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Part One



INSECTS





I am Envy, begotten of a chimney-sweeper and an oyster-wife. I cannot read, and therefore wish all books were burnt. I am lean with seeing others eat. O, that there would come a famine through all the world, that all might die, and I live alone! Then thou should’st see how fat I would be. But must thou sit and I stand? Come down, with a vengeance!

Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus






ONE

A Book with a Light in Its Long Perspective

When Taryn Cornick’s sister was killed, she was carrying a book. People don’t usually take books when out on a run, but Beatrice must have planned to stop, perhaps at the Pale Lady, where she was often seen tucked in a corner, reading, a pencil behind her ear.

The book in the bag still strapped to Beatrice’s body when Timothy Webber bundled her into the boot of his car was the blockbuster of that year, 2003, a novel about tantalising, epoch-spanning conspiracies. Beatrice enjoyed those books, perhaps because they were often set in libraries.

The Cornick girls loved libraries, most of all the one at Princes Gate, which belonged to their grandfather, James Northover. Beatrice was seventeen and Taryn thirteen when their grandfather died. The family had to give up the debt-encumbered house—though Grandma Ruth stayed on in the gatehouse while she continued at her vet’s practice. It was Grandma Ruth whom Beatrice was visiting when Webber found her.

Beatrice and Taryn’s parents were separated. Basil Cornick was in New Zealand, playing the bluff fellow in a fantasy epic. Addy Cornick had been struggling with illness and was dispiriting company. Taryn would spend some of her holidays with her mother, then stay with friends. She never went near Princes Gate, because she couldn’t cope with the changes. A farm conglomerate had taken over the estate. The new owners left the last of the wetlands intact, and the plantation forest with its kernel, a copse of ancient oaks. But the stone walls were dismantled to make long fields with nothing to impede the big harvesting machines—not walls, or drainage ditches, or the hawthorn hedges the foxes had followed.

The library had already gone, broken up before the sale. James Northover’s books passed into the hands of the owners of antiquarian bookshops, except a few long-coveted items that went to his collector friends, perhaps including the ancient scroll box known as ‘The Firestarter’, because it was said to have survived no fewer than five fires in famous libraries.

So, the book bumping against Beatrice’s shoulder blades as she took her last steps was one of those set in old museums and libraries. A book with a light in its long perspective, like the light of a grail. A book with scholarly heroes and hidden treasure.

Beatrice was running in her baggy sweats and bouncing backpack. It was autumn, and there was a light mist. The road between St Cynog’s Cross and the village of Princes Gate Magna was thickly covered in fallen leaves, its surface amber but for two black streaks where the leaves had been chewed up and tossed aside by the tyres of passing cars. The road was quiet. Beatrice wasn’t wearing headphones. She moved off onto the verge when she heard the car. The mist began to sparkle, and the reflectors on Beatrice’s shoes flashed as the headlights caught them.

Whenever a restless night summoned her sister—her grey sweats and swinging ponytail—Taryn never found herself on that road. She was always in the car. In the driver’s seat. She was the murderer, Timothy Webber. Taryn thought this might have been because she had spent so much time wondering why Webber had done it. Wondering how anyone does a thing like that.

The trial was held a year after Beatrice died. Taryn attended and became familiar with every detail of what happened—or, at least, what was known.

Webber’s car hadn’t clipped Beatrice because she wasn’t far enough off the road. The police photographs showed a curved tyre track in the black mud. They showed how far he had swerved to catch her. There were no skid marks, because he’d braked already, reducing speed not to pass safely but to hit Beatrice hard enough, he hoped, to subdue her. His car cracked Beatrice’s pelvis, and a roadside oak her skull. He stopped, got out, and scooped Beatrice up from where she lay in the lap of some tree roots. He put her in his boot.

Webber’s lawyers let him take the stand, perhaps hoping his fecklessness would convince the jury that his actions lacked malice. He told the kind of feeble story kids concoct when they’re caught out. He said he put Ms Cornick in his trunk to take her to hospital. But—the prosecution asked—wouldn’t most people place an injured person in the back seat, or not move her at all and wait to flag down the next car?

Webber said he’d been too afraid to wait for someone to come along. It was a quiet road. He wasn’t carrying a phone. It would probably have all gone better for him, he said, if he’d just driven off and had to face a charge of hit-and-run instead of this one. ‘But I couldn’t do that.’ He screwed up his mouth in an expression of apology. ‘Why I put her in my trunk rather than my back seat must have been because she’d soiled herself and was a bit of a mess.’

The jury moaned in anger.

Timothy Webber had been charged with manslaughter, not murder, because, the prosecutor explained to Beatrice’s family, it was very difficult to prove intent. The police didn’t want to risk him getting off altogether. Webber wasn’t a bad character on paper. He had a job. He was an honest and reliable worker. He had no criminal record. He had friends and family. He hadn’t been equipped for an abduction, wasn’t carrying rope or duct tape. He hadn’t lined his boot with plastic. He made no attempt to conceal anything, leaving Beatrice’s thrown shoe where it lay, on the road, pointing back the way she’d come. He ran her down, but it was difficult to prove conclusively that it wasn’t an accident. He may have bundled her into his boot and driven off, but in the end, all he had done was take her another two miles in the direction he’d been going, before performing a U-turn to drive to his sister’s house. His sister called an ambulance. She said to the paramedics, then to the police, ‘Tim just isn’t very bright.’

Beatrice was dead when the ambulance arrived.

Taryn wanted to know what it had been like for her sister, locked in the dark of Webber’s car boot. After the trial, a medical intern friend took a copy of the coroner’s report to his colleague and arranged a meeting so the neurologist could tell Taryn how it might have been.

‘It’s unlikely your sister regained consciousness after the impact,’ said the neurologist. ‘She had a skull fracture, compression fractures in two cervical vertebrae, and the crucial thing, a brain stem injury. It was the swelling in your sister’s brain stem that killed her—through uncontrollable blood pressure and disruptions to the normal rhythms of her heart. If you’re wondering whether she suffered, she almost certainly knew nothing from the moment the car ran into her.’ The neurologist’s look said it all—how he respected Taryn’s need to know. How this was all he could tell her. How he knew it could never be enough.

What he said helped Taryn believe what the jury had believed—that Webber wasn’t a killer with a plan. He hadn’t stalked her sister, and he wasn’t prepared. He’d only nurtured a fantasy, then surrendered to an impulse. He pulled the wheel to the left. He picked Beatrice up. But she’d soiled herself and wasn’t what he had wanted—a woman thrown down, stunned and helpless. It all went wrong for Webber. He hadn’t felt what he’d hoped to feel, or gotten to do what he’d dreamed of doing, and he couldn’t cope with any of it. And, because he didn’t follow through and rape the woman he’d injured and abducted, maybe that was why he was able to stubbornly insist on his innocence. He hadn’t meant to hurt Beatrice and was indignant that anyone would suggest he had. He just ran into her, then panicked. ‘I was upset,’ he said—almost as if he expected the court to kiss him better.

