How are you, dear?”

“I’m cleaning my father’s soiled underwear by hand.” She looked as if she didn’t know what to say to that, so I said, “Does Fabian know you’re here?”

She smiled, as if it wasn’t the first time we’d seen each other since he called me a witch and banished me from their house. “Have you a moment? Can we talk?”

The idea of inviting her in was horrifying. For a moment I stood there, flailing for some alternative—the sycamore log? The broken bench near the henhouse?—but then I thought, Why not let her see? If she knew how bad it was she might do something to help me, or at least give me money. So I said, “I’ve done the best I can with it,” and held the door open.

If she was appalled, she didn’t show it. She walked straight in without flinching, and looked around as if visiting some historic building—that is, politely interested but without any particular judgement—then put her basket on the table, and said, “Shall I make tea?”

“I’ll do it,” I said, and she looked around again, and after the slightest hesitation took my wooden chair; though it looks as if it might fall apart at any moment, it is still less daunting than my father’s armchair, which thanks to its many broken springs gives the impression it might swallow you whole. When I turned to put the kettle on the stove, I had the sense she was absorbing it all with a dull sort of horror—but when I glanced back at her she was looking at me, and smiling still.

“It’s good to see you, dear. I ought to have come sooner, but there were—negotiations, you know, things to be ironed out. You look well.” Which she only ever says when someone looks a fright. “How have you been?”

I thought, How do you suppose I’ve been, in this place you fought so hard to get me out of? The sight of her, the smell of her perfume, her clean, unsmoky clothes—imagine: soap flakes! We have a single cracked bar that does for laundry and bathing alike—even hearing her speak drove home, more sharply than at any point since I’d arrived, how far I’d fallen. I felt a great surge of rage, as if I might hoist the kettle and dash it like some medieval weapon against her skull. Fortunately it is an enormous cast-iron thing, and when it is full it is all I can do to lift it; so I kept my back to her and listened to the birds chattering outside, and thought of all the things I couldn’t say, not if I wanted her charity. Why didn’t you stand up for me? Why did you let him send me here? For the first time, I thought: Do you know what he did? Have you known all along?

“Margaret? Is everything alright?”

“Not really, no.” I thought it would come out tight and squeezed, and she would know how much I was holding back; but it just sounded flat.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Lucille said, after a moment—I think she’d been expecting me to elaborate. “If there’s anything I can do—”

Of course she didn’t mean it. But something, the perverse little imp in me, made me turn, and say, “Actually, there is. Wales. My teaching post.” As if I didn’t know from Gladys that was out of the question. “I’d like to go.”

I watched as Lucille rested her forearms on the table, and just as quickly removed them. (Where other people’s tables are waxed or polished, ours has a permanent stickiness that refuses to be dislodged by scrubbing or spirits.) She slid a stray bangle towards her elbow. “I’m afraid Fabian wrote and resigned it on your behalf. Weeks ago, now.”

“You didn’t ask.” I wanted to sound hurt, maybe a little outraged. Mostly hurt.

“It isn’t as if you were there to ask. And, dear, if we’re being honest, I don’t think your heart was in it. Was it?”

“I’d have gone.” Though I was almost certain I wouldn’t. “You’d have been properly rid of me then. Wouldn’t that have been better? For her?”

It was the first time I’d ever heard her laugh like that, at anyone. Isaac does, all the time, and Fabian—but not Lucille. “It’s a little late, Margaret, for you to talk about what’s in her interest.” As if in all this it were Joanie who’d been the injured party. Then she said, more gently, “What’s done is done. I didn’t come to go over that.” She pulled from the basket a cloth bundle I took to be the buns, and then some papers, which she held out, so I went and took them. They were various documents: my exam certificates; the certificate of baptism with Bolingbroke’s scrawl; a slip headed, in thick red type, CERTIFICATE OF REGISTRY OF BIRTH. Lucille touched my arm, very lightly. “I kept them safe, with the children’s.”

I went back to the counter, and stared at the eyes in the timber until they winked.

Presently, when the kettle was starting to pop and hiss, Lucille said, “There was something else. Something I wanted to talk to you about.” She looked very grave, and I thought, suddenly: She is going to tell me the truth, about what happened. Something she has half suspected for years, and only now found the nerve to put into words. “You see, Fabian—” My stomach contracted, and the kettle whistled.

I scraped it off the heat. “Go on.”

“Please.” She gestured at the teapot. As I poured, she said, “That night—” I could barely keep from splashing it everywhere; but then: “What he said about you. And your mother—he didn’t mean to hurt you.” And I realized she only meant the party. “It was a cruel thing to bring up, but you know how he gets. The evening, the stress of it—all those people; and then the two of you! It was humiliating for him. But he doesn’t really believe in … any of that.”

As if Fabian were secretly a rational person, who would never make public accusations of witchcraft, or be plausibly thought to have taken a gun to the woods in the middle of the night and shot dead his gamekeeper’s wife. I thought: If I asked you what really happened, would I be able to tell? Would your face change, or your voice grow faint?

I didn’t ask. I was afraid to, I wanted to go on believing she didn’t know, that he’d somehow kept it from her. I stirred the leaves, the spoon clinking on the teapot’s mouth, and put on the lid, and said, “How is Fabian? The drought must be hard for him.”

“Heartbreaking,” Lucille said at once, “when he’s worked so hard, and with such good intentions.” The briefest of pauses. “But of course he will weather it, he always does, he’s so determined! That’s just his nature. It will take more than a bit of sun to knock his spirits.” And she gave another laugh, not cruel but the trilling one she puts on when someone like Mrs. Terence Brown makes a remark she’s obliged to find funny.

I took the pot to the table, with the jug of goat’s milk and the two cleanest cups. This is the problem with having only one dining chair: it makes no allowance for guests. I sat on the very edge of my father’s armchair, so as not to be swallowed, but it was immediately clear neither of us could see the other—I was far too low, and my view was only table, and a little of Lucille’s forehead, and I’m sure that is all she could see of me—and I began to get back up, but Lucille said, “I’ll come round, shall I?” And picked up her chair and brought it over to mine. As she sat down I started to laugh, at the absurdity—who in the world has only one chair?—and she laughed too, and for a moment I forgot about Fabian, and it felt like we were both exactly who we used to be. And Lucille poured the tea, though it hadn’t had long enough and came out horribly pale even before the milk, and leant forward on the creaking chair and took both my hands in hers, and said, “Darling, I have been thinking about it and I think you ought to marry Pip.”

I stared at her. Then I said, “But he hasn’t asked me.” As if that were the impediment.

She smiled. “I don’t believe the thought’s occurred to him. Not that he’d be averse to it. You know he’s always adored you. And I don’t think—I don’t think your situation will bother him the way it would most men.” She was looking down at our hands, turning mine over, noticing and then pretending not to my dirty fingernails. “You could do a lot worse, you know. He’s a sweet, sweet boy. And I think—I really think the two of you would do well together. He needs a sensible wife, you could help him with all that. Manage the estate—” She looked up at me.

All I could see was his face above the barrow stone: eyes screwed shut, mouth sagging. “I don’t love him,” I said.

Lucille sighed. “Il cor piagato un bel sì dicendo va. I’m going to put it plainly, darling—sometimes we don’t have the luxury. Besides, you’re fond of Pip, aren’t you? Fond enough? And marrying in love is no guarantee the love will last.” I wondered if she was thinking of Fabian. Although Joanie always maintains she married for money, and he for the bohemian intrigue, so maybe love never came into it. “Listen,” Lucille went on, “there’s no need to decide right away. It’s a big decision, and I’ve sprung it on you. But will you”—she squeezed my hands—“will you at least consider it?”

For a moment I did. I really considered whether I could bear it. It’s not as though I haven’t thought about this. Not Pip, never Pip, but I’m not unrealistic; I’ve always known one or both of us might have to take a husband eventually. I just always thought it would be later. That we’d have a chance first to be the two of us, before the world began to raise its eyebrows. Even marrying Isaac, and that would be bad enough, if it happened now, before Joanie and I could spend even one night together—I knew what it would mean. She’d be a sister to me, and not even a close one: one who visited twice a year, at Christmas and with the children in the summer, and we’d kiss each other’s cheeks as lightly as we could and pretend there had never been anything, and when people discovered we’d grown up together they’d wonder what had happened to make us so stiff and unfamiliar. And in the end we’d find our way back to comfortable, and we’d joke with each other and put our arms around each other’s waists, and it would be as if we really were sisters, in law at least, who’d come over time to be thick as thieves. And we’d die old women, and good friends, who wrote each other letters about gardens and grandchildren and parochial events and forgot almost entirely what it was to ache for each other with our whole hearts.

I felt terribly sad then, as if I were that old woman already. A deep, worn-in regret, that I’d been so impatient, when we were young, that I’d tried to hurry her and driven her away. How different things might have been if I’d waited one more day, for Thorpeness, the way Lucille had told me.

I said, “Did you know?”

She let go of my hands and sat back, and put her own hands in her lap. Then she said, with a half-smile, “Was there anything to know?”

As if there had never been anything of substance, any moment when it was Joanie touching me, her kissing me; her telling me we didn’t have to be apart.

“She loves me.” In that instant I almost still believed it.

Lucille gave a small sigh. “Dearest, she told me what happened. It wasn’t what you think.”

“She hasn’t told you the truth! Of course she hasn’t, how could she?”

“She told me you kissed. Once, in your bedroom, before she went away. And you talked about moving to London together—but that was just in the moment, with the moonlight—you know how passionate Joanie gets about even the smallest things. It felt like the right thing to say, so she said it. She wasn’t thinking. She thought you’d know—” She leant in again, bangles sliding. “Darling. I don’t want to hurt you. She encouraged you, I see that. But she didn’t mean to. She was—not playing, quite, but you might call it practising. Plenty of girls do. And then she didn’t know how to let you down.”

“We kissed again. At the party.”

“She didn’t want a scene.” As if I’d have made her fight me off, shout for help. “And she wrote to you, yes? She told you it was never—never that sort of love?”

“Never…” But I said it quietly, under my breath. Did I glance towards my bedroom? I’m sure I must have. “How do you know she wrote?”

“She did, didn’t she?”

My bed, my pillow. The shiny flat paper, fold pressed sharp by however many nights. I don’t know. I wish. I’m just so sorry.

Lucille said, “Well, then.” She adjusted her turban, and got to her feet. “I’ve done my best. Let me know when you’ve come to a decision.”

“About Pip?” I laughed. “I’m not going to marry Pip.”

“What will you do, then? Ask yourself that, Margaret. What will you do with the rest of your life? Stay here, like this?”

“No,” I said. “I’ll go somewhere else, with Joanie.” I said it mostly to shock her, and it worked, because her lips thinned and she picked up her basket and left, letting the door slam behind her, which is not like Lucille.

But it was the truth as well. I ate one of Eliza’s buns, and then I went to my room and took out the letter; though I knew it by heart I had to make sure.

She never says she doesn’t love me. She doesn’t say it anywhere.
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Day 61


Today when I took out the yellow baby I didn’t give him the needle but dropped him into my tea. I watched him slip to the bottom, the tea begin to cloud around him, a bubble rise to the surface; then I thought, But they could hang me for murder. So I fished him out.

I don’t know when I last slept well. My father swears by the valerian, but all it seems to do is sit in my stomach and make me anxious about having to visit the outhouse, which keeps me awake long enough that it becomes reality. The Veronal is a funny sort of comfort. Not that I’ve taken any, I’m too afraid of getting the dosage wrong: not quite enough for a sleep deeper than dreams, but just enough to let them take hold of me entirely, and make me theirs. But it’s reassuring to have it there, and whenever I visit the cupboard I give the bottle a little tap, as if to say, not yet, but maybe.

Now I know her letter might not mean what I thought it did, I think of her all the time: not miserably, but with a sort of fluttering intensity. My father says, For God’s sake sit still, but I can’t, it is only by moving that I can stop it building in me, whatever it is, like water rising behind a dam. Before bed I brush my shoes clean, and every morning they are dirty—not much, just enough to tell. The magpies look at me as if they know; as if I am at the same time a curiosity and an embarrassment, for which they are reluctantly responsible.
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Day 62


I asked my father for one of his beers, and he gave me half, not with very good grace. I had thought it might do better than tea at making me drowsy, but as soon as I came to bed I could see there would be no rest for an hour or two, because the full moon was directly overhead and it was about as light in my bedroom as it is in daytime.

I think I knew then I would do something. Not what; but I got into bed without taking off my clothes, and lay watching the shadows on my walls, trying to fix them as branches and leaves and not let them twist into hunched figures and faces grinning. I lay there and waited to hear my father go to his tower, and thought about the last time I’d been in such bright moonlight. How this was that same moon, only five moons older; how even now she was only a hundred or so miles south-west, past the hens and the brook and the flat dead fields, with the same moon over her, in the same light, each of us drawing the other like tides, but there was nothing we could do to reach each other, only lie in our beds and think as hard as we could of the other and ache as hard as we could and hope it was enough.

Eventually I heard my father’s door close, and his key in the lock, and the creaking of bedsprings; and I thought, Now I will be a witch. I will do the witchiest things I can, under this full moon, in this cuckoo summer, and get it all out of me. And it was defiance, too. I’ll be a witch if you want me to be. I’ll stick pins in your legs and see if you lame. I’ll throw you on the fire and see if you burn. I will bridle you and mount you and ride you widdershins about the church, and I will take off my clothes and speak in tongues, and climb on the altar and let the devil himself have his way with me. I will curse your children so they might never hold down a job, though they were always lazy; on the mildest nights your milk will sour, and you will lose however many sheep to scrapie, not because they are kept in foul conditions but because of the overwhelming meanness of my magic. Your hens will barely lay, and your bread not rise, though you were never a good baker; I will give you scabies, chronic indigestion; I will make you lose your hair. I will whisper things in your daughter’s ear to make her forget herself, and I will see your land turn dull, your native wildlife desert you, your rare orchids wither; I will take your daughter to your ruined meadow and bed her there, and you will wish you’d never called me witch, that you’d never given me that power.

Of course I didn’t really plan on most of that. I sat at the end of my bed until I heard my father’s snoring through the wall; then I took Joanie’s letter and her hairbrush, and went into the main room, and got the basket we use for eggs, and the box of matches. Then I went out, extremely quietly. I went through the woods to the clearing and took an apple from my mother’s tree, and put it in the basket with the rest; then I came back the other way, past the Lodge—again very quietly, because I could feel the sycamore heavy with birds; they are particularly unsettled when the moon is out—and over the bridge to the village. I went to the churchyard, and my mother’s grave.

For something I have spent ten years avoiding, it wasn’t much. A small headstone, with her name and Wife of Thomas, Mother of Margaret, and the dates. And a short epitaph: La sentenza è pronunziata. Which I don’t think can mean what it sounds; although I seem to remember my father saying Fabian paid for the stone as well as the coffin, so possibly it does. Maybe he thought nobody would know what it meant, if it wasn’t in English. Nobody but Lucille—and again I had to turn away from that thought, because it was too much to bear, the idea she might have known, and all these years talked about my mother the way she has, and never let it show.

I’d thought I’d feel something, seeing her grave. That something would happen in me. But nothing did. Maybe because I knew she wasn’t really there. Maybe I’d never have gone if she was. Someone, I suppose Lucille, had left flowers, irises in a little painted jar. I took them—I’d the vague thought I might press them and send them to Joanie—and put the apple in their place. Then I considered what to do next.

I didn’t see much point in taking off my clothes, but I lay back on a convenient monument (Herbert Lum, in Affectionate Remembrance) and tried to imagine the devil ravishing me. But even the little skin I had exposed kept sticking to the marble, and in any case I wasn’t really sure where to start. So instead I set about gathering a collection of twigs from beneath the yew—they were very dry—and when I had enough, set a little pyre on Herbert Lum and lit it. When it had almost burned down I put on her letter, and said in a pronouncing sort of way, This is lies, all lies.

And I kept saying lies in various silly voices until it lost all meaning.

After that it felt suitable to attempt a spell. I pulled out some of my hair, perhaps a dozen strands—enough to hurt—and wound it into a single thread. Then I took Joanie’s brush, and after the irritating realization I could have taken my own from there, and spared myself the pain, prised out a few golden hairs from among my darker ones, and made those into a thread as well, though they were fluffed up and harder to make neat. I took the two threads and wound them together, and tried to make myself cry so as to have a tear to add; but even when I thought about everything that had happened, and made myself remember the most awful parts—Fabian’s bruising hands; the people stood staring like cattle; Meg, you know I can’t—even then my eyes stayed dry. So instead I scratched at the cut on my fingertip, and squeezed blood onto the hairs until all her blonde had turned dark. And I said in a deep voice, half laughing at myself and half quite serious, “Joan Felicia Hesperides Winther. By the power vested in me by this blood, and this moon, and my bird-aunts, may they stay safe in the skies”—I thought I’d better put that in, in case they were watching—“I lay a charge on you to come back to me, to deny thy father and refuse thy name, to”—at this point I was floundering somewhat—“to enter with me into a union of souls, and forthwith let no man tear us asunder, because we are each other’s true hearts and soulmates, always and forever.” I didn’t quite say amen, but something felt missing without it, so I squeezed more blood out and smeared it on my cheeks, and put a finger in the ash from the pyre and smeared that over the blood. Then I got to my feet and spread out my arms to the moon and made a whooping noise like a gibbon; and at the same time, with every ounce of effort, pictured Joanie, feeling me thinking of her and sitting bolt upright in bed and saying my name into her empty room. And just as I began to feel foolish and wonder if my whoops had been heard in the vicarage, a light came on in one of the upstairs windows, so I hopped down quickly and gathered my basket and fled.

