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DEDICATION

for Gill Coleridge





ONE

IT WAS A SUNNY DAY. THE SKY WAS THICK AND HIGH AND BLUE. Addie Sands was standing in the lane and she was screaming. There was blood everywhere. On her skirts, her wrists, her face. A dark hole where her mouth should be. There were no words. Nothing but the black taste of her screaming.

Nobody knew what to do. We all stared. We dared not go to her. I think some of us stepped away. At last my mother went over, grabbing her by the shoulders, seeing the blood, the mess of her hair hanging down, tears and cries and wet on her face.

For the love of God, Addie, what is it? What’s happened?

Addie moaned. She tried to twist her head away. She would not let herself look at my mother’s face.

Just tell me, my mother said.

Addie kept on weeping. She could hardly breathe for weeping. My mother had her by the shoulders. She kept hold of her.

Are the kiddies all right? Has something happened? Is it the school?

The kiddies. A quick, burnt feeling went through me.

Addie moaned and dropped to her knees. Right there in the lane with the sun high up above and dandelions and dust and horse dung all around.

I didn’t know, she said. How could I know?

My mother kept very still.

Know what? she said.

Addie could not look at her.

I thought he’d come to fetch the kiddies home.

Now my mother got it. Her face turned white. When at last Addie lifted her chin, her eyes did not go anywhere. They went straight through.

I thought he’d come to fetch them. I didn’t know what he was going to do. He had this great big happy smile on his face—

Addie gazed at my mother.

He was smiling all the time he did it, she said.

MARY COLES STANDS IN THE LANE. SKY STILL DARK, BUT ALREADY birds are singing. The cottage too. Dark and unsteady, turned in on itself. She keeps her eyes on it, unsure at first what she’s looking for, wondering if she’s even got the right one. The second cottage you come to after the humpback bridge, Graham said. Is it this one? Does she want it to be? Brick and flint. Run-down. One smashed windowpane under the eaves. Paint flaking off the door. The little gate—yes, the gate—so rotten it’s coming right off its hinges, he said.

She pushes the gate. The hinge gives, but the part that ought to move doesn’t. Some kind of plant or vine stopping it. She hesitates, not wanting to force it. It didn’t want me to go in, she hears herself telling him, it seemed to want to keep me out.

In the rented bungalow, in the middle of the night, she woke him up and told him her plan.

“What?” he said. “Drive there right now? On your own? Why on earth would you want to do that?”

She did not reply.

“Come here,” he said. “Come on. Come back to bed.”

But she was already up. Pulling on her jeans, sticking feet into boots, looking around for her keys.

“I need to see it. In the dark. I want to see what it’s like.”

He stared at her, pushing hair and sleep from his eyes.

“But you’ll see it tomorrow—”

“I want to do it now.”

“What, in the bloody middle of the night?”

“It’ll be light in an hour.”

He gazed at her. His face unreadable, a man used to absorbing the blows. He threw back the covers.

“All right, at least let me come with you.”

She lowered her eyes.

“Please. I don’t want you to. Don’t make me explain it. I just want to go there on my own.”

Now she shivers, fingers closing around the car keys in her pocket. She knows it’s empty. Empty for at least a year, he said, maybe more. More than a year? She lets go of the gate and stands for a moment, breathing in the earthy dawn smell of light and damp and things warming up. She thinks she hears an owl.

She had meant to go right up to it, look through the windows, see if she could get an idea of the inside. That’s what she told him. And she knows she could do it if she wanted to. But she doesn’t. She doesn’t even try.

Instead, she stands there motionless for perhaps thirty or forty more seconds and then, as if someone had walked up and shoved her out of the way, she turns and hurries back to the car.

SHE HOPES HE’LL BE ASLEEP WHEN SHE GETS BACK, BUT NO. EYES open, iPod in one ear. Curtains half-drawn to let the light in. The open suitcases still spread on the floor. A sweater. Her unzipped, kicked-off boots. He turns his head.

“That was quick.”

“You’re supposed to be asleep,” she says.

He smiles and puts an arm out from under the duvet, reaching for her. She stands there looking at it, the hand.

“Well?” he says.

“Well, what?”

She sits down on the edge of the bed, a little more heavily than she meant to. Feels him shifting his legs. She lets him hold her hand, warming her.

“You found it?”

She nods.

“And? Tell me.”

She hesitates.

“It’s nice.”

“Nice?”

“All I did was stand in the lane. I heard an owl. I think it was an owl. And then I came back.”

She feels him thinking about this. His eyes on her. His hand moving to her bare knee.

“You’re freezing.”

She says nothing. He takes hold of her hand again.

“All right, but what do you think? Is it what you imagined? Do you like it?”

“I don’t know what I imagined,” she says. “But yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“I like it. I do.”

He sits up, encouraged, grabbing another pillow to push under his head.

“It needs a few repairs, I know that—the roof and so on. And I’m sure there’s a bit of damp. But the basic structure is fine. Did you go around the back? Did you see any of the garden?”

She shakes her head.

“You’ll be amazed. It’s enormous. Seriously, I think there was once an orchard. It goes on forever.”

She looks at her hand lying there in his.

“That’s nice,” she says.

He smiles.

“Just imagine. You’ll be able to garden again.”

She sighs. Feels him squeeze her hand. A moment of silence. Both of them thinking the same thing.

“So you can see us living there, then?” he asks, his voice suddenly shaky.

She swallows. Remembering the gate that would not budge. The heavy darkness of the glass-eyed windows, sucking up the light. She tells him that she can.

THE NIGHT HE CAME, A STORM. JUST LIKE HIM, IT SEEMED TO come from nowhere. A freezing wind. We woke before dawn to the crack of thunder. Greasy light. Rain coming down. The dog pestering at the door.

My father was already up to milk the cows. My mother, feeding the baby, dark-eyed and vacant and fidgety from no sleep. I think he told her to get back to bed but she wouldn’t, just kept her eyes on him while he made a cigarette.

They’d been angry with each other for a long time and not just because of Isaac Roper. And then when the kid came along, he wasn’t expected to live and all in all my father said that would be the best outcome. But he was two months now, lusty and alive, and sometimes I thought he would suck the life out of her.

We sat in the kitchen while the storm raged. It was a big one. It lit up the walls, the floor, the table, the hearth. We heard the rain pelting on the roof of the privy. The dog grew so afraid she stopped crying and turned her face to the wall.

With the next crack of thunder, my mother pulled the baby against her and went over and opened the door. A cold gust of rain and blackness blowing in.

Sally, what the hell? my father said.

She shut it again, shushing and joggling the baby. He lit his cigarette. Lightning ripping across the sky.

I didn’t want to count, but I couldn’t help it. One, two—three and the sky cracked open. Upstairs the little ones started to scream.

Over us now, my father said, putting the cigarette back in his mouth.

My mother’s eyes were on the ceiling.

Eliza, she said.

What?

Up you go.

I sighed.

They’ll calm down in a minute, I said.