Webber was convicted of the charge of manslaughter and sentenced to six years. Five with good behaviour.

I’ll be twenty-five then, Taryn thought. She hoped five years would be long enough for her to move on—as people put it, not seeming to understand how she was always on the move, even in her dreams, driving along the amber road as the mist began to sparkle.

As it was it took most of that time for Taryn even to learn to hide her rage. She wanted to keep her friends—not that they were much use to her now, but she understood that they might be one day. In time she’d feel human again, and part of some civil world.

To starve her rage, Taryn stopped talking about Beatrice, not just about what had happened—everything. There were stories she would tell about her childhood where she and her mother and father, grandmother and grandfather would be there, in the room of the story, with a ghostly absence, the now unmentionable Beatrice. Taryn couldn’t separate her sister from her death, from the mark on the oak at the fringe of the forest. In Taryn’s memory, her sister was a tender wound, Beatrice’s whole life stained with the blood she had shed inside her own head. Taryn was angry—burned and pitted by anger like acid. Other things came with the anger: fearlessness, recklessness, chilliness, insolence.

When Taryn met her husband, Alan Palfreyman, she wasn’t after a man of any sort, let alone a rich one. She only wanted something to eat, a glass of wine, a comfortable place to sit. She’d been caught in Frankfurt Airport by a cancelled flight on a budget airline. She’d had a holiday in Greece, on a beach she went to only at dusk, because the sun was fierce and her skin very fair. She was on her way home—sea salt still powdering her faintly mauve-shaded white skin; salt in her hair too, so that it was curling and almost black in its thicknesses. Taryn was superficially tired and very hungry, so she staked out the first-class lounges and shamelessly followed one man, a self-contained individual whose passing glance had registered not exactly interest but passive admiration, as if she were a fine watch and he had enough watches. Taryn followed him up the escalator, and when he was showing his membership card to the woman at the front desk of a hushed and scented lounge, and that woman was saying, ‘Good afternoon, Mr Palfreyman,’ Taryn gently slipped her arm through his and said, ‘Mr Palfreyman and guest.’

Alan looked at her in surprise but consented. ‘And guest.’ And they were through, arm in arm.

Taryn was twenty-three when she married, the same age Beatrice had been when she died. Webber had three years of his sentence left to run—if he was serving the full sentence. Taryn’s mother had gone. Addy Cornick had been battling breast cancer for years and was in remission when Beatrice was killed. Shortly before Webber’s trial Taryn’s mother had one of her twice yearly check-ups. Taryn went with her mother for the follow-up appointment. When Addy Cornick’s oncologist told her she was still in remission she wept, not with relief, but bitterly, like someone who has had the worst possible news. She wiped her eyes and shrank in her chair, saying to herself, over and over, ‘Do I have to keep doing this?’ Meaning, ‘Must I go on living?’ Then, once the trial was over, Addy lost ground. She gave up. She seemed to be in a hurry to leave the world before her daughter’s killer returned to it.

For much of that period Taryn’s father was in New Zealand. Basil Cornick had a role in what he invariably referred to as ‘a juicy fantasy franchise’. It made him a lot of money, though the lonely interactions with imaginary friends and foes in front of a green screen almost robbed him of his lifelong joy in acting. Taryn’s father returned for her wedding. He gave her away. He also gave a speech and got the guests to raise their glasses to Beatrice: ‘My elder girl, who was tragically taken from us by violence, four years ago.’

Taryn carefully avoided looking at her husband. He knew she’d had a sister, and that Beatrice was dead. But she’d only told him that Bea was hit by a car. Perhaps, when her father was making his overly informative toast, she should have met Alan’s eyes so he’d at least see her wondering what he might be thinking. Taryn had, after all, wanted to share her life. To at least have a roost, as if she were a solitary ocean-going bird looking for somewhere solid to set down, no matter how bare and exposed it might be.

On her wedding night Alan was still a little under the shadow of the loneliness he’d felt as he sat, his face stiff with shock, hearing his bride’s rather off-putting actor father outline the appalling story of her sister’s murder. The speech had been so strange, somewhere between sentimental and perfunctory. Sitting with his bride on a splendid hotel bed, that loneliness wasn’t a thing Alan could recall in its horrible purity. He refused it, because he loved Taryn, the mysterious woman with wounds so deep she hid them from him. He hadn’t yet begun to think, Who am I to her that she hides a thing like that from me? Alan Palfreyman thought too well of himself for that.

Once they were finally alone, Alan took Taryn’s face between his hands and looked into her eyes. ‘You’re so sad, Taryn, and haunted, and out of step with others.’

Even Taryn could see this was true. She was always studying the world, not rapt or curious, but patient and dutiful, as if the world was something she’d paid good money to see. She was studying it now too—in the shape of Alan’s tender, troubled face. She was listening to the whisper of his smooth palm on the skin of her jaw, as he gazed at her and said, ‘Who are you, Taryn?’




TWO

The Muleskinner

The first thing the guide did when they met was explain himself. He had been talking to the hunting party, Alan and Alan’s guests, but it was only when Taryn joined the group that he told them that as a master guide he was a hunter himself, but on this trip he was along only as a tracker and a muleskinner. ‘A muleskinner’s job is to make sure the trophies are properly preserved. I’ll be tracking for the party, and I can give Mr Palfreyman advice about his new crossbow. But I won’t be shooting any animals myself.’

This last remark he addressed to Taryn. The intensity of his regard confused her, so she knelt to strip the bear bells from her legs. She’d been for a walk, and there were bears, and it was best to let them know you were coming so they’d move on. She’d been up on Tunnel Mountain with the other wife of the party, who, like Taryn, was along for the scenery and the lodge’s spa and five-star cuisine, but not for the hunt.

As Taryn stooped to unfasten her bells, she looked by degrees at the person before her, beginning with his Gore-Tex boots and thick oatmeal socks folded over their tops, proceeding to the old-fashioned corduroy trousers tucked into the boots, then to the belt with loops for shotgun shells, and stopping at his red-knuckled hands. The boots were in line with what the other hunters were wearing, but everything else was pioneer gentleman.