On the way back I stopped at the brook. Some nights, not all but enough, my father wakes to go to the privy, or to see to the birds if they are particularly restless; and difficult as it would be to justify being out at such an hour, I knew it would be twice as hard with marks of sorcery to explain. The water was as black and cool as I’d imagined, soothing on my bare feet. I hitched up my skirt and tucked it in my knickers like when we were little, and crouched to wash my face. Behind the treetops the sky was a stark shocking silver, pooling in the cracks and chinks between dark leaves.

I stood ankle-deep perhaps ten minutes, it might have been longer, until out of nowhere an owl called out, startlingly loud. Another, not far off, called back—and maybe I’d changed my balance, but the pebbles under my right foot shifted, and I felt something slimy and furred before my foot sank further, under the rocks and into mud, silt squeezing between my toes. The water lapping my legs suddenly not just cool but cold, bordering on frigid—for a moment I imagined it was me, that all the heat I’d willed into the world had reversed itself, and now it was winter I was shepherding. When I looked down I half expected shards of ice, or the brook turning solid about me. But it was as dark and liquid as ever, only—now I looked, by moonlight—not just trickling about me but bubbling. Little bubbles, blubs and plops, that I might have been glad to see, if I’d been on the bank with a fishing rod—but all I could think of was dark things, night things with pale eyes, looking at me under the water. Brushing my shins. The creaks and shudders of the woods, which a moment ago had been nothing but background reassurance, felt suddenly hostile. I tried to move towards the bank, but the stones slid under me, and I stumbled and went thigh-deep; and when I caught my balance both feet were under the pebbles, in the clinging sediment. Again I thought of eyes, only not in the water but the trees: a ring of eyes all around, looking down on me, waiting to see what I’d do.

I tried to conjure Joanie, to tell me I was being stupid. But all I could think of was her, in the morning, going down to breakfast to find Lucille had telegrammed. Terribly sorry dearest Margaret eaten by??? So I closed my own eyes—it was a sort of defiance: come and get me, then. But at the same time I was telling myself, Don’t be ridiculous, trees do not have faces. Except of course there were wodewoses: manlike things armed with clubs, hairy like boar or wild dogs. And when I opened my eyes and looked to the bank I saw in the ripples, upside down, reflected, a thicket of beard, a crown of leaves.

I turned and ran. Slipping, splashing, pebbles clunking under me, up the bank, snatching my shoes and the basket as I went. I ran as far as the tree-bridge, and practically across that too, except I nearly fell off, so made myself slow down. But as soon as I was over I was running again, as fast as is possible with bare feet in dense woodland at night—the moonlight helped, but not as much as you’d think, because there were so many shadows it was impossible to know what was a root or low branch and what just sinewy dark. I jumped over more than I had to, and in the end failed to jump when I should, and caught my foot and went sprawling. Which was just as well—because after that first moment of terror, as I lay in the leaf-mould awaiting a hairy grip on my leg, dragging me backwards, or a cudgel into my skull, I was able to roll over and see there was nothing following, and sit up and catch my breath and tell myself I was safe, I was almost home, there was no more danger here. Now I was calmer I could see it for what it was: a warning. Because there were no wild men of the woods, only the woods themselves, and they were telling me it was all wrong, my being out here instead of indoors; I was tolerated in this world, but only if I sleepwalked into it, and by entering awake and willing I’d broken some essential contract.

I put on my plimsolls and walked the rest of the way to the Lodge, wincing at the rub of canvas on scratches, the ankle I’d bruised as I fell. I was almost home, coming up on the goat house, when I came across the nest. It was in the thicket of dogwood behind the hens, practically touching the ground, and as I approached I thought, first, that it was a peculiar arrangement of branches, then that it must have been children building a den—only without much aptitude, because all they’d done was jumble the sticks into a heap and forget to leave an opening; and in any case it was only about knee-height, and wouldn’t have fitted much of a child, even a small one. I wasn’t inclined to look closely, with the wild men not quite forgotten and the woods pushing me onwards, towards the door and my waiting bed—but as I passed I caught a glimpse of something through the twigs. Something pale, like bone. It wasn’t quite pale enough for that, but in the moment it was all I could think of. A human bone, a child’s hip or kneecap.

I got down on hands and knees and reached in—I was horrified, but I did it anyway—and my hand closed around it; and in a wash of relief I thought, It’s an egg. Because I could see now—of course—this was a magpie nest, only down on the ground instead of in the trees. I brought the egg out carefully. It was still warm; though when I looked up and around, expecting the mother to come tearing down on me in a fury, there was no bird to be seen. I couldn’t make sense of it: why she’d laid so late in the year, and made her nest down here instead of high in the branches. Why there was only one egg. In the moonlight it looked a creamy freckled grey, but I knew by day it would be light green, almost blue, as if it had been painted in chalk.

I put it in the basket. Then I retraced my steps to the brook. I couldn’t have said why, only that it was what came next: it was the most certain I have ever felt, about anything. Too certain for questions; though I could feel the eyes of the woods on me, too certain for fear. I went straight down the bank, and with my fingers dug some clay from the water’s edge, where it was slick and workable. Still it was nothing but instinct.

I shaped the clay into a sort of cup or bowl—tiny, like a toy—and into it put our hair, hers and mine, that I’d twisted together for my spell. Then I took more clay and sealed it shut, and rolled it between my hands until it was the size and shape of the magpie egg, and just as smooth, and warm from the heat of my palms.

The real egg, the one from the nest, I slipped into the water. It sank into one of the deeper pools between rocks, and sat on the bottom like a pale stone. Then I took the one I’d made to the nest and left it there.
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Day 63


I woke to the sound of my father humming “All Things Bright and Beautiful,” and making a deliberate commotion with the dishes. Which was itself disorientating, because I am always up before him, and at the same time I was puzzled by the light, which seemed more yellow than it ought to be. And I had to lie there and let everything piece itself together, and realize this was sunlight, and it was just that I’d overslept, and missed the magpies’ usual din. In my mind I went back over the previous night—the churchyard, the fire, the spell, the whooping—and felt faintly foolish, and at the same time pleased with myself, for having been silly and impulsive and done just the sort of thing Joanie would suggest we do, and I insist we shouldn’t.

But my hands under the covers were strange and tight, and when I tried to flex them cracked across the palms; only then did I remember the clay. The egg I’d made, in my fuguelike state. How I’d put it in the nest, in place of the living one I’d found. What I’d done with that one. A vision of it, clear and awful: at the bottom of the brook, no longer under dark water but rippling daylight; like an egg in a pan, turning gently as the current caught it.

I got up—ashamed, and at the same time resenting it, because I might as well have been sleepwalking for all the say I’d had—and went to wash my hands. But the pitcher was empty, and I couldn’t go to the kitchen sink without my father seeing, and asking questions about what I’d been doing to get my hands thick with mud before I’d even sat down to breakfast. I tried rubbing them with my towel, but all that did was turn the towel a reddish brown. After some consideration, I gathered an armful of clothes as if I were taking them to the trough to clean, and arranged them carefully so my hands were hidden, and went out.

“I’ve not left you any,” he said, when he saw me. He’d made his breakfast and eaten it, and washed the pan and plate and cup, and stood them by the sink to drain. “Thought you might be sickening.”

“Well, I’m not.” Then I thought that might be a good excuse for why I’d slept so late; so I said, “I mean, I don’t think so. But I might be.”

He has an odd way of nodding: he does only the first half, bringing his chin up but not down again. “Birds keep you up?”

“Maybe. Not much.” I could only remember creeping by them on my way out, nothing about coming back, if I’d woken them.

“They’ve been in a fuss this morning. I thought one of the hens might be got.”

I was still edging towards the door, my bundle in danger of collapsing. “I’ll check.”

“I’ve been. There’s nothing there.” He looked at the clothes. “What’s that?”

I said it was washing, and he asked if it would stain, and for some reason I was truthful, and shook my head.

“It can keep a few minutes, then.” He hobbled to the table and pulled out my chair. “Sit down, I’ll do you some eggs.”

“I’m not hungry.” Though I was ravenous, and already wondering how I could get away to the village, and whether if I went at lunchtime Gladys might stand me a pie, if she were having one herself. (One of the butcher’s Saturday minced beefs, which are so legendary that Eliza buys them in—and she makes very good pastry.)

“Porridge, then,” he said. “You can’t not eat.” He got the saucepan and oats, and poured in the water. While his back was turned I put the clothes down and sat with my hands in my lap, and inched the chair in as far as it would go, so the table hid them.

Still facing away, he said, “It’s a mystery, what’s got them bothered.”

He meant the magpies. “Maybe the weather?”

“The moon, maybe.” He was stirring one-handed, with the other in his trouser pocket, the pan scraping across the stovetop. “It turns them into silly buggers.”

There was something about the way he said it. “It was a full moon when she died, wasn’t it?”

He went very still. “You remember?”

“No. I just thought it might have been.”

A short silence, then he resumed stirring. “Well, it was. Hunter’s moon.”

When he put the porridge in front of me he said, “It was the hunter’s moon last night as well.”

I picked up my spoon like a child, hand in a fist around the handle, and had it most of the way to my mouth when I remembered Fabian’s book about the Algonquin, that we used to get down when we’d had enough of sprites and highwaymen. “It can’t have been. That’s October. It’s almost December.”

“They’re behind this year. October’s was harvest.”

I didn’t think it possible for the moons to fall behind, whatever the weather was doing, but I didn’t care enough to argue. I ate my porridge, one hand in my lap, and thought about Lucille visiting the churchyard, and discovering the apple in place of her pretty jar; and that with any luck she wouldn’t go too soon, so it would be rotten when she found it. I thought about the ash I’d left on Herbert Lum, and felt slightly guilty. The mother magpie, touching her beak to my clay egg, puzzled by its strange new shell. Or hopping, frantic, about her nest, searching for her unhatched chick.

Presently my father said, “You’d have seen it, then. The moon, when you were out last night.”

A moment of panic, before I caught hold of myself and thought, He’s testing, that’s all. Something’s made him suspicious and he’s floating to see if I bite.

I made a show of being puzzled. “I didn’t go out. Well, maybe to the privy.” Another mouthful of porridge. There was clay under my fingernails, and I tightened my fist about the spoon.

My father reached under the table. “You left this by the hens.”

It was the basket. I remembered, then: I’d wanted an egg. I’d felt the magpies, up in their sycamore, and what I’d done had twisted in me and pulled me out of my stupor—like coming up for air, everything suddenly real—and I’d thought, I’ll find a substitute. A real egg, not my wicked one. As if one bird’s egg were as good as another’s—but it made sense to me, in the small hours with guilt in my stomach and my hands thick with what looked by moonlight like blood dried on. I’d gone to the henhouse and opened the little door, but they’d squawked and puffed themselves up indignantly, and I’d decided it wasn’t worth an uproar, it was too late anyway, there was nothing to be done but go to bed and leave my not-egg in the magpies’ nest, and hope they wouldn’t notice.

“Matches,” my father said, lifting them out and putting them between us. “Your hairbrush. And this.” He pulled out Lucille’s jar and the irises, which had wilted, the water having long since spilled. Then he looked at me and waited.

Eventually, I said, “I’ve been walking in my sleep. I didn’t want you to worry.”

He took out his pocket knife and opened it, and tapped the blade thoughtfully on the table. Then he took one iris after another out of the jar, and laid them in a line, and began to trim the stems. As he was doing that he said, “You’re not your mother. You’re not going the same way, Margaret. That’s not how it works.”

“I know.” It was scaring me, seeing him scared. “I’m not the same. I don’t want to be.” I really didn’t.

“Alright,” he said. “It’ll be the upset coming out in you, still. All the change you’ve had. It’ll pass. And until it does”—his hand went to the key around his neck—“we can lock the door.”

“The front door?” Although there was no other door he could have meant, no door with a lock except his own, and he already locks that. But it was like he’d said he’d bury me alive. Though it was bright morning, the trees translucent green and the magpies chattering and thrushes chirping and bees droning at the lavender beneath the window, I could feel the darkness closing, could feel myself clawing and kicking at its lid. It would be worse than the sleepwalking, if I wanted to get out and couldn’t. “I don’t go far. Just to the trees and back.”

“You don’t know where you go.”

“What if I need to go out?” Meaning, to the lavatory.

He thought a moment. “You can have a chamber pot.”

“No,” I said. “No, no. You can’t lock me in.”

“Margaret—”

“It won’t make a difference. I’ll just end up climbing through the window. Or I’ll try to break the door down. I don’t know.”

He said, “Your mother never—”

“We aren’t the same. You just said that.” I stood up—no point, any longer, hiding my hands—and grabbed Joanie’s hairbrush and put it in the basket. Then the jar; and I swept the flowers in too, cuttings and all. I looked down at him, his untrimmed beard and watery, bloodshot eyes. “You won’t lock me in.” I put all my will into it, and the fear he ought to feel, of what would happen if he didn’t listen. “You will—not lock—me in.”

“Alright,” he said. “Alright.”



I couldn’t tell if the birds knew what I’d done. It felt as if they might, when they came hopping beside me on my way to the village, but that might just have been the guilt; and anyway, if they were out of sorts they were also more deferential, letting me go which way I wanted without nagging at me to choose another, and staying out from under my feet. So I wasn’t sure it would even be a bad thing. All the same, I couldn’t look them in the eye.

On the way back, when they weren’t following, I went to the dogwood. I didn’t quite believe it would be there—the egg, I mean, and perhaps not the nest; I’d been awake long enough that everything about the night had started to seem vague and dreamlike. But there was the heap of twigs, and there, when I peered through the gaps, the thing I’d made: the clay starting to dry, a paler bloom to the surface. I thought about taking it to the brook, fetching the other back. But it was hours too late for that; and anyway, the thought of touching either one repelled me.
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Day 64


Apparently what sway I have over the world doesn’t extend to my father. As hard as I’d willed him, when I got up in the night the front door was locked, and he’d left out one of the old mixing bowls, that he uses in normal times for catching leaks, with a roll of tissue in it.

I didn’t say anything. I already knew what I was going to do. After lunch, which was a suet pudding, he slumped in his chair complaining of indigestion. I told him it was probably a heart attack, which given his age and fondness for beer would be overdue, but he swore at me and said to leave him be, so I got on with the washing-up. I might have offered then to make him a drink, but I wanted to give him as little reason as possible to suspect. A short while later he called me back and asked for an infusion of mint to settle his stomach. I’d measured out the Veronal that morning, while he was seeing to the goats—a strong dose, to allow for his size.

He drank the tea without complaint, and by the time I came back from watering the vegetable beds was very still in his chair, his head slipped back and his eyes half-open. In a panic I squatted down to watch for his chest rising and falling—but almost immediately he gave a huge snort, and turned his head, and dribbled into his beard. So I hadn’t killed him after all. The key was just visible at his collar. I took it gingerly between finger and thumb and slid it out—very slowly, in time with his breaths and ready to spring away if he so much as murmured. When I had it in my hand I took a moment, bent over him, to compose myself; then I lifted the cord—agonizingly slowly—over his face, and eased the rest of it out from behind his head where it lolled against the chair.

Then I stood there with the key growing hot in my hand, wondering what to do. Though there was nothing magic in how I’d got it, I don’t think I’d fully believed it would work. That I’d get away with it. It felt portentous: a fundamental shift of power, a sea-change. At first I thought it could be something I might hold over him—I’ll give it back when you buy more candles, or start chewing with your mouth closed—but even in ill health he’s stronger than I am, his weak is someone else’s bloody-minded ox, and I could see it might go badly. Better to get rid of it altogether, so there was never any question.

At the last moment I realized I would have to unlock his tower, or he’d need to break the door down to go to bed. I didn’t particularly think of looking inside—I was too concerned with moving quickly—but he was breathing heavily, and I thought, A moment won’t hurt. I suppose I was curious, in a revolted sort of way, to see what degree of squalor he had been secretly cultivating. How foully a person could actually live. I opened the door, and there came from within an enormous slapping sound, like a flag in wind but many times over and all at once, and as I jumped back a waft of warm fetid air; and I heard over the flapping a great hag-hag-hagging, not outside but echoing down the tower. And I went in, to my old bedroom just as it used to be, with my bed which was now my father’s, and my old chest of drawers and rug and chair; but the ceiling between the room and dovecote was gone, knocked through to leave a ragged hole, and through it a view straight up to branches and sky, and it was filled with magpies.



