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Dedication

To Nadine, my partner in crime,

and in everything else.





Epigraph

Reason thus with life:

If I do lose thee, I do lose a thing

That none but fools would keep. A breath thou art,

Servile to all the skyey influences,

That dost this habitation, where thou keep’st,

Hourly afflict: merely, thou art death’s fool;

For him thou labour’st by thy flight to shun

And yet runn’st toward him still.

William Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act 3, Scene 1
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Prologue

It is a long way, as the heron flies, between lights in this part of the countryside. There is much silence and gloom in between, though the air is never completely still. Things rustle and murmur; creatures slink and scurry. Not just animals, but the occasional human too. The expanse is too forgiving for those with malign intent, and you can disappear into the twilit softness with great, alarming ease.

A woman stands atop old and crumbling stairs. There is pain in her eyes, but not fear, not quite yet. In a few moments, she will be crumpled on the ground below; the drama and striving, the passion and the pain of her life over. She has been watched all evening. In fact, she has often struggled to evade attention over the last few years, to find peace even in the wideness around her.

It is hard to separate some of the nearby men from the land itself. They work it – as she does – and it sticks to them, the smell of soil and growth and decay. She is surrounded; they are camouflaged. She strokes the downy hair on her arms, as a few goosebumps pimple her skin. The breeze is rising, she feels high in the sky.

She wonders if he is nearby, crouched furtive deep in a shadowy recess, watching and plotting. It is, sometimes, unbearable to imagine it. Her life here has been hard; she is an outsider, an invasive species. And yet she has found moments of solace in the thick land and silvery waters, in the sights and sounds of a natural world completely heedless of her needful fears. She has even found companionship with people on occasion. A friendly smile, an evening of carefree conversation.

But also constraint and fear. Dark, glowering eyes following her home, the physical threat of a man’s unforgiving bulk. Not just one man, but several. A group, a gathering; a rape of men like a murder of crows. She had coped, and struggled, and made herself small, got herself lost in the open spaces. And then the blow had fallen, the cataclysm, the catastrophe.

Elsewhere, a man sits in his home. He doesn’t love technology, but has become more adept with his camera over time: he used to have a darkroom, the sickly sweet toxicity of chemicals filling his nostrils and stinging his eyes, as the objects of his attention loomed back into ghostly existence. Now he is downloading images onto a computer, the screen-light dancing on a face that has been creased and hardened by the elements. He wonders if the people close to him know what is in his mind all of the time, the relentless throbbing of his senses, the things he is thinking when he stares at them. Of course they don’t know, otherwise they would have stopped him. He looks out of his window to check he is not being seen.

Somewhere else, two men meet by an old tree. Their cars are parked apart on the lane nearby, facing in opposite directions. The exchange is brief: two bags change hands, one of cash, one of product. They barely speak. They know that silence and security is essential. They cannot leave loose ends.

Lights flicker on in far apart houses. If you could swoop, quiet as a bat, and peer in through windows you would see family life in all its forms. The laughter between mother and daughter as bedtime approaches. The awkward stiffness between husband and wife who have run out of things to say to each other, and sit restless and aloof. The widow lost in front of a television screen. Two grown-up brothers who should have left home in pursuit of separate lives, but have been imprisoned by their own lack of ambition, their vitality and empathy drained year after year. One sneaks out while the other dozes in the corner, his dirty boots falling off his feet, the night outside preferable to these four walls. An old man at his kitchen in a dirty long shirt, painting the woman now standing on the tower. He can see her in the daylight of his imagination, the reflection of the water playing idly upon her pale skin.

The moon outside has glibly appeared, cold and sterile in the darkening blue of the dusky evening. As meaningful as a child’s drawing, indifferent as everything else.





Beginnings

A country road. A tree. Evening. The taxi from the station, a wheezing old Toyota the same pale blue colour as the sky, had reversed into a gap in the hedge then chuntered away, exhaust rattling. He pauses to let the noise fade; he is hungry for silence. He has spent years – all of his adult life, in fact – in a big city, where it is never dark, never quiet, and he suddenly feels tired of the very idea of noise and brightness. The last hum of the car disappears, and he exhales slowly. There is not quite nothing left in his ears: the sigh of the wind rustles the leaves of what he supposes is an oak tree, the one visible landmark in the area. Two birds chirrup. But this is definitely a start.

All around him stand empty fields, thick and green, freckled with daisies and thistles and dandelions, unkempt like he always is. In his hand is the crumpled bit of paper that has the instruction: ‘Get the taxi to drop you off at the oak tree; that’s as close as you can get to the house.’ It had not been easy convincing Josef, the driver, to agree to make a journey to a tree, but he had acceded with something approaching good grace. Family was important to Josef – he had pictures of a wife and daughter taped to the dashboard – and he clearly liked the idea of honouring an uncle’s wishes. Jake had tried to keep his explanations to a minimum, not least because he is not sure himself why he has come here, his whole life so easily enclosed in a gym bag and a scarred black suitcase. In the back of the car, he had noticed, hanging forlornly on the suitcase handle, the airline tag from their last holiday, on their third recovery period. They had gone to Ibiza for some sun, had sat by a pool while he slowly, unwillingly burned, not talking much. He had started pale and milky, she always seemed effortlessly tanned. They drank a lot in the evenings, but stopped before their inhibitions made them say something they might regret. That poolside had a different type of quiet; the unhealthy, stilted, silted-up kind. The quiet of two people thinking busily, but unable to communicate. The silent dead thing between them again.

