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white lie n.—a trivial and well-intentioned untruth, designed to spare someone’s feelings





  Chapter 1
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    2008
  


 

My name is Michael Salter, and I am dead; dead, that much I know for sure. All the rest of it—all of that I can only speculate about. I’ve had a lot of time to wonder about it: what I’m doing here and what it means, though thinking takes me round in circles, like Pooh Bear hunting the heffalump in the snow and realising he’s been following his own footprints.

My mother Ottilie was here earlier, in the wood, talking to me about misapprehensions and about guilt. She comes at least once a week and always on Sundays, from her cottage out at the coast, and she comes alone. Lately she’s been here almost every day and I’ve begun to act like somebody in hospital, alert at visiting hour for signs. I was watching as she came along the path this afternoon, a procession of one, slow-moving and stately in black. She came first to my memorial stone.

“Michael.” She spoke as if I were close by. “Today’s the day. We think today will be the day.”



I can’t remember seeing my mother ever wearing black before, but it’s the 14th anniversary of my disappearance here and . . . the truth is this hasn’t been any ordinary anniversary. She was unusually restless, walking along the beach, up and down, pausing at the furthest corners of the shore and struggling at moments with the depth of the grit.

“It won’t be long now,” she said, looking out over the water which stretches almost to the horizon; a vast bowl of it, many fathoms deep. The domesticated green summits we see around us here are in reality only the tops of submerged mountains: that’s what my grandfather used to say to me, when I was a child. They say in the village that the loch has moods, that when the wind blows it isn’t only the waves that rise and surge; that when it’s a dark, dark brown it’s at its most dangerous; that when the surface becomes a mirror it will reflect your profoundest wants back at you. It’s been viscous as mercury today, resembling something poured and inert, as if a silver skin has cooled on it.

Are you a ghost if nobody sees you, or are you something else? Ghost or not, I seem to have taken up residence in the grounds of the house where I was born, in the small wood planted here beside the loch in 1916. Not that I remember the moment exactly of arriving. Like the journey down the birth canal, some recollections are spared us. Too many, in fact. Memory reaches back, pausing at birthdays, Christmas mornings, the big conversations, key moments when we look into the eyes of our mother and know her in a new way; all the things that make impact on our little souls: the first bicycle, the first nightmarish week at the high school, the first proper kiss, the first cigarette and throwing up afterwards. I’m trying to get back to the earliest thing. I remember playing in the gardens at about the age of four, running along the sides of high topiary hedges. But for weeks and months that I know I was alive, there’s nothing, worse than nothing; indistinct traces left behind of something that’s gone.



My mother sat herself down, sitting up straight-backed in her usual way, in a dress that reached almost to her ankle, a black scarf twisted into use as a hair-band, her fringe flattened over her eyebrows. She rubbed gently at her shins and said, “Arthritis, apparently. I’m beginning to be old.” Her thick and wavy hair, glorious once, a pinkish-gold colour, strawberry blonde, is filling with nylon-like grey. When she was young she wore it very long, flying behind her like a cape, but it’s shorter now, and worn up, fixed by what look like chopsticks. At 52 she’s beautiful still, or at least I think so, despite the creases around her eyes and the sad marionette lines around her mouth, but she’s aged visibly since this time last year, when a gathering to celebrate a birthday was interrupted by startling news, news of me that certain of them had kept to themselves. I’m going to tell you about that, about my grandmother Edith’s party and what happened afterwards. There have been sad consequences, introducing a new era. Not that catastrophe is anything new. The family has had more than an average share of disasters, of premature deaths, one generation after another, such that people refer quite routinely to the power of the Salter curse.

We’ve been going through a phase in which my mother is angry with me, though her visits take a circular shape, starting and ending with kindness. “You were such an idiot,” she said to me today. “How could a clever person be so stupid? Why, Michael, why did you put yourself in that position?”

Her left hand wiped long tears from her cheeks, the movement rapid, like someone hoping to keep their crying unnoticed. With her right hand she lifted and dropped handfuls of shingle, pausing to inspect each palmful as it fell, looking at crumbs of grey-green granite, white quartz and orange sandstone. She has a labourer’s hands, square with big flat nails on the ends of workmanlike fingers, 
residual paint lingering in the creases, her skin rough and red from cleaning and turpentine.

The sky was low and lilac-brown this afternoon, the sunlight streaming in fat columns from gaps in the cloud cover, like street lamps, pulsing its energy down. When Ottilie turned to face my way it was as if she looked right at me, though really she was looking back towards the house. Only the uppermost part of it is visible from here, through the trees, above and beyond the lime walk—a glimpse of turret, of crenellation, of the complex slate geometries of a swooping roofline: some French influence got mixed in with the Scots Baronial. It reminds me of an illustration from a book of fairy tales that I had once, a book that had been my mother’s.

Peattie doesn’t have that same Sleeping Beauty’s castle look of being enshrouded in vegetation, though the gardens are thick with weed, the rhododendrons feral, the trees untamed, and in every direction elderflower and thorn have woven their grid.
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The history of the Salters is coming to an end, and if it’s hard to be definite about the attributing of malaise, there isn’t any doubt that the beginnings reach back to 1970 and the loss of another boy, Ottilie’s little brother, my child-uncle Sebastian. I’ve seen it, the death of Sebastian, although it happened before I was born. I’ve grown used to them now, these cinematic visitations, but I’ll admit that they were deeply disconcerting at first. They started one day out of the blue: I began to have (to see) memories that are not mine, that couldn’t be, because they pre-date me; they’re seen from the vantage point of someone who wasn’t there, as if the estate has its own record, soaked in deep and only just beginning to show itself. Perhaps it’s merely a kind of evaporation, a process without a point, though it’s hard to 
make a case for that: these are particular things and out of date order.

My aunt Ursula’s arrival in the drawing room on the day I disappeared: that’s an event I’ve seen more than once. Alan’s and Ursula’s account of my death, Alan’s original version. In Alan’s old passport he’d written under “occupation” handyman-gardener, and then he’d added entrepreneur. He doesn’t live at Peattie any more, but really Alan was only ever the handyman-gardener’s son, a man without official status, semi-permanently temporary.
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The first sign of trouble was a noise. It was the wrong noise—wrong, at least, for someone who had spent so many years using the same doors. It could only be to do with panic, that Ursula seemed to have forgotten how it was that they worked, the entrance doors leading in from the terrace, pulling rather than pushing, yanking at them, at their heavy double oak, their panels carved with flowers and with thistles. They’re hung doors, and she sent them rocking and echoing in their housing, before remembering to push.