I went to the chestnut hollow and took out the herb bennet, withered beyond recognition, and put the key in its place, and covered it with rotting leaves. When I got back my father was snoring softly.

It was dusk when he woke, and I told him there had been a noise from the tower, a crashing like a branch falling in, and because I hadn’t wanted to wake him I’d taken the key—his hand flew to his neck, and he looked at me accusingly—and gone to investigate.

“And?” he said, getting up more swiftly than I have ever seen him move. “What was it? Are they all well? Are all of them well?” He opened the door a crack and made a clicking sound in the back of his throat; then he pressed his ear to the gap. After a few seconds he gave me another accusing look. “They’ve got the wind up them.”

He opened the door fully and went in: slowly, and clicking softly as he walked. Then he sat on his bed and motioned for me to close the door. When I didn’t—I wanted to show him I wasn’t there to be gestured at, not anymore—he got back up and came over, clicking all the way. In the doorway he said in a low voice, “I’m going to calm them. Let them know nothing’s changed.” Then he shut the door.

When he came out again I had lit two candles. He blew one out; then he said, “I don’t want you going in there. Falling branches or no.” He asked for the key.

I said I didn’t have it, that when I’d gone to see about the branch one of the birds had come down and snatched it, and carried it away.

He looked at me for a long time. Then he said, “Is that so, Margaret?”

I said it was. Knowing he wouldn’t believe me—but we both knew he couldn’t make me give it back; that he had no good reason, now I’d seen his tower, to be locking anything.

Eventually he said, “Well, then.” And he got up and took the candle and went to bed, leaving me in the dark.
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Day 65


This afternoon, while I was harvesting potatoes, one of the magpies flew down and landed on the soil a little way off. I ignored him and carried on digging, but I could tell he was watching; and when at last I looked round, he cocked his head in an expectant sort of way.

“I’m not going to say it,” I told him. (I have made it my policy never to salute them—not just because it’s a ridiculous superstition, but I’ve seen how they are around my father: taking it in turns to come out one at a time, with the rest waiting out of sight, so he spends half the day forelock-tugging.) But the next time I turned up a worm I flicked it over to him with my shovel, and he took it in his beak and flew off to the sycamore. A minute later he was back; and from then on he kept pace with me as I worked along the patch, receiving any worm or grub I tossed him, or if I was too slow, hopping over and taking it himself, hag-hagging reprovingly.

My father, when he saw, laughed darkly. “Oh, they know you now.”
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Day 66


When I was picking snails off the cabbages, a series of bangs. Loud ones, less like a shotgun than fireworks—though it was the middle of the afternoon, and for a moment I imagined Fabian had been right all along, and it was the fascists come to bomb us. But my father—he had just finished filling the tank, and was catching his breath on the log, the magpies above him in the sycamore—shook his head, as if he could read my mind, and said, “It’s over at the house. God’s up to something, no doubt.”

I didn’t believe he could tell where it was coming from, or not with certainty, because of the trees; and anyway, the bangs sounded at least half overhead. But I’d had enough of snails, which is a grim job and barely an improvement on slugs. So I took the bucket to him, and said they were the birds’ responsibility, not mine, and he could do what he wanted with the frightful things, but I was going to see if we were being invaded.

I followed the bangs as best I could, stopping occasionally to get my bearings, but increasingly sure my father had been right, and they were coming from the estate. The air was oddly hazy, not just with heat but smoke, and something sharp, like sulphur. Then I was at the edge—and it was better than anything I could have invented. Fabian, alone in the Meadow with a wheelbarrow piled with rockets, hammering one after another into the ground and lighting fuse after fuse, and amid the fumes and fizzing madness spinning like a dervish, head tipped back, arms flung wide, and screaming to the heavens: Rain on me, O Lord my God! Rain on me, Father! You holy bastard: rain!
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Day 67


Here is what happened. I woke suddenly, with a lurch, like falling, like hitting the ground. I was on the end of my bed with one plimsoll on and my foot half out of the other, and at first I thought I must have just got back—I could tell from the particular slant of the shadows it was the very middle of the night, the nothing hours that are neither one day nor the next. But I ran a fingernail along the grooves and found them clean. Then, as I sat waiting for my heart to slow, there came a strident hag-hag-hag—at least three or four birds, maybe more, and not in the sycamore or my father’s tower, but the other side of the Lodge. And I realized it was they who’d woken me.

I went into the main room and took the large knife from its hook. Then I went out. The birds were still at it, but I couldn’t see them, or anything else strange—except the stars were moving, in the gaps between treetops, and I had the sense of being on a small, small rock, the universe an ocean around me. Then I realized it was cloud: a gauzy layer I could hardly make out, streaming past in some high wind, over stars as fixed as they always were.

On the ground the trees were stiff and silent. No breeze—but the air, for the first time in months, the very edge of cool. Over the magpies I could hear a frantic clucking, and I thought, Maybe it’s just a fox. One has tunnelled her way into the henhouse, and that’s all it will be: feathers and gore. And when I’d made my way there—carefully, because in shifting moonlight it is hard to judge distance, and the path at times seemed a step below where it should have been, or so unexpectedly close I found myself tripping on flat ground—it was shaking, and as well as the hens I could hear the rooster, a low engine growl.

But the magpies were over in the dogwood. Not the handful I’d guessed, but two dozen at least, hopping from its low branches to the ground and back, up and down, in constant motion like a clockwork diorama, hag-hagging at the tops of their voices. I thought, Maybe they’ve chosen now, nearly a week on, to get angry about the nest—but somehow I knew it wasn’t that. As I went closer they quietened down, and came to bounce about my feet, as if to say, yes, yes, finally you understand. But all I could see was tree and dense shadow, and that I’d have to go round to the other side of the thicket, where the nest was.

I went very slowly, but I couldn’t keep from snapping the occasional twig, and to me my breath sounded extraordinarily loud. I was still half thinking it would be a fox, maybe a wounded one, maybe some other wounded animal; maybe a person. Maybe someone after a hen or a goat, or one of the village youths with an inherited grudge, or an escaped prisoner, maybe someone out of St. Audry’s. But at the same time I knew it would be nothing like that, nothing normal and explicable, because I knew what happened to people—women, girls—who walked through the woods at night towards something unseen. I was glad of the knife, and the next second wishing I hadn’t brought it, because I didn’t have any idea what to do with it, if something unspeakable came screaming out of the brush at me. How to use it on a woolly tree-man, or imp or ghostly terror, or anything that wasn’t a turnip or plucked chicken.

For once I was glad of the magpies. I kept expecting them to vanish back to their tree, but whenever I looked round they were there, hopping a few paces behind, in silence except for the occasional scuffle of wings. Then I was at the far corner of the thicket: the point at which one more step would give me a clear view into the woods, down through the trees almost as far as the brook; and give anything in the woods a clear view of me. I hung back a second, but I knew it was futile. I couldn’t do anything to make myself readier, and the only thing worse than coming face-to-face with whatever was there would be having it lunge at me while I stood there hesitating. So I held the knife at arm’s length and stepped out. Quick sideways steps, because I wanted to get well clear of the undergrowth, in case there was something waiting, just around the corner, for me to walk straight into it.

The moment I was out, I saw her. Pale and naked, lying on her side in the foetal position, the nest in twigs around her.

In the ancient Mediterranean, after a shipwreck, they hired divers to swim down and retrieve the valuables; but sometimes in an upturned wreck they got confused and thought down was up, and when they tried to surface went deeper and deeper, until they were too deep to find their way back. That’s how I felt, seeing her. I knew I wasn’t asleep, but at the same time I thought I must be, that when I woke at the end of the bed I was already dreaming. Though I was standing very still, the earth seemed to tip beneath me, trying to pitch me out of it. I got down on hands and knees, and with the knife still in my fist crawled the dozen or so yards to the nest.

She was perfect, smooth and pale and perfect, as if she’d been poured into a mould of Joanie and was in some way still liquid. Not a single blemish. But then—it was like gazing up at the night sky in search of some faint constellation, the Little Lion or all seven of the Pleiades, because my eyes began to adjust to her, and I could see beneath the smoothness all of Joanie’s imperfections, the freckles and moles and the scar from the rowing accident when we were six, more of them with every passing moment. But all pale shadows, as if they’d been grown over by a layer of dusty skin.

I touched her bare shoulder. She was cool, like stone in a cave, and I thought she was dead—and maybe she was, if a thing can be dead that’s never lived. I was shaking as if I’d killed her. I had no idea what to do, beyond knowing I would have to bury her. I thought of the shovel in the shed, how deep would be deep enough. I touched her hair—it was long, all the way down her back, far longer than Joanie’s ever worn it. The tip of her ear.

Then her chest moved. I waited to see it move again, then I put my cheek to her mouth to make sure. At school they made us learn first aid—I’ve forgotten almost all of it, but I rolled her onto her back. Her stomach was smooth like the rest of her, soft dusty marble. I put my hand on her chest and felt it rise, and took her wrist to feel for a pulse, but I couldn’t tell what was mine and what hers. Then I lifted an eyelid. Her eye was blank—no sliver of blue as if it had rolled up into her head, but entirely white and blind. Even so, I had the sense she was staring out at me.

It’s hard to explain how it felt, kneeling in the dirt with the clouds scudding over and my grubby finger marks on her pale skin and knowing I’d done this and couldn’t undo it, but without even knowing what I’d done, except it was a thing no one should be able to; and half expecting the devil, who I hadn’t believed in since childhood and even then not seriously, to come galloping out of the trees and claim me for his own. The absolute certainty that if they found her they would hang me for it—they’d make a new law just for me—and the even surer knowledge that they’d kill her too, stove her over the head or drown her in a trough or set her on fire and quarter her and bury her at separate crossroads.

I sat there until the birds grew bold and came to hop and chatter about us. Then I took her by the wrists and pulled her up until she was sitting, and I told her, Now we are going to walk, though I didn’t even know if she could. Somehow I got her arm around my shoulders, and got her standing. I’d thought it would be like lifting a sack of wet sand—that’s how I imagined a body would feel, like something dredged up—or else impossibly light, a dried-up hollow thing. But it wasn’t either of those. I said, Here we go, we are walking, that’s it, that’s it—I said it over and over, mostly to myself—but somehow she did walk. I held her up and we walked to the Lodge together, the magpies bouncing ahead.

Now she is in my bed, and I am on the floor beside it with a pillow in my lap. For a while I was sure the birds would rouse my father, they were making such a scrabbling in the tower; but they’ve worn themselves out, and it’s quiet enough that if I hold my breath I can just about hear hers.

She looks like Joanie sleeping, if Joanie had never spent a day in the sun. I keep wanting to reach up and stroke her hair, or cover her hand in mine. I want to lie next to her with my chin on her shoulder and watch her eyelids flicker and imagine all the things she might be dreaming. But I don’t even know if she can dream, and anyway I’m too afraid of waking her. Those eyes, opening in my direction. Every so often I squeeze the pillow and think about pushing down: whether she’d fight me, and would she be limp and feeble or preternaturally strong.

I have put the knife under the bed, not quite out of reach.
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Day 68


In the end I heard my father getting up—that is, I heard the birds first, and a minute later the thump of his door into the wall. He banged about the kitchen awhile, then went out, I assumed to see to the hens. Through the window, I caught the sound of him humming, a snatch of a tune, and encouraging one of the magpies—“Phyllis,” he kept saying, “now come on, Phyllis, you did it last week”—to sing it back, without success. Then he came back in and resumed banging. After a while the kettle whistled, and there was the scraping of his chair, and various other sounds that led me to guess he was making porridge. (I suppose it is no surprise the hens haven’t laid.)

I didn’t want to go out there. I wanted to stay on the floor, holding the tips of her fingers and watching her breathe—because now the shock had worn off and day was flooding in I could see she wasn’t a danger. How could she be? She was helpless, an altricial chick; she couldn’t have hurt me even if she’d known how. And what I actually wanted, because I was exhausted, was to climb into bed alongside her and close my eyes and pretend she was her, and we were in Bloomsbury or wherever, in our rooms, with no plans or appointments, and could sleep the whole day if we chose. I gave a few loud coughs, so my father would know I hadn’t wandered off in my sleep and twisted an ankle or fallen into the brook—I couldn’t risk him coming in to check. But then I began to worry he’d think me ill, and come to see what the matter was, and whether I needed one of his infusions; so I made myself get up off the floor, and didn’t get into bed but kissed her very gently on her soft cool mouth, and arranged the covers over her to look like a pile, so if he happened to glance in she’d be hidden. She was still so cool I didn’t think she’d overheat; and around her face I took care to shape a sort of arch, so as not to smother her.

After all that, my father was nowhere to be seen. Though there was plenty of work to do, I didn’t dare go even a little way from the Lodge; I was afraid in equal measure that she might wake, and that I should miss him coming back and he’d go to look in on me, and pull back the blankets only to discover her poor blind face. I did what I could in sight of the door: weeded some of the beds, and washed a few of my dresses in the trough. Then I set about splitting logs for the stove, which is usually his job, but once I had the knack of lodging the axe in the wood before hammering the whole thing into the ground it became quite gratifying; and I picked some of the gooseberries for stewing. Every so often I checked on her, but she was always exactly as I’d left her, like a maid in a fairy-tale sleep.

He didn’t come back until mid-afternoon. He was wearing his suit, though it’s Thursday, and when I asked where he’d been he didn’t answer, just handed me an envelope with my name on it and hobbled off to his tower, looking more than usually dour.

It was Lucille’s writing. And there was something inside—more than a note, I mean. A solid thing, thin and hard and wider at one end than the other.

I took it to my room. The new Joanie—I had already begun to think of her as my one—was still under the covers, in a fug of breath that when I ducked my head under smelled sourly sweet, like pear drops. I sat on the bed and looked at the envelope. Quietly, I said to her, “This is from your mother.” Although I wasn’t sure I wasn’t more her mother than Lucille; or if not me, the magpies.

This was the letter:

Margaret,

I do hope you are well, dear. Pip sends his best. I haven’t spoken to him yet, but I will if you would like me to. Fabian can be brought round, I’m certain of it.

Joanie has asked me to send you this, and to let you know she will be in Oxford until Christmas Eve, and going up again the day after Boxing Day. She hopes you understand.

Yours truly,

L.W.

So I won’t see her after all. A day ago that would have ruined me, but now I think it is probably for the best. Anyway, that Joanie—the one that isn’t mine—feels distant now, when I picture her I can’t pin her down: she is only an impression, an unfocused Joanie-ness. As if she were only ever an idea I built for myself, and now that idea is in my bed I cannot have it in my head as well.

As for this—the long hard solid thing—it was one of the spoons. The M; I suppose she has kept the J to use when she has friends for tea, and perhaps to remember me by.
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Day 69


I thought I should feed her something. When I went to the hens I hid two of the eggs in my pockets, and told my father they had laid badly again; and when he left for the village I boiled them, then took the yolks and mashed them in a bowl with a little goat’s milk. I hadn’t been sure she would even open her mouth, but when I spooned the mixture in she swallowed all of it; in fact, on the last mouthful she bit down on the spoon as if she would eat that too. Of course I’d known she had teeth—at least I suppose I had—but it hadn’t occurred to me she could use them.

After that I tried her on some plum, which she ate, and some boiled swede, which she spat out. Then my father came back and I had to cover her again, and go to help him mend the privy door—which took a while, because he had come back via the pub and kept knocking it off its hinges. Later I put aside some of the stewed carrots and apples we had for supper, and half a slice of bread; and when he asked for his tea I put in a little of the Veronal. Not quite as much as last time: I wanted him to sleep soundly, but in his bed not his chair.

She seemed to like the stew, though the bread stuck in her throat until I thought to soak it in the juices; after that she ate it all. Which I was grateful for, because I haven’t been able to get her to drink from a cup without most of it running down her neck. I wiped her hands and face with a warm flannel, and as I had the previous night, pulled the chest of drawers in front of my door and undressed. Then I got into bed beside her, and kissed her cheek, and lay on my side and took her cool hand in both of mine and fell asleep before it was fully dark.
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Day 73


Today is Tuesday, so my father has been out all morning. For breakfast I steamed one of the puddings from his stockpile and we ate it in the main room, she sitting in my chair while I knelt beside her. She drank water from a mug, as steadily as anyone. Then we shared a Walnut Whip. She has a sweet tooth, which I suppose isn’t a surprise. Nothing about her is a surprise, in that sense. In another sense everything is.

It was Saturday when she opened her eyes. I woke to find her turned on her side and looking straight at me, which was a shock but an ecstatic one, because her eyes weren’t those dreadful blanks I’d been so afraid of, but normal human ones. At once I felt everything heavy and miserable drain out of me, and light and bliss pour in instead. At last, at last.

I said, “Joanie?” The first time I’d spoken her name aloud.

She said it back the same way, a question. Her voice Joanie’s, but the delivery strange and stilted, like an automaton; I thought of the gipsy fortune-teller they have at Southwold, in the new amusements. Of Joanie, trapped behind glass, turbaned and dripping jewels.

