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Friday





John shouldn’t be driving

JOHN SHOULDN’T BE DRIVING, THEY discussed it with the doctor yesterday, but Maggie sees the look in his eyes and puts the key into his outstretched hand. His fingers snap closed around it.

He gets into the Land Rover without loading the bags of clean linen and towels into the back, but Maggie doesn’t say anything; she hefts them in herself. The dog jumps in and lies down, bracing her back against the bags, tongue out, gaze taut. Maggie shuts the door.

The wind is cold this morning and cuts right through her. It’s only the start of September yet autumn has arrived abruptly. There’s the feeling of a storm coming. Clouds race to gather on the horizon, their shadows grazing the solid stone-and-slate farmhouse below where it’s nestled in a hollow in the side of the valley.

John starts the Land Rover and over its growl, Maggie thinks she hears the whine of another engine. She frowns. Their guests aren’t due to arrive until later this afternoon. The lane that winds up here doesn’t lead anywhere else. If you’re on it, you’re either on your way to the Elliott farm or you’re lost.

Drystone walls divide and organize the land around the farmhouse. Acres of unenclosed rough grazing surround it, steep, harsh terrain, only semi-useful. Beyond lies an unmanageable wilderness of exposed moor concealing boggy wetlands and cleft by isolated valleys and sheer-edged ravines, slippery with scree. Rocky outcrops disrupt the summits of distant peaks.

The boundaries of the farm are ill-defined. Elliott land encompasses some of this wilderness and has done for centuries. John and Maggie shepherd three thousand acres and eight hundred head of sheep. There’s good grass and bad; there are good years and bad. The sky is always huge and the stars at night brighter than anywhere else they’ve ever been. Guests who stay at the barn always remark on this.

Maggie waits for a moment, to see if she hears more, but picks up nothing over the noise of the Land Rover. She doesn’t linger. Up here, sound can play tricks on you. And she has work to do.

She fastens her seat belt. “I thought I heard someone driving up.”

John doesn’t react. His foot is down, the Land Rover moving already. She glances at him.

“Are you all right?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” He maneuvers the car out of the farm gate. It bounces as the wheels hit the potholed surface of the lane.

“Don’t be like that.”

“Sorry.”

He stares ahead and she watches his profile. His cheeks and nose are riddled with broken veins, his skin knitted thick onto his bones. He’s done a shoddy job shaving today, but his eyes are as full of soul as ever. This is a good man. She knew it the day she met him.

She looks harder at him, searching for outward signs of what’s invisible: the areas of his brain riddled with connections as broken as his veins. “We suspect dementia with Lewy bodies. I’m so sorry,” the consultant said. That appointment lost in a sea of others by now, but she’ll always remember hearing the diagnosis and that apology, and John flinching as if he’d been struck.

She’s so lost in staring at him that she doesn’t see the motorbike round the bend in the lane, tilting, black, and powerful. Coming right at them. Too fast.

John hits the brakes hard, bracing himself at the last instant. Maggie is thrown forward and back, the air punched out of her lungs.

“Sorry,” he says in the shocked silence afterward. “Are you okay?”

“I think so. You?” Her heart thumps and she winces at the sudden arrival of pain where the seat belt cut into her chest and her shoulder.

“Hurt?” he asks.

“It’s not too bad.”

John nods and looks behind to check on the dog. She shows him the whites of her eyes but seems fine, only a towel fallen onto her from one of the overstuffed bags.

“Good, Birdie,” he tells her.

The bike has skidded to a stop at an angle across the lane, frighteningly close to the front of the Land Rover. The biker’s a big man, dressed in plain black leathers and a black helmet. Even with his helmet on, they know he’s not one of their local couriers.

He dismounts. The surface of his visor reflects the dark trees gathered on each side of the lane. Maggie is suddenly afraid that he might be angry with them and try to blame them for the close shave. They’d be defenseless against a man like him. She’s breathing hard.

John winds down the window. “You need to watch where you’re going,” he shouts. A vein pulses in his temple.

“Don’t,” Maggie warns. She used to feel safe from everything except the elements up here. She loved the isolation and the sense of living on the very edge of civilization. But the change they’ve been through since John’s diagnosis is like today’s stiff wind. It has rattled everything, and Maggie is afraid that she and John have reached a stage in life where once something’s rattled, it stays loose.

Birdie growls and gets to her feet. Her head pokes between their shoulders. She shows her teeth.

“Birdie!” Maggie puts a hand on the dog’s shoulder. The growling stops but Birdie’s muscles are tense, her hackles are up, and she doesn’t take her eyes off the biker.

He lifts his visor as he moves nearer to the driver’s side of the Land Rover. His mouth is obscured by a bandanna and his eyes are buried in shadow. “I’m looking for the Elliotts.” His accent is southern. He’s come a long way north to be within a stone’s throw of the Scottish border.

“That’s us,” John says.

“I’ve got a package for you.”

“Parcels get left in the box by the farm gate. At the bottom of the hill.”

“I’m supposed to give it to you in person. Special instructions.”

They watch him fetch the package from the back of his bike, his movements unhurried. He hands a cardboard box to John, who passes it to Maggie. It’s unsealed, unmarked, and has some weight to it. Maggie opens the flaps to peer inside and sees another box, this one cuboid and beautifully wrapped in paper and ribbon. An envelope is tucked beside it. Maggie takes it out and retrieves her glasses from her shirt pocket so she can read the small, carefully printed words. “TO JAYNE, RUTH, AND EMILY.”

“This isn’t for us,” she says but as she speaks, she remembers. “The guest who booked the barn this weekend is called Jayne. It must be for her. For them.”

“There’s a note for you, too.” The driver hands over a sheet of paper with typed instructions on it. Maggie reads aloud.

“‘Please discard the cardboard box and place the wrapped present prominently on the kitchen table at Dark Fell Barn, facing the door, and lean the letter against it so it’ll be the first thing my friends see when they enter the room on arrival. It’s a very special surprise so I appreciate your attention to detail. Thank you.’”

It’s not signed. Maggie flips it but there’s nothing on the back.

“Aye, I suppose that’s fine,” she says. Her tension ebbs. Sometimes guests do the strangest things. “We’re on our way up to the barn now.” She still feels a little uneasy but also embarrassed for feeling so fearful earlier.

