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  CHAPTER ONE


  It was no accident. A single point of red winked in the distance. It was joined by a second and a third, then the road ahead was a string of red beads. Almost too late, the car
  slammed to a stop. Gally, who had been lost in thought, looked across at the man she had married.


  Whats happening? she asked.


  His mind had been on next weeks lectures.


  Someones crashed, he thought. He could see a truck, far ahead in the traffic, angled oddly across the road, but there were diggers and traffic cones and men in reflective jackets 
  a plausible excuse to keep that explanation at bay for another minute or two. Roadworks? he suggested.


  She said nothing, but stared ahead intently and he could hear her starting to breathe more deeply. In the short time they had been married, Gally had been Mikes pride, joy and,
  increasingly, a source of concern. He had become used to her mild claustrophobia, which, on a bad day, could force them to break a car journey every twenty miles, but what was starting to happen to
  her now showed every sign of being considerably worse.


  Gally was a poem with a missing line, a symphony with a discordant phrase. Mike was fascinated by her quirky reactions to everyday events. He was starting to get used to her nightmares, or at
  least starting to recognize the violent, thrashing commotion that would burst around him two or three times every week. Harder by far was the creeping absence which would invade her life for a few
  days at a time, a slow tide swamping every normally carefree corner of her self. He wanted to help her weather these personal storms. He wanted the smiling Gally, but he knew full well that nothing
  they had said, no part of the talking, had penetrated a single inch towards the hidden devils she faced.


  Her breathing was louder now. Do you think someones crashed? she asked.


  Roadworks, he repeated, I think its just the roadworks, trying to make it true. An uncomfortable fact surfaced in his mind. It was the second time today that
  she had shown signs of panic and he now realized it was at exactly the same place. They had passed these roadworks on the way down and there had been no sudden traffic jam, no brake lights to
  generate fear that time. She had been frightened all the same, gripping her knees and breathing in this same heavy way until they were well past.


  A man in a safety helmet and a donkey jacket stumped towards them down the column of cars with a spade over his shoulder. Gally wound the window down. Has something happened? she
  asked.


  He had small, angry eyes and looked set on walking straight past until he registered Gally. He swung the spade down and leant on the handle. Oh yes, he said, something
  happened all right. Stupid bloody man walked right in front of that truck, didnt he?


  Is he . . . hurt?


  The man shrugged. Someones looking after him. Silly bugger should be dead. A voice shouted from somewhere behind them and the man, frowning, picked up his spade again.
  Im bloody coming, arent I? he shouted back.


  Gally turned to Mike. It is an accident.


  But the mans all right.


  He didnt say that. Her voice trembled on the edge of control. Can we go?


  There were perhaps twenty cars ahead, jammed into a coned-off funnel. He looked in his mirror at the van, stopped tight behind him. Theres no room.


  She moaned and it tore at his heart. Okay, Gally, hang on.


  Thirty yards ahead, there was a country lane going off to the left. He hauled the wheel over and drove on to the grass verge, glimpsing the startled face of the passenger in the car in front as
  they bumped past it. The exhaust pipe scraped on a stone and he looked uneasily ahead wondering what else might be hidden in the long grass. A sign, pointing down the turning, said PENSELWOOD.


  Gallys mood changed sharply as soon as they were clear of the main road. As they drove up the lane she lowered the window and sniffed the air appreciatively.


  This is better, she said. Much better. Thank you.


  Have a look at the map, would you? he said. Its in the glove compartment. We need to find a way back to the road.


  Lets go on. Id like to see Penselwood. She lingered over the name. You never know. This might be the place.


  I thought you wanted time to stop at Stonehenge? he said. Its been a long day. There wont be time for both.


  Gally was unhappy in towns and in the three months since she had lost the baby the search for a cottage had provided a welcome distraction. It hardly mattered to Mike whether or not they found
  the right house. He didnt even know if he wanted one. The process of looking was enough. It was a search they conducted in their own different ways. Mike did everything in an orderly
  fashion. He would ring round estate agents, look through the local papers, read the details carefully and make an organized shortlist of the possible houses, listing their pros and cons. Gally
  would ruffle his hair absently as he showed her the photographs. Shed smile as they went round the houses, then suddenly, nostrils flaring like a gun-dog, shed be off up the road,
  into someone elses drive, knocking at the door, asking complete strangers if they wanted to sell. Mike found it embarrassing, but for her sake he put up with it. For her sake, most people
  would put up with most things.


  Gally had the power to light up those around her with a transforming energy, but that power was eclipsed all too often. There was no malice in her troubles. They were a pain she inflicted only
  on herself. She was unsettled by travel, but always restless, searching for new places that never seemed to give her what she sought; there was a deep hurt within her. Her mother, an elderly and
  bitter woman to whom her connections were puzzlingly loose, always turned away from Mikes questions, on the rare occasions when they talked at all.


  It was her fathers death, Gallys mother had said, once and once only. Its a thing to forget.


  The woman had stared at him with flat, sealed eyes that showed the depth of denial in her and promised extreme anger if he dared to press her further. It filled him with a fear that the hurt
  would one day claim Gally entirely.


  When they first went to bed together, she had stopped him with a hand on his chest. He thought she was having second thoughts but all she said was, I have bad dreams. You mustnt
  mind.


  Seeing her in perfect nakedness for the first time, her words had passed him by until he was shocked awake by the thrashing, screaming figure at his side in the early hours of the morning.


  She had sobbed something that sounded like the burn man as he held her and tried to calm her, but in the end she went back to sleep and in the morning she had been so embarrassed
  that he hadnt asked any more.


  If that was the bad side, the good side was so good that, when his mind sprang back into the private world of organized intellectual thought from which she so often dragged him, it made him feel
  desiccated, dull and only half real. She was illogical, unpredictable and overloaded with intuition, but people all around her seemed to shine brighter when she came near.


  He thought back two years to the moment when he had first noticed her  only two years; a monsoon that had ended his drought, a man who feared he had missed his prime altogether, then
  found bestowed on him the most unexpected gift. They were both tall, but where he stilted along, stiff legs in uncertain conflict with the ground, she had flowed as she walked off the London
  streets into his lecture, her dark chestnut hair in liquid motion round a wide, smiling face. Most of the students arrived as they always did in little knots, buzzing with lightweight conversation
  until the moment when he could compel their silence and unroll a thick layer of medieval history, like sound insulation, across the lecture theatre. A few who lived only in the cerebral world came
  in by themselves, moving quickly, with down-turned eyes, to their isolated places where they would perform fussy rituals with pens, impatient for him to start.