Jake breathes out once more, and picks up his bags and heads to the gap where the car had reversed. There is the faint outline of a track ahead of him, stretching out over the hump of the land. It is nearly six, so plenty of a summer’s evening left; that most pleasant part of any warm day, the sun a faded glare behind him, beginning its descent towards the other horizon. Before he continues walking, he awkwardly shuffles both bags into one hand and pulls out his phone. No signal, no internet. He had been warned this would happen in the letter. In the last ten years, he can count the number of times he has been disconnected from technology, mainly when he was on a plane. He remembers how he and Faye used to message each other all the time. Little love notes, jokes, miniature revels in the banal. That was one definition of love, he had thought: taking pleasure in sharing the boring bits of life. What you’d had for lunch, something you’d heard on the radio, what the neighbour had said when he slipped on the steps. And that was one definition of love ending: when the boring stayed boring, when there was no point in talking any more.

Jake’s hands tingle after a few minutes tramping up the incline. He is unused to this physical burden. As he reaches the modest peak, he peers downwards into a valley of more fields, a patchwork of green, mustard yellow and a deep brown. The breeze is stronger for a moment, and cools the sweat on his brow, bringing with it a pleasant earthy scent. There is life in the land, in the air around him. He cannot see his destination yet, but that is not surprising. The letter instructed him to find the path at the bottom of the pasture, and march east along it for a mile (there was a sarcastic parenthesis telling him that ‘east’ means left as he faces away from the main road).

It amused him that a man’s last wishes could convey sarcasm, an eyebrow raised from beyond the grave. Uncle Arthur had never been a prominent presence in his life, but always a memorable one: visiting erratically in Jake’s childhood, staying for a few days when he did come, the dining room converted into his living quarters, a mattress on the floor, clothes piled in the corner, the whole place filled with the exotic smell of cigars, the tortured sound of jazz trumpets coming from his portable stereo.

Arthur lived the rest of the year in America – Florida, the state of Disneyland and the ever-elderly, in Jake’s imagination – and sent ironic postcards when the mood took him, and came and went with mysterious abruptness. In Jake’s teen years, his awkward, gangly, frustrated period, when his innards roiled with speechless frustration and angsty lust, Arthur was always a soothing presence. ‘You don’t need to talk about anything,’ he would say, ‘just sit down and read this.’ He always carried a pile of books in his luggage, and left them with Jake when he departed: some big thick Victorian novels, some American new releases, classics and rarities. And lots of detective fiction, from all over the world. Jake once wrote to Arthur that he had started him on the road to the police force, and hoped it gave the old man satisfaction.

After Jake’s parents’ funeral, Arthur had visited only once. He had suddenly aged, Jake thought, his Florida tan scored with thick wrinkles like plough lines, his spryness stiffening into something more pitiable.

‘I have got to the point in the world,’ he confided one evening, as they sat outside Jake’s student house, Arthur perching on a wheelbarrow with his cigar in one hand, Jake balancing on the only piece of garden furniture they possessed, ‘when I can’t really face things any more. It’s all getting too much for me. I want to find some peace somewhere.’ This struck a far more sombre note than Jake was accustomed to, even given the sombre circumstance of his own sudden orphaning. Arthur had loved life as much as he had loved literature. He had never married, but Jake always suspected the presence of romantic relationships somewhere, always felt that Arthur’s pursuit of pleasure had taken him into other people’s existences. That last time, Arthur had stayed for a few days in the house, and then performed his usual sudden departure. His remaining contact with Jake had come in the form of letters at indiscriminate intervals, some short and gnomic, others long and indulgent, reflecting on his own childhood and relationship with his brother, but never about his present circumstance. Jake always responded, to a postbox somewhere in one of those anonymous rural counties in the middle of England, and had always felt reassured of his uncle’s interest.

The path meanders east, and Jake pauses again for breath, and to rest his aching arms. In the last half hour, evening has truly come, the shadows are long, the air settling into the cool of the night, the breeze dropping down to a decorous whisper.

He knows he cannot linger; there is so much he will have to do when he arrives. After twenty more minutes huffing along the path, he sees it ending abruptly at an old wooden stile, mottled with moisture and close to toppling, its base skirted with long grass. A small sign has been nailed alongside it. WELCOME TO LITTLE SKY, it says.