Keeping his eyes on the table, my father folded his tobacco pouch. Another clap and upstairs you could hear Lottie and Honey wailing. Maybe the twins as well. My father looked at me.

Just do it, he said.

I began to go, but even as I did, there was another bright flash and then a sound like the whole world tearing itself into pieces. The ground shuddered and the air outside the window turned black. My mother screamed. I ran to the door.

No! she cried, but I’d already pulled it open.

For a moment we didn’t understand what it was, the thing that we were seeing. Then we did. Suffocating the house and blocking out the light, the great big tangle of its roots standing stiff against the flashing sky.

My mother screamed again. My father swore. The old elm tree that used to stand beside our cottage was standing no longer. It was down on the ground and under it was a man.

THE SALE GOES THROUGH VERY QUICKLY. TEN DAYS LATER, they’ve exchanged contracts and are told they’ll have the keys by the end of the week. Mary is glad. She is beginning to realize how much she needs to get out of the rented place with its shiny brown furniture and smells of frying and Febreze.

It’s a bright, warm day. Blue sky. Late spring. They know they can’t get inside yet, but they drive over anyway. To look at the garden, he says. Now that we know it’s ours. To stand there and think about the possibilities.

Possibilities. She knows that all he means is to encourage her, to scoop her up and carry her along.

“I love you,” she says, understanding exactly how much his optimism costs him.

“What?”

Biting her lip. On the edge of her vision, bright fields of something—corn, is it, or barley?—speeding past.

“I just do. I love you.”

He glances at her.

“Well, that’s good.”

“It is?”

He smiles, his eyes back on the road, fingers brushing her knee.

“Yeah. It is.”

He slows down when they get to the village.

“Look,” he says, “a post office—that’s rare enough these days. And a co-op. Useful.”

Her eyes are on the neat, clipped green with its swings and slide and hanging rubber tire. Grateful for a reason to look away, she takes in the co-op with its metal racks of newspapers and black buckets of bright roses and foil trays for barbecues.

“But I think there’s also a farm shop up that road beyond the church,” he says. “Local produce—”

“What about it?” she says.

“Well, it’s what we want, isn’t it?”

She looks at him and he laughs and for a few quick seconds, the laugh could almost be his old laugh—warm and permanent and real.

THE COTTAGE LOOKS SMALLER THAN LAST TIME. SMALLER AND darker. They stand there together in the lane, shocked all over again that it’s theirs.

When he brought her here a week ago, the morning after her nighttime visit, they had to walk around with the stupidly young estate agent following them. At one point, moving across the upstairs landing in an attempt to get away from him, Mary had cried out so loudly and abruptly she’d made them all jump.

“Christ almighty!” Graham had grabbed her shoulder, turning her toward him. “What is it, darling? What’s the matter?”

She glanced down the long passage that led to the second bedroom, her heart still thudding.

“There was—I don’t know—I heard something.”

“What do you mean? Heard what?”

She took a breath.

“Someone said my name.”

Graham tried to laugh and so did the boy estate agent.

“Your name?”

She nodded.

“Mary Coles. They said Mary Coles.”

“And where exactly was this person?”

She stared at Graham.

“Just there.”

“Where?”

“Behind me. It felt like they were right behind me.”

The boy made a face. “Whoa! You’re freaking me out now.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket, glancing at it as he rubbed his hair. “Well, I’m one hundred percent certain there’s nobody here,” he said.

Mary felt embarrassed.

“I know that. I don’t know what it was. I imagined it, obviously. I’m sorry.”

The phone buzzed. The boy threw them a look of apology and walked over to the window where a pile of dead bluebottles lay on the sill.

“These old houses,” he said as he dialed a number. “I don’t know what it is with them. All sorts of strange noises, I guess.”

“That’s right,” she said.

“Could it have been the pipes?” said Graham.

She looked at him.

“No,” she said. “Not pipes.”

The boy walked back toward them, texting now.

“It’s been empty for a while. I guess that can feel a bit creepy.”

She watched his white, bitten fingers moving over the phone.

“It’s not,” she said.

“You what?”

“It’s not creepy.”

He blinked at her, put the phone back in his pocket.

“Well, of course, it’s full of potential.”

She couldn’t help it, she smiled. I’m going mad, she thought with a casualness that took her breath away. Don’t expect too much of yourself, the counselor had said. There will be good days and bad days, ups and downs. The trouble was she had become so used to not expecting too much of herself that these days she seemed to expect almost nothing.

Graham touched her shoulder again.

“Are you OK? Do you want to go and sit in the car?”

She laughed and told him of course she didn’t want to do that. They finished the tour.

As they walked out into the bright, leafy garden, the boy asked Graham if they’d seen the movie Scream. He said they hadn’t. He told him they should see it. The first one, anyway, which was by far the best. “But don’t worry,” he said, “it was only your wife that made me think of it. I’m sure there are no slasher maniacs here.”

NOW SHE WALKS UP THE PATH WITH ITS FRINGE OF GRAYING forget-me-nots and, shielding her eyes, peers in through the dark kitchen window. There it is again—the steep, narrow staircase with its flimsy wooden door, the range, the rough, old scrubbed-pine table that the estate agent said came with the house.

She feels him behind her.

“What are you looking at?”

“Nothing. Just everything. The kitchen.”

“That room needs a bloody good lick of paint.”

“Yes.”

He takes her hand.

“Come on. Come with me. I have a plan.”

He takes her around the back. Across the surprisingly big yard—once a real farmyard, she supposes—with its old stone trough and water pump. “Nice old original feature, nice that they kept that,” he says. And then on into the overgrown garden where they find a white wrought-iron bench under an apple tree. He brushes fallen blossoms and a crust of bird shit off it and they sit down.

Insects are hovering all around them, alighting on the tired, half-dead cones of lilac and buddleia. They watch a bee crawl over a bloom before falling backward into the air and then lifting off and away.

At the bottom of the garden, just beyond where they sit, an enormous tree—or the vast, rotten trunk of one, anyway—lies in the long grass.

Graham is looking around him, interest and delight and expectation on his face.

“All it needs is a bit of TLC,” he says.

“Yes.”

She tilts her head back to look at the sky.

“It’s huge,” he says. “The garden. Do you realize that? The other day, with that silly boy, we only saw about half of it. I don’t think he had a clue. It goes back even further than you can see.”

“You can show me,” she says. “In a minute.”

He smiles.

“I think that’s a walnut tree over there. And see the apple trees? Loads of them. I told you—I’m sure this used to be an orchard once upon a time.”

Once upon a time. She turns to look at him and as she does, he opens his old corduroy jacket and shows her: a bottle and two paper cups. He smiles.

“I told you I had a plan.”

THEY THOUGHT HE WAS DEAD BUT HE WASN’T DEAD. HE WAS the luckiest man on earth. He was alive. The tree had missed him by about an inch.

I waited for them to find this out. I watched as my father went out in the solid sheeting rain and bent his head and said something to him. And I saw the man lift up his own head and say something back.