  She also came in alone, not furtively but with total assurance, looking round at all the people, who were clearly strangers to her, with an open, interested air that said she knew exactly who
  she was and why she chose to be there. He was quite sure shed never come before, because he would certainly have noticed. Though it was the very stuff of his professional life, something in
  him still rebelled against giving lectures, making his voice the conduit of destruction by which his perfect notes were shredded and distorted into amateur, imperfect ears. Very nice, hed
  thought momentarily. Very, very nice. But then she had to take second place to the strain of keeping track of what he wanted to say.


  At the end, perfectly, she had chosen to approach him and she had shaken his beliefs. Hierarchies and social order: The evidence of the Domesday Book had been the subject of the
  lecture. She had stood nearby, waiting her turn as a handful of students, more eager to make an impression than to gain knowledge, advanced ill-thought-out ideas and misunderstood his answers. When
  they had all gone, she finally spoke.


  Would you mind if I said that people arent quite like that? she had said.


  What?


  It was very good. I enjoyed it, but I think you were describing lists, not people.


  He had frowned and wished immediately it had been a smile. We have to rely on our sources. Domesday is the best record we could hope to . . .


  No, I know, and I really liked listening, but I just feel its a mistake to make it sound like the people stepped out of its pages, all fitting in columns. Its like someone
  in a thousand years time trying to describe us now, when all theyve got to go by is a train timetable.


  His surprise at this unaccustomed temerity was kept in bounds by the fascination of staring into her huge eyes. He tried to hold his ground.


  Thats a pretty big subject. You have to remember that society was a whole lot more rigid then. There wasnt room for much divergence.


  She just smiled and shook her head and said, with total certainty, People dont change. There are all sorts now and there always have been.


  They didnt have much cultural elbow-room to be different. Not until the fifteenth century or so.


  How do you know it changed then?


  Weve got material; the Paston letters  correspondence from then on.


  Ah. Its the letters then, isnt it? Thats what changed. The evidence, not the people.


  Ive never seen you before. Are you a student here?


  She had put her hand to her mouth in sudden alarm. Oh no, I hope you dont mind. I sometimes just pop into lectures if Im passing. I love history, you see. Isnt that
  allowed?


  He didnt care whether it was allowed  he only cared that it removed the ethical barrier to asking her to lunch with him, and hed been warming himself in her flame ever
  since. There had never been any doubt on his part. A photograph might not have made her look pretty in frozen cross-section, but life showed her to be lovely, always moving, often smiling, exhaling
  happiness and unstinting interest, leaving behind her a warm trail of returned smiles from all those on whom she had turned that illuminating face. When her unpredictable darkness claimed her, she
  would battle to keep it to herself or, failing, search out a corner to hide it.


  Mike wondered almost constantly what she saw in him. Neither had any conscious recognition that there was a faint echo of her face in his. The spacing of his eyes, the geometry of his cheeks,
  was such that if age made her gaunt, then in thirty or forty more years she might look just a little like he did now. That and something in their scent was enough for the chemical spark. History
  did the rest. He responded to her passionate need to discuss what came before, understood it and could stoke the fire with facts. History was soothing to her, indeed sometimes the only way she
  could be calmed when her unexpected, terrible sadness would strike. At her hospital bed after the miscarriage, she had wanted him to tell her old tales of kings and queens.


  The offer from Georgetown University had been in the wind for three or four months, but he hadnt mentioned a word until he knew it was firm. Washington seemed to offer a new start. He
  tried to prepare the way, shifting his tales to American history, but those stories failed to hold her interest. When he told her outright that he had been offered the teaching job he had always
  dreamed of, she tried to fake it, tried to pretend there was nothing she would like more than to go to America with him, but the nightmares redoubled and her anxiety during her waking hours was so
  terrible to see that, in the end, he asked her outright if the thought of moving scared her. After a long silence she told him that, yes, it did.


  He turned the job down for her without saying another word, but a small, bitter, irrepressible voice kept telling him that he had just given up the best chance his career would ever be offered.
  It was a heavy, heavy blow to him, but he tried not to add to her suffering by letting her see it, tried not to mind when it became clear, as she recovered, that moving was exactly what she did
  want, as long as it wasnt away from England. He didnt understand the sense of that, but he went along with it because he had never expected to be offered the delight of love and this
  was nearer than he could have hoped of getting to it, despite the price he had to pay.


  So, when her physical recovery allowed, they had started on a quest in which he felt largely a passenger. They always went west. He tried to show her the Suffolk coast but she was merely polite
  about it. She amassed a box of Ordnance Surveys covering the whole of Wiltshire, Dorset and Somerset. He offered her Devon but it was beyond the range of her passion. She did not just want a house
   she wanted a story. The villages they visited in search of the haven she needed were judged by their part in history, and usually found wanting. Only old cottages would do and the ones that
  came nearest were the ones where the owners could tell a tale or two of their past.


  They came to a junction of lanes. I think we ought to go home, Mike said. Its going to take ages to get back to London. He was thinking of the work he had to
  do, dusting down his lecture notes on early maritime trading links.


  Just this one, I promise. Penselwoods down there, it says. I want to see Penselwood. This is much more the sort of place.


  So close to the road that caused you pain, he wondered. Perhaps it wasnt the road, perhaps it was some chance arrangement of the cones or the colour of the digger.


  If youd said that before we wouldnt have wasted all day round Castle Cary, he grumbled. Then it struck him: Penselwood? Im sure I know that
  name.


  A battle?


  Maybe.


  She smiled happily, knowing shed won as he turned the car down the lane.


  They did a slow tour of scattered houses without ever being sure they had found the centre of the village. There was one For Sale sign, but the tiny cottage behind it had fake
  carriage lanterns and fake bottle glass in plastic window frames and they didnt even stop. Eventually, they turned and came back to where the road forked.


  Nothing there, said Mike, relieved that she hadnt decided to knock on anyones door.


  Try down here, she said, pointing down the fork the other way. It probably goes back to the main road anyway.


  He could see no reason to suppose that was true, but he did as she asked and they had only gone a short way down the narrow, curving lane when she said, Stop a minute.