The biker nods. He closes his visor and is away as suddenly as he arrived, the bike spraying mud in its wake, leaving questions on Maggie’s lips, such as who and where he picked the box up from, and why all the effort to get it here in this way. Not her business, she supposes, but she’s curious about this “special surprise” and its “special instructions.”

“That’s a first,” she says. “How far do you think he came from?”

“We could have killed him.”

John speaks through gritted teeth. He’s angry because the near miss frightened him, Maggie thinks, and she wonders if she should take over the driving, after all, if he’s going to get himself in a state. She’s about to ask, but the words stick in her mouth. Every offer she makes to help him wounds his dignity and it hurts her to inflict pain on him.

Instead, she lifts the parcel and gives it a tentative shake. “The lengths people will go to,” she says. “I hope whatever’s in here is worth the bother.”

John glances over, shakes his head, and mutters something she can’t hear as he fixes his eyes back on the road. She notices him tighten his grip on the wheel, knuckles whitening beneath his thinning skin.

Those hands, she thinks, aware that since his diagnosis she’s been prone to moments of reflection and of nostalgia, but allowing herself the indulgence. What those hands have built and achieved. She loves the liver spots, the tendons like thick string, sees the happy years of her marriage and the challenges of their farming life in them.

But the tight grip on the wheel, the head shaking and the muttering; it’s not him. It’s more change that’s new and troubling. She’s still learning to read his symptoms, and to decipher what they might mean, and she gets a sinking feeling that today might be one of those days where he’s lost to a terrible pessimism.

“What are you shaking your head for?”

“It’s a bad thing. The parcel is.”

“What gives you that idea? How can you possibly know?”

He inclines his head. He knows, he’s saying. She tries to laugh it off, but the sound coming out of her mouth is hollow, and the truth is, she finds herself taking him semi-seriously. John might drown in pessimism or despair, he might exhibit agitation, forgetfulness, and sometimes she thinks he even sees things that aren’t there, all of which is deeply troubling, but she can’t deny that for as long as she’s known him, he’s been able to sense more than the average person.

She touches the back of her neck, seeking any soreness from whiplash. Her cold fingertips trigger a shudder that runs right through her. She thinks about the parcel, about whether it’s a good or a bad thing. After a few silent moments she puts it in the footwell.

The Land Rover lurches and bumps as it climbs the rutted track. Maggie steadies the parcel with her foot when the vehicle’s movement threatens to damage it. If whatever is inside it gets broken, her guests may leave a bad review, and that’s the last thing she and John can afford.

I WROTE THE LETTER AND wrapped the package, taking my time over it, to make sure it looked beautiful. I thought carefully about the instructions for the owners of Dark Fell Barn. And I arranged the delivery meticulously so that it couldn’t be traced back to me.

And now I’ve just received confirmation on my burner phone that both letter and package have been handed over, along with my instructions.

Phew.

It really is a great feeling, mostly comprised of relief, but satisfaction, too, because I take pleasure in planning. You might, I suppose, call me a control freak.

What happens next is out of my hands, though, and my nerves are jangling at the thought. Directing a piece of theater long distance isn’t easy.

I have to hope the Elliotts do as I’ve asked, putting the props precisely in place so that the curtain can rise on Act 1.

OUTSIDE THE CAR, ROWS OF trees crowd the edges of the narrow road, densely packed, trunks straight and foliage overhanging low, absorbing the dying afternoon light. Emily takes out one of her earbuds. “It looks like a fairy tale,” she says.

She clears the hours of silence from her throat, tugs the sleeves of her sweater over her wrists, and wraps her arms tightly around herself. She should ask Jayne or Ruth to turn up the heat, but she’s too shy. They intimidate her with their closeness and the decade they have on her. Emily feels like an imposter.

Jayne, in the driver’s seat, raises her eyebrows. Finally! Emily speaks! she thinks. Emily has been either asleep or plugged in for most of the journey.

“Like a fairy tale in a good way?” Ruth asks, turning round. Emily is a mystery to Ruth and someone Ruth is determined to get to know better over the course of this weekend.

“Not really,” Emily says. The fairy tales that were read to her as a child were terrifying.

Ruth isn’t sure how to respond. Emily’s relative youth sometimes leaves Ruth at a loss for words. It shouldn’t, she knows, but somehow, the ten-year age gap is always there between them, making Ruth afraid that whatever she says will sound patronizing, even though that’s the last thing she means to be. She faces the front again and consults the sat nav.

“Not long until we’re out of the woods,” she says. “Literally. And around fifty minutes until we get there, according to this.”

They’ve been on the road for hours, heading north. Muscles are stiff, minds dull. Ruth insisted on packing lunch for them all, lackluster sandwiches which she apparently made at the crack of dawn. It adds to the school trip feel of the journey for Emily.

As the car breaks out of the forest, light floods the windscreen, and the landscape reveals itself. Jayne smiles for the first time since she woke this morning with Mark’s hand on her flank. She thought at first that he wanted to make love, but it was a more careful touch, an apology. Phone in his other hand, Mark was waking her with the news that he wouldn’t be able to join them on the drive up north today, meaning he would miss the first of their planned three nights away.

Jayne was cross. The news bruised her and so did the row they had over it. They bickered clumsily, both tired and both upset with how the other was taking it, both feeling like the injured party.

But Jayne’s sense of well-being has grown with every mile they’ve traveled north, the banality of the motorway soothing her, happy anticipation of the long weekend ahead reemerging, reframed.

Now the weekend will consist of a girls’ night followed by two nights when all six of them will be together. It’s not what she expected but it’s fine, and she will still be able to surprise Mark, the way she planned to. And as Mark pointed out, perhaps she needs to work on handling change better. And she will. There are always improvements to be made in life and she’s not afraid of putting in the graft.

She focuses on the positives. She’s been looking forward to this weekend for weeks. She needs a break. And it feels as if she’s hardly seen Ruth since Ruth had the baby. It’ll be nice to have time to catch up properly. That’s sometimes easier when the men aren’t with them, dominating the conversation with their in-jokes and reminiscences.