Then I took hold of myself, and took a breath and said, “I’m Meg.” And felt instantly ridiculous, like a mother introducing myself to my nursing infant. I wanted us both to laugh, and her call me silly, and pull my head to her and kiss my hair.

But what she said was, “I’m Meg.” Exactly as I had.

That was when I began to see it wouldn’t be straightforward. When I’d thought what might happen when she woke, if she woke, it had either been unspeakable—her bare feet shuffling across the floor, jaw slack and tongue lolling; those eyes—or a sort of paradise, in which she stirred and stretched and was immediately Joanie. Perhaps confused, and needing like an amnesia case to be reminded who she was and who we were to each other; but not such things as how to talk, and put on clothes, and feed herself.

Still, she learns quickly. Right now she’s practising hooks-and-eyes with one of my dresses; after, if we have time before my father gets home, I thought we might tackle shoes. Already—and remember it has only been three days—I have taught her how to put on simple clothes (she is wearing the nicer of my nightgowns); how to open and close a drawer; how to hold a spoon; how to chew decently, with her mouth closed. How to blow on hot food to cool it—though it is surprisingly difficult to explain what hot is, so at present she blows on everything, even bread. How to brush my hair. How to wash herself, and how (after a first unpleasant incident) to use a chamber pot.

I haven’t taught her about doors, and whenever I go out I put my body between her and the doorknob, so she won’t see how to turn it. But that is a precaution; I don’t think she’d try to leave. She is extremely placid, and content to do nothing but sit with her hands clasped in her lap, gazing at me or the dappled light on the wall. She will sit like that for hours, until I give her something to do instead; she doesn’t seem able to think anything up for herself. Although my father is increasingly a worry: What will happen if he decides to come in? Now she’s awake, I can’t make her lie under a sheet all day.

I think I am glad of her. No, I am. I am.
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Day 75


A dream. Stand still, I shout, they won’t come for you if you stand still! But she doesn’t hear me, or doesn’t want to; she flaps at them, covers her head with her arms. Show them your face, I tell her. They won’t dive if they know it’s you! But she keeps her head down, and the birds fly in and hook their feet in her long hair and pull it away in clumps; and suddenly it isn’t long but short again, immaculately short, as if she’s just stepped out of a salon—but she’s screaming, and I can’t see why, when all they’ve done is help. They keep dropping down to get a look at her; and I shout, Stop it, stop it, you’re hurting them! Because she’s flapping so wildly she’s knocking them out of the air. I feel her horror when her arm makes contact—the sudden feathered heaviness; they repulse her, and though I know I should be patient, I’m getting angry, because she isn’t even trying to understand. And they have her on the floor, she’s covering her face and kicking, kicking with her bare legs and her peach-painted toenails, her slip is covered in mud and she’s screaming; and I turn and walk away, through the woods and out into the Meadow, into broadest daylight, and I wake myself up saying, They just wanted to see her face.
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Day 80


Her eyes are blue, but not like Joanie’s. They are pale like starling eggs, or February skies, and when I catch sight of myself in them—when I’m brushing her teeth or parting her hair or putting my mother’s lipstick on her—I always look as if I’m searching for something.

I have had to increase my father’s dosage. Which is somewhat perturbing, because I am having to guess how much to use, and I doubt it mixes well with the beer; but he is a large man, and I think it is common to build up a tolerance. Anyway, I don’t have a choice. She needs to learn, and night is the only real time we have together. Even the mornings my father goes out are not reliably ours. On Friday he said he had a headache, and I was to go to the shop instead (I am afraid for that I did make her hide, not under the covers but under the bed; she didn’t mind, and was lying there quite happily when I came back). And today he went out as usual but came back twice within ten minutes; and after that was only gone an hour. So I have decided it is too precarious to attempt anything when he is up, but with the Veronal I can at least make sure he is in bed at a good hour, and sleeps until mid-morning. He doesn’t suspect. He says it must be age, or too much of this bloody heat; or else the evenings drawing in, autumn—though it isn’t—affecting his rhythm. Of course there is still a risk—but I can’t teach her to be a full, real person without showing her the world. So we make little pre-dawn forays, into the main room for a hushed breakfast or out into the garden, before I return her to the safety of our room.

Last night I took off her nightgown and put her in one of my dresses. I watched her fasten it—she is nearly as quick as I am now, and you wouldn’t know she tried, last week, to eat a button, thinking it a sweet—and then I took her to the mirror and held the candle up to show her. I told her she was beautiful.

“You’re beautiful,” she said.

“No,” I said. “Not me. You.”

Which of course she said back. I was tired—we had been at it awhile, and it was well past midnight—and suddenly I was overcome with frustration; out of nowhere, hot tears splashing down my cheeks. She watched me in the mirror without concern—she didn’t even look curious—and that only made it worse.

Eventually I composed myself, and wiped my face and told her I was sorry.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It’s just—I don’t know if you’ll ever be more than this.”

When she began to repeat that, something snapped in me. Not in an angry way—but I was suddenly determined she would do it; it was that or lose what little hope I had. I took her shoulders and turned her to face me.

“Don’t copy me,” I said. “Say something else.”

“Don’t copy me,” she began, and when I shook my head she started to shake hers too, so I put a hand either side of her face and held it still.

“And how are you today?” I whispered it like a prompter from the wings. When she whispered it back I took a step to the side, trying to show her, now I am being me. I said, “I’m very well, thank you for asking.”

She stepped sideways too. “I’m very—”

Quickly I pressed a hand over her mouth and shook my head; and before she could shake hers I whispered the first thing that came to me. “Isn’t it a lovely day for a walk?” As if we were acquaintances passing each other on the front at Southwold. Then I uncovered her mouth and stepped away.

“Isn’t it a lovely day for a walk?” she said.

“Glorious,” I said, in my me-voice. “Have you had a marvellous time?”

She looked at me. I moved in, ready to cover her mouth again; I tried to convey with my eyes, Go on. She seemed on the verge of speech, but struggling, as if the words were choking her. I thought, She can’t. It’s too much.

She said, “I’ve had a marvellous time.”

I threw my arms around her and kissed her cheek, which made her look bemused, but also pleased. I thought she looked pleased. So I kissed her properly, on her mouth that had done so well. Her soft dry lips.

After a moment I had to stop. “You can kiss me back,” I said quietly.

She put a hand on my cheek. Quietly, she said, “I can kiss you back.”
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Day 82


She says, Not like that, arms through first.

She says, They won’t hurt me, they’re only birds.

She says, Roses are my favourite flower.

She says, Careful, the pan gets hot.

She says, We don’t eat things we find on the ground.

She says, It’s going to be a glorious day.

She says, Start at the top and work down.

She says, I can put my hand—

She says, Here, like this.

She says, Gently, gently.

She says, Like this, like this.



In the mornings I go to wash and find myself covered in dust, trails of it, grey-green like magpie eggs. It dissolves in the water and sends powdery rivulets towards my ankles.

My plimsolls, when I check, are never not clean.
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Day 83


My father knows.

He came to our room while it was still early, the light thin and grey and the birds barely warming up; and it must have taken me a while to emerge from whatever I was dreaming, because by the time I became aware of him at the door he wasn’t knocking but hammering. My mind went to monsters, then men with plumed hats and bayonets, before I heard him say, “For Christ’s sake, Margaret, open up!”

There was a crash at the door; and I remembered the chest of drawers, and was suddenly extremely awake. It had shifted forward an inch and I could see his shape in the gap. “Margaret! Are you in there?”

I was already out of bed, tugging my shawl from the peg—thank goodness I was wearing a slip—and pulling the covers over her naked shoulders. I didn’t dare pull them over her head, I was sure she’d cry out, or sit bolt upright under them and say, It’s gone dark. All I had to do was get to the door, and get through it before he got a look inside. I dragged the drawers aside, as quietly as I could so as not to wake her, and opened the door just wide enough to squeeze through—but before I could go out he was coming in, and saying loudly, “What in God’s name have you got behind there? A bloody barricade?”

I put my finger to my lips and gestured at the bed. She was on her side, curled around the warm absence of me, hair spread like spun flax behind her. I’ve stopped noticing how absurdly long it is. Her mouth was slightly open, and I could hear her breathing.

He came past me, a few paces into the room. Then he turned and said in a low voice, “That’s Joan Winther.”

I nodded. He looked at her another moment, then he came back to the door, treading softly, or what for him counts as softly, and put a hand on my shoulder and guided me out ahead of him. He pulled the door gently shut, and went to his chair and began putting on his boots. When he had the first on, he said, “Well then?”

I shrugged. “She’ll stay with us awhile.”

He put on the other. Then he said, “Alright.”

I was so relieved to have that be it I didn’t think to ask where he was going; I assumed he was seeing to the hens or goats, or other morning business. After he’d left I ran a cup of water, and stood at the sink staring down at the plug hole. He had left his tea from the night before on the side, and I poured it away and washed the dregs down after it. I thought, I will have to think of something, to explain why she’s not like Joanie. Some reason she’s keeping to our room—because I knew she wasn’t ready yet, to walk about the place and speak and act like Joanie would, not for more than a minute or two. I thought about saying she was ill, or hinting that something had happened at Oxford, a dreadful thing she couldn’t take to her parents. For a while I daydreamed about building a shack in the woods and keeping her there, visiting her each night like something out of a folk tale. Then I thought: It’s Friday. He’s going to the village.

He was over the bridge and almost at the cattle-grid when I caught him up. “Well,” he said, “what is it?”

I held out his cap, which I’d snatched on my way out. Between breaths, I said, “I thought you might want this.”

He looked at it askance. I could hardly blame him: a flannel cap, on a morning muggier than it’s been in weeks; and it wasn’t a Tuesday.

“You can’t snub them,” I said, “if you’ve not got a hat not to doff.”

He grunted then. “Ha—no, you can’t.” And he put it on.

I said, “Joanie’s people don’t know she’s here. I mean, they can’t find out.”

His eyes flickered west, towards Snare House. “Then she can’t stay. You know that, Margaret.”

“It won’t be for long.” It couldn’t be. Even if I didn’t know where else we’d go; but him finding out was an hourglass turned over, and the sand was pouring down.

“You know what he’ll do,” he said, “if he gets wind.”

All I could think was that it would be so much worse than he thought. “A few days. That’s all. He won’t get wind.” I looked at him. “Will he? There’s no one to tell him.”

He looked back at me, steady as you like. Sparrows calling from the hedge; from the village, the whine of machinery starting up. “I hear things, you know. Even if I don’t want to—there’s some who tell me. Things they think I ought to know, or they hope will vex me.”

I didn’t know what to say to that.

“Go careful,” he said, as I turned back towards the trees. “That’s all. You don’t know what you’re dealing with. This isn’t something they’ll let go, not this time.”
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Day 84


I took the shears we use to clip the goats. I brushed her hair until it began to fluff and float at the ends, then I had her sit at the edge of the bed, facing in, so it hung all the way down to the floor. I guided her hands into an O behind her, to hold it gathered in a horsetail. I told her not to move or she would get her fingers cut off.

“It’s sharp,” she said, which is how she asks questions.

“Yes! Like the knife.” Which we had been learning about: how she should pick it up only by the handle, and cut away from herself, and then nothing harder than a pear without me to help. (Though most of our practice has been in our room, and it turns out cutting anything is difficult with a mattress for a table.) Because I was pleased with her I bent to kiss her cheek; then I said, “Hold still, I’m doing it.” And I took the shears and lopped the whole thing off, a little below her thumbs. She gave a little gasp, but didn’t flinch, and sat quite still with her hands encircling half an inch of hair until I told her it was done, and she could look.

“There’s a lot,” she said. “What’s it for.”

Of course I hadn’t thought it could be for anything. I imagined the two of us cross-legged on the bedroom floor, twisting a hundred little coils. Moulding a hundred little eggs.

I supposed we should dig it into the ground; that hair was probably a good fertilizer. But all I could think of was Jason sowing the dragon’s teeth, and a host of her rising up as spartoi. I said that before we did anything we would have to neaten what was left, because it looked as if it had been hacked off, most likely by a goat farmer.

My father has a pair of scissors he uses to trim his beard and fingernails, but I didn’t want to ask him for them. (He hasn’t mentioned her once, or hinted at her presence, and is going about everything as if he still has no idea she’s here; I suppose he thinks acknowledging her will make her exist, and he will be compelled to do something. What he thinks she does with herself all day, shut up in my room, I’ve no idea.) Then I thought of the little clippers we use for the more delicate herbs. I fetched them from the shed, and set about tidying her—which took an eternity, because the blades weren’t up to much, and even with her fine hair I had to do it practically strand by strand. I can’t say I will ever make a career as a hairdresser, but in the end I got it neat enough, even if it was a little shorter on one side than the other. Of course it didn’t look anything like it had in September. I didn’t have pins, for a start. But she looked as if she could be Joanie, which was the point.

When I asked her how it felt to be without it, she looked at me blankly. I said, “Is it strange not to have the weight of it? Does it feel light?”

“Light,” she said, and looked at the afternoon sun slanting in, the snippets of hair drifting with the motes in its shafts. “It does feel light. It does.”
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Day 85


She says, Start at the top and work down.

She says, Like this, like this.

She says, Gently, gently.

She says, I’ve had a marvellous time.
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Day 87


In the middle of supper my father put down his spoon and fork and said, “Margaret.”

He hardly ever speaks while he is eating, and the whole time I’ve been back here he must have used my name fewer than a dozen times, and rarely at conversational volume. He looked very serious, even more than usual, and my first thought was: He knows. He knows, and he’s going to take her from me.

“I should have told you sooner,” he said. “I thought I could talk him out of it. But you know Winther, there’s no talking him out of anything.”

“Talk him out of what?” I said—sharply, because although I was relieved it wasn’t what I’d thought, I was still terrified it was to do with her. That Fabian had somehow heard she was here—the other Joanie, the one my father thought she was—and was going to come and get her.

He heaved himself up from his chair and went to his room—less carefully than usual, and there was a faint reproachful hag-hag—and came out holding an envelope. He sat back down, and put it on the table in front of him, fingers resting on it. Then, as if he’d talked himself into it, he slid it suddenly across. “Here.”

It was a single sheet of letterheaded paper. A London address, a fusty conjunction of surnames I vaguely recognized. I saw notice to quit and quiet and peaceable possession and the words Keeper’s Lodge, and legal measures will be adopted to compel; and I remembered Fabian’s solicitors are in London. “He’s evicting us.” Then I saw the date. “That’s nine days’ time.”

His hands on the table still: working hands, red calloused fingers. Trembling a little, as always. He saw me looking and put them on his knees.

I said, “Where are we going to go?”

“Ah. It’s warm still. Warm enough for camping out. I’ve been to look at the ruins.” Meaning the old gatehouse, which I knew from all the times we’d played there contained nothing more hospitable than ivy and rabbit droppings.

“It’s still his land.” All I could think of was her, and that she wasn’t ready not to be hidden.

He shifted in his seat to reach his pocket. “I’ve been saving.” He dropped something on the table in front of me. A purse. “This’ll get you to Bury. Or somewhere else you can pick up work. Lucille Winther will give you a reference.”

I couldn’t believe he’d just accepted it. I’d have rather had him as he was at the party: drunk, mortifying, but full of fire. “He should be giving you longer. You’ve lived here eighteen years.”

“Twenty. It doesn’t matter. He’s given me a month.”

I checked the date of signing; he was right. “You need a lawyer.”

He laughed. “I’d need a dozen pensions first. And can you imagine me in court? You said it, Margaret: it’s his land.”

“He’s a bastard.”

“Ah, now—”

“You’ve called him worse before.”

“Never to you.” Which isn’t true, but it’s likely the beer made him forget.

“He said you could stay. After she died. That’s what you told me. As long as you needed: that’s an agreement—”

“It was talk. Talk doesn’t mean anything.” A huff of a laugh. “He probably expected I’d be gone within a year.” I couldn’t tell if he meant travelling, or dead.

“But”—I had to, though I knew he wouldn’t like it—“if it was him. If he…” I couldn’t bring myself to say, killed her. “If it was his fault—”

“Margaret,” he said.

“No, but—listen. I’m not saying he did it on purpose. Even if it was an accident—you have to admit that’s possible. And you don’t have to believe it, that doesn’t matter, but if there’s even a chance—we could use it. Couldn’t we? He wouldn’t want it out there. People talking. The police asking questions.” I couldn’t stand the thought of him getting away with it. More than he already had, I mean—I wanted him to feel he was being punished, and not just by drought but by something no one could say was chance, bad luck. Even if it was merely an inconvenience, I wanted him to owe us something, and go on owing it until he died.

My father had fixed me with a stare. “I won’t use blackmail.”

“It’s not—” But of course to him it was. He’d shot her, and that was that. “It’s the least he can do, though. Isn’t it? After everything. Look at it!” I waved my hand back and forth: this meagre place. “What’s he going to do with it, if you’re not here? Knock it down, turn it into a reserve for newts? And didn’t you save his life, in Belgium?”