While Alan’s party was at the lodge, Taryn saw very little of the Muleskinner. At dinner he was quiet and passed the dishes. One time another guide got him to tell them about the grizzly he’d bagged with his bow a year before. Where he’d found the bear, how long he’d tracked it. When he was speaking he sat almost entirely still, his hands folded, only his eyes moving between the faces of the men who’d got him talking, his fellow guide, and his client and host, Alan. And Taryn. She was sitting beside Alan, eating her kirsch-soaked blueberries one by one with her fingers. The Muleskinner’s gaze was mild, but the back of Taryn’s head got hot, as if he were throwing microwaves through her.

Taryn hadn’t planned to go to the top camp—she just decided to at the last minute. Alan was a little piqued; after all, his colleague’s wife had come along solely to keep Taryn company. Alan had wanted his wife of two years to come to Canada with him, but not to go hunting. Then, when it came to it, she complained about being left in Banff, and it had been a bit of a scramble to get her and the other wife included in the trip to the lodge. The top camp was miles beyond and higher up than the lodge. It had no comforts, and the men would be spending most of each day out in the woods. Alan said, ‘You’ll be on your own with just a cattle prod between you and the bears.’

‘The cabin has a door, doesn’t it?’ Taryn said. ‘I’ll take paper and pens. I might write something.’

‘Okay. This is new. This writing things.’

‘The devil is making me,’ Taryn said, and leaned against her husband. She slipped a foot out of her trainer and tried to poke it, toe pointed, down the side of Alan’s nearest boot. He put an arm around her so she could maintain her balance. He said, ‘The devil should write his own book.’

Left alone in the camp, Taryn meant to stay close to the buildings. But when she stepped outside she could see a patch of sunlit green in one of the few straight-through lines in the forest. She walked into the trees. Their thick trunks deadened every sound. Taryn half expected the green to be a sward—the English green of Marvell’s ‘green thought in a green shade’. But the mountain meadow she found was as botanically complicated as a garden. Many flowers among many grasses; the meadow a space that simply began and ended, trees coming right up to its every edge. A fallen tree made a walkway some hundred feet out from what Taryn wanted to call a shore—though a shore would be a transition between forest and meadow, and here there was no transition.

Taryn walked out along the log.

‘And then came a young deer,’ Taryn told the Muleskinner. It was late that night and she’d returned to the fire in her boots and long nightshirt. The Muleskinner was just sitting, nothing in his hands, no drink, no cigarette, no dismantled gun (he’d been oiling guns before dinner). He was alone and unoccupied.

Taryn told him about her day. ‘She was a little deer, walking slowly, with her ears swivelling to all points of the compass, but her eyes on me. She made no sound. She didn’t seem solid. I’ve seen at least one great ballerina, and I remember being stabbed through the heart by this thing she could do. She’d go en pointe, but incredibly slowly, with her arms up over her head. She’d rise onto the toe of one foot by straightening it really gradually. She looked weightless, as if she might just drift upward. The deer was like that. If she had started floating, I wouldn’t have been very surprised.’

‘Was she a whitetail?’

‘Yes.’

‘And we were out after them.’

The men had bagged an elk and would try for moose the next day.

Taryn thought about how keenly she’d watched the deer and realised that she’d taught herself only to pay close attention to what was unlikely to suffer harm. The deer was young, so not fair game. She looked at the Muleskinner. ‘This wasn’t a fully grown animal. None of you would have shot her.’

‘The young deer don’t know,’ the Muleskinner said.

‘What?’

‘Two ridges up that way a deer will take off if it even smells you. But down in the valley, say another five miles, they’ll stop and stare. Because that’s a national park and somehow they know it. But your deer wasn’t in the national park.’

‘It didn’t have any reason to be scared of me.’

‘She should at least have been wary.’

Taryn thought about this. She shuffled over to sit nearer.

He stretched a hand to the stack of split logs beside the wind shelter and put another in the fire. It was a tacit agreement. They were going to stay up and keep talking. He dusted the loose bark from his palms. ‘I don’t know how the deer learn where they’re safe. How they develop expectations.’

‘You mean without teaching one another?’

‘Yes.’

‘They must learn from one another,’ she said. ‘And even if the place wasn’t safe, the deer could see I was.’

‘Were you?’

‘I wasn’t going to hurt it. Or are you asking whether I was safe myself? I wasn’t wearing my bear bells or checking over my shoulder for cougar.’

There was a pause, and Taryn heard the fire begin to busy itself.

She was thinking of a familiar road, and of feeling safe when you shouldn’t. Then, ‘I had a sister,’ she said.

By the time the party left the top camp, the Muleskinner knew everything Taryn thought but never spoke about. He just listened, his eyes sometimes on her face but more often on the fire. He asked easy questions that first night—easy, factual questions—not the sort of try-hard ones that might make the person asking look concerned and interested, but which only had very simple answers, the kind of answers that, if Taryn gave them honestly, always made her feel she was somehow failing to live her life. ‘You must be pretty angry,’ someone would say. How could she respond to that except by admitting it? ‘Yes. My eyes are always stinging from the smoke of it.’ But no one was supposed to stay angry, especially not a woman. Anger was futile and exhausting—or at least that was the common wisdom.

The Muleskinner asked, ‘What was Beatrice like?’ He said, ‘Beatrice’, not ‘your sister’. Saying ‘your sister’, if you knew her name, was like saying ‘your wound’ and not asking about Beatrice at all. Beatrice had an existence apart from Taryn’s wound—just being dead didn’t mean she’d stopped having an existence. When Taryn mentioned that Bea had a book in her bag, the Muleskinner even asked what book it was. Taryn knew a lot of people whom she thought of as intellectual snobs. What they were, in fact, were people incapable of relinquishing their sovereign sense that their identity was tied up with what they understood and enjoyed. And they liked to stay sure of themselves, so they never read or watched anything outside what they already approved as good or enjoyable for them. These were the people who, when Taryn told them what book Bea had been carrying, sometimes said, ‘Oh, I couldn’t finish that.’ To which she’d reply, ‘Neither could Beatrice.’

Taryn explained things to the Muleskinner that she hadn’t been able to explain to anyone else. With Alan she hadn’t even made the attempt, feeling unable to risk that much exposure to someone who was going to be a constant presence in her future. Also, Taryn wasn’t ready for Alan to help her by being wiser and showing her a way out of her misery. By squiring her.

Taryn explained how she was plaited closely with Beatrice and how, once Beatrice had gone, she herself came loose from everything. Even her mother and father and grandmother. ‘As if our lives are threads,’ Taryn told the Muleskinner. ‘In the hands of the Fates of legend. The one with the spindle, the one with the loom, and the one with the scissors. The thread of my life has come loose from the cloth. Right now I’m dragging, but maybe one day I’ll be hooked in again somewhere.’

