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About the Book

Over five novels and two collections of stories Tessa Hadley has earned a reputation as a fiction writer of remarkable gifts, and been compared with Elizabeth Bowen and Alice Munro. In her new novel three sisters and a brother meet up in their grandparents’ old house for three long, hot summer weeks.  The house is full of memories of their childhood and their past – their mother took them there when she left their father – but now they may have to sell it. And under the idyllic surface, there are tensions.

Roland has come with his new wife and his sisters don’t like her. Kasim, the twenty-year-old son of Alice’s ex-boyfriend, makes plans to seduce Molly, Roland’s teenage daughter. Fran’s children uncover an ugly secret in a ruined cottage in the woods. Passion erupts where it’s least expected, blasting the quiet self-possession of Harriet, the oldest sister. A way of life – bourgeois, literate, ritualised – winds down to its inevitable end.

With uncanny precision and extraordinary sympathy, Tessa Hadley charts the squalls of lust and envy disrupting this ill-assorted house party, as well as the consolations of memory and affection, the beauty of the natural world, the shifting of history under the social surface. From the first page the reader is absorbed and enthralled, watching a superb craftsman at work.


About the Author

Tessa Hadley is the author five highly praised novels, Accidents in the Home, which was shortlisted for the Guardian First Book Award, Everything Will Be All Right, The Master Bedroom, The London Train and Clever Girl, and two collections of stories, Sunstroke and Married Love. She lives in London and is Professor of Creative Writing at Bath Spa University. Her stories appear regularly in the New Yorker and other magazines.
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One

ALICE WAS THE first to arrive, but she discovered as she stood at the front door that she had forgotten her key. The noise of their taxi receding, like an insect burrowing between the hills, was the only sound at first in the still afternoon, until their ears got used to other sounds: the jostling of water in the stream that ran at the bottom of the garden, a tickle of tiny movements  in the hedgerows and grasses. At least it was an afternoon of balmy warmth, its sunlight diffused because the air was dense with seed floss, transparent-winged midges, pollen; light flickered on the grass, and under the silver birch leaf-shadows shifted, blotting their penny-shapes upon one another. Searching through her bag Alice put on a show of amusement and scatty self-deprecation. She was famously hopeless with keys. She had come with a young man who was her ex-boyfriend’s son and on the train she had been preoccupied with the question of what stage of life she was at, whether people seeing them would think Kasim was her lover, or her child – though he wasn’t either. Now he walked away from her around the house without saying anything, and she thought that this mishap with the keys had shrivelled her in his opinion, he was bored already. They were in the country, in the middle of nowhere, with no way back; the house was set behind a cluster of houses on a no through road where there was no café or pub or even shop where they could pass the time.

Behind her smiles she raged at Kasim for a moment. She wished now that she hadn’t brought him. It had been a careless suggestion in a moment of feeling bountiful, having this place to offer; she hadn’t really expected him to take her up on it and had been flattered when he did. But if she had been alone the keys wouldn’t have mattered. It would have been a kind of bliss, even, to be shut out from the responsibility of opening up the house and making it ready for the others. She could have dropped onto the grass in the sunshine. She could have let go her eternal vigilance and fallen deep down here, in this place, Kington, of all places, into sleep, the real thing, the sleep that she was always seeking for and could never quite get. Alice was forty-six, dark, soft, concentrated yet indefinite – she could look like a different person in different photographs. Her complex personality was diffuse, always flying away in different directions, like her fine hair, which a man had once described as prune-coloured; it was soft and brown like the inside of prunes, and she wore it curling loose on her shoulders.

The house was a white cube two storeys high, wrapped round on all four sides by garden, with French windows and a veranda at the back and a lawn sloping to a stream; the walls inside were mottled with brown damp, there was no central heating and the roof leaked. On the mossy roof slates, thick as pavings, you could see the chisel marks where the quarrymen had dressed them two hundred years ago. Alice and Kasim stood peering through the French windows: the interior seemed to be a vision of another world, its stillness pregnant with meaning, like a room seen in a mirror. The rooms were still furnished with her grandparents’ furniture; wallpaper glimmered silvery behind the spindly chairs, upright black-lacquered piano and bureau. Paintings were pits of darkness suspended from the picture rail. Alice had told her therapist that she dreamed about this house all the time. Every other house she’d lived in seemed, beside this one, only a stage set for a performance.

Kasim didn’t care about not getting inside; vaguely he was embarrassed because Alice had made a fool of herself. He wasn’t sure how long he would stay anyway, and had only come to get away from his mother, who was anxious because he wasn’t studying – at the end of his first year at university he was bored. He imagined he could smell the room’s musty old age through the glass; the carpet was bleached and threadbare where the sun patched it. When he found a cheerfully shabby grey Renault parked on the cobbles beside the outhouses he called to Alice. Alice didn’t drive and couldn’t tell one car from another, but looking inside she knew it must belong to Harriet, her older sister. There was a box with maps in it on the back seat, and next to it on a folded newspaper a pair of shoes neatly side by side, with one striped sock tucked into the top of each. — I know exactly what she’s done, she said. — Arrived here and left the car and gone straight off for a walk before the rest of us got here. She’s that sort of person. She loves nature and communes with it, in a principled way. She thinks I’m frivolous.