“He’d say he’s paid me back for that already.” Keeping him on, when he wasn’t working and was only drunk and loud, an encumbrance. Taking me in, and then throwing me out instead of having me arrested, or put away, or hounded from the village with flaming sticks.

I scanned the notice again. The rows of hard type, Fabian’s tight little signature. “I’ll go over.”

“You won’t,” he said sharply.

“Not for that. I won’t even mention her name. I’ll talk to Lucille.”

“She won’t see you.”

“She might.” I pushed back my chair and got up.

After a moment he said, “Well, I won’t stop you. But it’s a fool’s errand.”

“She asked me to marry Pip.”

I’d thought he’d be pleased, to have a way out. Instead he snorted. “Philip Winther? You’d be better off maiding in Bury. And you know it.”

But it would get me in the door at least. I didn’t think Lucille would want to see me destitute, any more than I was already; and maybe I could agree to Pip, for a while. A stay of execution, then break it off before the wedding, run away with her, my one, into the warm night. I pictured us as fugitives, keeping to the back lanes and shadows, covering our heads with shawls, running and hiding and keeping secret always. And at the same time I was thinking of the yellow jellied baby, and another way.

I went to my room. She was sitting on the bed, and by the fading light arranging leaves and snail shells into patterns, which is one of the games I devised to keep her occupied. First I went to the sewing tin: they were all there, blank-eyed little poppets. Then I took out all my dresses that were clean, and laid them on the bed around her.

“Meg,” she said then.

“I’m going to see your father.”

“Am I going.”

Which I couldn’t help but smile at. “I think you’d be a distraction.”

“A distraction.”

“You can stay here,” I said. “I’ll be back soon.”

I took off the pink crêpe de chine, which I’d been wearing two days and did not, as Lucille would say, reflect well. I put on the plain navy cotton—she did the hooks—and a brown belt, and brown shoes. I was already too hot and sticky for stockings. Then I took the yellow baby and wrapped it in one of the muslins I’d saved from the puddings, and put the pin through the cloth to keep it in place, and pushed it deep into my skirt pocket. I tried not to think what would happen, if I stood on the carpet in front of his desk and threatened him, and it turned out not to work. I kissed her and told her to wait, and be good.

When I went out, my father was by the front door, wearing his boots. “I’ll go with you as far as the Meadow.”

Which was actually a relief, because I hadn’t liked the idea of leaving her with him. I ran a cup of water, and after I’d drunk it took some in my hands and ran it through my hair. Then I said, “Fine. Let’s go.”

“What about Joan?”

“What about her?” I said, surprised—because he still hadn’t mentioned her, not since that first day when he came in and saw her sleeping, and I’d come to think of them as inhabiting entirely separate worlds.

“She’s not going with you?”

“She’s not feeling well.”

He looked as if he were about to say something; then as if he’d thought better of it. Then he said, “No—no, we won’t be having it,” and before I could do anything he’d stumped over to my room and flung open the door.

I saw her, in the middle of tidying my dresses, look up, eyes wide—of course she’d never seen him, she knew him only as a sort of concept, a catastrophe waiting to happen—and he said, “You look well enough to me. Come on, then. He’s your blood.”

She stared at him, dress half folded in her hands. In the thin light I couldn’t tell if she was bemused or afraid. I went and stood directly behind him, and when she looked my way put a finger to my lips. I thought, We might get through this, if he doesn’t hear her speak.

“Come on, girl!” He sounded angrier than I’d guessed. “Get your shoes on!”

She looked at me again. I nodded, and she put down the dress and took the pair of shoes I’d given her most recently—though she is shorter, her feet are larger than mine, and in time she will need some of her own—and sat on the bed to put them on. I watched her pick up a lace in each hand, cross one over the other, feed it through. Pull it tight, and make a loop. She was so careful, frowning, the tip of her tongue at the corner of her mouth—but of course he only saw that she was slow.

“For God’s sake. What’s wrong with you?”

She gazed at him. “I’m very well, thank you for asking.”

Quickly, I said, “I told you, she’s not herself today. We should let her rest.”

He scowled at me. “If she’s not at death’s door, she’s coming.” Then he said to her, “I suppose it’s too much to ask hard work of you. You’ve not been brought up to it. But you might have helped Margaret with the cooking, or fed the hens. Any of these nights you’ve been here. You might have come to the table and thanked me for the food I’ve provided, and my hospitality. I’ve not said a word, not to your family nor anyone, for all it might come back to bite me. And after everything you’ve cost her.” There was silence then, as she gave him her blank look; then he exhaled, and clicked his fingers like he might at a dog. “Well?”

“Well?” she said, and I saw she was nervous, after all.

I should have inserted myself then, and told him not to be a bully, and got him to come away. But I still had the idea we might be able to weather it, that she might somehow convince him. I suppose part of me wanted to see if she could.

He said, “Have you nothing to say?”

She looked at me uncertainly. Then, though I was shaking my head as urgently as I dared behind his shoulder, she said it straight back, like a parrot. “Have you nothing to say?”

Which she hardly ever does now, with me. She does little echoes, soundings-out, to help her understand, but almost never a full sentence. It was the stress of it, making her forget everything I’d taught her.

“Are you being funny?” he said, and I braced myself—but before she could answer he said, “Put that down.” Meaning the second shoe. She did, and he said, “What’s your name?”

“Joanie.”

“Joanie what?”

That was when I realized I’d not told her her full name. “Joanie What,” she said.

His hand was in his pocket, turning something over and over: a coin or button or whatever piece of the woods he’d most recently collected. Eventually he said, “What day is it? And don’t just say that back to me, answer me properly. What day?”

She looked at me, and he followed her eyes, then turned back to her. “The month, then. The year?”

She didn’t answer. But he nodded as if she had, and said, “Good girl. You can take that off now.” Meaning the shoe she’d managed to get on. Then he drew me aside and said in a low voice, “How long has she been like this?”

“What?” I said. “Ill? A day or two—”

“For God’s sake, Margaret. She needs a doctor. Hadn’t you noticed?”

“Noticed what?”

“Has she fallen? Banged her head?”

I said she hadn’t, that she was just suffering a cold, and worn out.

“Her eyes aren’t right,” he said. “Get her to bed. I’ll go.”

“Go where?”

“For the doctor.”

“No!” I said—too forcefully, but I was thinking of them taking her away, and cutting bits off her to see how she worked. “She doesn’t like doctors.”

“She can tell me that herself, then. If something happens—if she dies here—”

“She won’t die.”

He shook his head. “There might be something hidden. A swelling. Bleeding. I don’t want that on me.” He moved past me to the doorway, and motioned as he did at her, still unfastening the shoe. “Get her to bed. Give her water. No food. I shan’t be long.”

I could feel all of it collapsing, my future, ours. In desperation, I said, “I made her.”

“Made her do what?”

“No—no, I mean, I made her.” I told him all of it, the hair and the clay and the nest. How I’d found her helpless as a newborn; how I’d had to teach her everything. “You remember the basket?” I could see he did. “My mother was a witch. Is it too much to believe I might be one as well?”

It felt peculiar to say aloud. As if I were making it up, and it was only that I wanted it to be true—though it was true, because the proof was sitting on the bed in front of us with a lace-up in her hands. And in any case I didn’t straightforwardly want it to be.

He went to her then, and said, “Say anything. Anything at all.”

“Anything,” she said. “Anything at all.”

He peered into her eyes, then he stood back and looked at the rest of her. She sat very still and stared ahead. He touched her arm, and her forehead—I could see it was a light touch, but still I had to hold myself back from rushing over and pushing him off her. Though it was barely lighter there than anywhere else, he went to the window and studied his fingertips, and rubbed his thumb over them as if brushing something off. “For God’s sake,” he said quietly, “what have you done?”

“What have you done?” she said quietly back.

It was past sunset now, and the trees through the glass were dark, a tableau of wood, the sky deep blue behind. I had no idea what he’d do. After a minute he wiped his hand on his trousers and cleared his throat. Then he came over to me and leant in close, so I could smell the beer and root vegetables on his breath. In a low voice he said, “You have to get rid.”

“Of her?” I laughed, the idea was so unthinkable.

“Of it,” he said. “Get rid of it, or I’ll do it myself.”
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Day 87–88


The moment he’d gone I shut the door and dragged the chest of drawers behind it. Even if it wasn’t the impregnable defence I’d once thought, it was the best I had, and would at least mean he couldn’t sneak up on us while we slept. But of course I didn’t sleep a wink. I sat beside her and let her hold my hand, and then kneel behind me and brush my hair the way I’d taught her; but I soon began to find that aggravating, so I told her to go to bed. She was still dressed, and hadn’t washed her face or brushed her teeth—in fact she hadn’t eaten since lunch—but that didn’t seem important.

At first I lay next to her and tried to think. But I felt too exposed up there, as if it would be me they came for, if I stretched myself out like a sacrifice and waited; so I got down on the floor beside the bed, where I’d sat that first night. Every so often there was some noise from the main room. Footsteps, or a thump or clatter, or the latch grating on the outside door. Never the door to my father’s room. Whenever I twisted to look at her she had her eyes open, gazing past me into nothing, the candle reflected into two bright pinpricks.

Eventually I heard her breathing change, and when I looked her eyes were closed. I thought how much easier it would be if I could lay my hands on a cursed spindle or poison apple and have her stay like this; except even then they’d come for her, and we wouldn’t be able to run. That’s what I kept coming back to—because it was clear we’d be in danger if we stayed, either from my father or whoever he went to tell, the moment it was light. I had a constant feeling of the hourglass running down, the sand pouring faster by the minute and dawn moments away. Which I knew it couldn’t be, but I’d lost all sense of time. Repeatedly I thought about waking her, and escaping through the window—but the birds would only raise the alarm, and for a lame man my father can move quickly enough when he wants to. And I’d no idea how fast she could run. As fast as Joanie? (I thought of the old Joanie, in hockey pinafore and boots, sprinting up the wing with the ball glued to her stick.) For all I knew, mine couldn’t run at all, or not without tripping over her feet—and through the trees, over roots and with branches crashing into her face? I thought about having to help her, like that first night. How slow we’d be. I thought about my father’s gun. I didn’t quite believe he’d use it, but I thought about it all the same.

I thought about other things, too, on the floor with my knees drawn up and my feet drawn in and her pear-drop breath drifting over my shoulder. Putting her on a train to London. Taking her somewhere and leaving her: some other wood, too far for her to find her way back. Selling her to some sort of circus. I thought (which is awful, but I did) about the pillow; also the large knife. I dismissed the idea of doing anything to my father. Maybe if I’d had time to be subtle—the Veronal—or known how to use a gun. If he’d been asleep, instead of out there planning how he might get rid.

It was unbearably lonely. Even more so when our stub of a candle burned down and left me in the dark; then I wanted to wake her just to have someone to listen. To nod and hmm and say, Good idea, and That won’t work, but what about— To tell me it would be alright, that everything would be alright as long as we were together. But whatever she said, it wouldn’t be what Joanie would have, unless I told her to say it.

Always my mind came back to running. But the problem, I told Joanie—the original, the one in my head—was that we’d never be sure we were safe. We wouldn’t know if he’d told someone, if they were coming after us. If we ran now we’d be running always.

Then go far away, she said. Scotland. Or France! You could go to Paris! Montmartre, and the Jardin des Tuileries, and—

I cut her off. That is the good thing about imaginary conversations: you don’t have to listen to someone be tedious.



Later, when I’d given the idea some thought, I said, It’s not like we can live in a cave. Even in France we might meet someone who knows you.

She could learn to be me, Joanie said. You’ve got her halfway already.

Even if she does. You can’t have two people the same, walking about in the world. Someone’ll notice.

Call her something different, she said. Dye her hair.

There was something so intuitively wrong about that I couldn’t begin to explain it. She was made to be Joanie. She couldn’t be somebody else.

What do you want me to do? she said. I was here first.



She said, You know they won’t listen, if he tells them. They’ll think he’s mad. They’ll take him away, maybe, but they won’t come after you.

But my father isn’t a stupid man, for all he might behave like one. He’ll tell them something different, I said. Something they’ll believe.

Enough to make them follow you? All the way to France?

I’m not going to France.

She rolled her eyes. Wherever. Do you really think they’ll come?

But I didn’t have to think they would, only that they might.

She said, What do you want to happen, Meg?

But the only thing I could think of, the only thing I’d been able to think of all night, was to stay exactly where we were—not run at all—and when they came for us tell them, No, he is wrong, this is really her, Joan Winther. And have no one be able to prove otherwise. No actual, convincing Joanie they could point to, walking about Oxford or anywhere else on Earth, to say, That one is real, and that other, here, a monster.

Well, she said, it’s obvious, then. Isn’t it?




[image: ]



Day 88 (Morning)


About an hour before dawn I heard a noise from the front of the Lodge, a scraping like claws. I shifted the chest of drawers an inch and peered into the main room. Which was empty, so I pulled the drawers further out and went quietly to the outside door—it was open a crack—and put my eye to the gap. It was my father, sleeves rolled up, digging a pit by the frail first light.

I went back to our room and pushed the drawers back in place, and then I set about everything all at once, with great urgency and my heart in my throat, because it mightn’t be long before he came for her. I put her in my pale blue slip, the one Lucille gave me—it’s the only one Joanie would be caught dead in, and I wanted to make her as plausible as possible. To build her authenticity in layers like an onion, so they couldn’t peel it off. Then I got out the green linen, but I saw at once that would be an uphill battle; so I set it aside and took out the yellow sailor collar. Even with that she was unbearably slow—I suppose I was panicking her, because she forgot our lessons and put her elbow through the sleeve and got stuck, and kept tugging at the bodice so I couldn’t get the hooks in their fastenings—and I got hotter and hotter, and more and more agitated. The whole time I was trying to go over our plan, but I kept having to break off to scold her, and say, You will need to be better than this, and, If you’re like this when they come they will take you away, and they will be very cruel to you, and hurt you, and if you’re not careful they’ll hang you too. And other unfair things. (And untrue—because I knew it was me they’d hang; her they would only shoot in the head, like a horse.)

When she was finally dressed I gave her my plimsolls. They aren’t at all what Joanie would choose; but they are my widest pair, and the least likely to make her fall flat on her face. While she was putting them on I packed the suitcase. I’d have much rather a bag, something small and practical and easy to run with—but I did the best I could, and emptied everything out and put back only the essentials. I gave us one dress each besides the ones we had on, and one slip, and two pairs of knickers, and a pair of stockings in case we had to look respectable. I put in my shawl, and then—I couldn’t bear not to—the dress Lucille gave me for the party. Which I’ve purposefully kept from washing; but when I held it to my face and inhaled, it didn’t smell of anything, only staleness.

I packed a few other things, whatever my eyes fell on that seemed useful: the hairbrush, my mother’s mirror. Then I went to the door to listen. He’d finished digging, at least for the time being, because I heard him see to the hens—the rooster haranguing him—and shortly afterwards come in and make his eggs. A while after that the door banged, and he said to the magpies, Come on, then. And I heard them go off towards the village, chattering fainter and fainter until they were out of earshot.

Then I went to get food. Though I couldn’t have eaten a thing, I felt bad she’d been so long without, and I was starting to think it was hunger making her so dull-witted. Of course there was nothing normal, like bread or cheese, but I went to the cupboard and took the two remaining puddings, and a tin of what looked like shortbread, and as many of the chocolate bars as I could carry. I hesitated over the Veronal, but I took it, because if it came to it we would be better off with it than not.

I had her eat one of the chocolate bars, all the time prickling with impatience. If I could have chewed for her I would. Then I picked up the sewing tin—but with the suitcase that left me no hand free to hold hers, so I had no choice but to give her the tin, and tell her very clearly and seriously that she mustn’t let anything happen to it. No matter what, she mustn’t let it go. She looked practically a child, in that dress with the beach shoes, and it struck me that I should have done more to hide my worry; to keep calm and practical, and make my frantic preparations into a sort of adventure. I smoothed her cheeks with my hands and tried to exude composure. “We’ll be okay,” I said.

She smoothed my cheeks in return. “I know, Meg. We’re going to be glorious.”



When we’d gone just a little way into the woods I could breathe more easily. Even if it wasn’t done yet—we were clear of the Lodge, that was the first thing; they couldn’t just walk in and find us. It was an overcast morning, the first in weeks—a flat, heavy day, which seemed fitting—and the air under the trees had a primordial quality, soupy and buzzing. At first I held her hand, but somehow she’s learned to walk nearly as well as anyone, roots notwithstanding, and as soon as I noticed I let her go; single file is easier, particularly with a suitcase. I could have taken back the tin, but I had the strongest urge not to touch it until I had to. As if I could pretend we were here for something else, a stroll in the woods. While she was carrying it I could almost believe we were accomplices, that it wouldn’t be exclusively my doing; but I might as well have tried to put the blame on a dog.