Home

Jake throws his bag over the stile and stands on it, to look down into what is now his property. He has been noticeably climbing again over the last few minutes, and has clearly reached the high point of the area. Beneath him now is a steep path through yet another field, descending into a valley. To the left there is a dark smear of purple-green, which looks like a wood, and further beyond something shimmers rose-gold in the final sunlight of the day. Some sort of body of water, like a lake or pond. The land is uneven still, rising and falling, a giant rucked quilt, and so the valley floor remains invisible. The gloaming has arrived, and with it the masking power of shadow. He had better move quickly now before he becomes enshrouded in darkness in the middle of nowhere.

Life had all seemed so straightforward at one point for him, he thinks: career, friends, marriage, children. Jake had finished law school fifteen years before, and been recruited to join the police as part of a special fast-track system designed to attract graduates with law degrees. He had met Faye four years into the job. She was a solicitor, who ate lunch on a bench outside the magistrates’ court whenever she had a case there. He liked her red-brown hair, almost copper, and the way she wore Converse trainers with a work skirt. Jake’s job brought him to the vicinity a lot, and he began timing his lunchbreaks to match hers, sitting on a nearby bench, pretending to read. In the end, she had approached him, when one chilly October afternoon the wind scattered her lunch wrappers, blustering them in his direction. He wasn’t in uniform – that part of the job had been fast-tracked as well – but he still looked official, unrelaxed somehow. She knew he was a policeman, she said, because his eyes were never still, his body was taut even when he was trying to appear loose. She liked that about him, she often told him, even after they started going out; he was never sleepy or acquiescent. He was switched on like a light, and she relished never having to be in the dark any more.

They felt right together from the very next day when they shared her bench for lunch. After the third time, they both skipped work to go back to her flat, the thrill of breaking the rules a halo to the thrill of seeing each other’s unclothed bodies. They clicked in the bedroom as they had on the bench. It felt simple and easy. And perhaps it was all too easy: the next couple of years, the compatible jobs, the shared friends from the big London law schools. They were married at thirty, a good age they told each other, life still very much to come, wandering freedoms stored where they should be, in the past. A shared desire to embrace life’s encumbrances as they arrived. They pooled resources for a nice suburban house. Jake’s parents had died before he graduated, shocking him into self-reliance, giving him a financial push into comfortable adulthood. And now their own children would come, more encumbrances, more pressure, but also something to cherish and build upon.

Children never came. Only hope, then disappointment. Clutching her hand as the spasms racked her body. The trips to the hospital, after uncertain pains led to clouts of dark blood on the floor, a miniature crime scene. Doctors either brisk or baffled.

Everyone knows someone who has had a miscarriage before producing healthy children. The loss is awful, but not out of the ordinary; it is within life’s reasonable expectations. But then a second miscarriage, then a third. The tests suggesting something not quite right. They didn’t click after all. They couldn’t fuse when it mattered the most.

As Jake descends into the dusk, the ground dark green in pools around him, he sees it: a farmhouse buried deep into the dip of the land, an L-shape on its side, with the broad front before him. It is dark brown in the dimness, splotched with ivy in parts, a huge birch tree to the side standing guard. He runs down the final part of the path, his heart suddenly racing. He can feel the house’s emptiness like a palpable presence, something thick and unyielding. It is aloof to his existence, which is somehow reassuring. There is solidity here, he feels, something to cling to.





Crooked House

Jake reaches the door just as the sun disappears from the sky, the night now a hazy blue, with the white pinpricks of stars above him. You never see stars in the city, he thinks; and you seldom look above you to search for them. But now they are there, visible and aloof, part of the celestial furniture once again.

A couple of months ago, the letter had come. The envelope landed with a thud, a startling sound even against the background noise of the road outside and the planes overhead. Jake had hauled himself up, taken it to the kitchen table. It was a legal letter addressed to him, from a Dickensian-sounding solicitors’ firm (Krunkles of Havencester; Jake still remembers it). Inside, it informed him that his paternal uncle Arthur had died, and he was the sole beneficiary of his will. It enclosed two further letters, both on thick, creamy, expensive paper. The first one was in Arthur’s recognizably laconic handwriting and said this:

Valhalla Residential, 4th May

Jake,

This is my final letter to you. In a couple of days I will be dead, and it will be sent.

I always knew you and I were alike in some ways. But I spent all my life drifting around, living in the world, meeting people, getting into relationships and watching them dwindle. And then, after Jim died and we last spoke, I decided I’d had enough. I sold up the Midlife Crisis Mansion in Florida, liquidized my other assets, and looked for a place to bury myself. I found it, and that is where I have been for the last more than thirteen years. No phones, no internet, no noise. My place of renunciation.

And I want it to be yours. I paid someone over the last year to watch over you - sorry about that - and he tells me what your letters have sometimes said, your marriage is not full of joy. You are a fine detective and a good husband, but you, forgive me, seem to be nothing else.

I used to give you gifts, all those books, to broaden your horizons. Well I want my last gift to narrow them. I want you to have my place: Little Sky. It is all paid for, including the land and the lake. I have more than enough money to support your solitary life; and it is in the bank account I have created for you.