My mother gasped.

He’s alive. Bloody hell. Thank God.

I said nothing. My heart jumping now.

My mother shouted at Frank to run and wake Isaac Roper. I watched as my father touched the man on the shoulder and said something else. Maybe he told him he was going to be all right or one of the other things people say when they think someone’s going to die.

I wonder if he’ll lose his legs, my mother said.

I stared at her.

The legs? Why would he lose them?

She shook her head.

A man’s legs would snap like barley sugar under the weight of a tree like that.

It took all of them—Isaac Roper and my father, with Frank mostly just getting in the way—to bring him inside. My mother spread a blanket on the floor and bunched some straw under his head and they laid him down.

Just look at that hair, she said.

We looked. His hair was bright red, the reddest I’d ever seen on any person. Thick on top, but shaved short around the sides and over the ears. His face was rough and bitter. He had the look of someone who’d just walked out of a room where bad things had happened.

Not a farm boy, Isaac Roper said. Not from around here.

He’s got city written all over him, my mother agreed. But how come the boots are so clean?

I looked at the boots. They were brand-spanking-new without a doubt. Not a speck of mud on them.

He stole them, I said before I could stop myself.

My mother gave me a sharp look.

How ever could you know that, Eliza?

I don’t know it, I said, blushing to my roots. But anyway, he might have.

LATER, HE LIES DOWN ON HIS BACK IN THE LONG, PALE GRASS. Two or three cups of prosecco in him, face already pink from the sudden warm sunshine—arms spread out, fingers loose.

“Come here,” he says. “Please. Come over here right now and kiss me.”

He does not look at her; he stares up into space. She watches his face. The words floating upward into the bright blue air. She hesitates.

“Come on,” he says again, laughing.

She shakes her head. She says his name. But she does not get up. She sits there on the bench in the sunshine looking at him. His body so familiar, so known to her, so loved. It ought to be possible, she thinks.

“I want to hold you,” he says. He laughs again. “There’s no one around, so why not?”

Why not? she thinks. Trying to remember how it used to feel to want to do such things. The warmth of sudden hugs, the way you could twine yourself around the flesh and blood of another human being just like that, as if it were nothing.

He sits up, putting his hands to his face now, laughing. And she starts to speak to him but he stops her.

“It’s all right,” he says. “It was a joke. I was joking. You don’t have to.”

She watches as he gropes in his pocket for a handkerchief.

“I’m so sorry,” she says at last—seeing that he isn’t laughing at all, but crying.

JAZZY HAD CREPT DOWN THE STAIRS. SO HAD LOTTIE, BAREFOOT and half-undressed as usual, followed by the twins, Minnie and Charlie. I think Frank was with them. Honey came behind, holding on to his knees.

Jazzy was ten years old, and Frank was seven. The twins were five, and Lottie was only four. Nobody could remember how old Honey was but she used to be the baby until the new one came along, so she wasn’t that old. Our mother had had some other children too after I was born, but they had died and these were the ones that were left and what with the new baby to boot, she said it was quite enough.

The dog saw the kiddies and wagged her tail and rushed around trying to nip at their hands and feet while they laughed and screamed. At last Frank caught hold of her. But when she saw the man she went stiff all over and began to growl.

What’s up with her? my father said, because our dog was the least suspicioning animal you ever met.

She’s afraid, said Frank. Who’s that man on the floor?

Yes, Jazzy said. Who is it?

I’m afraid! said Lottie, and she looked at Minnie to encourage her, and then they both lifted up their skirts and jumped up and down on the spot, laughing and squealing.

Be quiet, all of you, my mother said.

My father bent down to the man and asked him what his name was. The man groaned.

I knowed his name, Lottie said.

No, you don’t, said Jazz.

I did! I used to know it when I was a little bit dead.

Can you move your legs? my father said to the man.

The man tried. At first he couldn’t do it, but then he could. He moved them a little bit.

Jazzy looked excited.

Are his legs broke?

Not if he can move them, my father said.

My mother was shaking her head and looking at Isaac Roper.

I thought the tree was on top of him, she said. Right on top of his legs, I honestly thought it was.

Well, it wasn’t, my father said.

All the same, she said, still looking at Isaac, I can’t believe it. How is it possible? How can no bones have broke?

What’s broke? said Charlie.

I want it! Lottie shrieked.

It’s a miracle, Isaac Roper said.

Merricales! Lottie said, and then, because she couldn’t think of any more stupid things to say, she began to cry.

My father’s face didn’t move. Anything to do with Isaac always washed straight over him.

It is what it is, he said.

The dog was still growling. I put my hand on her. The growl went down through my hand and into my bones.

Can’t someone shut that animal up? my father said.

She’s afraid, Frank told him again.

She doesn’t want to be killed, sobbed Lottie, even though she was under the table now and no one was listening to her anymore.

Look at the poor lad, my mother said. Whatever on earth is there to be afraid of?

I did look at him then. I looked at him and I knew straightaway that he wasn’t a poor lad. I looked at the dirty face and the bright hair and the eyebrows that met in the middle. I looked at the blue-and-black tattoo of something that went curling right down his neck.

He hadn’t any jacket and his shirt was half-open. You could see a nipple and some reddish hair. I didn’t want to look, but I couldn’t help it, I did look.

Something cold crept through me.

I don’t like him, I said.

THEY LEAVE MOST OF THEIR THINGS IN STORAGE, MOVING IN with the barest minimum, just a few pieces of furniture and the stuff they can’t do without. Kitchen equipment. The sofa and armchairs and the TV. Their bed, of course, and towels and linens. Not even all their clothes.

They don’t bring their books or CDs. We’ll get new ones, Graham says, though neither of them believes it. They both know it’s going to be a while before they can face reading or listening to music.

Even though it’s late spring, the house is dark and cold. Some of the plug sockets don’t work and the bath takes half an hour to drain. They find mouse droppings in the kitchen cupboards, and the curtains they got for the bedroom window don’t fit, so they’re woken at dawn with the sun in their eyes.

“It feels like being on holiday,” Mary tells him, when he apologizes for everything that’s wrong with the place. “Except that I don’t quite know what to do with myself.”

His face softens.

“You don’t have to do anything.”

“I know that.”

“It’s all going to take some getting used to.”

“I know.”

She watches his face as he comments on the beauty of the old flagstone floors, the huge brick fireplace, the sturdy whitewashed walls with their original thick wooden beams.

“It’s all just as it would have been,” he says. “No one’s gone around ripping out the period detail. It’s all here. Even these little latches on the doors, for instance.”

Mary raises her head from the peas she is shelling and looks at the narrow wooden door that leads to the stairs. The stripped pine with its iron latch. The steep, shadowed staircase just visible through it; the pale, grubby whiteness of a child’s bare foot as she comes bumping downstairs on her bottom—

Her heart twists. She takes a breath, blinks. Looking back down at the colander of peas. Inspecting the green pea sludge under her fingernails.