Alone in the back of the car, Emily has fallen quiet again. She blows on the window glass and traces her initials and Paul’s there, with a heart around them. Her nails are manicured and painted a pretty pale blue; the back of her hands tanned. A large emerald on her ring finger is a match for her eyes. Paul held it up beside them when he proposed, comparing the green of the jewel to that of her irises. The smile on his face was so broad and unfiltered that it touched her. He looked like the cat who’d got the cream, which is exactly how she felt.

The idea of being a wife is still thrilling to Emily. She never expected to be married at this age, only twenty-three, especially to a much older husband, but she fell in love, tumbled into it, and so far, it’s been amazing. She adores Paul and adores their life together. And as a bonus she gets to flash that big rock at the doubters, including her mother, who never managed to get a ring on her own finger. After Emily’s dad left them, her mum mostly collected toxic boyfriends, nasty bruises, and a deepening alcohol addiction.

Emily’s breath evaporates from the window, taking the initials and heart with it and the magical memories. Outside the countryside crawls by. Walls and gates, fields and hills. Many black-headed sheep. A horse, waiting for something. So much emptiness. Dull.

Ruth and Jayne are talking about a play that’s on the radio. The play and the conversation sound pretentious and worthy, confirming Emily’s impression that the two of them are boring. Though while she’s got no desire to join in their chat, she wishes that she’d accepted Ruth’s offer to take the passenger seat for the journey. Sitting in back makes her feel even more like a kid.

She wants Jayne to put her foot down and get them to the cottage quicker because she’s fed up with the drive, but the white lines have disappeared from the center of the road and it seems to be constantly narrowing and forcing the car to decelerate. It’s as if the road is taking control.

She puts her earbuds back in and shuts her eyes, thinking of the holiday in the south of France that she and Paul have just returned from. The business-class flights, the hotel, the spa, the sex. It was lush. Paul is perfect. He was a gentleman. She felt like a princess, even when the air hostess gave her that knowing face, as if to say, you’re not the only young thing I’ve seen in this cabin beside an older man, and you won’t be the last. Emily took pleasure in flashing her ring, then.

Marriage isn’t all fun, though. She’s annoyed with Paul today. She wishes he was here with her. If she’s honest it’s more than annoyance. She resents him for insisting he had to work today and for making her come on this long weekend ahead of him, with these other women, whom she barely knows.

“Come on, Em,” he said. “It’s just one night. Make the effort. It’s really important to me that you try to get to know my friends.” Emotional blackmail.

She’s been happy to avoid these women until now, shying away from group nights out or Sunday lunches, feeling acutely that she has nothing in common with them. But there it hung, the implication that Paul would be disappointed in her if she didn’t do what he wanted. So, she agreed. And now she wishes she hadn’t. Especially since the other husbands aren’t here either. Mark and Toby are more fun than their wives, but they couldn’t come either, also at the last minute, so now she faces twenty-four hours in the draining company of Jayne and Ruth. Already, Ruth has been fussy and patronizing, and Jayne has stared at Emily in that penetrating way that makes her feel vacuous and stupid.

She sighs and once again her breath mists the window. She draws another heart. But this time she’s too annoyed with Paul to put their initials inside it.

JOHN’S IMPULSE IS TO TAKE the package back to the farmhouse, to toss it in the dustbin, and to say good riddance to it. He’d like to toss the guests away with it, if such a thing was possible.

This bloody special delivery is yet another display of ridiculousness and arrogance from the people who come up here to stay in the barn, he thinks. They only want to party and to play. They’re totally disconnected from the land that his family have been custodians of for more than a century.

With every set of guests to arrive at Dark Fell Barn over the past year—since Maggie made a website and began to advertise it—John’s unhappiness with the situation has burgeoned along with his sense that something sacred to his family is being invaded. He restored the barn himself, to preserve it for the use of William, his son, and for the generations of Elliotts he hopes will follow.

Hardly a day passes when John doesn’t think of the people who walked his land before him, and of how you should learn from the past, how we are all rooted to it.

The past contains warnings, he believes. You must respect it. In this part of the world, deepest Northumbria, the past is bloody and suffused with myth and history. The rugged beauty might photograph well, but it’s no playground.

He wants to tell Maggie once again that the barn should not be rented out, to press his case urgently, but she’s heard it before, and he can’t stand to see any more sympathy in her eyes. She’ll understand how he feels but she’ll only say, “We can’t vet people before they arrive here,” and “We need the money,” and she’s right so he keeps his mouth shut and concentrates on driving them safely up the track.

The journey up to the barn is difficult. It takes about twenty minutes and the steeper they climb, the more the Land Rover lurches and rolls. Finally, the track curves sharply and they emerge from woodland high in an isolated valley.

You can see for miles, but Dark Fell Barn is the only building in sight. In every direction, below racing clouds, shadow and light play chase across the limitless terrain. Perspective contracts and expands. Layers of detail are shrouded then revealed as conditions change. Colors are fickle, dulling one moment, intensifying the next. Textures look velvety and welcoming, before turning raw and pitiless.

John Elliott has spent his entire life here and loves it with his whole heart. He knows he’s losing his memory and knows that reality, for him, is now warped and no longer easily navigable, and that Maggie is his only anchor to it.

But he makes a daily vow to himself that he will never forget his purpose as custodian of this land.

RAIN HITS THE CAR WINDSCREEN like a handful of pebbles. Ruth, in the passenger seat, flinches and looks behind to check on Emily. Maternal habits are hard to break, even if newly acquired. Ruth’s baby, Alfie, is only six months old and she feels practically rabid with protective hormones, but knows that she mustn’t treat Emily as a child substitute just because she’s so young.

That would be wrong in so many ways. They are three women of equal status, married to best buddies, and Ruth hopes that by the end of the weekend she’ll be able to count Emily as a new friend.

Ruth fires off another text to Toby asking if he’s arrived safely at his sister’s house. He hasn’t replied to any of her recent texts, but he should be there by now, playing the white knight. Like the other two husbands, he found a last-minute reason not to travel up to the barn today and Ruth isn’t happy about it. Long weekends away are a ritual for their gang and this year the talk has been that getting away is more important than ever, in the aftermath of Rob’s death.