  What for?


  I just want to look.


  He didnt argue because he could see that she was back  that higher Gally who always eventually came out from behind her clouds.


  From anywhere else but that precise spot they might not have noticed it, or so Mike supposed at the time, but as soon as Gally got out she pointed at the ivy-covered silhouette of the chimney
  poking up behind the trees.


  Theres a house in there, she exclaimed in delight. Right where I wanted it to be.


  A house? he said as he got out to join her. Where?


  To the north, beyond a sparse screen of trees, pasture stretched uphill. The ground to the south of the lane fell gradually away to the flat farmland stretching past Gillingham to
  Shaftesburys distant ridge. A trio of beeches on the edge of the road almost hid the house, the hint of a gable showing mans intruding straight edges to those who looked hard enough.
  She was already at the gate, a rotten, slimy thing held by bent wire and baler twine. There was a small clearing beyond, perhaps a farmyard once, and he followed her through, feeling like a
  trespasser, envying her ease.


  It was not much more than a shell, and a green, wet-looking shell at that, though it still had a roof. Long and low, the jumbled lines of stonework told of changes over the busy years. The
  roof-line took a curtsey towards the far end. Stone lintels topped glassless window frames filled with ivy, and from the middle of the house a buckled wooden-latticework porch jutted out, tilting
  down on to its knees from the weight of the creeper that had massed on it. The door was a sheet of stained plywood, held in place by a diagonal plank that spelled closure and abandonment.
  Everywhere there were creepers, wild bushes and saplings; natures demolition team inching apart the mortared joints of mans temporary work. On the far side of the clearing, pines
  burst up through the deep undergrowth that covered the lower slope of the hill. Beyond the house, in among the bushes, were angles of walls, buried stumps of old stone outhouses and a collapsing
  corrugated-iron shed.


  Gally turned slowly right round with her arms outspread then hugged herself and jumped up and down. Its perfect, she said. This is it.


  Mike felt a cold shudder that started at his chequebook. Its a ruin.


  That just means no ones had a chance to spoil it.


  It will cost a fortune to fix.


  How do you know?


  Its not for sale.


  Well, you cant have it both ways. If its not for sale, it wont cost a fortune.


  He smiled, turned and squeezed between the bushes and the end wall. The far side of the house was covered in cracked rendering. The ground fell away into a little valley, choked with the soapy
  corpses of fallen trees, fused under a shroud of moss. Gally moved past him and went down on her knees in the leaf-mould and the brambles, delving with her fingers into the dense decay.


  Look, she said. A line of flowers he didnt recognize was pushing its way through. In front of them, a row of curved tiles edged what had once been a flowerbed.


  Someone loved this once. Think what it would look like if we cleared the valley. We could plant daffodils all the way down. She got up. Come on, she said, grabbing
  his hand and pulling. Lets look inside.


  The plywood sheet where the door had once been was no obstacle. It was nailed to a rotten frame that crumbled as she pushed it. Hang on, he said. I dont know if we
  should . . .


  Its all right. She sounded excited. No ones going to mind.


  It seemed to him suddenly that going inside would be a good idea. The desolation they would find would persuade her this was not the comfortable country haven she craved and for which they had
  searched all these past weekends. That thought overcame his scruples about trespassing, but once indoors he soon found the house was not on his side in the matter. Under the vegetation, the roof
  was obviously still good. It still felt like a house. She stopped in front of him, seemed about to speak, but then moved on. They were in a passage that ran the length of the building, filled with
  green ivy half-light. Four large rooms opened off it in a line. There were stone flags on the floor in the first three, covered by decaying domestic jetsam  tiles, yellowing magazines and a
  discarded boiler, red with rust. Below each window there was an arc of damp on the stones, very clearly defined, where the house had said, Stop, thats far enough. Apart from
  that it was dry; damaged by intruders, not by weather. Horsehair plaster hung in long dusty strips from the walls and holes had been poked in the ceilings so that splintered laths dangled, rimming
  the edge of the holes like exit wounds.


  Oh dear, he said. Its a bit past it, isnt it?


  Her voice had soft wonder in it. Poor thing. Its been so brave. It just needs some love. She turned away from him. Its all right, she said,
  were here now.


  They went on into the room at the end and he heard her give a small, sad groan. Here the house had suffered its death wound. The far end wall was bulging, cracked and crumbled, roof timbers
  sagging into a gap, unsupported as the gable leaned outwards. There were no flagstones here, just wooden floorboards with their strength almost gone and white mould spreading across them. One had
  been pulled up. There was a cast-iron range in the end wall and the nearer corner steps led down into the darkness of a cellar. Gally moved towards it and the floorboards creaked and cracked under
  her. Before she got to the first step, her foot caught a lump of plaster lying on the boards and it shot forward into the hole, but instead of an eventual thump there was an immediate splash. Mike
  knelt and peered down. Six inches below the level of the floor, black water glinted, sullen and disconcerting. The cellar steps disappeared into it. Fragments of dried, rotten wood from the boards
  drifted down on to it as he looked and he saw them move with deliberate speed out of sight beyond the fringes of the hole in the planking.


  Its a stream, he said aghast. Its running water. He stood and stepped back, heard a footfall on the boards behind him and knew immediately with a rush
  of shaming fear that where there had been two of them, there were now three.


  He turned and found himself face to face with an old man, gazing at him with grim, questioning suspicion. Two clear eyes locked on his, challenging his presence with disconcerting authority.


  



  CHAPTER TWO


  Each day for the past six weeks, Ferney had walked to the main road to watch the diggers metal mouth slicing cross-sections down into time, hoping to solve a cruel
  mystery that had obsessed him for two thirds of his long life. He stood back, out of the way of the busy men and their machines, but sometimes the spring sunlight would trick him, splashing some
  fragment of chalky rock to imitate the smooth gleam of bone. That would lure him forwards for a closer look and then the roadworkers, who usually ignored him, would turn on him and challenge his
  purpose with inarticulate questions. They labelled him a mad old man. They didnt know he was driven by deep sadness and ancient love.