“Oh,” she says, “Ruby rang.”

“Ruby? What, here on the landline? When? You didn’t tell me.”

She glances at the stairs again.

“It was only just now, about ten minutes ago.”

He sighs, muttering something under his breath.

“I’m not going to rush around after her all the time as if everything’s an emergency,” she says.

He looks at her.

“Quite right. Of course not. No one expects you to.”

“She expects us to. And so does Veronica.”

He sighs again.

“All right. I’m sorry. I’ll deal with it.”

“You don’t have to apologize. And I’m not sure there’s anything to deal with anyway. She said she just wanted a chat.”

“A chat. It’s never just a chat. How did she sound?”

She hesitates.

“OK. She was perfectly polite, if that’s what you mean.”

“Did she ask how you were?”

Mary laughs. “Of course not.”

“And sober? Did she sound sober?”

“You mean not drunk?”

“I mean not under the influence of anything.”

She thinks about it.

“I don’t know. I think so.”

“You think so?”

She lifts her head.

“I didn’t know it was my job to police her.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“I know you didn’t.”

He sighs.

“All right. I’d better go and call her.”

IT WAS NEARLY MORNING. THE STORM HAD WORN ITSELF OUT. All that was left was a sour yellow flashing in the sky over toward Laxfield.

The man was lying on the floor with his eyes closed. Isaac Roper and my mother were smoking and laughing and passing the time together like they always did. I saw my father noticing and, as usual, I felt my stomach bunch up. The dog was still growling and my father told Frank to put her in the cupboard. He didn’t want to do it, but he did.

Why doesn’t she like the man? Minnie said.

Is it because he’s bad? said Charlie.

Of course he’s not bad, my mother said.

We don’t know the smallest thing about him, Isaac Roper pointed out. He could be a felon or a murderer.

Well, the dog doesn’t like him, Frank said.

She thinks he’s bad, Minnie said.

Bad! shouted Honey, as she pulled herself up to stand, holding on to the arm of the chair. Ba-ba-bad.

Lottie had crept out from under the table. She had her eyes on the man. She was sucking her thumb and fidgeting with her chemise, which only half covered her.

I used to be a dog, didn’t I? she said.

Lottie, I said when I saw that she couldn’t keep still and kept on twisting about and clutching at herself, do you need the pot?

She blinked at me as if I wasn’t there.

All right but a long time ago when the bad man came and he kicked the door down and he stamped all over my head, I did?

Did what?

Used to be a dog.

You were never a dog, my mother said. You’re talking nonsense, Lottikins. And Eliza’s asking if you want the pot.

I was about to get it, but then there was a quick wet spattering on the floor.

Oh, Lottie! my mother said.

Lottie looked down at what she had done. She blinked.

But later I will be, won’t I? she said.

MINNIE AND CHARLIE PICKED UP FEATHERS FROM THE FLOOR and blew them around while I mopped up Lottie’s mess. Jazzy was sat under the table singing to herself and undoing the tassels of the big heavy cloth. Honey was on Frank’s lap, though he kept trying to push her off. He asked if the dog could come out of the cupboard yet and my mother said yes.

But what if she bites the man? Jazzy said.

She won’t do that.

But what if she does?

Look at her. She’s afraid to go near him, I said.

I was right. The dog went straight over and sat by the door with a rattled look on her face. My father had to go and get the animals up. He was getting his boots on. My mother looked at him.

We should get the doctor, she said.

He doesn’t need a doctor.

Why? said Jazzy. Is he going to die?

We’re all going to die, said Isaac Roper. Praise Jesus but it’s the truth that we will all die.

Like me, I died, Lottie said, but no one was listening because we all knew it was a great big booming lie.

My father left the room, slamming the door behind him. A quick, unhappy silence, then the air closed up around it.

Well, if you want my opinion, I reckon we should get the constable, Isaac Roper said at last.

My mother cupped the baby’s head in her hand as if it were the softest piece of fruit she had ever held.

The constable? Whatever for?

Isaac scowled and rubbed at his chin. The rasp of his nighttime beard made my teeth hurt.

Who is he, Sally? What do we know about him? How do we know he’s not escaped from somewhere? He could be a murderer. A swindler. A housebreaker.

Oh, come on, my mother said.

How do you know he’s not dangerous? We’ve no idea at all about him.

My mother yawned.

He’s just a young man, she said. I don’t think we need to worry about him. I’m sure he’ll be on his way in the morning.

I looked at the man. His eyes were shut, but he had the fierce tight look of someone not asleep.

The baby was whickering and my mother began to undo her chemise. Isaac Roper watched her. Honey, too, seeing it was undone and wanting the milk, got up off the floor and lifted her arms in the air and started to cry. My mother ignored her and at last she stopped her noise and fell asleep on the rug.

The night was almost over, but the blackness was still there; it wouldn’t be light for a while. Apart from the sound of the cows across the yard, the kitchen was quiet. My mother changed the baby over to the other side. His small hand stayed up in the air while he sucked.

All you children should be in bed, my mother said.

Isaac Roper was filling his pipe. I watched him: a quick bad memory of walking past the scullery door on a hot afternoon and seeing my mother with her face buried in him. His hands strung through her hair, pressing her down against the flap of his breeches.

I don’t like the look of him, Isaac said. If it was my house I wouldn’t want him in it for a moment longer than was necessary.

THE NEXT DAY, ON HIS WAY TO BLAXHALL, ISAAC ROPER WAS struck by a train and died on the spot. No one expected it. But lots of things happen in this life that are not expected.

It was easy enough to look for reasons. Maybe we should have covered up the bedroom mirrors during the storm, as Miss Narket’s married niece later suggested. Or maybe Isaac should not have been in such a hurry to cut down the old holly tree in Glebe field that winter, since it had been there for fifty years and everyone knew that felling a holly could change a person’s luck.

Maybe we should have listened when Jazzy said she’d seen a single magpie shrieking and hopping like a mad thing in the lane that morning. And maybe we should have sent one of the kiddies to seek out another one quick before the bad luck of the singleton could take root.

Or maybe, it occurred to me later, Isaac should have thought twice before he accused a perfect stranger who was lying on our kitchen floor of being a housebreaker or a murderer when he didn’t know the smallest thing about him.





TWO

THE FIRST TIME GRAHAM LEAVES HER ALONE THERE, MARY IS lost. She does what is necessary. Puts the breakfast things in the dishwasher. Wipes the table. Stands looking at the crumbs sticking to her hand, then goes over to the tap and rinses them off.

Drying her hands on a tea towel, she finds herself opening the front door. She stands there, looking out, feeling the heat on her face. Not unpleasant. Sunlight and warmth pouring in, showing the dirt on the old stone floor.

In the lane, birds are singing. A white van goes past. A kid on a bicycle shouting. Somewhere far off across the fields, a dog barking. A little way away she can see a man. Red-haired. Young. Her heart stirs at the sight. His lean, quick shape moving along the hedge.