The whole time I was thinking of the green baby, safe in the tin with its siblings. It’s just a sweet, I kept telling myself. Nothing I do to it will change anything. But the whole time knowing it would, that I had to believe it would, that it might not work if I didn’t. For weeks I’d hardly thought of Joanie, but now I couldn’t keep my mind anywhere else. I kept picturing her going about her day—crossing the road to the Bodleian with her books clutched to her chest, scarf wound tight and leaves blowing about her ankles, smiling at the boy almost crashing his bike from her prettiness—and always with a desperate dread, as if I’d pushed her off a high bridge, the bridge between mountains from one of Aunt Caterina’s postcards, and a second later realized I hadn’t meant it, but it was too late to do anything but watch her fall. I kept telling myself, It’s the only way, and, She isn’t that picture in your head, Margaret, she never was. When I stopped to hold aside a low branch, I looked back at my one, her plimsolls already dusty and stained with burst berries, the puff of a dandelion caught in her hair, gazing up and around with a wondering expression. They’re just trees, I wanted to say. For God’s sake stop staring. I held the branch until she’d almost caught up, then let it go so it whipped into her face.

We had been walking parallel to the brook for a while, and in the gaps between birdsong I could hear it through the trees: dappled water, rippling shade. I’d planned to go to the tree-bridge and do it there, perhaps say some words, something vaguely like a eulogy. But the closer we got the worse the terror, until it was a sort of constant lurch, as if I were falling with her; and I could see I wouldn’t be able to. That I’d never be able to let her go. So when we came to the nunnery lime I stopped, and ducked through the low branches and called my one after me. I leant the suitcase against the trunk, and had her hand me the tin, and I took out the green baby.

“Hold out your hand.” I put it in her palm and closed her cool fingers around it, and said, “Throw it in the brook, will you?” As if it were nothing, a whim.

She said, “In the brook. You’re so funny, Meg.”

“No,” I said, “not that. You wouldn’t say that. You’d say, ‘You’re so peculiar, Meg.’”

“Okay,” she said. “In the brook. You’re so peculiar, Meg.”

Of course she couldn’t see anything but tree—that’s why we used to come here, it is the most secret place in the woods—so I needed to explain what the brook was, and remind her of our lessons at the trough, so she would understand what I meant by running water; and then point her in the right direction, and explain practically step by step what she would see along the way, and how she’d know she’d reached it. What to do when she got there. As she pushed her way out through shaking leaves I had to sit, my back against the suitcase, to keep the whole world from keeling over. I thought of Joanie falling down—in the middle of Catte Street, just like that, as if she’d been snuffed out. The boy dropping his bicycle—the wheels still spinning—and running to her, tearing at her scarf, shouting for help. I had to grit my teeth to stop myself from calling after my one: Come back, I’ve changed my mind. Then another, sharper panic, like a pin scratching. What about the body?

“Wait!” Through the greenery I saw the shadow of her turn back. “Don’t throw it,” I said, when she came back through the branches. “Break it apart. Like this.” I rubbed my thumb against the tip of my fingers, as if I were crushing flakes of salt into a pan. “It needs to dissolve, see?” But of course she didn’t—so I said, “Disappear. It needs to disappear. Tiny pieces.” I had to believe it would work that way.

That was perhaps ten minutes ago, and she isn’t back, and here I am still, sitting in the dirt under the heart-shaped leaves, picking up the dropped flowers and pulling off the stamens one by one. They always make me think of wedding fireworks: the frail white petals under the exploding filaments, golden anthers bursting at their tips. She loves me, she loves me not. Once we hid in this tree for a whole afternoon and pretended it was a convent, only we didn’t know what nuns did besides pray, and spent most of the time making up rumours about the other sisters, most of whom were extremely ill-behaved. I’ve no idea if she remembers that. How much she remembers any of it: medieval queens and highwaymen, explorers and dryads. Snail shells, wildflowers. Gumdrops and soap. Lips and tongue and teeth. She might be dead now. Or now. How long does it take to dissolve a sweet in running water? The other one, mine, might have fumbled it. (In the Cherwell, kicking and kicking and still going down, a stream of bubbles, cold green depths. Swans like paddle steamers overhead. Later, her bloated body.) Might have fallen in herself: unused to running water, slipped and drowned, the baby still in her fist. Both gone, just like that.

Think about something else. The leaves, the jagged edges, as if they’ve been torn by hand from some great sheet of mother-leaf. What comes next. The walk through the Wilderness, what I’ll say to Fabian.

Or now. Or now.



She’s coming back. Although—no, it can’t be her, it’s too normal a sound for that. Something natural, a cat or fox, that moves by reflex instead of needing careful thought to pick up a foot and put it down. She wouldn’t crash about the undergrowth; if she couldn’t find the way she’d stand there in confusion, waiting for me.

She’ll be at the brook still. I’ll have to go to her—though I won’t be able to bear it, being there, watching her do it. But I can’t bear the waiting, either. Not knowing if the worst has or hasn’t happened. Books scattered on the pavement; the boy pushing up a coat-sleeve to find a wrist, a strong wrist with nothing like a pulse.

Something else, something else. Finding her, my one, and if she hasn’t done it doing it for her. If I have to. Then Snare House: let them see her, have her tell them this is what she wants. Money, enough to tide us over. Disappear. Or not, because we won’t, don’t need to, but go. I haven’t thought where. Not France. I don’t think I’ll ever go there. Not London.

It is her. I just heard her swear—I didn’t think she knew how, she must be echoing my father—and there’s a flash of her through the leaves. The shape of her standing, looking about, wondering where I am, though I’m exactly where she left me.

“Have you done it?” She looks around, still not seeing me; I go on hands and knees until my head and shoulders are through the branches. “Have you done it?” I say again, and then, “What happened? Did you fall in?” Because her hair is wet, flattened to her scalp, and her slip, too, soaked and clinging. “Where’s your dress?” The plimsolls now more red than purple, the stains bleeding on the damp canvas.

She looks at me blankly, and I think, Well, that’s it. She’s broken, and none of it will work. Then she says, “I got rid of it. It’s gone.”

Even from here I can see she’s trembling. “Come on”—I beckon—“come here, we’ll get you dry.” After a moment she stoops to follow me: not considering each movement, just forcing her way through, a flurry of leaves and petals.

“You made sure?” I say, once we’re back inside the tree-cave. “It’s gone? Completely gone?” I tell myself, Not Oxford, not Oxford, think about this, nothing else.

“Gone,” she says. “And no one will know. I made sure. They won’t come for you.”

“For us,” I say, and she frowns, then shakes her head abruptly, as if clearing her ears. Maybe she went under. I should have warned her not to try to breathe. I am suddenly full of tenderness again, and as soon as I recognize it, full of relief as well, that I don’t hate her, I might even love her, and it will be alright. “It’s okay,” I say. “You’re safe. You’re safe now.”

“It clawed me.” She holds up her arm. I should have warned her about the brambles, too.

I make a show of inspecting her, running my thumb over the scratches. The dirt on my palm turns to mud on her damp skin. “They’re not too bad. We’ll put disinfectant on them later.”

She’s looking over my shoulder. “You brought a suitcase.”

“Yes,” I say—it seems a strangely obvious statement, even for her—then, “Oh, right.” I lie the case flat and open it. “There isn’t a towel, but…” I take out the shawl and wrap it around her. “Better?”

She indicates the contents. “Is there anything I can wear?”

“I didn’t pack a lot. But there’s this.” I hold up the green linen.

She frowns. “That’s mine.”

“Yes,” I say, “yes, yes, it’s yours. We can get it on you as soon as you’re dry.”

“I can manage,” she says, in an odd tone. She is still shaking, but less.

“You did really well.” I should have said that earlier. “How are you feeling?”

“How am I feeling?” If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was angry. I can’t tell if it’s because she was scared, or she thinks I ought to have done it myself, has intuited some of the horror. Or maybe she’s just reflecting my own mood back at me. She reaches for the dress, and when I hand it to her hangs it on a branch, pulls her wet slip over her head. She’s so much like Joanie—I mean, so much like Joanie has been, here, with me—I have to turn away. In my head I say it over and over, an incantation: She never was, she never was.

Behind me she makes a grunting noise, and I remember she’ll need my help to get her arms in—but when I turn she’s already in the dress, just straining to fasten it. “Could you?” She lifts her arm.

As I’m buttoning her, she says, “You didn’t tell me.”

So she does know. Not all of it, but she’s worked out the essence. “I know. Sorry. I’d have done it myself if I could, but—”

“But you couldn’t.”

“I wanted to—I mean, I was going to. But—no.”

She nods. Then she gestures at her shoes. “They’re too small.”

“We’ll get you your own.”

“No,” she says, “no…” I’m not used to her saying half a thing, she either says it or doesn’t. At last she manages, “She was just like me.”

In her clumsy way she’s trying to tell me: what we did was wrong. What you made me do. Suddenly it’s hard to breathe. I make myself say, “She wouldn’t have felt anything.”

She stiffens, and for a moment I think she might argue. But she only says it back to me: slowly, as if sifting it for truth. “She wouldn’t have felt anything.”

I push the last button through, look down at her bare neck, the tiny hairs. With the back of my hand, wipe away a spot of blood. “You really did do brilliantly.”

She turns, then, and kisses me on the corner of the mouth—the first time she’s done that without me kissing her first, or telling her what to do. “Are we going home?”

I am looking at her clear eyes—they might almost be Joanie’s. I am looking at Joanie’s eyes. I am thinking, Don’t let yourself think. I am thinking about her kissing me. I am thinking, Are we? Are we going to be glorious? I rub my forehead, remember too late my dirty hands. If only I’d thought to bring water; but I wouldn’t go to the brook now if I were on fire.

“Meg? Are we going home?”

“Sorry,” I say, though I’ve told her the plan already, more than once. “We’re going to see your father.”

She takes a deep breath, smooths down her dress. “Do I look okay?”

Which almost makes me laugh. Instead I just smile. “You look fine. Actually…”

“Actually what?”

“Nothing,” I say. “You look perfect.”




[image: ]



Day 88 (Afternoon)


The Meadow is barren: no crane-flies, no cricket rasp; not a fritillary in sight, rooted or fluttering by. The grass scratches our legs, and I tell her, Lift your feet high, trample it. But she isn’t listening, she’s looking about us, appalled. Faintly, she says, “It’s bad.”

But of course it’s strange and alien, when all she’s known of the world is the woods, their dusky sanctuary: twayblade and bell-flower, lords and ladies. My father’s steadfast vegetables. Stark as I always find it, coming out of the trees, it must be a hundred times worse for her. The December sun low in the sky, but it’s barely cooler than July, August. September, when I lay in my funeral boat and thought about watering holes, and was so overwhelmed with the closeness of her, the one I thought was mine, I could have caught light and turned to ash, and still not be done burning.

She never was. She never was.

Then we are stepping out of the Meadow and onto lawn—and though we have been trespassing since the woods, it feels that much more transgressive on land that’s been watered and mown, that is so evidently his. Where I can practically smell the wisteria and the cedars and Sheppard’s bonfire and whatever Eliza is cooking, drifting out from the kitchen, and the lavender and wallflowers and night-scented stock and Lucille’s roses, and petrol from the garage and freshly cut grass and soap flakes from Marseille, and bacon and toast and marmalade and coffee and proper tea from India, and everything else I smelled without noticing, day in, day out, for nearly ten years. It is suddenly enormous: the thought of going in there, let alone seeing Fabian, let alone talking to him face-to-face. But she, my one, reaches for my hand, and I let her tug me towards the house. I tell myself, I keep telling myself, I’m with her, Joan Winther; she is Joan Winther now; she’s allowed.

We go in through the scullery. I tell myself, You came through here a thousand times, ten thousand, and it was nothing; this is the same.

Groves is at the kitchen table with his mouth full of lunch. When the door bangs behind us he shoots us a baleful glance, then, realizing we are not staff but Joanie, who should neither be glared at nor eaten in front of, drops his sandwich in a flop of bread and tomato and jumps to his feet, at the same time turning bright red and chewing frantically. He gives me a foul look—I’m grinning, in spite of everything, I can’t help it, it’s the best thing I’ve seen in months—and at last he swallows and says, “Miss Joan! Forgive me, we weren’t expecting you until supper.”

Which is instantly sobering, because I’d thought she wasn’t back till Friday. I press my arm to hers, as if to say, That was a near miss, and, We shall have to get away quickly. Only when she looks at my elbow in confusion do I remember: there’s no other Joanie coming, for supper or at all.

“Well,” my one says, to Groves, “I’m early, aren’t I?”

He gives an absurd little half bow. “You didn’t have to—take a taxi?”

As if that were the ultimate ignominy. But before I can laugh at him it strikes me she hasn’t a clue what a taxi is, for all she knows it might be a fish, and I am full of nerves again.

Thank God, she ignores him. “Is my mother here?”

Which is what we practised, at the Lodge. It’s the first thing Joanie would ask; and if possible I want to avoid Lucille, and deal with Fabian alone.

As it is, Groves says, “I’m afraid Mrs. Winther is in town for her Christmas shopping.” Meaning Bury—so with any luck she will be gone awhile.

“And my father?”

“In his study. If you’d like to wait in the parlour I can let him know you’re here.”

She looks at me; I shake my head. “No,” she says, “we’ll go straight up.”

He gives another of his little bows, and holds the door for us. I put the suitcase in the corner by the sink and we take the stairs: she ahead of me, Groves silently following. At the top of the stairwell, over the door to the living quarters, someone’s hung a sprig of mistletoe. She gazes up at it, and I wonder if she’s thinking of kissing me, before I remember she has no idea that’s what it means. Then her hand is on the doorknob—fleeting relief, that in the end I did teach her to use them—and we are traipsing into the entrance hall.

Lucille insists it is a crime to wait until the twenty-fourth to decorate; and so the hall and staircase are festooned in gauze and swags of laurel and ribbon, there are streamers billowing from the chandelier, every available surface has an arrangement—yellow mimosa, green cypripediums—or a dish of dates, a pineapple. The house smells like a florist’s. On Fabian’s insistence the tree itself is not let in until Christmas Eve, but Lucille has done as she always does, and had Sheppard fetch fallen branches from around the estate, and lodged them defiantly in pots and stripped them bare and iced them with toy-shop frost, silver and white, and strung them with bells and bubbles and icicles in gold and glass, and filigree birdcages and little jewelled birds. (When Fabian complains, she reminds him that in Italy the fascists, too, are frowning on Christmas trees.) And of course there is what she calls her log—in Italian I think it is ceppo—which isn’t a log at all but a construction of cardboard and wood in the approximate shape of a fir, stacked with shiny things and sweets, with her childhood nativity scene at its foot and on its very top a pine cone painted gold, which she collected in some Tuscan forest, on some picnic, thirty-something years ago.

I’ve been forgetting about Christmas, except in abstract, as the date Joanie would have been home. It doesn’t feel right, without frost and pale skies and breath that clouds in the air; and of course at the Lodge we don’t have so much as a paper chain. (Or not on show. We used to have a box, plain cardboard, with a handful of ornaments; but my father put away festivities when my mother died, and if he kept them at all I doubt will ever have them up again.) I glance at my one, expecting to see her wide-eyed and marvelling—but she doesn’t pay Lucille’s efforts the least attention, just keeps on across the hall. I suppose she’s only ever been in the Lodge, and for all she knows this is just how people live, in buildings this grand: amid trinkets and glitter. Then I remember she can only guess the way, and I have to trot to catch her up, and with a touch of her elbow tell her, Yes, that’s it, straight on.

The north corridor has spruce over the portrait frames, a paper angel outside the morning room. As we get to Fabian’s door I take her hand, quickly, and squeeze. “Remember,” I say, under my breath, “he isn’t anything. He’s just an old man who likes to get his way.” I should have had her ask: Is he hard-boiled today, or soft?

“I know,” she says. “I know.” She looks ready to play a county final, and also as if she might be sick. I suppose it’s a lot, on top of everything, to meet one’s father for the first time.

We’ve gone over and over it, not just at the Lodge but as we came through the Wilderness. They wouldn’t be expecting her, they’d think she was in Oxford. He’d pressure her, use clever language and deliberately mistake her meaning and any number of other tricks to trip her up. I gave her a few phrases, an emergency lexicon. I just need to talk to you. I’m not going to let you bully me. We went over the point of it: to let them see this was what she’d chosen, it was what she wanted, we were leaving and there was no point coming after us. She seemed uneasy—which I took to be whatever she was capable of feeling that most closely resembled guilt; or else the water, brambles, whatever everyday aspects of the woods had shaken her—and I told her not to worry, I’d do most of the talking. But she said she could, and I thought, Actually, yes.

Somehow she did seem more articulate, now the worst was over. More convincing. Maybe the responsibility had done her good.

Make sure you ask for money, I said, and she said, Yes, Meg, I know, but that’s not the main thing.

So I knew she understood.

But now she lifts her hand to knock, as if she’s forgotten everything I’ve told her about throwing him off guard, pressing our advantage. “What are you doing?” I whisper. “Just go in.”

“Yes,” she says, “right, yes. Just go in.”