So, what a time for Toby to prioritize a sister who never lifts a finger for him! When does he ever prioritize Ruth, his wife? Or, for that matter, their son?

She knows she probably shouldn’t send so many messages—more than ten in the last hour—but it drives her mad how bad Toby is at texting, especially at a time like this when he’ll know full well that she’ll be wanting reassurance.

It’s just not the sort of thing he cares about, though. His phone is an old model he refuses to upgrade. His head is always in his research and as a result he’s disorganized, overly reliant on Ruth to run their lives. She used to love that about him; it made her feel useful, as if she was an excellent supportive wife, and became another area of life that she could excel in. But since the baby it’s become overwhelming.	

Alfie should be waking up from his afternoon nap about now. Since she left home this morning, she’s felt uneasy, unsure whether her mother will have the patience to look after Alfie the way Ruth would like her to.

Ruth stayed up late last night writing pages of notes on how to care for him, covering every eventuality she could think of, but her mother took them from her almost offhandedly and didn’t so much as glance at them. Ruth made her promise she would read them, but who knows if she will. Professor Flora MacNeill always knows best.

Ruth sighs and shifts position. She’s uncomfortable in body as well as in mind. The waistband of her jeans is digging into her. There’s a coffee stain on her cotton top. A quick check in the vanity mirror confirms that her mascara has migrated to stain her cheeks and it resists a tidy-up with a licked finger. She stops trying when the car jolts over a pothole and she almost stabs herself in the eye. She feels mumsy and frumpy by comparison to the other women. Emily is gorgeous, young and svelte. Jayne is whippet thin and super fit, her face bare of cosmetics. She radiates health and certainty.

Jayne turns off the wipers when they start to squeak. The rain has stopped. It was a passing squall, violent but moving swiftly. Nothing to get excited over.

“You okay?” Jayne asks, glancing at Ruth. “You’re frowning.” Jayne is dismayed by how tired and strung-out Ruth seems. Ruth hasn’t been as silent as Emily during this journey but has definitely not been her usual chatty self either. There are bags under her eyes and her skin has a pasty, plump look to it, as if Ruth hasn’t been taking care of herself in the past weeks since Jayne last saw her.

“I’m fine.” Ruth closes the mirror and tries to stretch, forcing her shoulders back, feeling the muscles resist. Jayne is a good friend. Never effusive or excitable but steady and kind. A safe pair of hands. Worth putting on a brave face for. “Looking forward to getting there.”

“Are you worried about leaving Alfie?”

Ruth’s grateful for the question, for Jayne’s thoughtfulness, though it won’t do to admit how deeply anxious she feels. It would be embarrassing in front of Emily. “A bit.”

“He’ll be fine.”

Ruth nods, but gratitude has turned to irritation because the comment smarts. People always give bland rejoinders like that when she verbalizes her worries about the baby. It’s almost a reflex, an automatic response. But what if her worries deserve more serious attention? A follow-up question perhaps? One displaying concern and consideration?

Ruth finds being a new mother the most intimate but also the loneliest of places. She wonders when she last felt she connected to her friends. It was before Alfie was born, certainly. A sense of loss comes with the realization that it’s probably almost a year since she got together with some of them.

Even being back at work at the surgery hasn’t helped her isolation; in fact it’s made it worse. Working full-time, which is necessary because she and Toby need the money, means she lost the mum friends she made during maternity leave because she could no longer make it to their coffee mornings or baby groups.

Her days are packed. She’s either commuting, dropping Alfie at nursery, or at work racing through her patient list and worrying about what she’s missing out on at home. There doesn’t ever seem to be time for casual chats with colleagues or after-work drinks with friends. Everything feels hurried. And she feels permanently inadequate, as if she’s not doing anything well.

She checks her phone. Her mother hasn’t replied to the last text she sent either, but to be fair cell reception is becoming patchy.

Anxiety feels like pressure that germinates in her chest and radiates into every part of her body.

Before she had Alfie, she was enthusiastic about motherhood. Wanted it, looked forward to it, prepared diligently for it, reading every book on babies that she could get her hands on, consulting recent medical research. No detail was too small for her to take seriously; nothing was going to catch her out.

This was how Ruth had always approached life, how she’d achieved her dream of becoming a doctor and how she’d tried to live up to her family’s expectations. Rigor. Attention to detail. Hard work.

She was astounded after Alfie’s birth to find out how useless all her planning was. Instead of having a sense of control, she felt feral and instinctual about motherhood the moment they placed her son on her tummy and everything she’d read suddenly became redundant. It was as if she’d undergone a personality change during his birth.

She became obsessed with the vulnerable flop of his damp head, the delicate folds of his skin, every single detail of him. In the last six months she’s experienced the most powerful feelings she’s ever felt in her life. Sometimes she thinks she could eat Alfie up for dinner and want more of him for dessert. There’s nothing she wouldn’t do for him.

Toby doesn’t feel as strongly about their son. It’s obvious and Ruth resents him for it. It’s driven a wedge between them.

For weeks, she’s been nurturing the hope that this weekend, their first break without the baby, can help them rediscover each other. She’s aching for him to touch her again. It’s been almost a year since they last made love. Toby stopped touching her a few months into her pregnancy. And she misses the intimacy terribly.

The urge to have a drink arrives abruptly and powerfully. Just a small drink. It would take the edge off her worries and help her to get in the mood to party with Jayne and Emily.

She started drinking surreptitiously after Alfie’s birth, during her maternity leave. At first it was a pick-me-up, but soon it was the only thing that held back the feeling that her life was spinning out of her control.

And it didn’t stop when she went back to work when Alfie was eight weeks old. Everything got worse. She found she barely had the attention span to listen to her patients properly and resented how much they both expected and took from her.

She knows she’s got to stop drinking. It’s causing problems. She thinks of the email she received yesterday from the other partners at her surgery and the formal warning it contained about her behavior. She hasn’t told Toby about it yet. Just the thought of it is overwhelming.

And the problem is, she doesn’t know how to stop drinking because increasingly, lately, she’s felt that it’s not just her life that’s out of control, but she herself, as if she’s slipped loose from the moorings that used to keep her stable.