She comes back in and shuts the door. Standing there, waiting, she doesn’t know for what. After a moment, without knowing why, she bolts the door. A sudden, velvety silence. She likes it.

When the landline rings, she jumps. Her mother.

“I wanted to see if you were all right.”

“I’m all right. How are you?”

Her mother hesitates.

“Really? You’d say if you weren’t?”

“We are. We’re fine. We’re doing OK.”

“Really? What are you up to?”

“Well, Graham’s at work.”

“And you?”

“I’m just here, sorting things out.”

“And the house?”

“It’s fine. It’s good. A bit of a mess still. You’ll have to come and see it.”

“I will. I’d like to do that. Maybe without your father. If you don’t mind looking into trains and having me for a night or two—”

She is about to tell her mother that would be fine and then try to fix a date as far in the future as possible, when her tone changes.

“I’m sorry—I’m so sorry”—sobbing now—“I’ve been trying not to call you. Your father told me off. He was really quite angry with me. He said I should wait. You’ve no idea. I’ve been trying so hard to leave you alone.”

Mary stares at the old pine kitchen table with its marks and its knots and whorls. Placing her hand on its rough, cool surface.

“You don’t have to do that. I never said you had to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Mum. Come on. You’re allowed to call.”

She is about to continue when something—a sound from upstairs, a sudden heaviness on the floorboards, the quick shudder of a door closing—makes her stiffen and turn. Her mother sniffs.

“It’s a new life for you, darling. I understand that. I do, you know. I know you both want a fresh start.”

Holding the phone, Mary walks to the bottom of the stairs, pulls open the door. Staring upward, eyes on the shadows.

“That doesn’t mean not talking to family.”

She hears her mother take a quick, wet breath.

“But we don’t really talk anymore, do we? Not the way we used to. It’s not that I expect you to call me. I know how busy you are. But this is very difficult for us too, you know. Your father said—”

Mary shuts her eyes. She sees her father’s long, pale face, his hands, his trousers belted a little too high. The raw, bloody, animal sound he made when they sat him down that rainy night and told him.

She gazes at the staircase, straining to listen. Thinks she hears a tap dripping in the bathroom. She tells her mother that it’s not a good moment, that she’ll call her at the weekend.

THERE’S NO ONE UPSTAIRS. THIS BECOMES VERY CLEAR AS SHE wanders quickly from room to room, her own bare feet sticking to the dusty boards, the sound of her own breath in her chest, her throat. Throwing a pile of towels onto a chair, she kicks off her shoes and lies down on the bed. She lies there and watches the sun make its slow way across the walls. Reaches out and flicks the radio on. Hears a man’s voice going on and on. Flicks it off again. She feels very calm. She realizes without much surprise that she has been crying.

Outside, she can hear children shouting, playing. Several of them, two or three at least, maybe more. A whole crowd of little children. The sound comes and goes, very loud sometimes and then for a while barely audible. She thinks that one of them seems to be crying. Nothing dramatic—more a toddler’s fed up chuntering. Silence, then a shout, and then laughter again.

She holds her breath, not upset, just mildly curious, wondering whose kids they can be. Their nearest neighbor, who they’ve nodded at once or twice, is an elderly man, apparently alone and without children or grandchildren, and she remembers how heartened she was to discover that. The shouts grow louder, though the crying has stopped. Mary waits, listening. At last, unable to resist, she gets up and crosses the room, floorboards creaking under her bare feet, and goes to the window to look.

Out in the sunny lane, there is no one, nothing. Only a very large magpie, wings half-spread and dragging in the dirt, hopping backward and forward, clucking and screeching.

She watches it for a moment and then she walks back across the room and lies down again on the bed.

HE COMES HOME TO FIND HER THERE. SIX HOURS AT LEAST HAVE passed, maybe seven.

“Darling?” His voice on the stairs. “Didn’t you hear me? I was knocking and knocking. The door was bolted. I couldn’t get in. I had to go around the back.”

She does not speak. Something heavy and warm in her arms. Not wanting to wake. Trying as hard as she can to hold on to it.

“Why on earth did you bolt it? What’s going on? Did you realize you’d done it?”

He comes and stands over her. Keys in his hand, his jacket still on. She hears his worried breath.

“Mary? Are you all right?”

She says nothing. Lifting her hands to cover her eyes. He stands looking at her for another moment, then she feels the bed sinking as he sits down. His arms around her. His face on her neck.

“You’ve been here all day, haven’t you?”

When she still doesn’t speak, he lets go of her. Twisting around and sitting up. His head in his hands.

“I heard someone say my name,” she says, realizing only as she says the words that they might be true.

He looks at her.

“What? You mean like before?”

Mary blinks. She’s almost forgotten that odd, shrill morning with the estate agent.

“Yes. Like that. I heard it again. The same thing. Like someone calling out—they called me.”

He shakes his head.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Where?”

“I thought there was someone in the house.”

“What? It’s not possible.”

“I know. It’s not possible, is it? It was weird.”

Graham puts his head back in his hands.

“There’s no one here.”

“I know.”

“So what are you talking about?”

“I don’t know.”

He is silent for a moment.

“I thought you were better,” he says. “I thought you liked it here. I honestly thought you were getting better.”

She looks up at him with interest.

“I do like it here.”

His eyes back on her.

“You do?”

“I do.”

He sighs.

“I think you need to see someone. Just an hour a week or something. What do you think? I could ask at the clinic.”

“The clinic?”

“The doctor’s surgery. In the village. I’m sure if we asked they could fix you up with something.”

She thinks about this.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she says.

He makes a noise of impatience.

“For Christ’s sake. You need to tell someone about this. Talk about how you’re feeling.”

“I’m not feeling anything.”

He takes her hand. Her warmth in his cold one. She can feel him thinking. Hears him sigh.

“Darling. My darling. Look at me.”

“What?” She looks. His face—once so alive and familiar to her, now alien with worry and sadness. He shuts his eyes for a moment.

“I can’t live like this. Neither of us can. We can’t live like this.”

She blinks at him. Pushing herself up on her elbow.

“But we are.”

He reaches out and lifts her hair, holding its dark, hot weight in his hand, looking at her.

“Are what?”

“We are living like this.”

He lets go of her hair and looks at her, exasperation—or is it relief?—in his eyes. I can’t read you anymore, she thinks. She knows it’s what he’s thinking too. She almost smiles.

“You’re cold.”

“What?”

“You’re cold. Come here. I’ll warm you up.” She laughs, taking a breath—reaching out with her other hand. “Come here,” she says, trying to pull him onto her, tugging at his belt, beginning to undo him.

He hesitates, still looking at her, then he lets her pull him down. She smells the warmth of him, his skin, the roughness of his chin and jaw, his neck.

“I don’t understand you at all,” he says.

She says nothing, laughs to herself.

“I’m concerned about you. You can’t lie in bed all day. Am I crushing you?” He tries to shift his weight off her.

“No.”

“No?”

“I like it. Crush me.”

He sighs.