I am giving you the opportunity of a lifetime: let this all go. Bury yourself in the quietest place I could find in England. Find peace and happiness. Read books and learn to be practical. Stop the fight. Stop trying for something that doesn’t exist.

Your friend and uncle,

Arthur

The other letter contained bank account details, directions to Little Sky, and some instructions about the house. Jake had kept both close by him, all the way through to the train journey this afternoon, and his early evening hike through the encroaching shadows.

The house is not locked, the door swings open loudly, and thuds into a wall before slowly repeating the curve back towards him. Inside, he can see almost nothing, just grey shapes, anonymous furniture. He feels loneliness like a sickness in his stomach. He has never in his life been this far from people.

And now he is truly alone, enveloped by a thick shroud of silence. He walks into the next room, allowing the door to shut behind him. He drags some cushions from a sofa that smells of age and disuse, drinks some water from a bottle in his bag, shrugs on a hooded top and curls up, a child in the foetal position once more. Tomorrow will show him what his life might become.





Wild Swimming

The early light softens the darkness in the room first to pallid grey, then to a broader range of colours: the green of the armchair, the russet of the sofa, the cornfield yellow of the walls. Jake aches more or less all over, feels every one of his thirty-eight years. He can taste the bitterness of his own breath, smell that rancorous sourness of his unwashed body. His sleep – unsettled by the unwonted quiet, punctuated by mysterious, elemental noises he struggled to identify – has left him sore and shivery. The day is not yet warm, though holds the promise of heat to come, and he jumps up and down to get his circulation going. He now sees that his temporary sleeping quarters are a big living room, dominated by a fireplace thick with powdery white ash, with one other door – slightly ajar – leading down some stone-flagged steps. He follows them into what was originally a farm kitchen. There’s a big wooden table near a huge black stove, emitting no heat at all. The other side of the room is a contrast: modern-looking cabinets, a teak-toned breakfast bar with stools, and a giant fridge, which is forbiddingly silent. Jake remembers the note saying: ‘I have tried to live my new life minimizing my need to rely on other people. The power to the house comes from two sources. I got the local rogue – you’ll probably meet him – to help me hijack the central electricity lines, but in case that fails there is a diesel generator too. The water is connected, and paid for in perpetuity. There is no internet connection, no phone lines, no radio, no cable television. The heating comes from fires in each room, and a central furnace for the water. The oven is wood-burning too. You’ll have to keep up the wood supply yourself.’

The world is waking around Jake, and he pushes the back door out into the courtyard. The view catches his breath: beyond the perimeter of the house itself is a gentle sweep of longish grass at the end of which is a broad lake winking insistently in the dawn. On one side the water laps against thick clumps of trees; on the other, there is a gravelly beach acting as a margin against another field. The lake extends lengthways before him, and in the half-light he can glimpse a tiny, forlorn island in the middle, beyond which there is another beach of sorts, studded with long, white-green reeds which sway and hiss in the morning air.

He walks to the edge of the water, where there is a wooden pier jutting uncertainly into the blue. A small rowing boat bobs next to it. To his left, built from white plaster, is a thatched hut, containing boating paraphernalia and a pile of old crusty towels. Jake knows he should explore the main house properly first, but instead pulls off his clothes, and jumps into the lake. The cold water shocks him; he feels his heart beating peremptorily against his chest. He can do little other than bob about, flailing his arms to keep warm, kicking his legs hard against the water, before he remembers to put his feet down. They stick deep in the soft mud, and he finds he can stand. His body is goosebumped and pink, his genitals shrink-wrapped in on themselves, so he hurriedly pulls himself onto the pier and clutches the towels he has brought out. The whole process has taken less than five minutes.

Faye would have loved this, he thinks. Twice a week, over the last few years, she had left their house early to go swimming before work with two of her friends. There was a curve of the river near their home, which was clean enough to attract a broad group of mainly female swimmers most of the year. They wore bright gloves and shiny hats, swam fiercely in the cold water, and huddled together afterwards, sharing coffee and porridge and a sense of victory over the elements. Jake went along once, but was soon aware that his presence was unwanted. This was a ritual of friendship, and, he suspected, had some sort of deeper, gendered meaning too. It was a thing to be shared and fussed over, celebrated on Instagram, another part of the modern world left to baffle him slightly. But now he was connected to her, and it, despite being so far away.

His first reaction to Arthur’s bequest had been to plan how to make the legacy work for both of them. A dutiful bid to make it fit in with their collective destiny. But he knew, and Faye knew, that they were reaching the end of their time: they were like swimmers – the metaphor was apposite – who were pulling themselves remorselessly down to the depths even as they believed they were saving each other. At first he did not want to admit it, then nor did she, but after two days they both believed it as an article of faith: if their lives were to have any meaningful joy, if they were to carry the shape of some sort of future happiness, it could not be alongside one another. Most people didn’t get a clean break, Faye said, most people were entangled by money and property and the endlessly encircling tendrils of life. This was a simple escape, if he wanted to take it. At one level it was crazy: to leave your job and customary existence thanks to the intervention of a batty old man you had seen once in more than a decade. At another, it felt inevitable. Faye got the house, and the friends; Jake got whatever this was.