To distract herself from her rising panic and from the stabbing urge to drink, she looks outside, studying the landscape. The view is startling in its immensity. Moorland. Bleak, even at this time of year. Like something out of a gothic novel. She worries she’s been very quiet on the journey. What must the others think of her? She should contribute something positive.

“I’m actually really looking forward to having a fun girls’ night, tonight,” she says. “Just us three. Without the men.”

Ruth looks into the back, to see if Emily heard, but she’s plugged in, eyes shut.

Jayne slows the car to take in the view. The countryside resembles nothing they’re used to in the south of England. It’s wonderful. She feels dwarfed and dazzled by it. The prospect of driving deeper into it thrills her. Mark will love it, as well.

Jayne examines how she feels now about him dropping out at the last minute. Not quite as angry as she was this morning, but not happy.

What she can’t shake is a nagging suspicion. It’s in her nature to question things—in the army she worked in intelligence gathering and lives could be saved or lost depending on the information she acquired, so she was rigorous and second-guessed everything she heard or learned—but the arrangements for this weekend have become such a farce that even the most naïve individual would surely smell a rat.

First Paul texted a few days ago to say he couldn’t be with them at the barn tonight, but that Emily would come anyway, then Toby messaged with a story about his sister. Mark was the third to drop out. His excuse was that a work thing had come up. But surely, it can’t be a coincidence that none of their husbands can be here with them this evening, even though the men are acting as though it is. It’s just such an unlikely scenario.

Don’t you think it’s weird that none of our husbands could come today? she wants to ask, but something stops her. She glances at Ruth then at Emily via the rearview mirror. They probably don’t want to hear it right now. Emily has her earbuds in, anyway. It will only put a damper on things if Jayne mentions it. She imagines that if they have concerns, they’re keeping them to themselves for now, so she should, too.

And Ruth is right. The long and short of it is that they can have fun without the men tonight. Jayne knows she and Ruth can, at any rate; it remains to be seen whether Emily will let her guard down.

The upside is that their husbands will join them before lunch tomorrow and whatever those three have been up to, if they have, will come out somehow. None of the men are great at keeping secrets. They’re too close to one another.

There is someone else missing from their party, but in contrast to how she feels about their husbands, Jayne is secretly pleased about this additional absence.

Edie declined the invitation to join them for the weekend saying that it would be too painful to come without Rob. Everyone understood. Rob’s death has left a hole in all their lives over the past five months, but especially Edie’s. Obviously. Rob and Edie had been a couple since school. Jayne can’t help thinking of their daughter, Imogen. The sight of her at Rob’s funeral was heartbreaking. She was such a daddy’s girl.

Jayne’s kept her relief that Edie didn’t join the party this weekend from Mark and everyone else, because the men all love Edie so much.

But Jayne can’t deny to herself that she’ll find the trip easier without Edie. Whether she’s in a good mood or a bad one, Edie takes up all the oxygen in a room.

“I’m really looking forward to tonight, too,” she says. “Let’s have a blast.”

HERE’S SOMETHING THAT SURPRISES ME: you’d think the fact that I can’t control what happens up at Dark Fell Barn tonight would drive me crazy after all my painstaking planning, but it’s exciting me, making me feel like I’m alive and reassuring me that I can feel something again.

It’s how I know I’m doing the right thing.

Rob has been dead for five months and I’ve been living in a state of numbness. Everyone else has moved on, that’s obvious, even though it’s felt impossible to me. I’ve been the straggler, left behind on my own, my only company the ferocious pain of missing him.

And, of course, Imogen. My daughter. My lifeline. I don’t know what I would have done without her.

Sometimes I go online and find the description of Rob’s death in the North Devon Gazette. It’s a masochistic habit that I can’t seem to kick. I can’t seem to stop wanting to read it, yet I always feel upset by the article’s cold recounting of the “facts.”

NORTH DEVON GAZETTE, FRIDAY, 17 MAY 2019

Robert Porter, 37 years old, has drowned in an accident near Hartland Quay on the North Devon coast. Robert was photographing local wildlife along the coastline on Tuesday when he was cut off by the tide and swept out to sea. Friends raised the alert. Swansea coastguards retrieved a body from the rocks at 6pm on Wednesday. Robert is survived by his wife, Edie, and their daughter, Imogen.

Where are the words that mean something? That convey the enormity of our loss?

If I wrote about Rob dying, I would describe how it’s broken me as completely as the sea broke his body on the rocks. You would learn that I’m still frequently ambushed by grief. That there are times when I imagine it shutting me down internally: the coagulation of my blood, a thickening of my saliva until my mouth can barely open, the softening of my bones into the consistency of milk-soaked bread.

Honestly, since he died, nothing can be the same.

Which is why I’ve done what I’ve done. Imogen and I need a new life.

All being well, the parcel and the letter will soon be in place at the barn and Jayne, Ruth, and Emily won’t be far behind.

DARK FELL BARN IS COMPACT, built from square blocks of local sandstone. A door punctuates the façade, as do four windows, asymmetrically placed and each one different in size to the others. Each pane of glass reflects the restless cloudscape.

John and Maggie get out of the car and she opens the back. The dog jumps down.

“Bring the bags in for me?” she asks.

He nods. Why is she asking? She doesn’t need to. Of course, he’ll do it.

She carries the wrapped parcel into the barn. He’s distracted by the view. Deep in the valley, a tributary catches the sun fleetingly and glints as if it were forked lightning. It’s breathtaking. Is it an omen? As a boy he believed this valley, the most isolated on his family’s land, is where the creatures that his father warned him about lived: bogles and brags, shapeshifters who might trick you or lead you astray. Everything up here can change in an instant.

Beyond, far to the north, a veil of rain obscures a rocky outcrop. Heavy anvil-shaped clouds are gathering behind it, dense enough that it looks to John as if the sky might collapse under their weight. The storm is no more than a few hours away and it’s heading in this direction. They’ll have to get the guests up here before it breaks, or the lane will be impassable.

He follows Maggie into the barn, Birdie at his feet.

“John!” she says. “The bags!”

“What bags?”

“In the car. Can you please bring them in?”

“You only had to ask.”

“I did.”

She didn’t. He’s sure of it. But he hates nothing more than to argue with her.

They work through the chores in the barn in silence. Maggie checks everything John does to make sure it’s perfect; he says nothing but resents it.