“What are you doing now?”

Mary does nothing. Says nothing.

“Seriously, darling, what are you doing?”

She shakes her head. Lies there. Feeling him on her. His warmth. The crushing of her. Tears at last beginning to come.

HIS NAME WAS DIX. JAMES H. DIX. WE KNEW BECAUSE HE HAD it written on a small silver box that he kept in his jacket pocket. The box was in the shape of a diamond, and the name was carved into the metal with some very fancy slopes and flounces.

When Jazzy tried to ask him what the box was for, he wouldn’t say.

It’s just a box, isn’t it?

He turned it over and over in his hands, looking as if he’d only just laid eyes on it for the first time himself.

All right, said Jazzy, but what do you keep in it?

He scowled.

None of your bloody business.

Then what’s it for?

He made a face.

You don’t give up, do you?

Jazzy smiled. The smile was wobbly because of all the teeth she’d lost. Our father said she looked like a bat and had the habits of one too. Hanging upside down by her legs at dusk from the nut tree by the henhouse, or climbing the old metal gate and tipping herself upside down till her hair hung in the dirt.

Is it for pennies? she said.

Pennies? Ha!

Snuff, then?

Snuff? James reached out with his finger and thumb and tweaked the end of her nose.

Ouch, she said. That hurt.

That’ll teach you to talk about a man and his snuff, he said. And he pushed her down on the ground and tickled her till her legs flew up in the air and she kicked him in the teeth.

When he’d stopped cursing and she’d got her breath back, she asked him what the H was for.

H?

James H. Dix. What’s it for?

Hargraves, he said, still rubbing his face.

Hah—what?

Graves. Hargraves. You know? Like the big dark hole where they chuck you in when you’re dead.

Jazzy’s eyes grew large.

But is it yours?

James snapped the box open and shut.

What d’you mean, is it mine? What kind of a question is that? Why wouldn’t it be mine?

She rolled her eyes.

I mean the name. Is it really your name?

Now he looked very angry.

What is it that you’re accusing me of now? he demanded to know, and he fixed his eyes on her as if he was considering whether he should box her ears.

But then along came Frank, who punched her so hard on the arm that she forgot all about James and got into a fight with him instead.

Next time I saw them together, James was back to being all soft and smiles. But when she asked if she could have a go at holding the box, he wouldn’t let her.

You ask a lot too many questions for a little squitty nothing of a girl, he said as he tucked it back in the pocket of his jacket and patted it to make sure it was there. You need to learn to shut up. Be a nice quiet kid who lets others get on with their business. Like your smart big sister over there.

Jazzy looked over at me.

She’s not smart.

Oh yes she is. Smarter and a whole lot prettier and if I had to bet, a whole lot more difficult too.

When he lifted his eyes to see if I’d heard, I looked away. And when he seemed like he might be working up to say something else, I turned on my heel and walked out the door.

MARY GETS AN E-MAIL FROM LYNN MARKHAM. CAREFULLY worded, upbeat, generous, kind. It has a PS.

“It goes without saying that if you ever find yourself missing the good old, permanently thankless world of PR, we could fling something your way. Rufus never stops moaning about his workload, and Fiona has a couple of little projects coming up that would hardly involve any meetings in London. Just a thought, in case you want to give me a ring once you’re settled. I’m pretty sure we could set you up with something.”

She knows Lynn only means to be kind. She imagines her sitting there at the desk in Holborn covered in all her silver and turquoise Moroccan jewelry and thinking, What could we do to draw Mary back into things? But the idea now of putting any kind of passion into a job that involves persuading journalists to write about old paintings or vases, well frankly it makes her want to laugh.

When she tells Graham about the e-mail, she expects him to laugh too. But he doesn’t. He tells her she should consider taking Lynn up on it.

“Isn’t it time you started to think about doing something?” he says.

She stares at him.

“You want me to go back to work?”

“Don’t say it like that.”

“All right, but you do?”

He holds himself still for a moment. Then, as if this is something he’s been building to, he gets up and goes over to the sink, fills the kettle.

“I suppose I worry that you’re spending too many days alone. You’re giving yourself too much time to think.”

“You think I’m being self-indulgent?”

“Of course I don’t think that.”

“Soft on myself, then?”

“I didn’t say that either. I just wonder if you’d feel better if you did something.”

She thinks about this.

“I told you I might think about doing something in September.”

“Why wait until September?”

“I feel I need the summer to—”

“To what? To lie on the bed all day and cry?”

Mary says nothing. He sighs.

“Look, it’s only because I care about you.”

The kettle boils. She watches as he makes her a cup of tea. Hooking the tea bag out at the exact right moment, getting the strength and color just how she likes it. She notices that he hasn’t shaved. She thinks that he looks tired, his eyes pouchy and gray.

“All right,” he says, “forget Lynn, forget PR or whatever. Why don’t you just go out and get yourself an ordinary job?”

“Ordinary? What kind of job would that be?”

“I don’t know, at a shop, a receptionist or something. You could look at that little library in Framlingham.”

“I’m not qualified to work in a library.”

“Stop looking for obstacles. You could at least inquire.”

“I don’t think I’d earn very much in a library.”

He looks at her.

“It’s not about the money. You know it’s not. I just think it would be good for you to get out of the house, go out into the world.”

“The world?” She makes a face.

“All right, I’ll be honest. I think you need something where you’ll be forced to talk to other people.”

People. The idea fills her with horror.

“You’ve been thinking about this,” she says.

“I just can’t bear to see you like this.”

“Like what?”

“Hiding yourself away. Losing your confidence.”

“I’m not hiding.”

He says nothing. She looks down at her hands on the table. The rough old pine table, the one that came with the house. Sometimes she thinks it looks like it has teeth marks on it.

Though she could never have faced their own table with its dents and scratches and crayon marks and ancient cereal encrusted around its edges, though she’s glad that one’s still safe in the cool, untampered darkness of Big Yellow Self Storage, still she’s not sure about this one.

“Just pick up the phone,” Graham says. “I’m not saying it’s easy, God knows, I know how hard it is. But I think that once you do it, you’ll start to feel a little bit better. Work is the saving of me. I honestly don’t know where I’d be without it.”

Mary believes him about this. She knows that every weekday, and sometimes on a Saturday too, he walks out of the cottage and gets in the car and drives to his small new office in Ipswich. She knows what he does there. She knows that he parks in the neat, gravel parking space at the back by the bins, then goes around and puts his key in the door and, bending to pick up the mail off the transparent plastic mat, walks into the single large room with its glazed partition and its forlorn smell of paper and cartridge and desk and new beige carpet.

She knows that he throws the mail on the desk, his jacket on the chair, then goes into the tiny kitchenette with the small carton of milk he’s bought on the way in. Placing the milk on the counter, he fills up the glass jug and turns on the coffee machine. Beginning, as he waits for it to bubble through, to rip open letters, bills mostly—gathering envelopes and fliers for recycling.