When Ursula went running into the drawing room that afternoon she had angry red marks at the top of each arm, marks I inflicted, already purpling into fingershaped bruises. So that helped with the defence, obviously, the private defence provided to the drawing-room court. They couldn’t have gone on all these years, as they have, protecting her with quite such conviction, had they not been so sure that she was provoked. She makes an unlikely murderer in any case, Ursula the gardener, the vegetarian, the knitter; Ursula who if she isn’t gardening or knitting is likely to spend the day in bed in marabou feathers, opera on the record player, engrossed in wholesome reading that’s selected and vetted on her behalf.



She went charging in at quite a lick, across the hall and through the picture gallery. It wasn’t only her swift light footsteps that registered, the squeaking of the plimsolls she wears, white plimsolls child-sized on bare feet, but also a high-pitched disjointed noise, an interrupted murmuring wail that kept time with the footfalls and exaggerated them. Hearing her coming, the family looked mildly alarmed around the eyes and in a certain stiffening of limbs, though these reactions were manifested in the usual guarded way. It was instinctive with them all, not making too much of a grazed knee or a poacher seen on the hill or any of the other things that might and do upset Ursula. If people didn’t take their well-practised calming approach, upsets could swiftly become disproportionate. Her older sisters, the twins, of which my mother is one, were at this time 38 to Ursula’s 29, and had spent pretty much all of their lives being careful about Ursula, being loyal, being sensitive to her peculiarities, objecting to anyone else’s use of the word peculiarities, attesting good-humouredly to her being a one-off. Careful and loyal and tired.

Ursula burst into the room, her long brown hair flying. Edith went immediately to her, grasped her, holding her tight to her chest, saying, “What on earth is it?” and Ursula cried harder, extricating herself, her body convulsing with sobs. Her dress was pale blue, sleeveless, with shiny floral embroidery at the neckline, a dress that had belonged to one of the great aunts. Ursula won’t wear new clothes. There was a tidemark at the thigh-line of the dress, and crinkling of the fabric reaching down to the hem.

“She’s waded through water, she’s been in the loch!” Ottilie exclaimed, and everyone was equally amazed because nothing could have been more unlikely. A faint loch aroma emanated. Ursula’s skin was its customary nearwhite, though mild stripes of sunburn tracked the principal bones of her arms, and sweat had beaded pink along her 
hairline. The weather that June was almost freakish for the north, weather so hot that everything looked different, the landscape transformed, remade in new colours. Every window was open but it was just as stuffy in the room as before, a soup of thick and exhausted air.

Edith continued asking her youngest daughter what was wrong. Sometimes what’s needed is that you repeat a question in different ways, trying out different intonations. Edith pushed her own head back on her neck, chin recessed into her throat, to look properly at Ursula’s face, to signal to her that she was being scrutinised and that things were expected to come of this, but Ursula distanced herself, stepping back and shaking her head. Now my mother’s twin came forward, Joan, looking (characteristically) as if she’d take charge, then thinking better of it and folding her arms against intervention. She moved back again, saying, “Oh for god’s sake, get a grip.”

Edith looked towards her husband, face perplexed. Henry, preoccupied with financial problems and believing this still to be something trivial, took a few extra moments to put down his letter.

“Michael!” Ursula shouted, and then again, and it was like an appeal, like she was calling after me still, and I was near at hand. She directed her calls towards the windows, as if I were waiting just outside and might hear. Now she went into distress mode, arms tight across her waist, grasping her own elbows as if holding tight to them mattered, stepping forward and sideways, back and sideways again, her eyes cast down. Henry got to his feet. Ottilie got onto her feet, her toast falling to the floor, its upturned buttered quarters pathetically domestic, out of place in any kind of crisis. She put one hand to her mouth, saying, “No, no, no, no,” beginning to grieve even before the news was told. Now Ursula was squatting, her dress ridden up, holding tight to her knees, her nails indenting fiercely into her skin. “I’ve killed him, I’ve 
killed him,” she said, and there was something about the tone that sounded vaguely surprised and as if pleading for contradiction.

Ottilie half fell and half sat on the floor, going down hard, jarring her back, her face registering the pain of the landing. She bent forward and clasped her hands over the top of her skull, demanding that Ursula explain—“What do you mean, what do you mean you’ve killed him, what do you mean?”

Henry went to Ursula, to the Chinese rug that has half the fringe missing, taking hold of her arms and pulling her gently up to stand. He had Ursula by both wrists and was saying, “Calm, calm; breathe, calm,” his quasimilitary authority to the fore. He opened her arms wide and closed them again as if they were bellows, a technique that had been used before with success. “Breathe” he said again, elongating the word. Ursula began to calm. “Look at me.” Henry took her face in his hands and insisted on eye contact. “Where is Michael? Where is he?”

Ursula said that I was drowned, and that she hadn’t meant it: they had to understand, please, that it hadn’t been meant. She sagged again onto her haunches, and Henry was forced to let go of her. He took a step backwards. Those who hadn’t been on their feet were on their feet now. Cups and tea plates had fallen in slow motion onto upholstery and onto the floorboards, splintering china into shards, a general exodus already in progress even as the china fell. They gathered up Ottilie, who was staring wide-eyed and unblinking, who went passively along as if sleepwalking, steered from the door. They went along the picture gallery and into the hall, Ottilie reacting as if blindfolded and having to be directed, only just dodging pedestal tables, into the gloom of the rear passage and towards the back stairs. The servants’ entrance (as was) is the closest exit to the loch. Joan’s husband Euan was first out, emerging at speed into the yard and almost cannoning into Alan, who 
was coming in. Euan, immensely tall, lanky, cool-skinned and cool-eyed, couldn’t have presented a greater contrast to Alan, who was overheating and blowing hard. He’s plump, has a tendency to blush, has a tendency to sweat, and his blonde hair is almost white.

“I’m sorry,” he panted. “Can’t run like she does.” Bending over and breathless, like an athlete after a sprint. “And I was ill. I’m sorry.” When he lifted his head there was dried vomit crusted around his mouth. His nose and left cheek were bruised and swollen.

“Alan,” Euan said, with a gesture that could have been solidarity, putting a hand on his shoulder, those long bony fingers, but in truth pushing him gently back and out of the way. Alan turned to watch as Euan ran across the yard and disappeared onto the lane. As Alan swivelled, his pink face screwed up against the glare, moisture gathering on his brow and upper lip, Joan appeared from the stairway, calling after Euan and ignored.

“Alan,” Joan said, as if introductorily, before abridging the thought into two words. “A crisis.” She was businesslike in a trouser suit and silk shirt, trim and blonde and smartly dressed; she and Euan had just returned from Glasgow, from a university open day, and she’d wanted to be impressive among the other mothers.