The Lie of the Land

Over the next two days Jake does little other than explore the house and land, and establish what it will take to live here in some degree of comfort. There are some pleasant surprises. He soon finds the main power supply, and is able to get light in every room at night. The place is enormous, far greater than any one person could need, as superfluous as his old family home had turned out to be: draughty rooms scarcely furnished, with the musty taint of old, unbreathed air in them. But at the bottom of the foot of the L is a huge library, primarily of detective fiction, the sort of books that had been given to him throughout his childhood. All of the great English authors from the mid part of the twentieth century: Agatha Christie, Margery Allingham, Dorothy Sayers, Josephine Tey. And long shelves of Americans, their gaudy covers gleaming: Chandler and Hammett and Spillane (he and Arthur had always argued about his questionable status in the canon), then the sprawling modern series by Michael Connelly, Kathy Reichs, Donald Hamilton, Donna Leon, John D. MacDonald, Lee Child, Elmore Leonard, and so on. A Scandi Noir corner. A Tartan Noir shelf. Historical detective series, like the Cadfael books or CJ Sansom’s Shardlake novels. It is the most wonderful room Jake has ever seen, and he knows instantly it will be the place he spends his winter days and evenings.

The whole room is wired with a sound system to play records, and Jake soon finds Arthur’s jazz stash. He picks one at random: Miles Davis and John Coltrane, live in Stockholm 1960. But the discordant notes – to his baffled ears at least – are almost painful after his recent exposure to silence. He thinks he will try it again to see what the fuss is about: his rugged cop heroes like Harry Bosch loved Coltrane, Uncle Arthur did too; perhaps it is something that comes with time.

There is a trapdoor set in the floor – a happy crime thriller touch, Jake thinks – which leads into a vast basement that supports the entire house. Unlike the basements of noirish nightmare, it is dry and well-lit. There is an imposing furnace at one end next to a vast woodpile. One area is filled with dry goods: bags of flour, sugar, coffee. And tins of soup and meat. Nothing especially sophisticated, but nothing desperate either. It doesn’t feel like a fallout shelter, just an underground cathedral to convenience. A cupboard behind the stairs contains Arthur’s favourite cigars, and a block of what smells strongly of cannabis. Jake wonders if his uncle had turned to it as an analgesic in the dwindling days of his life. He had never mentioned smoking it before. There are racks of wine and beer, a couple of crates of Scotch, alongside an emergency supply of water.

In contrast to that largesse, there are some barren aspects too. There are no carpets or rugs or curtains outside of the library. There appear to be no washing facilities anywhere in the house: no baths or showers, no washing machines or dryers. The weather stays fine and hot, and Jake has been wearing a pair of shorts and not much else. Each night he scrubs them in the lake and hangs them under the eaves. He reckons he can alternate two garments this way and pretty much survive the summer. In the chill of the evenings, he wears old pyjama trousers and a hoodie. He worries that he will start to smell at some point.

In the library there is also a box of local maps, and on the first day Jake pores over them. From what he can tell, Arthur owned the land on all sides of the lake going back at least a mile. The wood runs for that length before abutting someone else’s farmland. The rest of the area is formed by grassy, ill-kempt fields. A stream trickles all the way through the property from the heights of the top paddock before disappearing north and eventually joining a river some three miles distant. The nearest settlement is the village that had clearly grown up alongside that river: Caelum Parvum. Little Sky in Latin. Had that drawn Arthur here in the first place? He was looking for shrunken horizons, after all.





A Cry in the Dark

Dusk on the third evening, and Jake is lost. For all his map-reading, he is still struggling to develop a proper sense of place. His sense of direction is compromised by the absence of recognizable landmarks, and he has wandered down a lane some distance from the property. The air hums with unseen insects, and is fragrant with the peppery smell of the hedgerow. The day has been hot, and the earth is still radiating warmth against the chill of the evening air. He is not unhappy. If he cannot find his way home, he’ll walk until he is tired, and he’ll wait for first light. Anxiety is an emotion he wants to leave behind in the city if he can. He has nowhere to be, so there is no problem with being nowhere he can recognize.

A darker patch looms in the distance; a substantial copse, he thinks, the trees crouched into a fixed position, their bark ridged like ropey muscles. No point in heading there, which is where the lane is taking him. Just to his left, there is a well-trodden pathway, long grass bruised and crushed by wheels, over a verge that leads to a gate. Jake hops it, almost nimbly, before landing heavily on the unseen ground. A faint light glisters in the distance that could represent civilization. He knows that Caelum Parvum is a couple of miles in the other direction, so hopes for a farmhouse, or maybe a couple of cottages huddled together against the unremitting blackness.