  So much had changed down by the road. By now, the hole was two hundred feet long and fifteen feet deep, eating out its void along the surveyors pegged and taped lines, eating up history.
  The drivers slowing for the roadworks thought they were on the A303, but for more than ten centuries a narrower track had followed much the same course. For much of that time, the only deviations
  from the track had been caused by slow, natural things, the patient inroads of a widening stream-bend, which gradually pushed the route southward for a hundred yards, or the fall of a huge elm,
  forcing a kink in the track that stayed long after the last of the tree trunk had rotted into powder. In the eighteenth century, it became a turnpike built when the old ridgeway, with its
  plummeting descent from the chalk downs, proved too difficult for carriage traffic. Even when the cars came and the track was ripped wider, pounded with crushed stone and cauterized with a band of
  hot tarmac, the line of the route stayed the same.


  It bothered him greatly that he didnt know exactly where to look. Highway engineers, trained to see the world from a seventy-miles-per-hour perspective, were blind to the beauty of roads
  that wandered along their way. Braking distances and visibility angles vectored together to spell hazard where the smaller lane crossed the road. The hole was their solution, the rough vacuum into
  which a coarse concrete underpass would be moulded to solve the problem. They had uprooted everything Ferney needed to find his way.


  The old mans stock of memories had long ago overflowed into dungeons and his expeditions to retrieve them needed careful planning. They required a cue, often tiny but always precise. The
  shape and colour of a freshly painted window might be enough, or perhaps the felling of a tree on the borders of the steadily shrinking woodland. From such a fixed point he could work carefully
  backwards, using the details of that specific image until it blotted out the present and let him drag the memories up towards the daylight.


  His last resort was the sense of smell, always a powerful short cut, and in this case there was a very particular smell. He needed to find the smithy which had stood here, somewhere in the
  diggers devastation. Once a smithy, at any rate, then briefly a primitive petrol station with a skeleton pump and gaudy enamel advertisements, then a ruin from which the stone had been taken
  piecemeal to serve again in local walls, then afterwards  nothing, barely a bump in the verge. It was the smithy that obsessed him. Sitting up on the bank across the road, he watched the end
  of his poker grow red in the blowlamps noisy flame, then he tipped a paper bag of hoof-parings on to the grass, plunged the poker into it and breathed in deeply.


  The smoke was acrid with hot iron and singed horses hooves, stinging his nose and throat, but then the scent claimed precedence and, as he looked back at the road, the other sight took
  over. The traffic shimmered into transparency. The roads borders, hacked back for high-speed safety, filled again with untrimmed nature. The outline of the trees was still uncertain,
  shifting, until he trapped the corner of a roof-line, pulled it into shape and the rest of the details obediently followed, filling in like a photograph developing in solution.


  In a haze, blotting out everything except the vision in his mind, he got to his feet, the poker dropping from his hand to scorch his shoe, unnoticed, as it fell. He hung on to the vision,
  suddenly sure of his direction. Across the stony track ahead was the low, uneven roof of the smithy and the shed beyond it. He was young, strong, determined, full of anger, full of grief. The
  smith, Cochrane, was in there, somewhere in his harsh darkness of iron, earth and anvils, on fire with rum or torpid in its wake. Whatever stage the tide of rum had reached, Ferney knew the fury in
  him would smother Cochranes strength.


  Forgetting that all he had sought was the precise placing of the smithys walls, dragged along by the rage he had disturbed, old Ferney stumbled down to the verge to settle a score whose
  issue had been in no doubt since 1933. Down the track, on the fringe of his vision, a horse and cart moved slowly closer. Two more steps, and where his eyes saw the old grass verge, his feet felt
  anachronistic smooth road. Another two steps and a shrieking wedge of solid, violent air slammed him in the chest, hurled him up and backwards to fall thudding in the long grass behind, piling the
  years brutally back on to him.


  The truck driver wrestled his snaking, screaming vehicle to a halt. He took a long breath, finding himself trembling uncontrollably, then climbed down from the cab, looking fearfully back at the
  roadmen gathering around the thing on the verge, the thing that must certainly be dead. He ran towards them but even before he got there, he found himself reprieved. The old man he had glimpsed
  almost under his front wheels was already up on his feet, dismissing the surrounding crowd with anger in his stiff arms, banging the dust from his clothes.


  You missed him, said a man in dirty overalls, hefting his shovel. All you did was blow him off his feet. Not your fault. Hes a mad old fart.


  The driver pushed past him. Are you all right, mate? he asked.


  The old man looked more confused than anything else. He just nodded.


  You stepped right out. Didnt look, did you?


  There was nothing coming.


  Course there was. There was me and my truck for a start.


  The old man turned and began to walk off.


  He might drop dead any minute, said the driver to the people round him. Im not taking the blame. Here, lets have some names and addresses. But no one
  seemed to want to be a witness and in the end, with the jam building up, he went back to move his truck.


  A car had pulled out of the queue and was bumping down the grass verge.


  Some people got no patience, said the driver to himself.


  Ferneys left knee ached as he walked off. He wanted to be back home, safe. Once he was on the field path he started to feel a little better, the motion helping, like working a rusty
  gate-hinge back and forth. The hedge blocked his view of the disturbing road and he forced his legs to drive him on up the hill against the gravity that grew ever stronger as he got older. Up had
  usually meant safety. Down in the flatlands there had always been the threat of sudden harm. Halfway up he stopped to get his breath, sitting on a tree stump and feeling some sort of peace
  spreading through him.


  Ten minutes later, he climbed the stile in to the lane and that was when he saw the car parked by the cottage and heard voices coming from inside.


  Gally felt completely safe inside the house and though she turned quickly when she heard Mikes gasp, she was not nearly so startled by the old mans sudden
  presence. When they shared their impressions afterwards, she found herself unable to tell Mike the complete truth. They both saw the same man, and on a physical level they both recorded the same
  information. He was shorter than Mike, a little under six feet tall, and if his age had started to shrink him, so far it seemed only to have condensed his vitality into a more concentrated form. He
  looked fit and weathered and his eyes of seafaring blue had escaped the watery weakening of the years. They burned from a face that was tanned and sculpted by the wind over strong cheekbones and a
  square jaw. Hair flecked dark among the grey might have led you to guess his age at somewhere in the sixties and to miss the target by a score of years.