She feels tired and uneasy. Today was supposed to be ordinary but everything that’s happened so far seems determined to catch her out. This strange delivery, and even before that John’s behavior. He’s having a bad day.

When everything is dusted, beds made, towels hung, the welcome basket packed with beautifully arranged local produce and placed on the kitchen surface, Maggie takes time to position the letter and the wrapped present on the table, just as instructed. She checks how it looks from the kitchen door, and from the hallway, tweaks the angle slightly and adjusts the envelope so it’s propped a little more upright.

John watches with a bad taste in his mouth. One of the things the people who come here don’t understand, he thinks, is that this barn, with its meter-thick walls, here on the borders of England and Scotland, like all others in this area, was built to protect people and their livestock from invaders. From outsiders.

“Right!” Maggie says. “That’ll do. Time to go back down.”

He nods. Goodbye he says to the barn, but silently. He always does this when he departs, even though he plans to be back up here in a couple of hours, delivering their guests. He considers it a courtesy.

It was as a child that he first heard the walls whisper back: We will protect you. He heard it again, during the long months he spent restoring the place. And he’s heard it since.

But for outsiders, those walls have a different message. He senses the restlessness of the walls when he leaves guests here, and he hears them muttering:

We can contain you. We can teach you.

“WHY CAN’T WE DRIVE UP to the barn ourselves?” Emily asks.

She watches the farmer, John Elliott, put their cases into the back of his Land Rover. The farmhouse looks well-kept, but mud slicks the yard and she’s afraid it’s not just mud, but shit. She hardly dares inhale in case a stink hits the back of her throat.

“You’ll see,” he says. Or, at least, that’s what she thinks he says. His accent is strangely singsong to her ears and difficult to understand.

“The track up to the barn isn’t passable with a normal car,” Jayne explains, like a know-it-all. “You need a four-wheel drive. They say it on their website. The link I sent you?”

Emily nods but the truth is, she didn’t get past the lack of an en suite bathroom before clicking away from the barn’s primitive little website, in despair.

The farmer offers her a hand to help her up.

“I’m fine,” she says. She tries to smile at him, but the effort dies on her lips. She feels intimidated by his gruff demeanor and his swarthiness and is a little repelled by his weathered hand.

The interior of the Land Rover is basic and not all that clean, the bench seat hard. Emily perches on it, wriggling to fit in beside the bags, and straps in. Ruth gets up with a grunt, accepting help from Mr. Elliott. He shuts the door.

Ruth makes a freaked-out face at Emily and in spite of herself Emily can’t help smiling back, grateful that she’s not the only one finding everything rough around the edges. Jayne doesn’t look bothered, in fact she looks like she’s relishing everything as she climbs in the front beside Mr. Elliott, but then she and Mark are outdoorsy types. Rain slides down the windscreen.

John Elliott drives aggressively. The pitch and roll of the car makes the journey feel more like sea travel than four-wheel travel. In the front, Jayne’s hand is clamped onto an overhead safety bar. Emily feels as if her internal organs are being redistributed.

Ruth tucks her arms beneath her breasts to stop them bouncing painfully and makes another face. Emily giggles, she doesn’t mean to, it just bursts out of her, and, bracing her elbows against the back of the seat to stabilize herself, cups each of her own boobs with a palm. Her laughter is infectious, Ruth catches it, and it quickly escalates into hysteria, which both try to manage silently, as if they’re naughty schoolkids afraid of being told off by the adults in the front.

They’re no longer smiling by the time they arrive at Dark Fell Barn but desperate for the drive to end. The rain has eased but the wind whips at them as they get down from the Land Rover and buffets them as they take in their surroundings.

“Talk about the definition of off-grid.” Ruth raises her voice a little to be heard. She links an arm through Jayne’s. “Well done, Jayney. You’ve exceeded expectations.” For years, the men have been pushing for these weekends to be spent in more and more remote locations. Jayne has taken them further than they’ve ever been.

They stare out at the landscape, at the absolute desolation of the place. Jayne’s sense of satisfaction burgeons. Ruth can feel panic gnawing at her. She checks her phone. No reception whatsoever. She’d been warned, but it felt easier to cope with in theory. Mr. Elliott has carried their bags inside and is about to leave. She has a strong urge to get into the Land Rover with him and tell him to take her back down to the farmhouse. She’ll go home, collect Alfie from her mother. It’s on the tip of her tongue to call out to Mr. Elliott to stop and wait for her but the shame of being a quitter and the feeling of Jayne’s arm linked through hers stops her.

AS JOHN ELLIOTT DRIVES BACK down to the farmhouse, he has thoughts about their newest guests. They told him their names and he’s already forgotten them, but their faces are clear in his head.

Only one of the women might be worthy of Dark Fell Barn, the one who rode in the front with him. Maggie told him she made the booking. He liked her steady, serious face, plain and pale, open somehow, the flinty gray eyes that narrowed in awe as she took in the sight of the barn and the view. In the car, she had sensible, respectful questions about the history of the area, wondering about the location of the ancient burial chambers that can be found up here, the Neolithic remains. She knew the correct term for them was barrows and he appreciated that. She was dressed appropriately, too, unlike the other two who will spend the weekend cold and burn too much wood trying to warm themselves.

The youngest is a slip of a creature, with flaming red hair, the sort who doubtless barely eats. She wore flimsy clothes, full makeup, and dangling earrings and a watch so expensive it should have stayed at home. She’s noticeably younger than the others and it makes him wonder for the first time what the absent husbands are like, why they’re not here with their wives, who they are. When she took off her dark glasses, he saw that the green of her eyes was watery, and he thought they carried a flinch deep in them the way it lurks in the eyes of wild animals.

The third woman wore tight clothes, though they were not clothes designed to be worn that way. He suspected she had grown too large for them. Her hair curled, dark and unbrushed, as if it belonged to someone wilder, yet everything about her seemed soft and tamed. She looked ready to bolt from the moment they arrived. Preoccupation hovered around her like a cloud of midges. She must have left her mind or her heart behind at home. Her chatter didn’t disguise it from John. Among the expressions of delight and thanks there were too many questions about what they should do if something went wrong.