Taryn tucked her hair behind her ears. She could see the Muleskinner would like to touch her hair to tidy it. She could see him thinking how he had picked up her thread and would follow it, and they’d go on together, his colour by hers. She may be married to Alan, but it was him she was inviting to do something to anchor her.

‘People come loose from their lives all the time,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing special. I’m just putting it well.’

After that conversation the Muleskinner was attentive but unobtrusive. He carried an extra water bottle for her. He found a pink quartz crystal and gave it to her, with no ceremony. And when the party went back down the mountain for some fly-fishing, he taught her how to cast. Alan said, ‘That guy has a crush on you.’

Taryn knew that in every important respect Alan was right—but she also felt the Muleskinner was less interested in enjoying her attention than figuring out what he could do for her. There were people who stole near to you, and you could sense their shadows touching you, darkening the air around you, and beginning to stretch out over your life. But it wasn’t like that with the Muleskinner. Rather, it was as if Taryn’s shadow had attached itself to him, and he wasn’t going to feel right again until he had helped her change her life. Taryn sensed that she was dragging the Muleskinner’s imagination around after her, and when she left, his thoughts would continue to follow her. He’d keep thinking, What can I do for Taryn?

On the day they were to fly out of the wilderness lodge, Alan was inside settling up and giving final instructions about the delivery of his trophies, which were going not in either his London or Norfolk home, but to his office, instead of artwork. (Though only the antlers, because he said the moose’s head reminded him too much of an elderly bridge player.)

It was pouring. Water was cascading off the high canopy before the lodge entrance. The rain was supposed to pass over soon and let their helicopter come and go.

The Muleskinner came over to shake Taryn’s hand and say goodbye. He had to raise his voice to be heard.

Taryn shouted, ‘I liked the hunt despite myself,’ and thought, I should step back into the lobby and stop saying this shit after all the things we’ve shared.

The Muleskinner was making all the usual polite noises, even—looking a bit desperate—‘I really enjoyed our talks.’ Then he swooped and drew her back from the rebounding rain. They were right by the lobby doors, which activated, letting out a cloud of warm air. Taryn glanced in and saw Alan. He gave her an I’ll-only-be-a-minute wave.

The Muleskinner stepped close, ducked his head, and said, ‘What do you want to happen, Taryn?’ He looked calm and patient, his hands in his pockets.

Taryn was only ever to see this capacity for stillness in one other person she met—of all the extraordinary people who passed before her eyes in later years. And, because she’d known the Muleskinner, she was able to recognise the stillness as a poised, powerful intention, and only had to work out what the intention might possibly be. (She guessed, but she didn’t believe it. Who would believe it?)

Taryn said to the Muleskinner, ‘When a guy asks me what I want to happen, he’s asking me to choose.’

‘You can choose,’ he said. But then Alan joined them, and that was—Taryn thought—the end of that.

Some months later Taryn was in her Audi, waiting at the turn from the driveway to Alan’s Norfolk house, an ‘architectural monsterpiece’, as his friends called it. The house was a glass-and-concrete edifice that stood by the shore in its sandblasted, sculptural garden, screened every way but seaward by belts of dark pines.

Even after two years of marriage Taryn still thought of Alan’s house and apartment as his and of herself as his guest. She was comfortable, but poised to move, and always finding reasons to go out, to see people she didn’t particularly want to see. What she in fact wanted was to be between people and places, and on the road. She was off to an appointment now—a couple of hours driving for an hour at lunch. Which was perfect.

The coast road was quiet, but the turn from the driveway was a tricky one. Taryn was always careful to check the convex mirror opposite the gate. She peered at the mirror and saw a figure in the pines behind her, by the driveway entrance. A man stepped out of the trees. Taryn put her foot on the gas and accelerated away, spraying gravel. She pulled in further down the road and checked her rear-vision mirror. The man jumped over the shallow drainage ditch and came towards her. She recognised him by his grace, and waited. He got in beside her. She said his name. Taryn knew his name, of course. This was before she began purposely to forget him, to think of him—when he did force himself into her thoughts—only as ‘the Muleskinner’.

The Muleskinner said, ‘Sorry if I gave you a scare, Taryn. But I can only be of any use to you if we leave no trail and meet only in person.’ He took a watch cap out of his pocket and pulled it on, then restored his sunglasses. ‘We should go somewhere we won’t be noticed. People around here must know this car.’

Taryn pulled out. They headed west. At the entrance to the village the Muleskinner tilted his seat all the way back and lay flat so he wouldn’t be seen. When they were through he returned the seat to upright. He stayed quiet.

It was only when they were beyond Norwich on the A11 and settled into the middle lane that Taryn opened a discussion. ‘I didn’t ask you to come.’

‘And yet here I am.’

‘A demon I’ve summoned.’

‘You’re in charge here, Taryn. I came to see what you want. I do have other reasons to be in England. I have family in Southampton. I finished a guiding job in New Mexico and used some air points.’

‘Am I before or after your family visit?’

‘Before.’

‘Where’s your car?’

‘I don’t have one. I have warm clothes, waterproof matches, a knife, and this high-compression bivvy that is both tent and sleeping bag.’ He kicked the roll at his feet.

‘So you’ve come to have a look at the size of the job and give me a quote?’

He didn’t answer. Instead he asked, ‘Are you expected anywhere?’

‘I should text my apologies,’ she said. Then, ‘You’re scaring me.’

‘I’m not going to impose on you in any way, Taryn. That’s a promise.’

‘Except to make something possible that wasn’t before, no matter how much I wished it.’

‘Yes.’

‘For a price.’

‘I don’t want any money.’

‘Okay. Now you’re really scaring me.’

They passed into a rain shower, the car plunging through the big hard drops as if through a swarm of bees.

‘Your story moved me,’ the Muleskinner said, then frowned and corrected himself. ‘Not your story. Your situation.’

‘I have money and freedom and a husband who loves me.’

‘Not your situation, then. Your predicament. You know what I mean.’

They passed beneath a wire-grilled footbridge, straddling the motorway and shedding mildew-infused rain in the first downpour in weeks. The wipers came on again for a moment to clear blackened droplets from the windscreen.

Taryn glanced at the sprawl of tract housing. She thought of the occupants, with their view of the motorway. That, compared with the Rockies, where she’d last seen the Muleskinner. Taryn wanted to apologise to him for what they could see from the A11. England had too many people. Though, of course, people who talked about there being ‘too many people’ never meant themselves and their kind. She said, ‘The somewhere quiet I’m taking you is five hours away. But at least it’s beautiful.’