  Mike saw an authority that made him feel short-trousered, tongue-tied and defensive. Feeling they had been caught where they had no right to be, his own uncertainty sketched a fierceness on to
  his image of the mans face that, by any objective standard, was not there. Beyond that, the outward clues  the open-air look, the comfortable tweeds and well-kept leather boots
   made Mike feel all the more an urban intruder. The man who stood staring at him looked as if he owned the place  and not just the house, perhaps, but everywhere round about. Those
  opening seconds cemented for him a view of Ferney that was to persist for a very long time.


  Gally was a searcher of faces. In London she would scan crowds restlessly, incessantly, in shops, on tube trains or simply walking down the street. In the car she would crane back for a better
  view of the people they passed. In the first few seconds of Ferneys appearance, she thought there was more to find in his face than in any she had ever seen before. Afterwards, when she had
  time to sort out the tumult he raised in her, she remembered patience, a peace that was not just peace, but an acceptance of the way things had to be, coupled with strength  a philosopher
  king with a sword and a book of verse. If that sounded fanciful enough, what she really couldnt tell Mike was more fanciful still. A certainty had risen in her that this was someone
  important who had been missing for a long time, as if a favourite uncle had finally returned from years abroad. In the second of seeing him she also left behind the last shreds of the distress she
  had felt down on the road, as if he had turned her towards a fresh view.


  The old man said nothing and Gally recovered her wits first. Im sorry, she said. We were just being nosy. Is it yours?


  He continued to weigh her up with his chin set, then his gaze softened a fraction. No, he said. Not now.


  She smiled at him. I love it, she said. Its just . . . well, perfect.


  He looked around, sniffed and looked back at her, searching her face.


  My names Gabriella Martin, she said, and this is Mike, my husband.


  He just nodded and continued to stare, as if used to disappointment. And you are? she prompted, gently.


  My name, he said, with an odd stress that said other definitions of himself were possible, is Ferney.


  Shed expected a surname, but she knew that was not what shed got, and she also knew as soon as she heard it that this was someone she would like very much. Astonished at this
  thought, she fended him off with words to give herself space. Its so sad it should be left to fall apart, she said. Do you know whose it is?


  I do. Its private property, he said and she waited, but that was all.


  We shouldnt be here, said Mike. Look, Gally, I think we should go and leave this . . . But the old mans head lifted sharply and he broke in.


  Gally? Whos Gally?


  She laughed. Thats what Im always called. Im sorry, Mikes right. We shouldnt be here.


  No, no. Who gave you that name? he said, and she couldnt tell whether it was excitement or affront in his voice.


  I . . . well, I think I gave it to myself. It was all I could say when I was very little. She looked at him in surprise. Im really sorry if were trespassing.
  We ought to go.


  But suddenly he didnt want that at all. Theres no need for that, he said and now his face relaxed. No one will mind. Mrs Mullard  she has the title to
  it now. She lives way away down by Buckhorn Weston  never comes up here these days. Hasnt been for years. You look round all you like.


  We want to buy somewhere in the country, you see. Mikes away a lot and I dont want to bring up a family in the town.


  The old man stared at her, seemingly transfixed. Youre having a baby, then?


  Mike froze inside, watching to see how she would respond. Since the miscarriage, babies had been landmines, surrounding them on all sides. Every casual reference had the capacity to hurl Gally
  into a pit of sadness as soon as they were alone. Every nappy advertisement or passing pushchair could trigger tears. Now, to his astonishment, she laughed at the old mans interest.


  No, not right away. Its just an idea at the moment.


  Ferney was still looking hard at her and a slow smile that seemed to stretch long disused muscles spread across his face. For a moment, until he blinked hard, his eyes caught the light with a
  faint sheen of tears.


  Mike never understood the effortless process by which Gally and the old man stitched it all up between them without, it seemed, using conventional conversation at all. Ten minutes of
  half-sentences and oblique words left him nothing more than a baffled observer. At the end of it they said goodbye to the old man at the gate and he ambled off up the lane. Mike tugged the gate
  closed, the rotten string that stood in for a hinge gave way and the whole gate sagged sideways, twisting, diamond-shaped, into the hedge.


  There, she said triumphantly, youve broken it. Now well have to buy it.


  He was on the defensive, irritated at being somehow pushed out. Certain that she would want to talk about the possibilities, he was preparing a relentlessly logical defence but instead, when
  they drove off, she went into some sort of a dream. They joined the main road at the same roadworks, but this time they had no effect on her at all. That was a relief to him and he left well alone.
  In the end his lecture notes muscled themselves back into his thoughts and all the way to London his mind barely left them except for odd, unguarded moments when it drifted briefly to America and
  what might have been.


  It was Thursday before the subject came up again and then she only said, Youre okay for Saturday, arent you?


  What for?


  Houses.


  The tarted-up toolshed at Donhead? I read the details. I thought you didnt like it.


  No, not that horrid thing. Were going to Buckhorn Weston.


  The name rang no bells. I havent seen that one.


  It isnt a one. Its a her. Were going to see Mrs Mullard. Ive written to her.


  And so it was that very much against his better judgement they found themselves pulling up in front of a secluded and ramshackle house, flanked by disintegrating outbuildings in paddocks fenced
  by rusty chicken wire. Mrs Mullard was an old vixen, an English gentlewoman gone wild, as gnarled as a briar root, and she didnt miss a trick. The door, covered in convex scales of
  fossilized green paint that clung on only at their centres, was whipped open before they knocked  the curtains had been twitching as they pulled up outside  and Gally was drawn in by
  a bony hand before shed had a chance to say a word.


  Come and sit down, said the old lady. She would not have been much over five foot two if she stood straight, and her arched spine lopped a further four inches off that. The room
  into which she led them had its parched floorboards half-covered in irregular patches of lino. She settled herself into the one complete article of furniture, a cracked brown leather armchair, and
  smiled questioningly while Gally and Mike perched on the unpadded frame of an old sofa. Mike expected Gally to say something, but she just smiled back and he felt, with sudden panic, a need to take
  the initiative.


  We were at Penselwood last weekend, he said, and . . .


  Eggs, said Mrs Mullard. I expect youre wondering how we live. Its eggs. She half turned and with a stentorian bellow that gave the lie to her apparent
  octogenarian fragility, yelled BESSY!


  A grey, slack-mouthed woman, less old but more aged, appeared at the door. Mrs Mullard wagged a finger at her. Go and get an egg, Bessy.