“Don’t leave the barn in the dark,” he said. It was all they needed to know.

They’re on their own, now.

EMILY WATCHES JOHN ELLIOTT DRIVE away. The clock’s ticking, she thinks, until Paul gets here. I just have to endure this. Wind hurtles up the valley and whistles around the barn. It’s too much for Emily; it feels as if its prodding through every seam in her clothing and it pulls her hair out of its topknot, lashing strands of it across her face. She has not dressed or packed for this weather. It feels more like winter than the start of autumn.

She takes shelter in the doorway of Dark Fell Barn. Framed by the thick walls, she feels small and intimidated by the building. There’s something unyielding about it. Stubborn and cold. She shudders.

Jayne and Ruth stand on the patch of ground in front of the barn, their backs to Emily, looking out over the wide beyond. She notes their linked arms and how they’re shoulder to shoulder. It’s hard not to feel jealous of their friendship.

Emily slips into the barn.

She sees the present immediately. It’s at the far end of the hallway, on the kitchen table. With its shiny wrapping it almost seems to wink at her out of the gloom of the barn’s interior. It looks like a shiny beacon amid the muted tones and old surfaces. Emily walks briskly down the hallway toward it and her heart fills up as she does. This is just the sort of gesture that Paul makes: a thoughtful surprise, something to let you know he’s thinking of you or that he’s sorry.

She touches the present, runs the lovely ribbons through her fingers, and picks up the envelope. It’s addressed to all three of them.

She’s slightly disappointed that it’s not addressed to her alone, but Paul’s fair as well as generous. He wouldn’t want to play favorites. She glances back over her shoulder. The front door’s ajar, and the others are still standing where they were before, looking at the view. She doesn’t think she needs to wait for them to open this. It can be her treat.

She smiles as she opens the letter.

Hi Ladies,

Your weekend starts here! I hope you have a great time!

I didn’t come along because I know I’m not welcome.

This is goodbye. I’m going away.

But I wouldn’t want you to forget me.

By the time you read this, I’ll have killed one of your husbands.

E

IT’S DIFFICULT TO CONCENTRATE ON driving when all I can think about is what might or might not be happening up north. My calm has evaporated and I’m stressing that the owners of the barn didn’t put the parcel and letter in the right place, that the drama of the moment I choreographed won’t unfold the way I want it to.

I try to quell my nerves by imagining what might happen after the wives have read the letter and opened the gift. It works, a little. I feel a little nub of excitement in the pit of my gut when I think of what their reactions might be.

When my phone rings, the sound slices right through me. It can’t be the burner and it shouldn’t be my personal phone either. Unless—

My blood runs cold. I’ve made a rookie error. Stupid, stupid me. I meant to turn off my phone when I made this journey, so I couldn’t be traced. I can’t pull over here so with one hand on the wheel, eyes half on the road, I reach across to the passenger seat and scrabble through my bag, finding my phone just as it goes to voicemail.

I see it was Imogen calling and the phone almost slips through my sweaty fingers. She shouldn’t be ringing now. I have her schedule memorized and right at this moment she should be rehearsing for the final performance at her music camp, which I’m so looking forward to watching.

What if something’s wrong?

I’ve been thinking so much lately about Imogen. I always longed for a daughter of my own, longed so hard that it hurt.

I pull over into a layby created by an entrance to a field. My nerves are skittering all over the place. I must call her back. Ignoring her or returning her call later isn’t an option because I promised myself that I would never let her down again.

Plus, I might as well use my phone now that it’s pinged every tower between here and the city. That’s a problem I’ll have to figure out how to deal with later.

Imogen picks up instantly.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Can you come and collect me early?” Her words are rushed and tense, simmering with emotion, as if she’s on the brink of a meltdown. What the hell has happened? She was fine when I spoke to her yesterday. I pinch the top of my nose, a useless gesture I make when I feel a migraine coming on.

“Why? What happened?”

“I nearly did it again.”

“What do you mean?” I think I know. I feel as if someone has poured icy water over me.

“I wanted to cut myself.”

My gut takes a swan dive. I have longed for her to confide in me more this year. And now she finally does, it’s this unbearable thing. “Oh, no,” I breathe.

She talks over me. “I can’t keep up in rehearsal because I’m rubbish and I feel like I’m letting everyone down. Can you come and get me? Now?” She starts to cry and chokes on her sobs.

“Please don’t say these things.” It hurts me physically when she talks like this. “You’re brilliant. A star. Everybody says so.”

I mean every word. If your child makes music the way my girl does, it can make your heart bloom, even if you’ve been through the longest, darkest few months imaginable. I’m not someone who cries much, especially not in public, but the last time I watched Imogen play, I blubbed until my face was red and ugly and didn’t care who stared.

Rob felt the same. Her concerts made a mess of him.

“What about your final performance?” I ask. It’s tomorrow night. I plan to be there. Front row.

Imogen’s sobbing escalates, becoming such a broken sound that I feel as if it might shatter me, too. But all the closeness we had when she was younger suddenly feels tantalizingly within reach, if I can just support her now, in the right way.

“I can’t. Please don’t make me stay. Everyone made fun of me at rehearsal today.”

“What? Why?” It’s impossible to keep the anger out of my voice, but I could wring the necks of whichever spotty little—

“I kept messing up,” she says. “I left early. It was then I got the urge to cut.”

“But you didn’t?” The thought of her taking a blade to her skin is horrific. I’ve had nightmares about it since it first happened, soon after Rob died. She told me after the fact, refused to show me the scars on her stomach, she was so ashamed of what she’d done. She was also terrified, she told me, that she wouldn’t be able to stop doing it. And here we are.

“No,” she says.

The relief is incredible. I let my forehead rest on the steering wheel, grateful she can’t see me. “That’s awesome and it’s also awesome that you’re sharing this with me and not keeping it to yourself. I’m coming now. Pack up, tell whoever you need to tell, and I’ll be there as fast as I can. Five at the latest, I would hope.”

“See you,” she says and the gratitude in her voice is beautiful to hear.

This is unexpected. My plans for today will have to change, but it’s also a sign that I’ve made the right decision to prioritize Imogen.

I reach to turn on the ignition and as I do I get a whiff of something that brings me a feeling of dread. I sniff. Is that?