It was a dull, turbulent summer of overcast days where noon could look like twilight, but it was still light at seven thirty when they got to that stretch of road and the green tunnel of oaks. Taryn wasn’t certain she’d recognise the exact spot after nearly seven years. And if she didn’t, if the sight didn’t jump out at her like a savage animal, did that disqualify her desire for revenge?

Then she saw it, the crime scene, undressed now. Police photos from the trial had directional arrows, and those things that were like place cards at a banquet table, except with numbers instead of names. 1) The bloodstain on the tree trunk. 2) A dropped shoe.

Taryn pulled in. The road was narrow, but there’d be room to pass. What had Webber been thinking when he’d tried to make out that he’d just wandered a little off course?

The Muleskinner said, ‘I didn’t realise how close we were till we passed the monument.’

‘St Cynog’s Cross,’ Taryn said. ‘I thought you were asleep.’

They got out and shook off their stiffness.

Taryn said, ‘How did you know Webber was about to be released?’

‘You said six years, five with good behaviour. I picked a point between.’ The Muleskinner’s fists were in his pockets, though the evening was mild. ‘Don’t ask me for anything,’ he said. ‘Then you can truthfully say “I didn’t ask anyone to …”’

‘To,’ she echoed, without a tone of query. It wasn’t a prompt.

‘You only have to say no, if that’s what you’d prefer.’

Taryn didn’t say anything. Instead she led him across the road to Beatrice’s oak.

A breeze passed through the forest, and the leaves, still tender, made the sound of fluttering fairground pennants. The Muleskinner took one hand from his pocket and put it on the rough bark of the tree trunk. ‘It can be accomplished without you knowing any details.’

‘Even when?’

‘Even that.’

‘And then what?’ She put a hand on the trunk too, beside his.

‘Then nothing,’ he said. ‘This will only work if we’ve no further contact. So, I’m in England for family reasons, then I’m back in Canada. And you are the wife of a former client. And that’s all.’

She removed her hand. ‘I don’t know that I believe you. I feel like you’ve started a count. I’m waiting to hear you call out, “Coming, ready or not.”’

He shook his head. ‘Do you have any idea what you’re like?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re like a heroine,’ he said.

She was about to respond, ‘Then who is my hero?’—because she really should make him say it, because how could she trust him to want only that?—when they were both roused by the sound of hurrying footsteps. Someone was coming from the direction of Princes Gate Magna, walking with strange slapping footfalls.

The Muleskinner took Taryn by her arm and drew her off the road and into the forest. They leaned on a dry, moss-furred tree trunk, his arm about her waist.

The person came into sight. A barefoot young man wearing a shapeless, mushroom-brown, home-knitted jersey, too thick for even a chilly summer. His trousers were wool too, a tweed, fawn flecked with white. Homespun hippy clothes, in shades similar to his dark skin, which made him somehow difficult to see.

The young man had an armful of cardboard parcels. Books, by the look of them.

Barefoot-with-books hurried past their hiding place. His footfalls receded, then changed as he left the road. The undergrowth rustled.

The Muleskinner tilted his head to peer around the tree, his motion stealthy.

It was then that the young man lost control of his burden. Taryn heard a breathy curse and a series of thumps and crackles. One package tumbled through the bracken and landed near her, and Barefoot came to retrieve it. He bounded into view, stooped to seize the errant parcel, straightened, and they came eye to eye. He appeared surprised but not alarmed. ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said. He turned and walked away, leaving a palpable bristle of curiosity in his wake. It was disconcerting. If only she and the Muleskinner hadn’t hidden, they wouldn’t have looked furtive.

The Muleskinner moved away from her. He said, ‘I’ll follow him. Find out where he belongs.’

‘But he’s already seen us.’

‘Not me. I turned my head.’

For an uncanny moment it was as if this taciturn woodsman became completely transparent to Taryn. She suddenly understood that he liked to stalk people more than animals because people had the habits of people, and he supposed that if he watched the right quarry closely, he might come to know what kind of animal he was. He couldn’t get behind himself, but he could follow a civilised, book-buying, strangely camouflaged, creature-swift stranger, and that act of stalking would help to settle some of the things about himself he didn’t understand.

The Muleskinner melted into the forest. He made less noise moving on his sturdy boots than the young man had unshod.

Taryn called after him. ‘Why give the guy another opportunity to see you?’

He ignored her fierce whisper.

Taryn stayed put. The skin all over her body was stinging as if she were sunburnt. Was this shame? Why should she be ashamed? No passing stranger could read her intentions. And they were so far only intentions.

Taryn understood that her discomfort was only a small foretaste of what it would be like if the crime she incited with her silence was discovered. She was honest enough to see the trouble coming, but she still kept thinking about herself, what she felt and wanted. Not about the Muleskinner, her instrument. She was weighing up the cost to herself, the risk of terrible public shame, but it never crossed her mind that, by doing this, she would break the locks on all the doors to her soul. Taryn Cornick didn’t know she had a soul.

She was tired and chilled. The bracken hadn’t seen the sun, and its furred roots were silvered by last night’s dew. She stepped back onto the road and shook her feet. In the treetop a bird ruffled its wings, as if in imitation. Taryn looked up, saw a serrated shadow folding back into the darkness of the thick branches of the wounded oak. Jet eyes caught the light. ‘Crow.’ Taryn named the bird, remembering her grandfather, pointing with his stick as they crossed a field hand in hand. ‘Crow, Corvus corone.’

The bird shuffled along the branch and made itself visible against a shrinking valve of dark blue sky. It was huge—night in a tree. Taryn saw it was the rarer bird, not often found this far east. Corvus corax. Raven.

Taryn sat down between the tree roots that had once cradled her sister. She put her head in her hands.

‘Och,’ said the raven, in a regretful baritone. This made Taryn laugh, but when she looked up again, the raven was already halfway along the darkening tunnel of oaks. Just before it disappeared, a second raven flew out of the woods and joined it.

A moment later the Muleskinner arrived, soundless, beside her. ‘I lost him.’ He looked vexed. He handed Taryn a book. Labyrinth, a novel by Kate Mosse. ‘He didn’t spot me. He was dawdling. Kept arguing with himself, or with someone he could see and I couldn’t. He threw one of the parcels at a tree. It burst open, and he just left it. I stopped to pick it up, and he vanished. I climbed an escarpment to look around. Apart from this stand of oaks, all the trees are the same height and in discernible rows. This is a plantation. There isn’t a lot of undergrowth, but the guy still managed to disappear.’

‘He must have been taking a shortcut.’

‘I couldn’t see where.’