“Wait. Alan, what happened to your face?”

“I was there; I saw it all.”

“But what happened to your face?”

“I swam into the boat.”

“Come with us,” Joan told him, and then, “But hang on. Wait a moment for my father.”

Alan put his hands one to each side of his head. “I was there; I saw it all.”

Now Henry approached, guiding Ottilie from behind, and then coming around to stand in front of her. “Alan,” he said. “You saw Michael, Ursula and Michael. Alan, you’re injured.”



“It’s okay. Looks worse than it is. I swam into the boat.”

“Alan, tell us. Tell us if it is. What it was.”

“Ursula has told you, then,” Alan said, his voice full of regret. He left it to others to say what it was that Ursula told: later, that would seem significant. And now there she was, stepping out into the yard with Edith, holding hands tightly, out from the stairs and through the door into the light. Despite being close to five o’clock the day remained dazzling and golden, thick with yellow dust.

“I killed him and I can never get him back,” Ursula said. “That’s what Alan told me and it’s true.”

“You waded in—he was in trouble and you waded in a little way and couldn’t go further. Was that how it was?” Edith was desperate for it to be so.

“I killed him,” Ursula told her, calm and solemn.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs Salter,” Alan said.

“We must get down there,” Edith announced, and then, “Alan—what happened to your face?”

Alan touched his cheek with his fingertips. “I swam into the boat.”

“We must get down there, and quickly.”

“It’s too late; he’s gone,” Ursula told them, almost irritably.

“It’s too late; he’s gone,” Alan confirmed. “I spent half an hour looking.” They’d remark on this later, that interpretation ran fluidly in his account: he followed only where Ursula led. But he looked like a man who’d had a great upset, even if only circumstantially. His left leg, his left shoe, were juddering nervously against the gravel.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m having a panic attack. It’ll pass in a minute.”

They watched as he did a little circuit of that area of the yard, hands casual on his hips, miming again that same runner’s habit, though this was the look of a competitor in the moments before the race began, fingers hooked onto 
hip bones and shaking his legs out one at a time.

“But how did she?” Edith extended her hands palms-up in that biblical way that she has, and was looking at Ursula, who was walking away towards the loch path. “It doesn’t make any sense. Are you absolutely sure? Are you sure?” 

Ursula turned briefly to face them, walking backwards for a few paces. “The oar. I hit him with the oar across the head.”

“Oh no, Jesus, no!” Henry pointed his head skyward, his words a shout.

“I told you, I told you,” Joan said, “but nobody listens.”

“Though that wasn’t the first thing,” Alan interrupted them, returning to the group. Ottilie remained in a trance, her eyes unseeing, and Alan put his fingers to her elbow, squeezing and stroking briefly down her forearm. There was something unmistakably proprietorial in the gesture. He cleared his throat. “The first thing. She pushed him with it and he lost his balance.”

“She pushed him,” Joan repeated. “And?”

“That was the first thing. And that was fine. He fell out of the boat. That was fine. They were fighting and he went out.”

“The boat. What was she doing in the boat?”

“It was when he tried to climb back in. When he tried to climb back in, she . . .” He trailed off, bending again. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I can’t believe it either and I’m ill.”

“And I can’t believe there isn’t any hope,” Edith said, her voice breaking on that last almost unsayable word. “Come on! Come on—we mustn’t waste any more time.”

Henry was already astride the old motorbike, a heavy black monster, tar-black, that survives from his father’s day and that he used on the hill tracks. Alan got on behind him, by invitation that turned to insistence, and went off holding on lightly to Henry’s waist.



Edith turned to Joan. “Where are the children? The children. We must tell them before someone else does. Where are they?” Her eyes swam in and out of focus and she put the heel of her hand to her forehead as if containing her racing thoughts physically.

“Mum,” Joan said. “Mum. Are you listening? Only Mog is here. You know that. The others are all off around the village. We’ll get messages out after.”

Edith met her gaze. She looked as if she was going to speak and then didn’t. She let her fingers trail down over her nose and mouth and chin.

Joan said, “She’s still upstairs. She’s up with Granny.”

Edith’s attention snapped back into the present. She turned and hurried back up the stairs, hearing as she approached the great hall her mother’s shrill cries; seeing, as she approached the great hall, Vita standing remonstrating with Mog, Vita in orange and Mog in red, vivid against the black and white tiles of the floor and all the sombre wood colours. They stood in a rectangle of light created by one of two tall windows, and Mog was pleading with Vita to stay put, to return to the drawing room. Edith stepped in, telling her mother abruptly that Mog was right, that negotiating stairs and the walk to the loch were too much for her, and then she returned to the yard, her face wet, turning her head as she appeared and shouting back up the stairway, “No! Please! Stay put, stay there.” Her hand went to her forehead. “That’s all we can do; we can’t physically restrain her.” She spoke more quietly now, into the house, to someone unseen, and after a moment Mog emerged, blinking in the light, her mouth pulling down hard, Mog trying in vain to correct it. Without saying anything further, Edith took the bicycle that was left by the entrance and cycled away, wobbling and weaving. Joan and Mog followed down the lane on foot, each overtaking Ursula, who brought up the rear at a sedate and hopeless pace, her eyes three-quarters shut, talking rapidly to no 
one, gathering and then releasing the fabric of the skirt of her dress.
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At the lochside there was a hastily discussed and amended plan of action, one that only Ottilie was oblivious to. Ottilie went down to the end of the jetty and strained herself towards the water, shouting my name again and again. “As if he’s a lost dog,” Joan said to Edith, Edith not responding. Euan ran back towards Ursula, who just at this moment had stepped onto the beach, demanding angrily to know where it was, the spot in question, approximately, approximately would have to do. Ursula ignored him, swerving around him, and so he turned to Alan, who was heaving the rowing boat from the shore. Edith and Joan decided they’d join Alan in there, wading into the shallows and boarding with his help, his steadying hand. As the boat floated free and Alan climbed aboard, Euan shouted after him for his opinion about location, about where they should be looking. Alan found it hard to say, and it was genuinely hard to say, on such a great expanse of water, where it was that the boat was sited earlier that afternoon. Their urgency, their cooperative urgency, was a touching thing to see. They acted as if there was something that could be done, as if even now I might be dragged up and out, coughing up water and alive after all.

Henry set out along the jetty, my mother turning to register his presence before facing the water again.

“People survive longer in cold water,” she said as he came to stand beside her, her voice unrecognisable. “Don’t they? Dad. Please. They survive longer in water this cold.”