  Gally stared after her as she went out of the room and Mike watched her, as ever, for signs of an unexpected problem, but she seemed on top of the world today, in charge of herself. Shed
  thrashed awake only once the previous night and gone back to sleep quickly, though he had more difficulty in doing so. Bessy came back on dull feet and the egg she carried in her large hand was
  passed around for their solemn inspection.


  Perfect, said Mike. Lovely brown colour and, er . . . Why did I say and? he thought desperately. There is no and. Mrs Mullard was looking
  at him, eyebrows raised. . . . shape, he ended lamely.


  Weve got fifty hens now, she said.


  We just went to Penselwood by chance, he said. We didnt . . .


  Oh yes! Penselwood, she said. I dont expect you know why its called that, do you?


  No.


  There used to be a tunnel from the church to the big house, you know. She paused. Mike looked at her expectantly. She beamed. He waited. She rubbed her hands together. The
  explanation seemed to be over. Gally had said nothing since they arrived and Mike felt he had to go on.


  We happened to see your cottage, he said in a rush. At least someone said it was yours.


  Riding gloves, she said. Thats another thing we do. We make riding gloves.


  Gally leaned forward then and said, as though carrying on some earlier conversation, Ferney said you might feel the time had come for you to pass it on.


  Thats what he said to me.


  Youve talked to him?


  He walked over to see me yesterday.


  Walked? said Mike. Its miles.


  Mrs Mullard frowned at him, unable to comprehend his meaning, and turned back to Gally. I always wanted to get it nice again myself, but sometimes theres no talking to that man. He
  just goes on and on at you. She looked cross for a moment, but then a little wry smile crossed her face. Perhaps hes right. Youll make a better job of it and anyway
  its drier here. You can ask him about that, the old rascal. Youll have to undo all that.


  Gally nodded as if that made sense. Youre happy about doing this, are you?


  I suppose I must be.


  Mike had lost control again, barely able to believe the speed with which peculiar alliances were being forged around him. He broke in. Im sorry, Im not quite with all this.
  Are you saying youll sell it to us? Because wed have to get a survey done and a few things like that.


  Mrs Mullards face slowly creased up, she bent further and further forwards until he was looking at the thin crown of her head and she began to wheeze. He watched in alarm and then a gout
  of laughter burst out of her and another and another, an altogether too powerful physical experience for her ancient, tiny frame, as dangerous as boiling tar in a porcelain cup. A
  survey? she eventually said. A survey? and then she was off again.


  Gally looked at Mike with an attempt at a straight face. I think what Mrs Mullard means, she said, is that a surveyor will tell you its a complete ruin and we already
  know that.


  Yes, yes, said the old lady as the spasms subsided, but the wallpaper in the end bedrooms very nice, one and tenpence a roll. It should clean up well. Dont let
  him start digging. Thats the main thing. He was always digging. If you take my advice you wont let him near the place at all.


  Gally nodded. It will be all right.


  Hell want to know about the money, said Mrs Mullard, nodding towards Mike but otherwise treating him as if he wasnt there at all. Ill write.


  Two days later she did write, and what she wrote came as a surprise to both of them, delighting Gally and depriving Mike of his best argument against buying.


  We ought to pay her more than that, said Gally over breakfast. I dont think we should take advantage of her, do you?


  I doubt anyones ever managed to do that. Youre the only one who thinks its wonderful. She knows its a ruin and so do I.


  Anyway, we can definitely buy it.


  Just hold on. We cant rush in like that. God knows what it would cost to put it straight. We need builders estimates, all that sort of thing.


  Gally said nothing, looking out of the kitchen window at the west London traffic, then she tried another tack. Did you say there was a battle there?


  He looked up from the letter. Huh?


  At Penselwood.


  Yes, there was. I looked it up. Its a bit before my period.


  When?


  Er, seventh century some time  658, I think. Cenwalh, king of Wessex. Also called Cenwalch. Came back from exile, thrashed the Britons at Peonnum or Peonnan as its sometimes
  spelt. He looked into the middle distance past her. One of the turning-points of British history, when the Saxons pushed out the Britons. Only thing is, Hoskins insists Peonnum
  wasnt Penselwood after all. He says it must have been further west, somewhere much nearer Exeter, though I must say that doesnt seem to square with the Anglo-Saxon
  Chronicles.


  When he focused on her again, Gally was staring at him with a touch of wildness in her eyes. She sighed as if pushing off a sudden pain then jerked out of it and nodded firmly.


  I bet it was Penselwood, she said. If we lived there, Im sure youd be able to find out.


  Gally got her way, in which there was no great surprise to be found, and things happened quickly, which was perhaps more of a surprise. Time usually pressed only lightly on
  Gallys heels. She obeyed a natural rhythm which scorned the clock, and was apt to rebel against the ticking demands of the deadline or the rendezvous, to Mikes occasional despair.
  That didnt mean she was lazy, just that she followed her own course, and if something had to be done she did it when it suited her. On a balmy morning in June, without the need for an alarm
  clock, she shook Mike out of bed at sunrise, pushed his exploring hands gently but firmly away and had him dressed, breakfasted and outside in the car like some giant schoolboy in the hands of an
  efficient parent.


  Well be far too early, he complained. The caravans not coming until midday.


  Arent you excited? she said. I cant wait to get there. Its ours. Tonight well be staying in our very own cottage.


  He looked across at her as he weaved in and out of the early morning traffic heading for the M3 and her happiness rubbed off on him. Not exactly in it, he said, just outside
  it, maybe, if the caravan turns up.


  It will, she said.


  They talked until they reached the motorway of how it would be, camping out on their new doorstep, of the logistics of water, gas and chemical loos. For Gally it was a happy rehearsal of
  pleasures to come. For Mike, a careful checklist of things they might have overlooked. He fell silent as they reached the motorway. Theyd done this journey four times in the brief month that
  the purchase had taken and some central doubt gnawed at him, a doubt he didnt want to take out and examine for fear it might solidify in the light of reason and refuse to go back. It was a
  muddled doubt all about his centrality in Gallys life, a small, intricate, demanding universe of two that seemed so much less secure when exposed to this new turning in their short life
  together. Keeping her on an even keel was fraught with problems. This new venture seemed already to have brought her more peace and happiness than he had seen since they first met, but he was
  worried by the possibility that it might be a pipe-dream, that the reality might disappoint her so much that it would provoke a dive to new depths, depths where he might no longer be able to reach
  her and coax her back and that was the most frightening thought he knew.