Taryn said, ‘There’s a dry cave system near here. During the war, treasures from the British Museum were stored in the caves so that if England were invaded, they wouldn’t fall into enemy hands. My grandfather was involved in the scheme. The cave entrance was on Grandad’s land. This was once our land. Maybe that person is holed up in the cave.’

The idea that his quarry had literally gone underground seemed to console the Muleskinner, who was usually able to keep track of much shyer animals than fleet but noisy Barefoot.

They went back to Taryn’s car. The Muleskinner held her hand to keep her steady. It was dusk, and the ground was difficult to see.

When they’d first arrived at the wounded oak, Taryn felt she was sleepwalking into an exceptional state of being—as if the leaves of the trees were the days and days between Beatrice and her, in the same place, almost the last place Beatrice ever was. Taryn had felt she was taking the Muleskinner not so much to the crime scene as to Beatrice herself. ‘Beatrice, this is your avenger.’ But the book-burdened young man had blundered along and ruined Taryn’s great moment.

If Taryn was feeling discouraged and low, the Muleskinner was not. He was moving with his usual competent decision. He opened the passenger’s door for Taryn and took the wheel himself. ‘It’s a long drive if we’re heading straight back,’ he said.

Taryn didn’t hear the ‘if’. She sat, mute, staring through the windscreen at the road that led on to Princes Gate Magna and the house her mother’s family once owned.

He put a hand on her arm and said, ‘You can leave it to me.’

What had felt like a symphonic play of fate now seemed faintly ridiculous. Oh, God, let him, she thought in disgust. Just let him. Nothing was ever accomplished by anyone with too keen a sense of the ridiculous. She must screw her courage to the sticking place. All she had to do, after all, was endure what she already knew—her own complicity—and what she imagined, Webber damaged and dying. After all, she’d endured her knowledge of what happened to Bea, and in time her true feelings about that would come back and sustain her through whatever else she had to endure. It was all only knowledge.

In the autumn of 2010, Webber was released from prison, six months shy of the full six-year sentence. A few weeks later, he was found dead in a street in Chepstow, drowned in the silty overflow from a flooded storm drain. He wasn’t drunk and hadn’t fallen. His face had grazes, but his knees and hands did not. It was a suspicious death, and of course the police checked the alibis of those closest to his victim—Beatrice’s father, her sister, her former boyfriend, her close friends.

Basil Cornick was in New Zealand, and Beatrice’s sister and friends were all miles away, together, celebrating the thirtieth birthday of that former boyfriend. This mass alibi was so convenient that the detectives became suspicious. The timing was too perfect, and it seemed plausible that one of them was the opportunist who saw his or her chance when the birthday invitation arrived.

The police called on Taryn at her London home. There were two of them, a detective inspector who had headed the investigation into Beatrice’s death, and with her a young detective constable.

The police sat Taryn and Alan down for a quiet chat. It was all very civil, though Taryn was unnerved by the piercing intensity of the young DC’s regard. Throughout the interview, Taryn held Alan’s hand. She was drained and watery, wrapped in a mohair throw, a hot water bottle clutched to her abdomen and the small, still-tender wound from a laparoscopy. She was just out of hospital following an ectopic pregnancy.

Her trouble had begun as niggling discomfort that turned, by degrees, to side-clutching pain. In the emergency room Alan shouted at people. He wanted to see action and urgency. The staff asked him to leave. Then the thing in Taryn’s side flexed its chain-mail body and her fallopian tube ruptured. She had lost herself in moments of mindless agony. There was a gap, and she woke up groggy. Alan was by her bed, his face white, listening to a doctor talk about ‘removing the conceptus’ and ‘repairing the tube’.

The older detective put her questions very gingerly. ‘You must have gone to hospital straight after the birthday party in Scotland.’

‘I didn’t know I was pregnant. I wish I hadn’t gone to Scotland.’

‘I was away on business.’ Alan made his excuses, though neither detective had looked at him.

‘When did you hear Webber was dead?’

‘Only now, from you,’ Taryn said. ‘Our lawyer called some weeks ago to say he was out of prison. I’ve been trying not to think about it.’

‘We’ll check on the timing of that call,’ said the younger detective, which earned a scowl from Alan.

Taryn then told them she wasn’t ashamed to say that she was glad Webber was dead. ‘It’s the icing on the cake, the cake being five and a half years in prison. It’s not as if I wished he’d die, but I’m not above celebrating a neat stroke of fate.’

When the police came away from the grand but virtually bookless Palfreyman apartment, the one who had known the family dusted her hands together and said, ‘We’re done, I reckon. That’s Tim Webber’s full ration of me giving a fuck.’

The young DC, Jacob Berger, who had no previous connection to the case, didn’t contradict his colleague. He only thought of Taryn: She’s done it somehow. It wasn’t Taryn’s admission of satisfaction that made Berger think it, or even the abashed happiness shining out of her face. It was that look, in the back of her eyes, of pride. Devilish pride, Berger thought. Not that it mattered much. Someone like Taryn Palfreyman only had one revenge. She’d only had one sister. The thing that did trouble Berger was the idea that, although it wasn’t possible for Taryn Palfreyman to have accomplished a murder in person, she was more than rich enough to have paid someone. No self-respecting police officer should be comfortable closing the file on a possible contract killing.
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Part Two



FIRE





Excuse me if I laugh.

The roads are dark and large books block our path.

The air we breathe is made of evening air.

The world is longer than the road that brings us here.

Bill Manhire, ‘Armchair Traveller’






THREE

Matron of Honour

The first of the two calls Taryn absolutely had to take was from a journalist writing a feature ahead of her appearance at the Sydney Writers’ Festival. The ten-hour time difference was always going to be tricky, and she’d had to reschedule to an hour worse for him. ‘Sorry. I’m in hospital,’ she said. ‘The ward has a rule about calls after nine p.m.’

Throughout her explanation the journalist maintained a disconcerting silence.

It was a blue evening turning black too soon. The hospital had begun to glow and the highway overpass to scintillate.

It turned out that the journalist’s long pause was just him thinking how not to have to ask about her health. But there was no way around it. ‘Nothing serious, I hope.’ His voice was less expressive than a text-to-speech app.

What would count as serious? Taryn wondered. Her bloodwork was normal and her CAT scan clear. She was due for more tests once the anticonvulsants had cleared her system. But she had next to no memory of the ten hours preceding her collapse.

She did recall staring at the ghost of her reflection in a condensation-covered ice bucket, champagne in her mouth, bubbles tickling against her palate. She was in a hotel room with her oldest friend, Carol. It was Carol’s wedding day. Taryn was matron of honour, about which she was uneasy since, strictly speaking, to be matron of honour she should still be married. She and Alan had parted ways seven years before, just a few months after Webber’s death.