After that, he checks e-mails, sends texts, drinks coffee. A bit too much coffee, he said recently. It’s making him jittery. He probably needs to cut down.

It’s not the coffee, she told him.

He looked at her for a second.

Still. I need to cut down.

All day he works there in that small room. All day, at his drawing board or his desk, making calls, costing jobs, talking to site managers, drawing up plans, drinking coffee, tapping the keyboard, sharpening pencils.

Stopping briefly at lunchtime to get a turkey or a tuna-salad sandwich from the deli. Taking his place in the line and talking pleasantly to the girl with the long dark hair and the nose ring who knows nothing whatsoever about him and is therefore one of the most engaging and heartening people he knows.

Taking the sandwich back to eat at his desk or the drawing board, before going on with his work. He might pop out again later and get a Snickers or a Twix. But he tries not to. It’s not a great habit to get into, is it, a chocolate hit at four o’clock.

All of this he has told her. Or else she has imagined it. Or else he has told her the bare bones and she has filled in the details for herself.

She knows that he works there in that office all alone, earning the money to keep their lives rolling along. She asked him once if he ever got lonely, and he looked at her with a relaxed kind of interest, as if she were asking him to think of his favorite color or a number between one and seven.

She knows that he did once relent and have an assistant for a bit, the son of a man he used to play squash with—straight out of university, thinking about doing architecture, keen for workplace experience.

But he wasn’t keen enough apparently, always watching the clock, bunking off early. And his personal hygiene wasn’t great. And then someone complained about his phone manner, so in the end—embarrassed, reluctant—he had to let him go. (She still can’t think about this episode without a twist of pain because she knows how Graham placed his trust in that boy, how much he wanted to help, how little he deserved the discomfort that the situation caused him.)

But he likes working alone, he says. In fact, he prefers it. He does his best work when no one is watching over him, when he can think freely, without anyone making suggestions or bothering him with questions. He is very happy on his own, deep in his work. It’s a comfort to him, a solace and sometimes, even now, an unexpected source of pleasure and satisfaction.

This is what she knows. Sometimes, though—

Sometimes he comes home and his eyes are baggy and tired as if he’s been punched or beaten. Not work-tired, but sad-tired. The skin of his face smelling of old man and solitary sandwich lunches. Or maybe he can’t face the cheerful, unknowing girl at the deli and he doesn’t eat at all. She worries about that.

Or perhaps it’s worse. Maybe sometimes he doesn’t do anything. How does she know that he doesn’t just drive there and hang up his jacket and lock the door and sit there all day with his head in his hands? How does she know that he doesn’t simply wait in that place, counting the minutes, staring at the smooth, deadwood veneer of the desk, marking out time until it’s the hour when he should return home?

Sometimes she thinks he looks like he hasn’t eaten or breathed or done a stroke of work. Sometimes he looks like he’s spent the day weeping.

AFTER ISAAC ROPER WAS PUT IN THE HARD AND FROSTY GROUND, our mother took the baby and went to bed. For a few days, or maybe it was about two weeks, we did not see her.

Our father was very patient. He went up and down the stairs taking her things. Cups of water and pieces of bread and cheese and eggs boiled in their shells and a jug of milk. He took her dinner up, but she would not eat it. He brought the plate back down with the food still warm on it and when Frank asked if he could have it, he said he could even though Lottie had already taken the potatoes off.

Once, I saw my father with his head in his hands. I don’t think he was crying, but there was noise coming out. Another time I saw him standing in the yard and staring and staring at the wall as if it might tell him something worth knowing. Sometimes I heard them yelling and screaming at each other.

Don’t you tell me what to do! she was saying. Don’t you talk to me like that! Don’t you dare give me orders!

And my father said something back but it was quieter and I couldn’t hear what it was, and then the baby started crying and it felt like the house would explode with so much noise and kerfuffle going on.

Meanwhile there was still the problem of the old elm that was lying right in front of our house. Our front room was in darkness because of the leaves and branches squashed up against the window. They brought two cart-horses from the village to try to shift it. But even though the beasts got down on their knees, they couldn’t make the thing budge even half an inch and a third one had to be fetched. In the end, the tree was got no farther than the bottom of the orchard, where it lay on its back in the long grass just as if it grew that way.

The day after that, I found my mother down in the kitchen. The baby was cooing and kicking on a shawl on the floor, and Honey was tied in the chair next to her while Ma kneaded the dough for the loaf, banging it and turning it as if she intended to beat the dear life out of it.

The baby looked as if he too had risen like a loaf and doubled in size, but maybe it was just because I hadn’t seen him in a while. But most of all I was shocked by my mother’s face. It was shrunken and loose, as if someone had ripped her open and shaken all the feathers out.

She didn’t say much but she asked me if the young man was still with us.

What? I said. You mean James?

I thought that Father would have told her that when James Dix had been with us about a week and showed no signs of moving on, he’d told him that if he had no particular plans and wanted to stick around, he could set him to work.

I’d looked up at James to see what his face did at this news. Just as I expected, it sprang to life. He said that he would like that very much.

You’ve really got nowhere else you need to be? my father said. No folk missing you or whatever?

James shook his head and scratched at his hair. I saw that there was a big bulge in his neck when he swallowed.

Not that I can think of, he said.

My father frowned. Coming from a big family himself, he probably couldn’t imagine being alone in the world.

A few weeks, he said. We’ll see how it goes. After that, I can’t promise anything. You happy with that?

James was happy with that. He was very happy indeed.

He walked around whistling for the rest of the afternoon, and when he saw Lottie pulling Honey along in the old dogcart, he took it out of her hands and bumped it so fast along the brick path that the chickens flew up in all directions and Honey screamed at first with laughter and then with something more like fear.

MARY HEARS THE CAR DOOR SLAM. GRAHAM THROWS HIS jacket and briefcase on a kitchen chair and drops a white plastic bag on the table.

“Sausages. From the farm shop.”

“Oh,” she says. “That’s nice.”

“That’s the good news. I’m afraid the not-so-good news is that I’m picking a certain young lady up from the station in a minute.”

Her face falls.

“Ruby?”

“That’s the one.”

“What, she’s coming here?”

“Don’t panic. I said she could stay one night and that was it.”

She says nothing. Picks up the bag of sausages and puts it by the cooker. He walks over to the sink to wash his hands.

“I don’t actually think she wanted to come, but her mother gave her no choice.” He picks up the tea towel to dry his hands. “I’m afraid the even worse news is she’s been suspended for a few days.”

Mary catches her breath.

“What, you mean from school? My God. What’s she done?”

She hears him sigh.

“Something to do with hanging around the town center after school or maybe it was the lunch hour. The word shoplifting was mentioned. I don’t know if it was her or another girl. She was certainly involved. Don’t worry, I’ve promised her mother I’ll have serious words with her.”

Mary looks at him.

“Why you?”

“What?”

“The serious words. Why do they always have to be done by you? Why can’t she do it for once?”

She watches as his face changes. The sober, slightly flinching look he reserves for anything that has to do with Veronica.

