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The way Nell had approached the village, along the old footpath that ran alongside the river from the big house down the valley, the place had barely changed. The road was wider, to make room for the new carriages; the old row of dilapidated cottages had finally been torn down, and neat new ones put up in their place. There had used to be a forge next to the inn, which was now part of the public house, forming a kind of courtyard facing the village green. In the courtyard was an old apple tree, leaning aslant the stone wall to its right like a man watching the world go by.

Nell stopped next to the apple tree. Someone had placed a bench against the wall, under the branches. She paused a long moment, and then she sat down with her back to the tree and the inn. Her back was very straight, though she, like the apple tree, was now quite old.

After a few minutes she laced her fingers together to keep them from trembling. Above her the apple leaves rustled in the breeze. 

She listened as her heart slowly ceased to pound too loudly. A few carriages—cars—went past on the far side of the green, but she was alone on her side. It was too early in the day for the inn to be open, though from deep inside came the sound of someone singing as she cleaned. Her voice made a pleasant distant music through the door propped open to the autumn sunshine.

Something touched her on her head. She held herself very still, and slowly turned her head to look up. A large thrush had landed on the branch above her, sending it bobbing down to touch her. She laughed shakily, and moved slightly over, out of the reach of the branch. The thrush preened itself thoroughly before flying off to look for snails.

How foolish of her, she thought, to think for a moment that ... 

A little girl rolled up on a bright pink bicycle and stared at her solemnly. Nell gazed back, unable to bring herself to smile. After a long moment the girl dismounted, clambered carefully onto the bench beside her, stood up, and with great deliberation reached up for one of the apples festooning the branches. Nell watched as the little girl clambered back down again and onto her bicycle, where she polished the apple on her dress before stuffing it into her pocket and taking off again to the other side of the green.

Nell let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. A man ran up, middle-aged and fatherly, harried and out-of-breath. “Have you seen—little girl—pink—” he gasped. 

Nell nodded. “She picked an apple and went across the green.”

The man looked, caught sight of the pink bicycle abandoned on the grass, the little girl in her bright dress clambering on the playing frame, and he smiled broadly. “Thank heavens. She’s always on the go, that one.” He leaned against the wall, watching his daughter, catching his breath. “Visiting relatives, are you?”

“You could say that,” Nell said after a moment.

He nodded in satisfaction. “No one else much comes here. Not on the tourist trail.”

“No,” she agreed. The tourists had always pressed past them, going to Kirkby Lonsdale and then onwards to the Lake District or the Dales. Tillerton was in a bight of the river Lune that was beautiful without drama—or at least without natural drama of fell and waterfall. The petty dramas inside the stone houses were as present here as they’d ever been.

—The door slammed open and her breath caught. He was early, stinking drunk, looking for trouble. Face twisted, hand clenched.

What kind of bitch are you? Think you can treat me like that, do you? 

She’d cowered against the wall, head turned from the blows, nose running, sobbing into her apron. Knew better than to say anything. 

“This tree does have the best apples,” the man said after a moment. She stared at him. He picked one from higher up and handed it to her. She murmured an automatic thanks, which he waved off. “I bet your family talks about these. Everyone remembers the village apple tree.” He bit happily into his own apple as he strolled across to where his daughter was hanging upside down from a climbing frame. 

They had no money, and though he had been a skilled farrier the drinking got too much. They made do—she made do—out of the egg money and her mending, and from the charity of neighbours who saw what was happening. Nothing else they could do for her, those pitying women who brought mending they could better do themselves or bread they could hardly spare. Day after day it went on, Nell turning into herself, quieter and quieter, trying so hard not to set him off. 

Nell had dropped the apple immediately into her dress, and she shivered at its light pressure against her skirts. It was a beautiful-looking apple, stripy green on the shade and glossy red on the sun side. The size of her closed fist, it looked as if it would fit comfortably into her palm. 

She had come, she thought, such a long way.

She closed her eyes and lifted her face to the sun and prayed, but she’d never felt very close to God, not in Tillerton, not in the mean little cottages on the outskirts of the village that were now torn down and all their bitter history with them.

A laughing couple roused her. She looked up, saw the woman first, hand protectively on the full-moon curve of her belly. Her husband walked next to her, laughing at something she’d just said. The woman was mousy-brown in colouring and would ordinarily have been plain, but delight had lit her features. Nell looked down at her old-woman hands, with their loose pale skin and their liver spots, and the red apple lying in the triangle made by her arms and body, and she ached with an old, old anger.

The woman said, “You go and see if there’s a table—it’s a lovely afternoon, I’ll sit here and wait.” She nodded at Nell. “Mind if I sit next to you?”

“Not at all,” Nell said, and shuffled over.  The woman sank down with a few little noises halfway between pleasure and protest as she settled herself and her belly on the bench. Nell moved her skirts a little away and the woman smiled. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I wasn’t expecting how heavy it would be,” the young woman said in a burst. “I don’t know what I was thinking, but somehow I never thought about the weight.”

“Your first?” Nell said, though the answer was obvious.

“Yes, and due in a month. Hard to believe I can get any bigger!”

“Have you been married long?”

She shook her head, splaying the fingers of her left hand unconsciously across her belly, so that the gold band caught the light. “We got married in the spring.” She blushed when Nell tried not to furrow her brow about the timing. “We’d been planning the wedding for a year, but we ...” 

“It’s been happening since Eden,” Nell said.

“I suppose so.” The young woman smiled at the apple in Nell’s lap and then up at the branches reaching over them. “We got married in the green. I was so worried, there was a huge storm the day before that took off half the leaves, but we had tents and the day itself was beautiful, and the whole village helped clean up the grass, and it was grand. But we didn’t have any flowers, because the road was flooded out and the florists’ delivery van hadn’t been able to make it up, and the storm had taken off all the garden ones. I was so disappointed.”

“I can imagine,” Nell said politely.

“And then my sister, who works at the pub, came running up with her hands full of flowers and said that the old apple tree was blooming a week early. It must have been the shelter from the wall and the shock of the storm or something. But I always say the apple tree saved my wedding.”

“Oh,” said Nell.

The young woman grinned. “Not that it would really have mattered if we didn’t have any flowers—but it sure seemed like it would! I was so caught up on the little things.” She reached and up and patted the branch hanging over them. “But the tree came through for us.”

—Nell cowering in her tiny alcove this time, trying to hide from the stomping feet, the shouting, the bile spewing out at her. Cowering so long her feet went to sleep, and then her legs, and when he found her
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