“Ottilie.” His tone wasn’t promising.

“I read something though. About breathing shutting down. Breathing shutting down. Please.”

Euan had his shirt off over his head, had stepped out 
of his trousers and was wading stoically, unflinchingly out in his boxers, before executing a strong forward dive. He gasped as he surfaced, treading water, because, yes, as it happens it was as cold as the grave. He went forward again, arcing his arms forward one after the other, swimming the crawl towards the spot that Alan suggested, that was Alan’s best guess.

“If anyone can find him, Alan will,” Edith said.

“My husband isn’t completely pointless, Mother” Joan told her. A beat fell. “Though I agree he is mostly pointless.”

Euan was beginning to make exploratory dives, dipping and resurfacing and diving again. Alan was out of the boat and doing the same, the two of them like feeding birds. Already the voices came at them, wanting news. “Anything? Anything at all? Not a sign? Nothing? Try further along.” It’s hundreds of feet deep and dark as a moonless night down there.

Joan took the opportunity of their being alone to say to Edith that when he saw what was happening, Alan should have come straight to the house. “Half an hour, he wasted half an hour trying to do it all himself and be the hero. The hero all over again.”

Edith was brusque. “He did the right thing, Joan. He might have saved him.” Sebastian’s name was in the air unspoken.
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Later, a week or so after this, Alan surprised them all by going into the loch and coming up with one of my shoes, a brown leather boat shoe soaked almost black. He had found it on a rocky outcrop under the surface and this had sparked a new search much closer to shore. The fact that Alan found it would be thought to be important later, when the questions began in earnest. Later, you see, there 
wouldn’t be certainty, but only deeper and greater doubt. Certainty has only come recently. At the time there was nothing systematic about the thing; it was and remained essentially amateurish. This might shock you, but the fact is that the police weren’t involved in the aftermath of my disappearance, and not just not then, at the beginning, on the day. Not at all; not ever. The family could always have played the suicide card they held up their sleeves in readiness, if the authorities had come sniffing round, but it wasn’t something they felt complacent about, not with the risk of a head wound revealing itself. Dragging the lake, in any case unfeasible, was quite impossible in these circumstances. This is something Henry had to be blunt about when dealing with my mother.

Alan surprised them all with his tact. There was no way of assuming him locked into the secret, but nonetheless Alan was meticulous in supporting the Salter version of events in the village. Henry tried to have a conversation with him at the beginning, a conversation about consistency, but Alan interrupted him in his full euphemistic flow, lifting his hand up as if it were a pledge and saying that if anyone asked, he would tell them—of course—that Michael left home, left a note, and that his current whereabouts remained unknown. All these assertions were, after all, true.

“The rumours are a disgrace.” He said this almost as an afterthought, half out of the door.

“Rumours? What rumours are there?”

“That his car was left on the beach because Michael never left the loch. That Michael killed himself.”

“Nothing about . . . anyone else?”

“No. No, no. There’s no implication—”

“I see. Well, thank you, Alan.”

Some people have an aura about them, an unfortunate editorial addition to the facts of their physical selves, and Alan was one of these people: probably still is. At the time I 
disappeared he’d already taken on the doughy, shadowedeyed look of a man who has lost faith in the idea of life, who senses that life has no great plan for him and finds consolations where he can. He’d adopted a daily uniform of formal black trousers, just a little too short, showing white socks in the gap between hem and shoe, and loudly patterned zipped sweaters that were stiff with acrylic. When he left here last year in disgrace, by then mostly bald, he’d grown out his monkish tonsure of hair so that it could be brushed across from one ear. At the time I was born things were different. At that time he was handsome in his sturdy soldier-boy way, unfashionable but well presented, a lover of well-pressed slacks and short-sleeved shirts finished with a knife crease down the upper arm, strong-chinned and even-featured, if rather hard-looking, his face usually closed on its outward side, with who knows what doors and windows on the inward-facing wall, but in middle age he’d become desperately unkempt.

“Well, what do you expect?” Henry would say, when the subject arose. “Two men living in that small house together.”
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Henry went along the shoreline, past Mog, who was walking briskly up and down, her hands held in front of her, massaging one with the other in turn. He went along to see Ursula, who was sitting at the edge of the wood, at the base of a tree, knees clasped tightly, but she wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t look at him. He knew these silences and knew that they end only when Ursula is ready, so he abandoned the attempt and returned to Ottilie on the jetty. They stood watching as the rescue effort became openly disheartened.

“No, no chance,” I heard Henry say.

“But he’d float, wouldn’t he?” Ottilie asked him. “He’d 
float if he were drowned, wouldn’t he? He wouldn’t sink, would he? Or he wouldn’t sink far, would he?”

Henry believed in honesty, always said so. It’s what he was known for, his straight talking, that is if you could get him to talk at all. Ordinarily he was a man who didn’t say much unless there was a practical need, and it had been like that since Sebastian died. Edith has always maintained that Henry was optimistic once, a happy, uncomplicated soul who found contentment in ordinary daily busyness and recuperated in good spirits afterwards, glad to spend time with his family. When I was born Sebastian had been dead five years, which was longer than he’d lived, and it wasn’t any longer easy to engage Henry, but if you could engage him, he was disarmingly straight. Disasters did this to people, he said. He never pretended to a child that there’s a Santa or a Tooth Fairy or (out of Edith’s earshot, at least) that there was anything special about the Baby Jesus beyond being a man with a good heart, about whom many myths sprang up in his lifetime and then even more so afterwards, as is the way with celebrity. He wouldn’t lie to Ottilie. She knew that. That’s why she was asking.

“He might be . . . suspended at a certain depth,” he said to her, apparently unemotively, looking out at the two men, who were diving and surfacing and yelling at each other to move along a bit. Alan said that judging by the view of the wood they were 50 feet out, maybe, but it was so hard to say; it was almost impossible to say.

“It isn’t just about the distance from the beach,” Euan told him. “The location needs plotting in three dimensions.”

“Whatever you say, professor,” Alan sniped.

Ignoring this, Euan said Ursula should be with the women in the boat, shouting this ineffectually towards the shore. Then he was gone again, getting into his dive by surging firstly up, his breath held, his ribs obvious and wet, his boxers soaked against his hips, before plunging down, 
his long pale legs beating at the water as he tried to get more vertical and deeper.

“It depends on how long,” Henry was saying.

“But people are found floating in rivers, in the sea,” Ottilie countered.

“They have air trapped in their clothes. Or are carried along by the current, the tide. Or if not, if they sink, they tend to . . . they tend to bob up again, at a certain point, at the point when . . .” He stopped mid-sentence. Not even Henry could bear to tell my mother that my body would have to rot a little, made buoyant by decompositional gas.