  West London wasnt Washington, but at least life there was a known quantity. He went backwards and forwards to the university, where no one seemed to prize him greatly. His dreams were of
  American academic glamour, of a world where an English accent would put some sort of seal on his special access to history, of Georgetown bars where he might have drunk pungent bourbon as
  colleagues toasted him for his latest paper. Since he turned the job down, he had kept those dreams entirely to himself for Gallys sake. It was as simple as that. Given the choice she won
  every time because, shining through all the recurrent, desperate distress, was a golden core of love, the only lubricant to ease the joints of his dry life.


  Mikes parents had equipped him perfectly for life in an ivory tower. His father had only ever spoken to him in awkward monosyllables as if to a complete stranger. In his patchy, clouded
  memory of his childhood his mother had been warm and loving once, but that had congealed into a disapproving resentment of the world that had failed her. By the time he was eighteen she had taken
  against everything including, to his bewilderment, him. She was almost mad.


  Gally had dazzled Mike with the undreamed-of possibility of love, joy and friendship, although she had warned him straight away that all was not as simple as he hoped. Confronted and appalled by
  the evidence of the disabling desperation that would ambush her, he still believed he could help. It seemed to him to be only a thin layer over the essential her, a coat of camouflaging paint that
  he could, given time, rub off. It proved to be persistent paint. The miscarriage had brought the chance of therapy and the counsellor, seeing them both together at the start, took the obvious cues
  from his prompting. Nightmares? What were they about? Burning. He supplied the answer when she proved reluctant and what could the counsellor, a wise woman with a creased, warm face, do but take on
  board such an obvious trauma? Seeing her father die as the flames burst through their twisted car, restrained by the men who had pulled her clear as she fought helplessly to get back to him, was
  certainly the stuff of nightmares. Not just nightmares but guilt, too, and the explanations were entirely convincing. She would feel guilt that she had not saved him, but she must understand that
  she had been ten years old, shocked, with a broken arm, and that the exploding fuel tank left nobody there the scope to help. She must get that clear.


  For all Mikes hopes, the counselling never even scratched the surface of Gallys troubles. She took it all politely, thanked the woman for her time and her help and went right on
  having the nightmares. For all that, Mike believed he was getting better and better at handling it, that he could usually hold and cajole her back to the happiness which he felt convinced was her
  natural state. Life in the country, from her reaction so far, promised much, but it also threatened. He would be further away, less able to help, and he feared her ability to get through each day
  without his watchful presence. He feared also that the derailing forces in her life were so powerful that she might be sent veering away from him.


  Gally glanced at him and perhaps read something of his doubt. Am I rushing you? she asked gently.


  No more than usual.


  Youll see Im right, she said. Its going to be just perfect.


  I dont know what were getting into, he replied slowly. Maybe we wont like the people. We havent really looked at the village at all.


  We can soon fix that, she said briskly. Thats just a treat to come. Im sure youll like it. Then she looked at him more gently. I wish you
  could feel it like I do. Its like home already.


  Im sure I will, he said, not totally truthfully.


  The processes of conveyancing had brought with them, unasked and surprisingly unexpected, a name for their new house  Bagstone Farm. Mike had only thought of it in the abstract and the
  name had disconcerted him, with all its implications that the house carried with it a history, a known niche within a working community that its camouflaged dereliction had allowed him to ignore.
  Easier to think of it as just the cottage, a hidden, forgotten place in which they could start again, a clean slate. Gally didnt see it that way. Shed felt the name was
  the final perfect touch, repeating it over and over again as she shuffled through all the photographs theyd taken, drawing pictures, planning the slow healing of the injured building.


  They were at the village by ten-thirty and, following an instinct that all Mike needed to put him right was something with a touch of age about it, she persuaded him to drive straight to the
  church, certain it would work some magic on him. It was small and stout, just a nave, a chancel and a low, square tower.


  They walked up the path to the porch, Mike slightly ahead as Gally lingered over the gravestones.


  Look at the carving, he said as she joined him outside the door.


  The lamb and the lions, she said without thinking as she looked up.


  He laughed. Not from where Im standing. Why do you say that?


  She blinked and the stone panel swam into her view like an intruder, a Virgin and two kneeling figures. Abrupt dislocation assaulted her. Mike went into the porch.


  Heres your lamb, he said. What a doorway! Look at these.


  The columns at each side of the door had Norman zigzags flanking them. Capping the top corners of the door were two fine stone heads, a king and a queen, staring inwards towards each other.


  Til Christmas falls on Candlemas, the King shall never kiss his lass. The words came into her head from nowhere in particular and she couldnt place them. She said them out
  loud, a hook for Mike to bite on, hoping he would know and explain but he just looked at her.


  Youve been reading up about this place, havent you? he said. I wish youd told me.


  There was a tiny note of peevishness in his voice. Hed never accused her of secrecy before.


  No, she said, stung by it but confused by that same dislocating sense of dj vu that was somehow a little out of register. Then it crossed her mind for the first
  time that she had perhaps come here before, as a child, on one of her parents trips south from the home theyd once had in Bath.


  She paused and played a deliberate game with herself as she followed Mike into the church, setting an image of the interior in her head before they opened the door, just to see if there was a
  reliable memory lurking from her childhood subconscious, but it was disappointing. The dark oak pews in her minds eye were lower, paler and more intricately carved in real life. The walls
  were plastered where they should have been whitewashed stone. Shed expected a gallery to her left and there was none. The whole interior of the nave seemed too high, too wide. She sighed,
  then took Mikes hand to lead him over to admire the Norman font, a square fluted bowl on a round pedestal, knowing hed like it, seeking to repair the tiny gap between them.


  Ferney saw them go inside the church as he came through the churchyard gate. His right hip and ankle were both giving him some pain that morning, a last legacy of his encounter with the truck.
  Down the lane beyond the gate he saw Barbara Nicholls walking back to her house, artificial hip joints swinging away. He shook his head at the thought, looked round at the graveyard in front of him
  and a bizarre picture came into his head of the inhabitants of future graves, lying there, all those lengths of grim bone screwed together with plastic joints. The Day of Judgement wouldnt
  be quite so dreadful if the skeletons came crawling up through the mouldering earth to the squeak of pivoting nylon.