A track of sorts threads its way on one side of the field, and he follows it. He can hear the comforting trickle of a brook hidden by the hedge, and he wonders if that might lead him back to the river that snakes and loops and meanders around the whole valley. Not all streams lead to rivers, he reasons, but this one might.

And after a couple of kilometres of his persistent, gentle loping, it does. The light is no more than a solitary lantern outside an otherwise deserted boathouse; its uncertain beam glimmers and fractures on the water flowing past it. But the building does have a name, and there is a crooked, mossy sign nearby that points in the direction of a road. Jake realizes that if he follows the river it will take him within striking distance of home.

He sits for a moment, his legs aching from the unaccustomed exercise, a gratifying breath of breeze cooling against his head. The silence mildly punctuated by unseen splashes, dusk now defeated by night. All seems at peace.

And then a shattering cry rings out, a jagged obscenity. Jake starts forward, nearly toppling into the water, saving himself by grabbing the thick reeds at the edge. He twists and turns, looking for the source of the sound, but there is nothing but the imperturbable puttering of the natural world.

He thinks the scream came from downstream, where he was heading anyway, and he jogs in that direction. There are a couple of house lights he can now see, big places that must have land descending lavishly to the river. But there is no movement anywhere he can discern.

He slows to a trot, and then hears it. A low, keening wail, lifted into the breeze from somewhere he can’t see. After a couple of minutes it stops. He hears a car door slam and an engine growl into life. And then nothing more.

Jake’s heart is pounding, his senses alert, but no further sound comes. The night has gulped away the noise. He feels momentarily complicit: what are the chances of a stranger in this dark mass of countryside being an eavesdropper to someone’s distress? But what did he actually hear anyway: a shriek of grief, of pain, of exasperation? He had heard no argument, no violent exchange. People scream and wail without being in serious danger. Such explanations bounce around his mind for a few moments, but he cannot be satisfied with them. Nor can he see an obvious means of actually doing anything. He is no longer a detective in a city full of lights and action. He is a tramper in the black, a wanderer in the anonymous countryside. A couple of hours later he is at home, curled up before a fire he has lit for comfort not for warmth.





Contact

At the end of the first week, Jake realizes he must establish contact with the village sooner rather than later. He needs things like toothpaste and toilet paper – which are not in the convenience cathedral – and he will have to establish some sort of supply of fresh food too. He wonders whether he might start a vegetable garden, though he lacks expertise.

At around six-ish, a weak light splashing through the window of his bedroom, he pulls on his shorts and his day-old vest, and looks down critically at his body. It is already showing the signs of exposure to the relatively gentle English sun: pinking on his collarbone and shoulders, but also perhaps darkening a little too. He has eaten little in the last few days, and walked a great deal, and he thinks he can see his stomach receding slightly. He has plotted a path around his property that measures around five miles and resolves to run it every day; he wants to feel lean and fit, and useful again.

For his whole life Jake has been tall – too tall – and for the first thirty years he was too tall and thin. But in recent times, he has felt the thickening of his midriff, an unappetizing bulge whenever he leans forward. He likes salty snacks, and cheap chocolate, the cheaper the better, and doughnuts, which he remembers from his childhood as a reward for behaving during the weekly supermarket shop. The tongue-feel of grainy sugar, the deep, glutinous sweetness of the jam inside, the chewy comfort of the dough. For most of his life, his body had silently and efficiently burned all the excess away, a secret sin he did not need to acknowledge. That process seemed to work no longer. As if turning thirty changed the internal chemistry in a single day. Arthur had not stored much in the way of sweet treats, though he seemed to be partial to peanuts, so Jake feels he might be able to improve his diet somewhat. Self-isolation as self-improvement.

By ten, the morning is pleasantly warm, though there is a hint of dampness in the air that might suggest a storm to come. Jake’s route to the village skirts the lake, before he crosses a field and follows the stream towards the river, a different section to where he had heard that scream. That noise plays in his mind, he can hear it when he pauses to think, but he can’t work out what to do about it. It sounded tragic, desperate even, but had then dissipated into the forgiving ether, a mystery he cannot solve, so something to be put aside, nagging and troubling.

This morning he can’t quite work out where his own land ends, so sticks to the pathway next to the trickling water. After a while he pauses for a break, and eases himself down the bank to soothe his feet in the water. He startles a heron, which had been standing sentinel midstream, its wings unfurling dragonlike – as if in slow motion – and lazily elevating it skyward and then away from him. Clutching his flip-flops, he follows its trail, the water icy between his toes, the bottom of the stream silky with rotten matter. After a few minutes, he hears a noise somewhere between a squeal and a giggle, and precariously hauls himself to the top of the bank. A dirty white blur clatters into his legs, nearly sending him sprawling back in.

‘Stop that sheep!’

He clings to the creature’s back, the wool thin and bobbled close to its body. And looks up: a woman’s flushed face, brown skin framed by untidy black hair, smiling curiously at him. She is wearing jeans and a purple checked shirt, which is rolled up at the arms and half open, exposing a grubby white vest.