“Carried along,” she said.

“But in a loch this cold he might never resurface,” he told her.

“What do you mean?”

“In water this cold, it’s extremely cold: you understand that, don’t you? It’s ice cold down there in the deeps. The truth is that he won’t be found.”

“What do you mean? No. No, Dad. No, Dad. What are you saying?”

“I’m sorry. But you want to know. You want to know, don’t you? The unvarnished truth of it?”

“No. I want to know something different. Take me back to the start of this and I would give anyone’s life. Yours, Dad. Even yours.”

“I’m so very sorry.”

“Nobody’s sorry enough.”

Nothing further was said for a while. What Henry was thinking, I’d bet, is that this would be a good thing, a saving grace, my non-reappearance. Ghastly, tragic, terrible, too terrible to comprehend fully, a terrible day it had turned out to be, but at least I wouldn’t reappear. That would be the arrived-at family perspective, the grown-on family orthodoxy. They didn’t want me resurfacing, found bloated on the surface by a fisherman: the only thing 
that lay on the other side of that eventuality was a more concrete disaster, a living human disaster, one that was unnavigable. Henry was reassured that I was unlikely to be found, and was too ashamed to admit it. Ashamed the whole rest of his life.

They spent another hour and ten minutes at the loch. Everyone knew it was hopeless and that there was little point, but nobody could bear to leave, to turn their backs on me, until Edith said that she must go and see Vita and that they should go back to the house, perhaps returning later. That perhaps was the mechanism for permission. Once they’d gone, they weren’t going to return—other than for the private visits, three, four times daily at first, and then less and less often as the weeks passed, their resolve leaking into duty, duty turning into resignation. They came often at first, scanning the water, something nobody talked about but everybody did, individually and without mentioning it, waiting for the possibility of my showing as an object limp and buffeted, something foul and changed. Once human, now a repellent human debris.

What is it we learn as we grow older in the world? Nothing, it seems to me, besides what it is that love means. My mother loved me, but in a language I didn’t understand. Things were obvious to her that I couldn’t even guess at. My grandparents loved me in a way that was sincere and useless. Mog loved me in a way that left me anxious for her: her love was like another way of being lost. Everybody else loved me only after I’d gone.



  Chapter 2


 

It’s time to begin to tell you about the events of 12 months ago. We’re going there now. The lilac-brown clouds and the sodium yellow light are gone. It’s tepid and overcast weather, but with a brighter sky promised, a classic Scottish summer day. This isn’t how it began but it will serve as a place to begin, with a conversation here in the wood between Ottilie and Joan, about the appropriateness of grandeur and its cost. This could have been an argument arising from one of many points of conflict that had dogged their lives together, but in this case was pegged specifically to Edith’s 70th birthday and the arrangements for the coming weekend.

They had come here for privacy, far from Edith’s ears; the finer details of the celebration had been kept from her. Joan had elected herself head of the event committee, and had delegated widely. She had demanded Ottilie come to the wood to look at the list. Each of the sisters was leaning on a different tree, each with her arms folded. Negotiations weren’t going well.

“Why is it that you ascribe value only to things that are expensive?” Ottilie asked Joan.

The reply was obvious. “Why is it you’re so determined to be cheap?”



“It’s not about you,” Ottilie told her sister.

Joan batted straight back. “It isn’t about you, either.”

Ottilie served a new ball. “What they want is simplicity. Simplicity and their old friends.”

“They’ll love every minute of it,” Joan volleyed.

“You don’t understand,” Ottilie said, her tone changing. “This is about grief. Grief that’s still fresh. Celebrations are in bad taste. It ought to be low key. It has to be low key.”

“It’s you who doesn’t understand,” Joan said. “What we need, what they need more than anything, is to draw a line. A party is symbolic. Enough time has elapsed.”

“That’s not for you to say.” Ottilie’s voice was shaking, and so were her hands.

“We need to get on and look at the list,” Joan said without looking at her sister. They began perfunctorily to go through it, agreeing and disagreeing, each of them embarrassed by the way things had almost developed, the conversation they’d very nearly had.

Joan said she’d taken note of objections and would consider, but now she must get on because there were a hundred things to see to. They walked towards the house together, side by side and as far apart as possible, continuing the debate. Their voices grew louder. Abruptly, Ottilie turned away from Joan—who in so very many ways is her unidentical twin—and came back, gesticulating and far from pleased.

I know her even at great distances by her outline, by the way her arms swing through the step as her body moves forward, by the determined way she holds her head. She stopped to look at the verge, picking one seedhead and then another, storing her treasures away in her pockets. She’s constantly on the lookout for things to take back to the studio, is madly prolific; her canvasses and boards are six deep at the cottage, an overflow of things she’s not ready to sell. Many more are stored at Peattie, in dusty and unloved rooms.



She stands in front of things, looking at them as if they’re already drawn, as if her eyes are scanning and drawing and the thing’s already on the etching plate. Etchings are her preference, at the moment, though her first success was a series of vast smudgy boardroom oils, cream on white, pictures that paid for a home of her own. The gallery owners come to her there, surprised, or (very occasionally) charmed by the state of the place, and girding their loins. She’s not going to do more work in the old style if she doesn’t feel like it. She’s not going to let work go that isn’t right or isn’t finished. Sometimes things sent to Peattie are retrieved and reworked, and sometimes they go back again afterwards: the process can take years.

In repose and in walking alone, her face sets into something that could be misinterpreted as sternness. She can be intimidating, my mother. She does classroom visits and frightens children; she’s had a long-term association with the primary school in the village, and she was here with the graduating class the year they saw the great uncle. I’m not the ghost of Sanctuary Wood, you see. It isn’t me that people see here, or say they have seen, but Great Uncle David. He’s a famous ghost, mentioned in the guide books. Ottilie brought boards and a roll of lining paper to the school trip, unfolding a wooden ruler with brass hinges, marking and creasing the paper roll before tearing it efficiently into sections. She gave the pupils pieces of charcoal and asked them to draw trees. She can’t talk to children as if they’re children, never has been able to, and this has been a fertile source of family reproach. She wanted them to stop thinking they knew a tree and really look at it, she said. Some of the school children saw too much, more than they were bargaining for, though it was Ottilie’s opinion that the ghost-seers were deluded, were wanting to see something, had willed themselves to, had undergone a domesticated sort of group hysteria. She’s better with older children, 
teenagers, who go to her by invitation to work on their portfolios for applying to art college.