“It’s not easy for her, darling.”

Mary looks at him, sees pain on his face.

“What? What’s not easy?”

“Doing all of this all on her own.”

“All of this?”

“Ruby’s not easy.”

“It was her choice—”

“That doesn’t make it any easier.”

“What, you mean she can’t deal with her own daughter?”

She hears Graham let out a quick breath.

“You don’t have any sympathy for her?”

Mary says nothing. Thinking about the day many years ago when she was finally allowed to meet this child—this little girl who seemed to be the cause of perpetual heartbreak and long telephone conversations—and her heart jumped. Not because of what she saw in Ruby, but because of what she knew she would now always see when she looked at Graham. Chaos in waiting. The dark-eyed stroppiness of an abandoned five-year-old, biding her time, waiting to make him hers again.

Now he comes over, touches her arm, her shoulders, pulling her to him.

“Look, I don’t want to fight about it. All I’m saying is we’ve no idea what it’s like to live full-time with a hormonal teenage girl.”

Mary blinks. “And we never will.”

He stares at her. For a moment neither of them can speak.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her voice a whisper now.

He pulls out a chair and sits down.

“It’s me. I’m the one who should be sorry.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I should have asked you. I wanted to. It was Veronica. She’s in a state. I had to think fast. She put me on the spot, if you really want to know.”

Mary tries to breathe.

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Do what?”

“Blame it on her.”

“I’m not blaming it on anyone. I’m just saying it’s what happened. She was quite upset. I suppose I felt responsible. But I shouldn’t have sprung it on you. I should have asked you first. I’m sorry.”

“It’s your home. You can do what you like.”

“It’s your home too.”

Home. Mary shivers. She feels him looking at her.

“What? What are you thinking?”

“Nothing,” she says. “I’m not thinking anything.”

HER FIRST THOUGHT WHEN RUBY WALKS IN IS THAT SHE’S PUT on weight. She’s never been slender the way Graham is slender, and even as a child she wasn’t exactly skinny, but there’s an all over heftiness to her now—face, neck, jaw, bust, wrists—which you might, if you were pushed, have to call fat.

“Hi, Rubes—what a nice surprise.”

She holds out her arms and, after a quick, sullen moment of hesitation, Ruby comes over and lets herself be hugged. The hug smells of exhaust fumes and cigarettes and something else faintly medicinal that Mary can’t place. As usual, Ruby’s hair is dyed the blackest black. Her clothes are black. Her unraveling fingerless gloves are black. Her skin isn’t good and the dried-up smears of concealer do her no favors, but Mary notices that her eyeliner, two perfect inky wings of black, is gorgeously done.

Ruby plonks herself down on the bench and, frowning, starts to unlace her shiny maroon Dr. Martens boots.

“You don’t have to do that,” Mary says. “We’re in the country now.”

Ruby looks up, caught out for a moment. As a little girl in London, they always made her take her shoes off at the door.

“The floor,” Mary says. “Look at it, it’s filthy. You can keep your shoes on if you want.”

“I don’t mind,” Ruby says, pulling the boots off anyway, revealing lacy tights with plenty of ladders and a hole in the toe.

“But your feet will freeze.”

“I don’t mind.”

Ruby picks up the boots and places them carefully side by side on the mat.

“Great boots,” Mary says. “Are they new?”

Ruby looks at her, says nothing.

THEY EAT THE SAUSAGES. GREEN BEANS AND EARLY NEW POTATOES, which Ruby leaves. She leaves everything except the sausages, which she has second helpings of. She eats in silence, batting away all of her father’s bright, careful questions with shrugs and sullen looks. But when he asks her to clear the table, she does it without argument, scraping and stacking the plates with a solemn kind of care and carrying the big, heavy frying pan with its pure white layer of congealed fat, through to the back sink.

After that she stands by the door to the stairs and tells them she’s going to the lavatory. Mary asks her if she needs to be shown where it is. She says she knows.

“Don’t disappear,” Graham tells her. “There’s dessert.”

“I don’t want dessert.”

He makes a silly face.

“What, not even chocolate ice cream?”

“Not chocolate. The chocolate’s gone. It’s cherry something,” Mary says, suddenly embarrassed for him.

Ruby blinks at her.

“I don’t want it.”

“All right, but anyway, don’t disappear,” says Graham. “You and me are going to have a serious talk.”

Ruby is gone for at least ten minutes. Graham looks more and more bothered.

“What on earth’s she doing up there?”

“Leave her. What does it matter what she’s doing?”

“You think she’s hanging out of the bathroom window smoking or something?”

This hadn’t even occurred to Mary. She realizes how unfit she is to be the parent of a teenager.

“What, weed?”

“No, I meant cigarettes but I suppose now that you say it, yes, weed.”

“Wouldn’t we smell it?”

“I don’t know. Probably.”

They can smell nothing. Faintly, Mary thinks she can hear the creak of the boards upstairs. She catches herself hoping that Ruby isn’t in their room.

“Maybe she’s worried about what you’re going to say,” Mary says at last. “Maybe she thinks you’re going to tell her off.”

“I am going to tell her off.”

“Then she’s not going to come back down in a hurry, is she?”

Graham looks at her.

“Well, she’s not getting out of it either.” He drains his glass and gazes at the narrow door that leads up into the shadows of the stairs. “Oh, this is getting ridiculous. Shall I go and give her a call?”

Mary puts a hand on his.

“Don’t hound her. You’ve got to stop treating her like a child,” she adds when Graham continues to watch the stairs.

He looks at her.

“What do you mean? I don’t treat her like a child. Anyway, she is a child. She behaves like a bloody child. I’m furious with her, if you really want to know.”

Mary sighs. He pushes his chair back, throws his napkin on the table.

“All right, all right. I get it. You’re right. She’s a big girl. I just wish she would act like one, that’s all.”

When Ruby reappears, her face is flushed, her eyes bright. She’s tugging at the black and ragged sleeves of her sweater, pulling them down over her hands.

“You OK, darling?” Graham asks her.

Ruby sniffs and looks past him at the dark windowpane.

“I don’t want to stay here.”

“What?”

“I can’t stay in this house. I want to go home.”

Graham flicks a glance at Mary.

“Rubes. For God’s sake. It’s nine thirty. You can’t possibly go home now.”

“Why not?”

Graham begins to laugh. “Well, there are no trains, for a start.”

“Why not?”

“This isn’t Camden. We’re in the countryside. The last train went at about eight.”

“Can’t you drive me?”

“No, honey, I can’t.”

“I’ll call Mum.”

“What? And ask her to do a four-hour round trip to come and collect you in the middle of the night? I don’t think so.”

“I’ll hitch then.”

“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous. For goodness’ sake, Ruby, what is this? What on earth’s got into you?”

Mary looks at Ruby. Seeing something blurred and wobbly and on edge about her and wondering for a moment if she’s been crying. She hasn’t seen her cry for many, many years, not since she was a child of ten or eleven
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