It’s a nasty, organic, catch the back of your throat stink.

Fuck.

I sniff again and glance in the rearview mirror. I should check, but I can’t bring myself to open the boot until I absolutely must. And what if someone drove past and saw me and thought something was wrong? Pulled over? Offered help?

I try to breathe through my panic and tell myself things are not falling apart. I turn on the engine so I can roll down the window. A deeper sniff triggers a retch reflex because the stink is overwhelming, but I feel like the luckiest person in the world because it’s definitely a countryside smell coming from outside my vehicle. Strong, repulsive, but fine by me because for a moment there, I thought it was something else.

Which would have been horribly problematic, because I don’t have time to get rid of the body before I collect Imogen.

MAGGIE WAITS ANXIOUSLY FOR JOHN to return from dropping the women at the barn. She had planned to drive the guests up there herself, but he’d got ahead of her and had the Land Rover keys in his hand and how could she take them from him in front of their guests?

The three women seemed nice enough. And determined to have a good time in the absence of their husbands. To make the best of it. “We’ll bring the men up to you as soon as they arrive tomorrow morning,” Maggie reassured them.

She chases the chickens back into their coop, enjoying the feathery rush of them around her legs.

Maggie’s worries seem insurmountable some days. She often wonders what will happen to the farm when John’s health declines further. Maggie can’t manage it on her own. She’s spoken to their son, William, about it. He’s a police constable and loves his job. He has to think about whether he can give up all that he’s achieved to come back here and farm. She senses that in his heart he doesn’t want to, but he’s attached to the land as much as she and John are, so there’s hope.

And then there’s the not knowing how quickly John’s health will decline. Do they need to act soon, or will he maintain a manageable level of function for a year or more?

John is in denial, but his symptoms have gained in frequency and intensity lately, just the way the doctor warned that they might. There are the memory problems, bursts of emotional aggression, moments of confusion, lapses of judgment, repetitive conversations, and the obsessive thinking. He’s taken especially against having guests in Dark Fell Barn. It’s becoming a real worry.

This morning, something new happened that troubled her. She didn’t have a chance to process it in the moment because she was too busy getting everything ready for the barn. But she pauses to think about it now. It occurs to her that perhaps it explains why she felt so uneasy when the biker arrived. Why the day had already gone awry.

John hallucinated. He claimed to see a figure walking away from him, through the morning mist, a tall figure. He described it in detail. “Shapeshifter,” he said.

“John,” she replied. “There’s nothing there, love.”

He stared into the mist for a long time and had tears in his eyes when he turned back to her. “But it was so beautiful,” he said. “I’ve been wanting to see one of those all my life.”

He talked about it more, conjuring up images from folklore, stories his dad told him, and that he had, in turn, told William, and she humored him at first as she worked to pack up the bed linen, thinking that might be the best response, certainly the easiest, until he said, “Perhaps it’s a sign that we shouldn’t let the guests stay at the barn tonight. A warning.”

“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous,” she snapped.

He fell quiet and didn’t mention it again. The incident seemed to have slipped through the holes in his memory after only a few minutes. For once, she felt grateful for his forgetfulness.

What’s bothering her is the fact that their previous guests left the barn early, saying they felt freaked out up there, frightened by what they described as terrifying noises in the night.

Maggie couldn’t think what they’d heard but refunded them all their money to appease them and prevent bad reviews. The barn is a crucial source of income. They’ll need it if they want to be able to stay here when John gets worse. Leaving really would be the death of him. In his right mind, or not, she can’t imagine him living out his days in a bungalow on a handkerchief-sized piece of land, or in some kind of nursing home. No, she’ll have to do everything she can to keep them both here. She’ll look after him.

But she can’t deny that since that incident at the barn, she’s nursed a worry about the coincidence of the guests leaving in fright and John getting himself worked up about people staying there.

And there’s the fact that he’s in and out of the farmhouse more than he used to be, especially in the evenings.

She lets herself into the kitchen and its familiar scents and sights envelop her like a hug, cheering her up. She’ll make bread tonight, she decides. That’ll be nice. Supper is cold cuts and cheese but fresh bread with it will be lovely. There’s time. The thought grounds her. She loves this room. So much of their life has played out here. She’ll also light a fire this evening. First one of autumn. It’s cold enough. Hopefully her guests will do the same.

As she lays kindling in the old fireplace, her worries fade, and her common sense regroups. Her kind, tender husband cannot be in the business of terrorizing guests. That’s as much a nonsense as some of the things he says these days. She should know better. She’s letting her own anxiety get out of hand and it’s not fair to him, or her. One of them needs to keep a level head to cope with what’s coming.

She starts to gather what she’ll need for breadmaking. It soothes her.

Whatever John’s state of mind, she still intends for them to travel further into old age together in the same gentle manner that they’ve lived their lives so far.

She hears the Land Rover and relief floods her. Birdie stands by the door, tail wagging, waiting to greet John. But he doesn’t come in. After a while Maggie goes out into the yard and calls for him, but she gets no reply. He’s taken off somewhere on foot, she supposes, and her anxiety bites harder than it did before.

THE LETTER FALLS FROM EMILY’S hand and floats to the floor. Her scream is loud enough to be heard outside. She steps away from the parcel, fearful of what’s in it, her eyes locked onto it until footfalls prompt her to turn to the door. Her face is a picture of shock and fear.

“What’s wrong?” Jayne is first into the room, first to retrieve the letter. Ruth reads it over her shoulder.

“What is this?” Ruth says. “This is horrible.” Her voice rises in pitch. “Is this from Edie?”

They all know that it is.

The edge of the paper crumples beneath Jayne’s fingertips. She lays the letter down on the table. Emily hands her the envelope. “It came in this.”

They look at it, then contemplate the parcel. They can almost imagine it has a pulse, that it might start to throb.

Ruth feels fear gathering in her gut as if something inevitable is coming or has come to a head. Could Toby be in danger? The letter implies murder. There’s no doubt about it. She pictures him. He would be so surprised to be killed, she thinks, because he’s so affable. He’s the good guy, the friendly art history professor.

She tells herself off for even having this thought. Who thinks such a thing in such a moment? Why has her mind gone so
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