“Don’t assume too much, don’t rush to judgment,” she’ll say to them, her eyes showing their green ice under the grey, fierce but meaning, always, to be kinder; set on her path of inculcating into people the value of making. The fierceness comes from meeting resistance. “That may look like a nothing to you,” she said to a man overheard at an exhibition, “but a barnacle-covered shell was the starting point and what happened in between was art, no matter what you think of it. Art is doing.”

So, Joan went off in a huff, and Ottilie returned to the wood alone. She had one of Joan’s clipboards, a brown clipboard with a bulldog clip, a pink sheet of paper fixed to it, and she threw it down hard on the great uncle’s tomb. She took her hair down and put it up again, something she does when she needs to think or to delay her reactions, something self-calming. Drawing closer, I could smell her chamomile shampoo, her violet scent, face cream, the scent of inhabited fabrics. The handwriting on the pink sheet was Joan’s, a list written in her usual jagged calligraphy: Fairy lights, but only the white ones, 50 strings. 20 of the large-bulb strings (children’s, the coloured ones). Storm lanterns furnished with pillar candles. Jam jars and tea-lights and wire. Underneath, added in pencil and underlined, it said Linen napkins. Napkins were the start of the day’s controversy. Paper ones made more sense to my mother.

Ottilie pursed up her mouth in a way that I remember from childhood, in the same way that Edith does, and it twitched with words she couldn’t or wouldn’t articulate, her hands smoothing and re-smoothing her skirt. Ordinarily my mother wears Victorian colours, deep green and inky velvets and toffee and claret shades of brocade; these, or men’s blue overalls, bought at the chandlery and stiff with paint. But on this particular day she was head to toe in stone-coloured linen with a matching thin coat of 
the same shin length, its pockets bulbous with finds, and creased up at the waist and around the back from sitting. Perhaps the forecast had been for sunshine.

It’s good to have something to think about, to see this cinema of the past, and better still when it overlays the night. It’s lonely in the wood in the dark; it can be hard to be alone. Great Uncle David, who died in the First World War and whose body lies just a few feet away from me here, he would be company at least. He’s not my great uncle, strictly speaking, but my mother’s, though everybody calls him “great uncle”, all the same. He seems to be another kind of ghost, the kind that’s an apparition, appearing in scenes from his life and not really present in the present. He’s seen muttering nonsense to himself, his uniform thick with mud and dried blood and the smell terrible. Sometimes people say that he looks so three-dimensional that they have gone to him, thinking him the survivor of a car crash or air accident or suchlike, but trying to get closer is like approaching a rainbow, with predictable results. The children from the village school reported seeing him sitting crying on a tree stump, his hat in his hands, no boots on and his feet grey. The great uncle, dead at 20, is the one that inspired the planting of the wood, his corpse having been moved at the direction of the family under special licence from his Flanders field. Ursula sees him, or so Ursula says, but I’m dead and I don’t, which is part irritating and part relief. There have been no reunions. I’m not sure I’d want community, anyway. All that small talk. All that means-of-death oneupmanship.

Though I don’t see David Salter myself, I see people seeing him; I see them getting spooked and running. The last episode was only a few days ago: an academic, the wrong side of 50, his stomach convex over the belt of his jeans, who spent a methodical, peaceful afternoon here, noting down in more than one of his colour-coded notebooks, drinking coffee from his flask, slow and thoughtful in drinking it, practising an absent-minded style of eating his 
sandwich. He was taking a photograph when it happened. He jumped backwards like he’d been shot, dropping his camera bag and recovering it, not taking his eyes off the tomb, feeling for the strap at a snatch. He could turn on some speed for a guy with a pot belly.

A sudden intimate noise, feet heard crunching over last autumn’s remnant leaves and tinder twigs, announced that Joan had returned.

“You’re wrong about my being a control freak,” she said without preamble, rolling up the sleeves of her sweater. She’s fair-skinned and bony; she still has the stretched-drum stomach of her teenage self, still boyishly flat as if she’d never been pregnant. Her jeans were tight and her boots high and pointed; she isn’t shy about promoting the distinction from her soft and rounded sister. Approval rests on the side of the visible clavicle. Great rows of worked gilt bangles clattered on her wrist.

Ottilie stared at her. “Is that all you came back for?”

“It’s not fair. You know it isn’t. Somebody—somebody—for god’s sake, just one person, has to be the one who gets things done.”

“Fine,” Ottilie told her. “Linen napkins it is. Linen napkins and a champagne toast. You win.” She could have left it at that, and looked for a few moments as if she would. But no. “You’ve got everything screwed down so tight, Joan. The last detail. It’ll all be perfect in the details, perfect and lifeless. Nothing control-freakish there. Now go, will you. You’re interrupting.”

Joan looked around theatrically, left to right and then behind her. “Interrupting what?”

“Sanctuary Wood. Sanctuary. From your prattling, among other things.”

“You have been a liar your whole life,” Joan said, as if it were a known fact, a word like “overweight”. Ottilie remained expressionless. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard it. “Just admit it. You come here to talk to Michael.”



“Michael’s not here, Joan.”

“I know that,” Joan said, “but I don’t believe you do.”

“Don’t do this. Don’t. You know you’ll hate yourself later.”

“Why do you want him to be dead?”

“Because he is dead. We all know that he’s dead and why.” Ottilie closed her eyes. “Tell me why you want him not to be. Is it because that’s worse for me?”

Joan took a step backwards, felt the tomb cold and heavy behind her, and reached her hands back to rest against its decorated marble lip. Great Uncle David lay there, not once but twice: once within the marble box and a second time in the carved marble effigy.

The wood was planted and titled for the place where David fell. I don’t know what it was called before, that wartime wood. Something Flemish, no doubt; something else: the south wood maybe, the squirrel wood, the wood with no name. It became known as Sanctuary Wood in 1914 (to English-speaking soldiers, anyway), when it was a safety zone, a place of unlikely peace, where it was possible to step out of the war as if off the stage, to be out of character there for a spell and rest. Men who’d been separated from their units gathered within its boundaries, safe beneath its canopy, until they could be reunited with them, well behind the lines. But by 1915 the wood had moved into the dead centre of the war and there were terrible losses. Where once there was sanctuary now there was carnage. Huge numbers of his battalion were killed there, and David too, among splintered trees and scorched and blood-stained earth.

“The worst of it is that he was killed by his own men,” Henry said to me once. Henry was forthcoming if you happened to touch on something that interested him, something at one remove from autobiography. “David and the men he was with had got beyond their own lines,” he told me. “They had stormed and taken three German trenches, 
but the rear gunners didn’t know this and continued firing on them. Anyone in those trenches was a sitting duck, because the Germans had abandoned their posts further up and other allies had taken this higher ground. The German trenches were only designed to be defended towards the Allied positions. They were open at the back and defenceless.”