‘Stop that sheep?’ he says as his new charge writhes against his shins, warm and disconsolate, the farmyard scent rising up in the heat.

‘Well, I don’t want him falling into the stream. And you looked like a handy shepherd in an emergency.’

She walks up to him and, in a deft movement, forces something – a tablet, he thinks – into the animal’s jaws, its eyes white, bulging and indignant, before nudging it back towards the field with a practised shunt of her legs. She huffs her hair out of her eyes and grins once more.

‘We don’t see many people wandering around these fields.’

‘So my sheep-saving is particularly unlikely.’ He holds out a tentative hand. ‘I’m Jake. I live in the place behind the lake.’ He wishes that had not rhymed.

‘Oh, Arthur’s palace. We used to call him King Arthur: you know, what with the lake and all. I’ve not seen him for months, though. He hadn’t been well, and there was talk he needed to live somewhere closer to civilization. Did he sell up as well?’

‘He died. I’m his nephew.’

‘I’m Livia. I’m sorry to hear about Arthur. He was lovely. A bit distant, obviously. But a good thing in the world.’

She reaches out her hand and helps pull him from the top of the bank and onto the flat of the field. He is standing in the shade of a tree, but she is bathed in sunlight. Behind her is an expanse of green filled with sheep, determinedly cropping the grass. He can see a red bike pushed into the hedge, and a tartan rug to the left of an old stone trough.

‘Are you a travelling sheep-botherer, Olivia?’

‘Just Livia. Like the wife of Augustus, if that means anything to you. And I suppose I am: what is a rural vet apart from someone who roams the area bothering animals?’

‘I used to be a travelling people-botherer then. A policeman. But now I don’t know what I am.’

She leans forward, and pats his arm, which, he regrets, is tacky with sweat. ‘Well, we might not quite know each other well enough to explore your crisis of identification.’ She laughs, a welcoming, liquid sound. ‘But I need a break in my sheep-bothering, so I could give you the lowdown on the place, and the people, such as they are. Now that we are neighbours of sorts.’

‘I always imagined that a fragrant, classics-quoting vet would end up being my guide to the countryside.’ They are walking across the field towards the rug.

‘Vets are never fragrant. And nor – if you don’t mind me saying – are sweaty ex-policemen in shorts and a vest.’ He starts away from her, and then the bubbling giggle emerges once more. ‘Sorry, I don’t get to speak to strangers much, as you might be able to tell.’ She flops on the rug, and pats the area next to her. ‘I bring this with me for my tea breaks. I’m out of tea, but, if you sit down, I promise I won’t judge your smell any more.’

‘Let’s at least start by no longer talking about it.’ He sits, the rug thick and radiating heat, noticing the slime on his feet and pushing them out onto the grass, which is lush and inviting, but pockmarked with sheep droppings.

‘Deal. Right, so your brief, five-minute-because-I-have-thirty-two-more-sheep-to-see guide to the strange place that is Caelum Parvum. First, what we don’t have: we have no school, no supermarket, no village green, no petrol station, no obvious place of entertainment, no offices. Hardly any children: though I have contributed one to the few we do have. For most of the modern world, you need to drive ten miles on questionable roads to Meryton. I take Diana, that’s my daughter, there every day and it’s a massive pain. Why don’t I move away? I hear you ask.’ Jake holds up his hands. ‘Well, it is quiet here, and I need to be near the farms.’

‘What do you have here?’

‘Well, we have a general store that also serves as a sort of pub. It has a garden for summer and a cellar for winter. We have a few houses near the river. We have an old church, but no vicar. It gets the occasional enthusiast, but not much more. As I’m talking to you, I’m not sure how much there is to occupy a youngish policeman.’

‘Maybe I could apply to be Assistant Sheep-Botherer.’

‘Maybe.’

She lapses into silence. Questions crowd his mind, but he doesn’t want to be too nosy. Is she married? He presumes so. ‘So tell me about the villagers.’

‘It won’t take long.’ She pivots her body away from him, and sinks back onto the rug. The sky curves above them, blue to its very depths, so blue he feels he can see the tiny particles of the air coalescing in his eyes, miniature mosaics that combine to form the one true colour.

‘So there is me, the youngish, mixed-race – if you can still say that, I never know any more – vet and single mum’ – ah – ‘and Diana, wise beyond her seven years, destined for great things. The shop – renamed The Jolly Nook, unsuccessfully for tourist purposes ten years ago – is run by Sarah. She’s lived in the area forever. Used to be a farmer’s wife, but he died; her kids now live in the city. She’s suspicious, but kind enough when she gets to know you. Loves her food.

‘Next to the Nook is Mary’s place. She’s in her eighties, and has two ne’er-do-well sons, Clifford and Martin, who live with her. They do odd jobs around the farms, but don’t like regular work if they can help it. I wouldn’t trust them if I was trapped outside my house in just a towel, put it that way.