  The idea of Judgement Day had always made him laugh, to the fury of endless teachers and parsons. Religion in that form held no sway over Ferney, hadnt for goodness knows how long. His
  purpose today had nothing to do with God. He was after information and the churchyard was one of his records, though parsons would keep thinning out the gravestones as if their brief authority gave
  them rights to abolish the deads enduring reminder. He walked carefully across the grass, found the stone he was after, knelt painfully to it and began to rub at the lichen in the
  indentations to make the date he sought stand out more clearly.


  It was in that position a few minutes later, lost in far-off thought, that he was brought back to himself by a mans voice. Him, the husband, out of the church now, standing by the tree,
  giving his opinions at the top of his voice to her, to Gally. Ferney levered himself up on the old gravestone, feeling it wobble under his hand like a loose tooth. Another one that would soon be
  uprooted to add to the parsons new wall, he thought, another link gone.


  Well, that too, the man was saying, looking up into the branches of the great tree, but yews were always holy trees. Early Christians worshipped under them. They were
  thought to give immortality. People used to think the yews drew off the harmful vapours that came out of graves.


  Ferney snorted to himself, louder than he meant, and the man turned, startled.


  Whats all that, then? Ferney said, What you were saying.


  Oh, hello, the man said stiffly. I didnt see you. I was just telling Gally why yew trees were usually grown in churchyards.


  I heard, said Ferney. But its not right, though, what you said, not the main reason anyway.


  The man let a smile slip out before he could catch it. Oh no? he said in a tone that irritated Ferney. Why not?


  They had to grow yews, Ferney said. Needed the wood to make bows. But yew berries, see, theyre poisonous. Couldnt grow them just anywhere or the cows would
  die. Churchyard was the safest place. No cows in a churchyard.


  Ive never heard that one before, said the man.


  Youve heard it now, said Ferney, turning his head abruptly to Gally and fixing his eyes on her without saying anything, his face softening.


  Were moving in today, she said. Come round and see us.


  He nodded. Ive got something for you. House-warming.


  The caravan was an hour late, hauled by a tractor that sent most of its diesel fuel straight up to spatter the sky with a part-burnt black cloud. The vans best travelling days were
  clearly over. Fifteen miles an hour and a mile at a time were now the limits of its aged ambitions. The roof moved more than the chassis as it heaved slowly over the bumps, swaying with a freedom
  that spoke of dereliction and leaky joints, but Gally thrilled to the sight of it, the guarantee that this night would really be their first within the boundaries of the space that was now theirs.
  The farmer took Mikes money with the air of one whod lost an eyesore and gained an unexpected bonus and looked around with an expression that spoke volumes about the unfathomable ways
  of town folk in the country.


  Youll have your work cut out here, then, he said.


  We dont mind, said Gally.


  Ive got diggers and all that if you need them, he said, thinking of the wad of Mikes notes in his pocket.


  We might well, said Mike. Theres some drainage to sort out.


  You know where to find me. I can send someone down, he said, and soon the tractors hubbub was fading down the lane.


  They werent left alone for long. Gally was pulling the musty cushions out of the caravan to air them in the sun when a white pick-up bounced in through the gate and rocked to a halt.


  Mr and Mrs Martin? Don Cotton. You phoned me, right?


  The builder. Standing there, summing up the evidence to feed into the quote. Mike could see him trying to put it together, glancing casually as though the game wasnt obvious at the
  cars number-plate  four years old, therefore an uncertain indicator, the caravan  no help there, their clothes  ditto, they were dressed for hard labour. Mike opened his
  mouth to speak in a deliberately roughened and slurred accent. It wouldnt have fooled the builder for a second, but in any case Gallys educated vowels cut the air before him and he
  swore to himself.


  Great, she said. Im so glad youre here. When can you start?


  He was a short man who addressed everything sideways, his body never facing the way he spoke. He had a big jaw and a flattened nose, the face of a man who would fight over imagined insults in
  his cups.


  In a hurry, are you? he said.


  Yes, said Gally.


  No, not really, said Mike.


  The builder looked first at the cracked and broken gable end of the house, making expensive sucking noises and shaking his head a lot, ignoring their questions. He picked an unnecessary amount
  of loose stone and mortar out of the biggest crack, then turned and went inside.


  Youve got your own private river, he said when hed looked below the floorboards.


  Whats the best thing to do? said Mike.


  Put a pump in. Get it dried out and well see what weve got.


  Need moren a pump, said a voice from the doorway. They looked up and Ferney, a brown felt hat in his hand, was standing there, stooped forward and bent to one side against
  the door frame. His white hair was neatly brushed and there was a primrose in the buttonhole of his old tweed jacket.


  Well, you do keep popping up, said Mike, a shade sourly, thinking Ferney should have knocked until he remembered there was no knocker.


  Where else would I be? said Ferney with a note of surprise.


  Now youre here, can we help you?


  I can maybe help you, said Ferney, if you want. I came with a present.


  Gally walked over to him. Thats lovely, she said. Come and sit outside with me. It was nice of you to take the trouble.


  Mike stayed with the builder for a little longer as the man went on scratching and fiddling his way through the decay, noting large figures in his book which could have been lengths but were
  probably money, then curiosity got the better of him and he went to join them outside. As he walked into the dark hall, they were framed by the doorway, outside in the sun, warm and bright
  together. He paused in the doorway as he realized they were unaware of him there. He felt individual, separate. Gally had sat Ferney on a folding chair on the grass beyond the door and he was
  handing her a brown paper bag.


  The object she drew from it was obscure, a mottled ring of horn perhaps or some sort of soapstone. Mike couldnt tell. It seemed to have holes around its circumference and areas of
  latticework. Ferney watched Gally closely from his position next to her. Mike watched them both from inside, excluded and puzzled. Gally held it in her hands and looked at it, very still, then
  turned it slowly. She lifted her eyes and she and Ferney stared at each other. Then she rose slowly to her feet, walked a few steps to the rough grass inside the hedge and began to pick flowers,
  threading them one at a time into the holes in the ring.


  Ferney clasped his hands together then reached each arm right round and hugged himself as if holding something in. Gally picked faster and faster, laughing out loud, then twirled round and
  lifting the ring, a garland now, sat it on her head where it nestled, perfectly accenting her hair like a
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