She reaches for my hand, and I give hers another squeeze and let her go—at least I try to, but she only grips mine harder. Of course she doesn’t know not to. Then we are in the open doorway—a waft of stale cigar—and Groves, he can’t help himself, is calling from behind us, “Miss Joan, sir,” and darting past like a snake so he can stand properly to attention; and Fabian, behind his desk, getting to his feet, beaming, coming towards us with his arms wide—seeing me, his smile fading—seeing our clasped hands. For a moment I enjoy it, and then I think, No, it’s too much. Quietly, I say, “I’m right here,” and pull my hand away.

There is a tightening silence, in which we all stand and look at each other. Fabian’s face is less red than I remember, though it’s getting pinker, and he’s flexing one hand as if about to make a fist. “You know full well I will not have you in this house, and that goes double for when my daughter is in it. Leave, please, before I have Groves see to it.” Who I doubt has the backbone to see to anything, and Fabian must think similar, because he adds, “Although perhaps the police would be more appropriate.”

“Daddy.” She hesitates, and I hold my breath; then she says, “I just need to talk to you.”

“You can talk all you want once she’s left. We had an agreement, Joan. I don’t want to resort to our alternative, but I will, believe me I will.” To me he says, “Well? Or are you leaving it to my daughter to do the sensible thing, again?”

She fingers the waist of her dress, where the fabric’s puckering. “I’m not going to let you bully me.”

He looks at her, at us. “Groves, a moment.” Then, once Groves has closed the door softly behind him, and no doubt pressed his ear to the crack, “This is inconvenient of you, Joan. You know your mother always goes to Bury on the fourth Wednesday in Advent.”

But he thinks it’s her, that’s what matters. He doesn’t have to be glad she’s here, only believe she is. When she doesn’t reply he shakes his head, and says to me, “It wasn’t an empty threat. I ought to call the police. Trespassing—”

“I’m Joanie’s guest.” I’ve not spoken at normal volume since we came indoors, and it comes out feeble, a suggestion; floats across the room, melts into the panelling.

“Yes,” my one says. “We’re not going to let you bully us, Daddy.”

“What’s this? Bullying? Who’s bullying you? Who the devil is bullying you, Joan?” He goes to his desk, picks up his pen, clicks the lid off and on, off and on. “Don’t tell me this was your idea. It was hers, wasn’t it?” He jabs the pen in my direction. “She put you up to it. I thought you had more sense.” Although I’ve never heard him use the word in connection with Joanie, except to assert her lack of it.

“I’m not going to let you bully me,” she says quietly. I shouldn’t have built him up so much. She’s so afraid of him she’s got herself stuck, and this might be all she says, for as long as we’re standing here.

“A minute ago you wanted to talk,” Fabian says. “Let’s have it, then. I suppose it’s about the Lodge?” By the time I realize what he means, he’s already saying, impatient, “The eviction. It’s long overdue, and I won’t be swayed.”

I could almost laugh, at how little he understands. “It’s not the Lodge,” I say. “We’ve come to tell you it hasn’t worked. Keeping us apart.” I glance sideways, and she flashes me a small smile.

“Is that what she told you? It was my doing? She decided herself.”

“You didn’t give her a choice.”

“She’s a grown woman, Margaret. She made up her own mind.”

I’ve spent so much time despising the concept of him, I’d forgotten how much I really do hate him. “If she’d come with me that night—if we’d gone to London—you’d never have allowed it.”

For the first time in hours, I remember the swaddled yellow baby, still in my skirt. I feel for it through the layers of muslin, give it a little pinch.

“London?” He coughs, just once. “What’s London? She was always going to Oxford. In any case, Joan knows she can do what she likes, provided she accepts the consequences.”

“You’d lock her up. Keep her here, and not let her go anywhere, or see anyone you thought she shouldn’t.”

“Meg—” she says.

“Lock her up? She’s my only daughter.” As if that wasn’t why he’d do it. “All I told her was that if she insisted on embarrassing our family, the consequence would be that she would no longer be part of it. Or entitled to its privileges.”

Of course he’s only saying it to taunt me. She gave you up for an allowance. Fur coats and eaux de parfum. It could be true. All her talk of getting by, the two of us finding jobs—did I ever really believe she would? Not that it matters anymore. I can’t let it matter.

“Well,” I say, “she’s changed her mind.” There’s a prick of comfort in seeing him irked, that he hasn’t made me flinch. “That’s why we came. To tell you we’re leaving.”

“Meg—” she says again.

“Oh? Leaving for where?”

“Somewhere you can’t find us and never will.” I sound like a child, but I mean it.

Finally he takes the lid off the pen. Studies the nib, picks off some foreign body, a loose thread or piece of lint. “Well, Joan? What about you, have you anything to contribute?”

“I’m not Joan.” I should have warned her he’d call her that. “I’m Joanie. Joanie.”

“You are Joan Felicia Hesperides Winther. I named you that, and you were christened it in this very parish, in that”—in one violent movement he drops the pen and lid on the desk and crosses the rug, seizes her by the shoulders, thrusts her towards the window—her mouth an O of shock—“in that church. That church”—he flaps a hand to where the steeple ought to be, behind the trees, which this time of year are usually close to bare—“by a man of God. You are a Christian girl—woman—you are a Christian woman—and a Somerville woman now, and by God, girl, I will not have you defy me on my own land, under my own roof. Do you hear?” His knuckles turning pale. “I won’t have it, I won’t—”

She’s gone slack, like a mouse in the mouth of a cat. “Stop it!” I say. “You’re hurting her.”

“Hurting? We can talk about who’s hurt who—” But he does stop. Looks down at her, hands hovering over her shoulders as if he’s forgotten what is acceptable use of them—and he takes hold of her again, more gently. Turns her to face him, puts on a reasonable expression. “Joan, this isn’t you. We talked about it—you agreed—you saw sense.” She turns her head away, lips pressed together. “She’s bewitched you,” Fabian says, suddenly. “That’s it, isn’t it? She’s cursed you into this. Tell me—tell me, Joan, you can tell me what she did. Did she speak words you didn’t understand? Did she make you say them too? Joan, you must tell me, are you spoiled? Joan—my girl—” He tips up her chin, but she stares at him as if he were a stranger, which of course he is. “Has she bound your tongue as well? We can help you, Joan, we can save you. But you have to speak up. Groves!” He’s shouting now. “Groves! Call for Bolingbroke! Tell him I want him here within the hour!”

“I haven’t cursed her,” I say. “I haven’t done anything.”

“Of course you have! Look at her…” His hand waves furiously in front of her face. “Dumb, like an animal!” He takes her head between his palms, peers into her eyes—she shrinks away, as much as she can in his bear-like grip. Over his shoulder, he shouts, “What have you done with my daughter?”

It was a mistake coming here; we should have just run. “I haven’t done anything,” I say again. It sounds like a lie.

“Tell me,” he says to her, “if you’re not bewitched, you can answer this—what did I give you, before you went up to college? A gift. What was it?” She hesitates, and I am terribly afraid, suddenly: my spine, my stomach, all the places fear likes to lick. “I knew it,” Fabian says. “She’s put something on you, some magic, so you go along with her depravity.”

They will check her for amnesia, find out she isn’t who she should be, isn’t anyone. I think, Tell him you won’t answer. That you won’t play his games. Ask him for the money, make him angry instead of suspicious.

She says, “A watch. So I’d get to my lectures on time.”

Except she can’t have. Not those words—I must have misheard, or there’s something else she means by watch and lecture, because she can’t know what they are. This is something she’s picked up somewhere and is regurgitating, somehow she thinks it’s the right sort of answer. I try to catch her eye, so I can signal we need to go, now, before the vicar and the doctors and the nurses with white gloves and strong grips.

But Fabian—I can hardly believe it, but he says, “That wasn’t even three months ago. Of course you remember.”

I think … I don’t know what to think. I can’t begin to understand it. Was it me? Did I make her say it? I don’t think I could if I wanted. It’s like a magic show: how on earth she managed it, how she could possibly have got it right. I think of the shabby little conjuror with his bag of tricks, what he’d have given for one like this.

But Fabian says, “When you were seven, then. Your birthday. What flowers did I buy you?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “You can’t expect me—”

“Ha! It was irises. Irises. Your favourite flower.”

She frowns, for all the world like Joanie used to when she was finding me particularly vexing. “Roses are my favourite flower.”

“No,” he says, “you’re confused. Your mother likes roses. You like irises.”

He lets go of her at last and comes around the desk, across the room, to me—right up to me, he brings his face to mine as if he plans to kiss me or spit directly into my mouth, I can see his blackheads and his curling nose hairs. I think, I’ll bite you again. I show him my teeth, just a flash, and he steps back, he is looking at me like I’m an aberration, a nettle he’d have pulled already if he wasn’t so afraid of getting stung.

He backs away further: as if it’s a life raft, to the very middle of the rug, where the pattern’s worn to silver. “Put her back. Whatever you’ve done, undo it.”

I find it incredible, that he’s dismissed her first answer as if it proved nothing, when it was close to a miracle. How tiny the odds must be, how impossibly tiny; but I can’t see how it could have been anything but a guess. Except—

That’s all I can think: Except. Unless.

I say, “Joanie?”

“I’m right here.” She leaves the window, comes towards me, but before she’s even round the desk Fabian puts a hand up, Halt, and she does—she stops, like a dog or horse. I’m glad she does. I don’t want her next to me, holding my hand. I want to see her face.

I say, “That spring you started boarding. There was something I gave you—a thing I found, that you said you’d take to school with you. You wore it round your neck—”

She looks bemused, and I think, So it isn’t, then. I feel ridiculous for having thought it, but the death of it—that brief maybe—it’s like I’ve lost her all over again, and I want to stop everything and lie down beside Fabian’s ancestral carpet and have no one look at me or pity me or make me get up, not now, not for the rest of my life.

Then she says, “The shell. Is that what you mean? A limpet shell, with a hole in the middle. You gave it to me at Dunwich—”

“Covehithe,” I say, or think I say.

“It wasn’t a necklace, though. I kept it inside my cuff, so no one would see. I used to sit there in lessons and—” She mimes rubbing her thumb over it. “It was smooth inside, like a pearl. I never took it off, but one day I felt for it and it wasn’t there. I thought I must have lost it swimming. But…” She shakes her head, and I know she means, Why? Why are you asking me, Meg?

There’s a tap at the door, and I remember Bolingbroke—but he couldn’t have got here so quickly, even with God’s speed on his side. It’s Lucille, still in her travelling clothes. Over her shoulder she says, “Thank you, Groves,” and watches the hall a moment before she clicks the door shut. Then she holds her arms open, and goes to Joanie and folds her in them, and kisses each cheek and the first cheek again, and says, “Darling, I shan’t lie, it is wondrous to see you, but not in these circumstances.” She looks her up and down. “But you’re filthy. What on earth have you been up to?” With her toe she taps a stained plimsoll. “And these! You didn’t travel in them?” She doesn’t so much as glance my way.

Fabian, on the other hand, hasn’t taken his eyes off me. “Tell your mother,” he says, without turning round. When Joanie doesn’t speak he clicks his fingers. “Go on, go on.”

“Tell her what?” Joanie says.

“What you’ve told me. The bewitchment.”

Lucille says, “Darling—”

“But I haven’t told you anything!” Joanie says. “You’ve made it all up. Your illness—”

“For God’s sake, Joan, if anyone here is ill it’s you! Can you not see that? And she—she is beyond ill, there is no room for sickness in evil, there cannot be, or we should only ever pity where we should condemn. She gives her mouth to evil and her tongue frames deceit. And here’s one for you, Joan—do not incline thy heart to any evil thing. You hear me, girl? I know you do. Do not eat of her delicacies. That is Psalms.”

“Not returning evil for evil or reviling for reviling, but on the contrary blessing,” she says—and now I’m as good as certain, though I’ve never thought she pays attention in church. “I think that’s Peter. Or one of them, anyway.” I can hardly believe it, but it’s her. It can only be her. Somehow she was there. By the brook; under the lime. Not in Oxford at all.

She is talking, explaining, listing out points on her fingers, Fabian shaking his head, she is saying, “No, that’s not it,” she is raising her voice, not heated but determined, she is telling him, Look, and, Listen.

I can’t believe it and I can, I can’t not, there’s nothing else it could be. I want to ask her, How? How did you know?

I want to ask, What did you do?

“All this,” she’s saying, “evil, witchcraft—it’s nonsense. I know you know it is.”

That’s to Lucille, who has turned pale and fraught. “It’s distressing for him, darling. You must see that. You gave us your word—”

“Well, I’ve changed my mind. Margaret’s right. It was never a fair choice. And I’ve had a whole term to think about it—” Lucille smiles at that, which she ought to know is a bad idea. Joanie hates being condescended to. “Not that it needed thinking about! I should never have listened to you. Either of you. And you know what the worst of it is? It’d never have been anything, if you hadn’t made so much of it.” She’s talking to Fabian now. “If you hadn’t said all those things. Friends love each other. Sisters. You made it into something shameful, but it isn’t. Of course I love her. You always knew I did.”

“No,” he says. “It wasn’t that. I saw you, Joan. I’ll never forget it.”

“I know. It upset you, and I’m sorry”—she glances at me, it is a jolt, a warm rush of yes—“we’re sorry, because you weren’t supposed to see. But it wasn’t anything. I thought Mama told you? It’s just what girls do, sometimes. Before we get the chance with boys.”

I think about her next to me, on top of me, her knee between my legs. Her soft firm mouth. I think about her—but no, not her: the other one—beside the bed, in her dress, her slip, in nothing at all, letting me turn her this way and that, examine every inch of her, bend her over, touch her and kiss her and bite her if I want, pinch her, rub with my thumb in tiny circles until she starts to push against me, until she trembles and makes strange noises in her throat, and I have to cover her mouth with mine to stop my father hearing. Letting me take her hand and move it, push myself up into it, wind her long long hair around my hand or press my fingers to the shorn back of her head and push her down, pull her into me, tell her, There, there. Gently, gently.

Joanie says, “Really, Daddy. It’s normal. It’s nothing.”

I can’t make sense of it. Why she’d come back for me—why we’re here in this house, this room—only for her to say that’s all it was. Does she think we can go back to that? Friends, sisters—does she think that’s what I want? At least the other, mine, at least that was something, it wasn’t her but it was something, it might have been more.

At last she’s coming over. She looks so much herself, even in a too-tight dress and stained beach shoes she’s so essentially her it catches at me, though I should hate her, when she’s brought me here only to prove I don’t mean anything. I wait for her to put her arms around me and her mouth to my ear and whisper that she still loves me, only not like that, but isn’t this better, because now we can write to each other and maybe even see each other, in the holidays—

But she goes to Fabian instead, it’s him she puts her arms around, kisses on the cheek. The air in the room is thick, pressing in, it is effortful even to stand, but somehow I get a hand to my pocket. I take out the muslin. I won’t make it into theatre, just quietly crush him between finger and thumb. Crumble him over his carpet.

She’s taken Fabian’s hand in both of hers—she looks at me, at the muslin, my fingers ready—she makes a quizzical face. Then she says, “The thing is, you can’t just take someone out of a person’s life. I’ve tried without her, and I don’t like it. So she’s coming with me. That’s why we came—to tell you that. I’m taking her to Oxford.”

He taps his ear as if it isn’t working. “Oxford?”

“Yes. To college.”

And finally I see. How clever she is, how much cleverer than me; we should have lied all along.

“Hmm.” He makes a sound between a cough and a laugh. “They won’t let you back. Not if you can’t pay the fees.”

“But we won’t embarrass you. Honestly we won’t.”

“You expect me to believe you’ll live like sisters? After what I saw?”

“Yes,” she says, “because that wasn’t anything! Really, Daddy, we’ve been over this. It’s nothing but a silly confusion.” She’s exactly the right amount of exasperated, and I love her, I love her, I can’t believe I doubted her.

He pulls his hand from hers and goes stiffly to his desk. Feels behind him for his chair, finds it, sits; pours himself a brandy, sips it. The three of us wait as if he is Solomon about to pass judgement, only I’m sure none of us thinks him wise—but we watch him all the same, Joanie before the desk, hands clasped in front, the picture of deference; Lucille, arms folded, uncharacteristically severe.

Eventually he says, “Even if it isn’t true, people will think—after what happened—” He coughs again, and I realize I’ve forgotten what my fingers are doing. I put the muslin back in my pocket, and he takes a breath, a drink. Another breath—and he stares at us, at Joanie on the rug, at me off to the side, as if he’s never seen us in his life. “What was I—what I mean to say—” He touches his fingers to his forehead—tenderly, the way you’d touch a bruise, though I haven’t done anything to hurt him there. Then the other side, his temple, his cheek. Maybe he’s checking himself. Hard-boiled, or soft?

“Daddy?” I can’t fully see her face, but she sounds worried. About him, or this getting in our way, or both.

Lucille is already behind him, hands on his shoulders, leaning down to his ear, her beads knocking thunk against the desk. Quietly, distinctly, she says, “You’re in your study. It’s just past three o’clock. Joan is here, look, and Margaret—”

But his face has cleared, and he is batting her away, resettling himself in his chair. “I know, I know. I was only thinking. Or aren’t I allowed to think, these days?” He swallows the rest of his brandy and lowers the glass with a thud. To Joanie, he says, “I can’t stop her following you. But you can’t live together. Put her in a boarding-house, if you must.”