“This was in France.”

“Belgium, actually. The cemetery is just a few miles from Ypres, in the north-western corner. It was also called Hill 62. Hardly a hill, but they called all the ridges Hill something. The number was the height above sea level.”

“Have you been there?”

“I have.”

“What’s it like?”

“It’s a wood. Quite ordinary. Green and mature again, other than for the occasional relic dead tree. Woods regenerate, you know. That’s the thing; it all grows back and you’d never know. The day I was there it was very quiet, other than for the birds. It was a spring morning and very bright. The birdsong was intense; it was almost unseemly. But it has all these great vast craters in it where the bombs fell. There are tunnels, and a labyrinth of trenches, and lots of corrugated iron. It isn’t very big, no bigger than our wood here. There’s farmland all around, more woods across the fields, though it’s only a couple of miles out of the town.”

I couldn’t help thinking how young Henry looked, when you succeeded in enthusing him. Though he always looked much younger than his age. Even at 79, last year when he died, he was possessed of the same good proportions of his prime. He had the classic Salter features, the faintly Asiatic eyes and the narrow mouth, the lower lip deeper than the upper and with a determined set to it. His military-short, pink-blonde hair, faded but not greyed, retained its youthful crinkle, lying obediently cropped to 
his head and radically side-parted. A fondness for khakis and zips and many-pocketed utility clothes added to the military effect. Henry was never tweedy. Towards the end of his life he developed a passion for expensive, supposedly technologically advanced trainers.

I get visitors—non-family visitors—coming here to the wood, especially in the summer. Of course they’re really David’s visitors. Whole coachloads of foreigners wander in and out—the path to the loch is a public right of way—dressed as foreigners on coach holidays in Scotland do, in many precautionary layers. Then there are the tomb hunters, the war nerds and art historians, who come ready for the north in hi-tech fabrics, in jackets made up of goose-down duvet layers and boots bought for the occasion, as if they’d have to scrabble up a crag and wade through knee-high heather to get here, instead of, anti-climactically, walking a few minutes along a signposted and only mildly rutted lane. I enjoy the moment when first they catch sight of the tomb through the trees: that first glimpse, the intake of breath, the exclamation, the efficient Anglo-Saxon curse. The great uncle’s grave is celebrated, almost a cult. It’s said to emanate its own supernatural glow, and it’s true that there’s a moment at dusk after a sunny day when it seems like the marble holds onto the light a little longer than ought to be possible. They sell postcards of the phenomenon at the village post office and stores.

Joan levered herself up to sit on the tomb, and sat there, looking sharper-featured than ever and lighter-haired: a conventional blonde.

“I was thinking about giving Mum her presents during the party. Get the cake piped in, raise our glasses to her.”

“Don’t ever mention Michael’s name to me again,” Ottilie told her.

It’s a big, solid thing, the great uncle’s tomb. It sits on a complicated plinth, on bands of faux-gothic ornamentation, and David’s effigy lies on top, like the 1916 equivalent 
of the cathedral resting place of a medieval knight, the willows rising around him in slim columns, their poles knitting together into a roof. David was interred here on a freezing autumn morning, with pomp and ceremony, with a quartet rented for the day, with roses and poetry and sombre family dogs assembled seated in black collars. I had nothing like that. My ceremony in the wood here—for there was a ceremony of sorts, at my mother’s insistence, despite the lack of a body to bury—was characterised by a kind of bewilderment. Nobody knew quite what to say or how to achieve the right tone, and so an atmosphere that could have been pious was, instead, marked by an absence of clarity. Ottilie had provided memorials: a round marble disc was set into the floor of the wood, and a marble standing stone, about two and a half feet high and carved with an angel on one side, was installed beside it. The angel looks down on the disc, its face downcast and even its wings worn at a defeated angle. Seeking anonymity, the status of garden statuary, the stones are assumed to be a secondary testament to a hero’s passing, a modern honouring of the family soldier, an assumption that suits everyone. The mourners spent much of the time bickering about the siting of these objects, before wrestling the angel into place, ineptly from a rusting green wheelbarrow.
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“Do you really think he’s here?” Joan asked my mother, her tone seeking to make amends.

“I’m warning you,” Ottilie said. “Go back to your lists. Things you have a hope of understanding.”

Joan took her Filofax diary out of her bag in a way that suggested great offence. She took a pen and began to write, flicking between pages and frowning with a concentration that might have been faked. Ottilie walked away, deeper into the wood, and got her sketchbook out.



The comparison with the medieval knight goes only so far. David’s effigy isn’t remotely heraldic. He isn’t portrayed as if sleeping in stone-carved chain mail, as if he might at any moment open his eyes and raise himself onto his elbows, blinking heavy-lidded, looking down his long marble nose. Instead of all that, the great uncle is dead, plainly dead and broken, and he emerges from the lid of the tomb only at points. His forehead and cap are clear of the stone, and his face with its unseeing stare, his eyes featureless white rounds. The tips of his shoulders are shown, the top of his breastbone, his lower arms. Veins in the marble feed down into dead hands. His belly, groin and thighs are engulfed, though the boyish rounds of his knees, his lower legs, his ankles and feet are visible. His brother was determined about this: that David should be shown to be a dead man, shown killed in the Flemish mud.

The family intended that people should want to be here to socialise with him. There’s a table of teak slats—dulled now to a flat mouse grey—where tourist picnics take place, and seats fashioned from the stumpy remains of felled trees. There’s a particular tree stump I used to lean against when I was a teenager, a lanky black-eyed boy, long-limbed and olive-skinned, solemn-looking and sitting for hours, the earth hard underneath me—you can still see the imprint left by my sitting there—with French and Russian novels and creased battered notebooks. They were nothing like as real to me, the people I lived with, as the people in those books.