Carol had a few cherished ideas about weddings, one being the slow ceremonial preparation of herself, her matron of honour, and her bridesmaids in a posh hotel. Hence the champagne—the bottle that was suddenly empty and upturned, the condensation halfway down the ice bucket, no longer a mist but dribbles.

Carol was still in her bathrobe but fully made up. She was staring at Taryn, perplexed. She said, ‘Why are you asking me about the fire in the library at Princes Gate? It was before I knew you. I might be familiar with your family stories, including the fire, but this scroll box is new. I think I’d have remembered a “Firestarter” if you’d mentioned it before.’

Taryn had only two further memories from Carol’s wedding day. In one she was standing at the mirror in the hotel bathroom—once more recalled to herself by the sight of her own face. She had her eyeliner in hand and had used it to draw a cat’s whiskers on her cheeks. The bathroom stank of accretions of fermented soap and rotted human skin.

The last window of recollection opened onto the footpath outside the church, and the sight of the bridesmaids sitting on their heels to make adjustments to the drape of Carol’s dress. Taryn was frozen, icy cold, though sweat was pouring in rivulets under her silk slip. She felt as if she’d dropped something and, were she to stoop to retrieve it, things would pass over her head. Things like Edgar Allan Poe’s pendulum, the planes that flew into the Twin Towers, the howling Chelyabinsk meteor, and the angel of death. Stop and tie your shoe, Taryn, said a voice in her head. You have work to do, Taryn. Walk away. Taryn’s shoes were closed-toe, open-waisted sandals with buckles, not laces, so the voice in her head couldn’t see what was on her feet. She scanned the street and churchyard for the threat, for there must have been a threat, something she was being warned about.

Warned, as Beatrice wasn’t.

The lychgate was covered in climbing roses, still only in bud. The lawn was closely mown and trimmed around the bases of the headstones. The church was suburban, Victorian brick.

Then—impossibly—it came at her, the smell from inside the church, of beeswax polish, and incense, and prayer-book perfume. Taryn’s spine arched as her body became a bent bow, full of pent-up power. Her tongue humped in her mouth, gagging her, and the world tilted downwards as if it meant to tip her off it.

‘Let’s just get on,’ Taryn said to the Australian journalist at the other end of the phone.

They spent the first five minutes on the usual questions. Yes, The Feverish Library was her first book. She was thirty-three. Yes, her book had begun its life as a PhD dissertation.

It wasn’t until they got on to the subject of the Reading Room in the State Library of New South Wales that the journalist came to life. The library was being refitted, he said, turned into a ‘friendly and less bookish’ space. ‘The plans cite visitor figures. Because most people who visit don’t do so to read books. They come in for the café or to use the internet.’

‘Have the planners established that people don’t want to do those things in the presence of the books?’

‘Of course not. Anyway, the main bone of contention is the Reading Room. At the moment it’s only for researchers. It houses Australian books, maps, manuscripts, newspapers, and magazines. They want to clear all that out and send it off-site and use the space as a kind of corporate shopfront, with the lovely architecture and furniture and the scholars sitting around like movie extras. Sending the materials off-site will mean that one newspaper or book won’t send a researcher straight off to consult another. They’ll have to put in an order. Fill out a form.’

‘This is the other great conflagration of libraries,’ Taryn said. ‘Public libraries being closed or run down because the people with the purse strings don’t understand that today doesn’t always know what tomorrow will need.’ Then, ‘If there’s a petition, I’ll sign it.’

He said he’d send her a link. He went on to say that he found he’d quite liked her book. He hadn’t expected to. ‘I thought it might be a little academic.’

‘I think I prefer the word “scholarly” to “academic”.’

‘Yes. You would.’ He went on to tell her that he’d liked her book’s anecdotes rather than its arguments.

They talked about the bear who broke into a priory in Jura, in the very cold winter of 1500, attracted by the aroma of fresh vellum, and ate a copy of the letters of St Jerome. They talked about the pope who ordered copies of Livy and Cicero burned because young Romans preferred them to reading scripture. They discussed the Mongol commander Hulagu Khan, who used books from the great library of Baghdad to build a road for his army through the swamps of the Tigris. Books in bellies, books burned, books trodden underfoot. The journalist then quoted Heine. People who read Taryn’s book often quoted Heine: ‘“Where they have burned books at the end they will burn people.” That’s what your book is about,’ he said. ‘That’s where its whole argument leads.’

Taryn reflected that it was where he wanted her argument to lead—the ultimate talking point in her publisher’s Ten Talking Points for Book Clubs.

She said, ‘Hulagu and the bear in Jura aren’t just a preface to Nazi book burning.’

‘No?’

‘Let us think for a moment about Hulagu Khan. His sack of Baghdad’s libraries wasn’t just a gesture of hatred against Islamic culture and Syrian scholarship. He also destroyed the city’s bridges. Hulagu understood the relationship between knowledge and communication, communication and commerce, commerce and power. It is as if he took Baghdad and knocked the teeth out of its head. Not just the teeth that bite, but the teeth that facilitate eating and speech. He crippled the city. Hulagu took treasure and slaves, but he wasn’t a covetous conqueror; he didn’t want to stay and enjoy anything. He just wanted to beat the city down and make sure it stayed down.’

‘But the destruction of books is a gesture and a threat. It’s like saying to the people of those books: You’re next.’

Taryn was relieved that he’d finally decided to conduct his author interview at the level of her book. She wanted to please him enough to get a little warmth from their encounter. But she had no energy and couldn’t keep up, and he’d already gone on to noticing parallels between her account of the botched efforts of manuscript preservation following the 1731 Cotton Library fire in the unfortunately named Ashburnham House and the 2004 fire in the Duchess Anna Amalia Library in Weimar, after which damaged books were freeze-dried to spare them from rotting.

The dinner trolley arrived at Taryn’s door, wheels squeaking, steaming at all its seams. The woman pushing it carried Taryn’s tray to her bedside table and checked the diet sheet. She mouthed at Taryn, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ And Taryn covered the mouthpiece to answer, ‘That would be lovely.’

Her attention wasn’t substantial enough to be divisible. She got that sensation again, the one she’d had in Carol’s hotel room, of something scraping its yellow nails on the inside of her skull. She wanted to end the phone call but couldn’t summon the right polite words. But, suddenly, he was asking his fluffy final questions. Would this be Taryn’s first trip south of the equator? Then, angling, ‘Your father spent a lot of time in New Zealand a few years back. You must have visited him.’ Perhaps he hoped to work his way around to asking whether she had any insights on what would happen next in the mega hit TV series her father was now working on.