I can almost hear what she’s thinking. He’s not well, he’s clearly not well, and maybe that’s good for us and maybe it’s not, if he refuses to be reasonable, or in a fit of beneficence agrees to something he’ll later retract. Is it even acceptable to pressure him, in this mood? But he might on any day be unwell; on any day he might retract what he agrees to in sound mind. And is Lucille about to make us leave? (She has a look to her that makes me think she might.) And oughtn’t we do what we can, now, and worry about later, later?

She half turns to me, then I suppose thinks better of it, doesn’t want it to look like collusion. “We’ll say—oh, I don’t know, that she’s my cousin.” For all the world as if she’s making it up on the spot, and didn’t rehearse a word. “I mean, she practically is. She’s practically my sister. No one will bat an eye.”

“Hmm.” Fabian reaches for the decanter—Lucille, behind him, flinching—and slowly refills his glass. “And if I say no?”

“She’ll come with me anyway. I’ll get an award if I can, from college, and if I can’t—well, I suppose I’ll have to leave, and work in a shop.”

Somehow I keep my face straight. Fabian turns to Lucille, who looks at Joanie, who gives a half-smile and a little shrug, as if to say, you were right about all of it; and Lucille, to Fabian, nods.

He clears his throat. “The first thing I hear—the first thing, any hint of a rumour—”

“There won’t be one,” Joanie says. I can hear the effort she’s making not to sound triumphant—though she is, we are, it was almost impossible but somehow she’s done it.

“And I won’t pay your way.” He’s talking to me now. “I shan’t have you back for holidays, none of that. You’re not my problem any longer.” There is a pause, and he says, “There’s something else.”

“Darling—” Lucille says, because she knows what’s coming, and so do I.

But Joanie, golden and perfect, says, “What, Daddy?”

He can’t bring himself to look at us. “I know what you think, what all of you think, and maybe you’re right, but if she had anything to do with this—” He gestures behind him, towards the Wilderness. Makes himself meet my eye. “I’m asking you to undo it. Put it back.”

“You want me to undo it.” Slowly, as if I’m humouring him.

“If it was you. I don’t want an argument, we needn’t discuss it—they don’t believe me anyway, they’re on your side. But if any of this was your doing—if it’s in your gift—”

“He’s not well today.” Lucille reaches around him, takes away the brandy and pours a glass of water. She puts a hand on his arm. “You’re not well. You ought to be in bed.”

He takes a perfunctory sip. “I just want to hear her say it.”

Lucille shakes her head, you don’t have to; but I say, “If it makes him feel better.” Then, to Fabian: “If I can, I will.”

Over Fabian’s head, Lucille mouths, Thank you.

Now he opens his desk drawer, takes out a pot of ink, his notebook. Stares at it, as if he’s forgotten what it’s for—then, without excusing himself or glancing our way, begins to write, the pen scratching over the page, darting back and forth to the ink.

“But you’ll let him keep the Lodge.”

Joanie, in front of me, stiffens—but Fabian keeps writing, and for a moment I think he hasn’t heard. Then he puts down the pen. “I beg your pardon?”

“If you hadn’t decided to evict us, back then, she’d still be alive.” Briefly, vividly, she could almost be here—invisible at my side, in her apron and orange hat. I’ll show him sentence. I’ll show him “pronunziata,” the old sod.

He looks more than usually irritated. “I didn’t like your mother, but I didn’t kill her.”

Didn’t you? I almost ask. But it’s not as if he’d admit it. Instead, I say, “You’ll kill him, though. If you make him leave. He’d never survive the winter.”

Somewhere in the house, a clock chimes the hour. Joanie says, “My train’s at five. Meg? We should be going.” She comes to me, touches her fingertips to my cheekbone. Her eyes bright and at the same time dark and hungry, and I see her remember she shouldn’t, mustn’t, we are so close but not there yet, that room with chairs and a lamp, curtains, a bed. I see her notice the shadows under my eyes. “Did you even sleep last night? You need rest.”

Somehow, I bat her away; step round her, somehow, and past her, until I’m in front of Fabian’s desk, up against it, my skirt brushing his paperweights. I make a show of looking beyond him, out of the window. “You asked me to put it back. Or don’t you want that?”

“Really, Margaret,” Lucille says, “I understand you’re upset, but this is not—”

But Fabian is twisting in his chair, looking out at the Wilderness with me. Without turning back, he says, “Oh—fine. Fine.”

“And,” I say, “if I find out you’ve evicted him I’ll take it away again. And this time I’ll keep it.”

Lucille says, “Honestly, Margaret—”

But I am finally letting Joanie take my wrist, letting her pull me towards the hall. With my free hand I give the baby in my pocket one last squeeze. As we reach the door—the scuttle of Groves’s retreating feet—a wheezing from the desk, and we exit to the sound of Lucille slapping Fabian on the back, and, “Really, darling, if you’d only agree to a little acupuncturation—”



We don’t stay for tea. Joanie goes to her room for a handful of things she’ll need in Oxford—winter gloves, because it’s supposed to snow there tomorrow, and some jewellery she forgot she owned—and I to the kitchen to wait under the truculent gaze of Groves. (Leaning back in his chair, feet up on the table, picking under his fingernails with a cocktail stick.) When she finally appears I ask where she’s put her bag, and she says, “Meg! I couldn’t possibly carry them, they’re far too heavy. I left them upstairs.”

Of course Groves almost falls over himself offering to fetch them. As soon as he’s gone she grins at me and says, “They’re already in the porch. Phipps is bringing the car round now.”

She’s changed into a trouser suit, with a brown tweed tie and a buttoned waistcoat. She looks like a film star. I want to bury my face in her, breathe her in.

I want to ask her everything.

She goes to the pantry for a glass of milk, which she drinks standing up, leaning against the counter. I don’t know how to be with her. I still can’t believe she’s real. That’s what I’m thinking, as she wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, as she takes my hands to pull me up from my chair; as she pushes my hair off my forehead and kisses it.

For an awful moment I think that’s it, that she really does see us as cousins, practically sisters. Then she puts her arms around my waist and pulls me into her and kisses me, a small kiss but a soft one, and on the mouth. Then she sighs, and leans her head on my shoulder. But instead of telling me she can’t believe it, we did it, really did it, and she loves me and she loves me, she says, “You did push me, Meggie. You know you did. I couldn’t rush into it, I needed time to think.”

I shake my head slightly—none of that matters now—but she takes it to mean I’m disputing. “I couldn’t say anything, Meg. Not there, like that.”

The washed-out lawn, the people looking on. Suddenly it does matter, after all. “But you could have later. You sent me one letter, and that was to say you didn’t feel the same.”

“What? I never wrote that.”

“You did! You said—” But for all I used to know it by heart, now she’s here in front of me I can’t retrieve it. “You said you were sorry—”

“Well, I was.”

“And I wasn’t to write again, and you couldn’t say the things I wanted you to say.”

“Write them. I couldn’t write them down—I didn’t dare, in case they got hold of them. That’s why I told you not to send more letters, I’m sure some of the porters are in Daddy’s pocket. But I didn’t mean I didn’t think them.”

“So you did think them?”

She inhales. “I didn’t know for sure. But I told you that. I said I needed to see you, to be certain.” Clearly I look confused, because she says, as if to a stupid person, “That’s why we were meeting this morning. The note I sent? I said I’d be at the bridge.”

“I didn’t get a note.”

“I posted it to Mama, I asked her to give it to you. I told her it was a Christmas card…” She purses her mouth. “She must have opened it. I really thought she wouldn’t. Did she at least give you the spoon?”

I nod. “The M. But I thought—”

“Oh good,” she says, at the same time; then, “What? What did you think?”

“I thought it was a message.”

“A message? I just thought you meant for us to have one each. Like two halves of a locket. That’s why I took them from your room, after. When I knew you couldn’t come for them. Is that not what they were?”

She looks so worried I want to kiss her. Except—a worm of doubt, that I’ve got it wrong. That this isn’t her at all but the one I made: knowing, through some sorcery, almost but not quite everything, and making up the rest in line with what it thinks I want to hear.

“You said for her to tell me you wouldn’t be home until Christmas, and even then you wouldn’t see me.”

“For goodness’ sake.” She laughs. “Isn’t she meddlesome? I didn’t tell her any of that.”

I do kiss her then. She doesn’t taste of pear drops, only milky porridge, Kolynos dental cream. So I go on kissing her, and tell myself: It’s enough.

Only it isn’t, quite. “Earlier,” I say. “At the bridge. Did you—”

“I told you, I got rid of it.” She looks at me, sighs. “My shoe.” She mimes raising it over her head, bringing the heel down: once, twice, half a dozen times. “But I already said, I hid it. No one’ll find it. No one’ll know.”

“I didn’t mean to make her.” It feels important to say. “I didn’t ever think—”

She touches my elbow. “It’s gone now. Let’s just forget it ever existed.”

We lean side by side on the end of the table, her thumb making circles on my palm. Then, out of nowhere, all I can think of is her at the tree-bridge: swinging her legs, watching the trees and hoping she’ll see me and straight away know. Not knowing I’m waiting too, in the lime, only not for her but something awful and un-undoable. That there’s another, exactly like her, only a handful of yards upstream. Throw it in the brook, will you? Then: clutching her throat, gasping for air; dissolving—it needs to disappear—into the dappled light.



When we go out to the car the clouds are gathering, and there’s the edge of a breeze. We crunch over the gravel, Groves dashing back and forth with one after another of Joanie’s cases, I with my single light one.

We’re about to climb in when she holds a finger to her lips. I stop moving, then I hear it too: the church clock striking the half hour. Except—it’s going on and on, not just two chimes but ten, eleven, a dozen; and on, impossible hours, time on top of time. I imagine the magpies flapping about the tower, a sleet of black-blue-green.

“I expect it’s broken,” Joanie says; and when she sees me smiling, “Meg! You know it will drive poor Bolingbroke demented.”

It’s still chiming as the car starts up and we inch around the turning circle. As we pull onto the drive I look back at the house. Fabian is at his study window, hand pressed to the glass, staring up at the clouds as if he expects the rain to fall before we even reach the road.
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I’m waiting for Joanie to come back from her five o’clock. She’s later than usual, and the tea is going cold; I keep thinking I hear her on the stairs, but it’s only the door, which has a loose latch and bangs at the slightest gust. She is meant to be getting it seen to, but as far as I know she hasn’t even left a message. (We have a policy that she is the one who talks to men; they say yes to her more often.)

I wonder if she’ll bring buns. There’s a bakery on Cornmarket Street that makes them almost as good as Eliza’s, and all week she’s been promising to pick some up, and then forgetting, or leaving the Bodleian with so many books she can’t carry anything else. Which wouldn’t be so bad if she were actually sorry, but she never is; about anything, not just cake. It is always a kiss, and, Darling, aren’t I awful, and she will make it up to me—but then she has to study, because in truth she isn’t clever enough for a degree, or not an Oxford one, and is forever falling behind; or else she says, Meggie! Let’s go out!

And we go somewhere loud and dingy, where no one has anything more meaningful to say than her old boarding-school classmates. I’m sure she’s befriended the least intelligent women at Somerville.

The only saving grace is that some of them know people. At a party last week I met an Irish girl from Chiswick, who came up to study English but I think will switch to Greats. She was talking about a professor who teaches on Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, and we spoke for a while about tragedy, and Troy, and a little about Orestes. She suggested I go with her to a lecture, and I had to admit I wasn’t a student, only Joanie’s cousin. She said, Aren’t cousins marvellous? With a certain sort of tone; and for a moment I panicked that I’d given something away. But then she said, Come anyway, won’t you? No one will know.

I think I will. She is very serious, and has wonderful eyes.

Occasionally Joanie goes back to Suffolk, but usually Lucille comes here, and they go to the Cadena for tea. I am not asked, and if I were I wouldn’t go. As for Isaac, when we run into him in town he is civil, and if there’s company he says, “Hello, cousin,” after a drink quite sardonically. But there’s always a standoffishness, and if we invite him out he declines; and I’m quite sure he reports back on our activities, and whether there’s talk. (I don’t think there is; we are careful.) As Joanie says, his greatest talent has always been to know on which side his bread is buttered, and how thickly.

I’ve only been back once. I couldn’t stop thinking about the green baby, dropped in the tussle, out there in the leaves and dirt. Or long dissolved, never anything more than jelly and sugar—but I had to make sure. I told Joanie I was going to check on my father, and took the first train and walked from the station straight to the brook, which is four miles, and didn’t stop looking until it was dark. I didn’t find it; though I found her shoes, which she hadn’t buried deep enough. Her ruined dress. I made a deeper hole, buried them better. I didn’t look in the brook, and especially not at the long bank of bramble and ivy growing out and down into a sort of shelf, a chamber over the water, with its own particular eddy and glug, like a bathtub trying to empty down a half-blocked drain.

I will have to make the tea again. At times like this, when I feel the irritation rising in me like a gorge, I have to catch myself and remember all the things I love about her. The little things, like how carefully she will position flowers in a vase, and how on winter evenings she hangs my nightgown close to the fire to warm it, which no one has ever done for me who wasn’t a maid. How she forgave me, for the other one. Sometimes I think it the most extraordinary act, that forgiveness; other times I think it’s just that she’s so self-centred, it didn’t strike her as anything incredible, to meet her mirror in the woods and murder it. Although she never used to cry out in her sleep. (If I roll over to comfort her she kicks and punches me; so all I can do is slip out of bed and get back in the other side, and hold her tight from behind, and tell her, Hush, hush, it is only a dream, they don’t mean anything.)

The other day I saw a magpie. Not out and about, where I often do, but all the way up here, on our little attic windowsill. A large one, crow-tall. Not a pretty bird, except her colours: deep night bleeding blue bleeding green. On her brushed-black breast, a patch of darker feathers the size and shape of a penny. I opened the window and put out some crumbs, but she ignored them; so I knew she wasn’t one of my father’s, which to a bird are shameless gluttons. And none of them are as big. We sat there, watching each other politely, until Joanie came home in her usual flurry; then she flew away. I don’t know if she’ll be back. I can’t even say why she came, except perhaps to tell me, See? Perhaps she wanted to make sure I’d be alright. And it felt like a prompt, too. A nudge to a part of me I’ve let hibernate. Wake up, little cat, it’s time.

Time for what, I don’t know. I’d talk to Joanie about it, but she never wants to hear. She is like my father, plugging her ears with moss: willing herself ignorant, as if that way she might forget what I am. If I mention the other one, she says, Shush, Meg, you know it didn’t happen that way, or, if she’s in an irritable mood, You sound like a lunatic, only children believe in all that.

At least with my one I could talk, and she’d listen. Not that I miss her—but sometimes I wish I could have both. Or just Joanie, but a little more biddable, and neater, and better at listening, and willing to cook. Sometimes I think maybe that’s what it’s time for. But—I don’t know, it feels like making a silk purse from a sow’s ear. Like it would be easier just to get a silkworm.

I still have the babies, the orange and yellow and so on. I can see no safe way of disposing of them; but I’ve hidden the sewing tin, after a dream in which Joanie came across it in a peckish state and ate them all. Though perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if she did. Some days, like today when she is late or idle or only interested in hairstyles and dancing, I even think—it’s awful, but I can’t help it—it wouldn’t be entirely bad if something did happen, back at the tree-bridge. A hungry squirrel digging in leaf-mould. A storm breaking the tree cover, a flood, an erosion of bank, swirling soil and twigs and jellied green.

Listen—it’s raining again. Up here in the eaves even a light rain sounds torrential; and it rains a lot here, at least it seems that way. When I’m feeling charitable I send a little of it east. Not much, I don’t want Fabian to become complacent—but enough to keep him satisfied I’m upholding my end of the bargain. I’m sure the news can’t be helping his moods. Germany has been allowed to take the Sudetenland, and it is hoped that means there will be no war; but I can’t look at The Times without hearing him spluttering over his toast and marmalade, and calling Mr. Chamberlain—for all that he’s a Tory—a gullible ass.

Out of the window the roofs are dark and shining. If I crane far enough out the rain can reach my face, and I can just see the Christ Church spires, the sky above them grey and promising. It’s cool but not cold, dull but not dark, a halfway time of year.

I can picture them all at Snare House. There’s Pip, look, coming up the hare-path barefoot and whistling. Lucille at the dining table, arranging her roses; Eliza thickening the sauce for supper. The sky is clear and the Meadow rosy gold. There is the Lanchester coming up the Long Drive, Groves at the wheel, and the beeches—yes, why not say the leaves are turning, just enough. You might as well call it autumn. And the church clock striking, and there go the magpies up to the tower, a pestilence of magpies, a plague, covering the steeple as the clock chimes on and all of them crying with one magpie-voice: hag-hag-hag-hag-hag.





Ecco cessato il vento;

placato il mare infido:

salvi siam giunti al lido;

alfin respira il cor.
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