Nothing explicit connects the marble disc and standing stone to me. Until recently, when the truth emerged, the family had kept the facts of my disappearance a secret for very nearly 14 years, and if that sounds preposterous, criminal, strange, I have to tell you that it wasn’t really, at the time. It was easy. All it required was that nothing further be done, and doing nothing, shelving decisionmaking, is always easiest. As the days pass and become 
weeks, doing nothing gets easier and easier. There was no case, in any case. There was no proof, there was no consensus, there was no body, and (most crucially of all) there was no witness, other than Alan, who was keen to be part of the circle of trust. What, you think it’s an unusual situation, a family manslaughter and then silence: the ease of doing nothing, the temptations of doing nothing, leading to nothing being done? It’s a lot more common than you think. Consider the many missing persons, never heard from or seen again. Some of those disappearances must have been family events, hushed and camouflaged. Consider the many dead babies that turn up mummified in tea towels, in suitcases in attics; those that make it to the newspapers must be a fraction of those lost. At the time that I disappeared, secrecy was perfectly rational and best for everyone, almost everyone, and I can see how the reasoning went. Things could only have been made worse by disclosure. So, the memorial stones are non-committal, but I’m there if you know where to look. The disc of marble that was set into the floor of the wood is a cameo, its decorated edging framing a man’s profile. The edging marks my passing in a code of Ottilie’s devising; my initials are hidden within it, and my dates, expressed in the arrangement of leaves, branches and berries. The profile within it could be that of a hundred men, the great uncle included, but in fact is mine, taken from a photograph.
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Ottilie had been doing a drawing based on the contours of a raised bark pattern, twisted and raised as a skin disease. Now she left off her sketching and began to walk back towards her sister, stopping when she got within clear sight of her.

“I meant it when I said I wanted to be here alone.”

“Fine.” Joan dropped neatly off the tomb and lightly 
onto the grass. She didn’t look towards Ottilie. She put the top back on her pen with a firm click, and dropped the pen and the diary back into the bag.

“Linen,” she said. “Not paper. Details matter.”

“Not the wrong details. It’s always the wrong details.”
 
 Joan left without replying, out of the wood and along the path.

Smelling strongly of violets and bathing and hair products and dry-cleaning and shoe leather and, now that she was closer, also of wine, Ottilie squatted low, balancing herself, bracing one arm against the angel, and put her other hand onto my profile, and spoke to me.

“I’m not sure I can stand another minute of that Joan,” she said (that Joan is an in-joke), “and I’m beginning to wish I’d killed her when I had the chance.”

She was referring back to an incident when the twins were 13 and a tandem hired at a seaside village very nearly went off a cliff. Ottilie wasn’t even steering, she says, but got the blame nonetheless, as did the quality of the machine, the integrity of the bike hire shack and the council decision to leave the precipice unfenced, a diatribe concluding that the whole village was second-rate. It’s the village where subsequently my mother bought a cottage. Would someone choose a house purely on the basis of its irritation value? In this case I’m afraid that they might.

In general black humour went unexercised at Peattie, when Henry was alive. Too many deaths had left the family afraid of irreverence. (More deaths than are quite right, than are quite explicable, they say in the village, where they tell eager tourists the details of the Salter curse). At Peattie, irony had been reclassified as bad taste, and Joan was its most enthusiastic sentry. This, of course, made it difficult for Ottilie to resist. Out of so many years of grieving, a dark sort of comedy had begun to emerge. Ottilie patted the stone angel softly as if she were behind me and it were 
my shoulder, and I was 12 years old again, being bullied at school, and she’d just told me that if it happened again I was to hit the bastards. “Punch them in the nose, Michael. And if I have to, I’ll come in and do it myself.”

She’d warned me often enough and so I knew the truth about people, that people were selfish, immoral, messed up, untrustworthy, and above all things, reliably stupid. That they’d exploit you, use and discard you; that all too often in life, even an apparently genuine friendship was introductory to this outcome. These are things I learned early: that we were we and they were otherwise. That we had to be vigilant. That we had to be aware. There were always going to be exceptions—she’d allow for exceptions—but it was important that I realised that I’d only ever be able to rely on myself. I don’t know if it was a deliberate thing, this positioning, ensuring our exclusivity to one another, but that was the effect for a long time. Not that this made us inseparable—it didn’t. We were each individually lonely and wary. We didn’t spend a lot of time together, and we didn’t talk all that much—there was one persistent barrier to that—but we were aware (I was aware) that the two of us were different from the rest, not least in having this characteristic, and in Ottilie’s case, hard-earned world view. It wasn’t even always spoken, but it was inculcated in me early, nonetheless, the real sense of our being a race apart, like the first two native Americans brought to the English court and misunderstood there. It adhered deeply, this idea. It took me a long time to make a proper friend, and that was with one of the cousins, and a girl.
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Squatting had proven uncomfortable so Ottilie sat down, gathering up dried brown leaves beneath her to protect the linen from the earth.

“Will you make a special appearance and haunt her a 
little?” she asked me. “Just for a couple of days, and only if you have an opening, obviously.”

I could smell, now, in detail that separated out into its colours like a prism, the elements of the dark-red wine, its bruised fruit and spice and alcohol. I’m all faculties now, and my sense of smell is near canine. The loch is pungent as never in life. The beach has a personality, each pebble. Each of the trees in the wood is marked by its own bark-fibrous, leaf-sap, earth-and-root aroma, some floral and some herbal, some mushroomy and fungal, and each its own self. If I find myself in the formal gardens just after Euan’s been up and down with the push mower, the smell of cut grass is like an assault and I have to withdraw. Each room in the house produces its own raw odours: the cryptish smells of damp stone and the chemical whiff of old paint, the fusty sharpness of rot, the gluey wet of bubbling wallpapers, the dust scent of wood floors, the dyed-cotton smells of worn velvet and corduroy, the human traces unlaundered in cushions and rugs, and the animal imprint superimposed on it all. I have to turn nauseated away from Henry’s various dogs. It’s odd and on occasion disturbing, being among the living. Sometimes, the scent of flesh offends me and I feel an involuntary repugnance, but at other times only empathy on behalf of them all, for their being tubes and pumps and chemistry. If the family could hear me, I’d tell them that life continues when the machinery has failed. Perhaps it’s just as well they can’t hear me, then. I’m not sure I could be convincing about the benefits. Nor could I bear to tell Edith that in death there is no reunion. I haven’t seen Henry, Sebastian, the great aunts, Grandpa Andrew. There have been no touching scenes as we gather in the wood, greeting each other with wry smiles, finding ourselves sitting together on a wall like the ghosts in old films.

“Freak her out a little, would you?” Ottilie said. “Just enough for her to take to her bed with nervous fatigue 
a few days and let us have our shindig as casual as we like. A few supermarket bottles, the furniture pushed back, sausage rolls in the oven. Instead of being organised by clipboard woman. And in-vig-i-lated.” She gave the word slow and special emphasis. “But no. That won’t do. Instead it’s meetings and lists and phone calls and endless fussing.” She shook her head, her lips pressed together. “Where does it come from, this idea of things having to be correct, everything having to be correct all the time? It presses down on us, Michael. It must press down on her, mustn’t it? I almost feel sorry for her.”

Her hand was raised an inch or two above the cameo, now, and her fingers fluttered slightly, as if there were an energy coming
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