‘We have an old biologist, Dr Peter – the nearest thing apart from me to a medical doctor – who’s interested in hedgerows, and spends most of the summer falling in and out of them. You’ll like him; he’s nice.

‘His place has a small outbuilding, where Mack lives. He’s the local handyman, carpenter, builder, farmhand, driver and anything else that needs doing. He doesn’t talk much, smokes poisonous rollies, and seems to be able to do anything at all. I find him reassuring, like the existence of God might be to religious people.’ She pauses. ‘I told you I don’t get much conversation like this.’

‘Anyone else? That sounds like more people than I was led to expect by Arthur.’

‘Oh, it’s pretty hard to bump into them, unless you come for a lock-in at the Nook or anything else. We get a few walkers and campers in a summer like this. And then there are the outlying farms, going towards the county border. But that’s it really.’

Jake is tempted to tell his story, why he is here, what he has left behind, but he doesn’t want to overburden a first meeting with too much emotional freight. He creaks himself into a standing position: ‘I better go and see what this shop has I might need. Maybe I’ll see you here when I come back?’

‘Maybe.’

He walks down the track, and turns once after a few minutes. Livia’s shirt has become a purple speck, fluttering, the rest of her invisible as if she has been buried in the landscape. It is a hot trek, and he wishes he had brought a water bottle, so soon he is searching out signs of inhabitation. The river is becoming more and more visible, at first like a blue shoelace dropped on the land, and then something broader, the rich mingled marine colours of green, blue and brown. A few gulls squabble and shriek above him. Next to the river is a road, the first he has seen since his arrival, and a sign for the village. Coming off the road are a series of small paths leading to individual houses, all of which look like they have aged into their environment, old damp stone, and wood turned black with time. At the first bend, he sees the shop, which has a half-hearted display of tourist bait outside – a red shrimping net, a child’s windmill and a pack of three tennis balls with Martina Navratilova on the outside – and a jaunty sign in effortful antique style.

Inside it is dark and airy, fragrant with cheese and meat. There is a cabinet of vegetables, their roots visible and caked with mud. There is a small shelf of household products. By the counter are rows of brown bottles and a metal barrel, which Jake presumes contains beer.

Standing guardian is a woman of indeterminate years, wide pink arms crossed, brown hair pulled tight in a bun. Her face is not hostile, but not exactly welcoming either. Jake starts picking up items and realizes he doesn’t have a bag with him. He makes eye contact: ‘Could I have a plastic bag?’

A sorrowful glance, and a shake of the head.

‘Any bag?’

‘People bring their own bags.’

‘Could I buy a bag then?’

A long sigh, then she reaches down and brings up a taffeta shoulder bag, and rests it on the counter, as if daring him to ask for something bigger or better. Jake starts bringing his purchases up: deodorant, preposterously expensive toilet paper, carrots, tomatoes, some crisps, some honeycomb from a nearby farm, cheese and bread. He thinks he might bring a miniature picnic back for Livia. At the last minute, he remembers the water and lugs two litres with him.

Sarah, if it is indeed Sarah, wordlessly puts prices into the cash register, her thick fingers practised at the task. Jake pulls out a card to pay. She is expecting the move, already pointing to a handwritten sign, which she has been carefully concealing behind her elbow: CASH ONLY. Jake has not carried cash for years.

‘Is there a cash machine near here?’

Another mournful shake of the head.

‘So what do you suggest I do? I’ve got to tell you this seems a hard way to do business.’

A shrug that starts somewhere in the woman’s stomach and ends with her shoulders in her ears. Jake feels slightly hysterical: he has had solitude, the flicker of a surprising connection with Livia, and now this. He feels sweat beading on his head.

The pause elongates. And then: ‘Oh calm down, me duck. I was just having my little joke. You looked like you were expecting something a bit country when you walked in. I didn’t want to disappoint you.’ She frowns. ‘The card machine is on the blink, though.’

‘Well I can come back and pay another time. I’ve just moved into the area. I’m Arthur’s nephew.’

‘Oh, old King Arthur, how is he? I was worried about him the last time I saw him, though that was a while ago.’

‘He died. I don’t really know too much about his last few months. We used to be close, but he sort of sought out solitude in the end.’

She nods. ‘That sounds like him. So nice, but not keen to get too near to you, which is fair enough. I’m Sarah.’

‘Jake.’

‘Well, Prince Jake, why don’t I set you up an account and you can pay every month like the other lot who live here?’

They talk for a few minutes, before Jake leaves, happy he has set up a supply line. He ponders walking on through the village to the old church, but decides he might catch Livia if he hurries homeward. Carrying the bag on one shoulder, the big water bottle in the other hand, he heads back the way he came, the slap of his shoes echoing in the quiet, puffs of hot dust rising as he goes. He is hot and damp when he reaches the field. The sheep are clustered in the shade of a big beech tree and eye him blankly. Livia is not there. He feels a pang of disappointment, which interests him faintly, and then sits down near the animals for a picnic, alone.
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