‘I had planned back then to visit Dad in Wellington, but then my sister was killed.’

‘Oh,’ said the journalist. After that the interview came to an awkward close.

Taryn swung her bedside table over her legs, uncovered her meal, and let its steam wash her face. She ate as much as she could until she was overcome by tiredness. Then she reclined her bed, closed her eyes, and wished there wasn’t a nurse coming soon, who would wake her up only to give her something to help her sleep.

Much to her surprise, Taryn’s work of musing nonfiction had found its way onto the bestseller lists. The Feverish Library was about the threats to libraries, from silverfish to austerity measures. And it was about what libraries chose to keep. Books made to be treasured, and books made for use. And the things never intended for preservation, like letters. A letter once read might be twisted into a spill to carry flame from hearth to candle, or torn into strips for curl-papers to make ringlets in a child’s hair. But such were the vagaries of value that a thing meant for the eyes of only one person, like a letter of apology or a declaration of love, would be stashed and cared for, along with public documents, peace treaties, royal proclamations, and papal bulls. A note scribbled on a table napkin by a famous jazz pianist, or an alphabet book made by a mother for her child, gathered together in the democracy of a library, might keep company with a papyrus scroll chronicling all that remained of the story of Gilgamesh and his visit to the underworld, or Ibn Hawqal’s map of the world. All kept, and safe. Safe from the light that fades, speckling paper, ageing it as skin ages, with freckles and liver spots; from the insects that burrow, punctuating the middles of words, making merry hell of sentences and dust of reason; from the damp that brings mildew and makes books secretive, gluing their pages together and causing even gilded titles to fade into its grey-green mist. Light, insects, damp are the enemies of books. Light, insects, damp—and fire.

The Feverish Library concluded with library fires, a subject that intersected with that of book burning and censorship. It was Taryn’s take on these matters that drew noisy notice to a work that might otherwise have had only a few thoughtful reviews.

Of library fires there was no end of stories. And that was the charm Taryn found in the history of burned libraries—no end of stories, and their sudden, accomplished end.

Light came rosy through Taryn’s eyelids. She was drifting, a thing neither sunk nor floating. Someone was talking to her. Taryn identified her father’s considering manner, his usual boisterous bonhomie turned down a notch.

Nowadays Taryn heard her father’s hail-well-met mode as his most famous film character, a fun-loving, salt-of-the-earth fellow who tried to jolly the fate-bedevilled leads out of their grimness. A man always laughing, knitting his brow, and starting every sentence with ‘Surely …’, ‘Surely we have time to …’ To rest. To eat. To blow foam from the top of the tankard. The character whose rosy face, pale and fallen, let the audience know what they were supposed to feel when the worst calamity finally arrived. The face of a man looking on corpses whose gaze was made for the contemplation of cakes and ale. Between the release of the second and third films in the trilogy, Beatrice was killed. One review of the final instalment even went so far as to refer to ‘the terrible gift of Basil Cornick’s recent history’.

Taryn had never known what to think about her father’s feelings or his expression of them. He was such a good actor.

But who was her father talking to? She had come awake in the middle of the exchange. Her back was glued to the bed by sweat, her head to the pillow. Her mouth was dry, and the linings of her cheeks clung to her teeth.

She managed to open her eyes. Her father was looking at her keenly. There was blue sky visible in the window behind him. It was daytime, maybe afternoon. ‘That’s an interesting question,’ he said, as if continuing a conversation.

Taryn hadn’t heard a question. Her jaw ached. Her nostrils felt stripped inside, as if she’d been snorting baking soda.

Her father went on. ‘Well—your mother’s family were all rather refined. I always had the sense that the son-in-law didn’t quite cut it. It wasn’t an attitude enforced by anyone in particular. Your grandad was an easy-going fellow. But Princes Gate wasn’t welcoming. It was dilapidated. On its way down. So perhaps the general stiffness of the Northovers was just the shame of genteel poverty. Shame and prickly pride. But I always felt that the house itself was standing guard and trying to see me off. I swear your grandma’s long hours weren’t all about her love of horses, pigs, and cows, but also about escaping the clammy gloom of Princes Gate. Getting out to someone’s nice cosy stable. So—I wasn’t often there, and my memories of the place are sparse.’

He ran out of talk. Taryn looked around, saw they were alone, and tried to ask him who he was talking to. What had brought all this on. But she couldn’t even grunt. Her eyes were open and her face turned his way, but she couldn’t communicate. She began to panic. Then she heard the other person. A sly, dry, insinuating voice. ‘There was a fire in the library,’ it said. ‘Do you remember?’

‘Ninety-five, wasn’t it? Your mother and I were on holiday in France. Beatrice received some slight burns. All sign of the fire had gone by the time we got back. Of course Addy wanted to rush home—but your grandma Ruth had everything well in hand.’

‘Do you remember what was damaged in the fire? What was undamaged?’

‘The library lost a rug. The big rug with the bloodstain. You girls used to call it “Colonel Mustard in the library with a revolver”. There was a good tale attached to it. Do you remember? You girls were always asking for the story. Let’s see. It goes like this.

‘One night Ruth, coming back late from her clinic, ran down a dog. A slender, long-haired cross-breed female; the most beautiful animal she ever saw. Ruth wrapped the dog in a coat and brought her home and into the only warm room, the library. She put her on the threadbare Turkestan—because the library tables were never clear. Ruth planned to check the animal over, give it a painkiller, then take it to the surgery. But then she and your grandad heard someone calling. They went out onto the terrace, and Ruth tinkled the little silver bell the dog had been wearing on her collar. A light came around the lake shore. A person holding a lantern. A hippy girl, with pale caramel-coloured hair, who came glimmering over the lawn.

‘The girl pulled off her coat and wrapped the dog in it. And the animal came back to life—Ruth had mistaken canine stoicism for more serious trauma. The girl thanked your grandmother, gracious and formal, and carried the dog out of the house—leaving Ruth with its collar and bell.’

Taryn glared at her father—or, at least, she hoped she was glaring. He was looking right at her and seemed relaxed. His legs were crossed, and he was jiggling his ankle—something he did when he was in good spirits.

‘A fine fairy tale,’ the voice said. ‘For those who can tolerate fairies. But tell me, apart from the bloodstained rug, do you recall whether anything else was damaged in the library fire?’

‘A map of the estate and surrounding country. Linen paper, nineteenth century. Your grandfather felt its loss.’

‘And what was undamaged?’ said the voice, persistent and
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