The little display of ordered privacy made Harriet seem vulnerable to Alice; it touched and irritated her.

— Perhaps your sister forgot her key too.

— Harriet’s never forgotten anything in her life.

Because they couldn’t get inside the house, Alice felt obliged to go on showing things to Kasim. She took him into the churchyard through a keyhole gap in a stone wall in the back garden. Her grandfather had been the minister here. The house and the church stood together on the rim of a bowl of air scooped deep between the surrounding hills, and buzzards floated on thermals in the air below them. The ancient stubby tower of the church, blind without windows, seemed sunk in the red earth; the nave was disproportionately all window by contrast, and the clear old quavering glass made its stone walls appear weightless – you saw straight through to the green of trees on the far side. In the churchyard the earth was upheaved as turbulently as a sea by all the burials in it, and overgrown at one end with tall hogweed and rusty dock. Her grandparents’ grave, red granite, still looked shiny-new after a quarter of a century. Her grandfather had been very high church, Alice said: incense and the Authorised Version and real hell, or at least some complicated clever kind of hell.

— He was a very educated man, and a poet. A famous poet.

Kasim was studying economics, he didn’t care about poetry – though he didn’t care much about economics either. Loose-jointed, he ambled after Alice round the churchyard, hands in pockets, only half-interested, head cocked to listen to her. Alice always talked a lot. Kasim was very tall and much too thin, with brown skin and a big nose lean as a blade; his smudged-black eyes drooped eloquently at the corners, the lower lids purplish, fine-skinned; his blue-black hair was thick as a pelt. He was completely English and unmistakeably something else too – his paternal grandfather, a Punjabi judge, had been married briefly to an English novelist. Now Alice was worrying that he would find the country tedious; somehow this hadn’t occurred to her when she’d invited him in London. What she loved best in Kington was doing nothing – reading or sleeping. It was obvious now they’d arrived that this wouldn’t be enough for Kasim, and she sagged under her responsibility to entertain him. Because he was young and she was forty-six, she was afraid of failing to interest him; she would be crushed if he didn’t like it here. Alice was painfully stalled by beginning to lose her looks. She had always believed that it was her personality and intelligence which gave her what power she had. Her looks she had taken for granted.

Fran – Alice’s other sister, the youngest of the four siblings – arrived next with her children, Ivy and Arthur, nine and six. They’d had an awful journey, the traffic had been hell and Ivy had been carsick. She’d had to sit with a plastic bowl on her knees, and her face – thin, prim mouth and sharp points of nose and chin, high forehead – was drained theatrically white behind her freckles. Trailing into the back garden from the car, through the stone archway overgrown with an aged white rambler rose, the children looked like remnants from an old-fashioned play: Ivy was dressed in a long Victorian skirt of khaki silk with ruffles, and a pink-sequinned top. She was usually running some imaginary other world in her head. Her stories weren’t dramas with plots and happenings, they were all ambience – and she loved Kington because here her inner life seemed to touch the outer world at every point. She advanced across the grass into her dream: the old house dozed in the sunshine, and its French windows under their little canopy of dun lead, burdened with clematis montana, might have opened onto any scene of royalty or poetry or tragic forbearance.

Arthur was wearing everyday shorts and a tee shirt but he was frail and exquisite, with translucent skin and blue veins at his temples; he looked more like a part in one of Ivy’s stories than she ever did. Although Fran was resolutely not sentimental, she couldn’t bear to cut Arthur’s silky pale-gold hair, which had grown down below his shoulders. Fran herself was stocky and definite, freckled, tawny hair chopped off in a neat bob, her green top stretched tight across her breasts and stomach.

— Thank goodness you’ve come, cried Alice, arriving in the keyhole gap from the churchyard. — I’ve forgotten my keys!

— I was terribly sick, Ivy announced. — I had to have a bowl.

— You should have heard the fuss. You’d have thought it was terminal. Doesn’t Harriet have keys? Her car’s here.

— The car was here when we arrived. She must have gone off for a walk.

— Oh well, at least there’s you – I could do with a hand unpacking all this shopping. You’re looking nice. How slim you are! I’m jealous.

She admired Alice’s white dress patterned with blue flowers, her tan, painted toenails, clever sandals. — I wish I had the time to spare for all of that.

Alice said she felt terrible that Fran had had to do the shopping. But she couldn’t have brought it on the train, and they somehow couldn’t have asked Roland to shop, could they, as they hadn’t met his new wife yet? And Harriet would have been too abstemious. Fran reassured her that she hadn’t been abstemious at all; Harriet would be horrified when they divvied the costs up later. Kneeling on the tufty rough grass, Alice hugged the children: Ivy holding herself stiffly, convalescent, and Arthur leaning into the kiss, liking the perfumed soft warmth of women. The grass had been cut for their coming by the neighbour who kept up the garden for them, and the grass cuttings strewn all around them were turning to dead straw, smelling sweetly rotten. Fran remembered there were spare keys in one of the outhouses anyway.

— Oh well, it didn’t matter. We’ve been in the churchyard together, visiting graves.

— Who’s we?

She was so sure she’d mentioned bringing Kasim. — Dani’s son. You’ll really like him. I left him meditating on a tomb or something.

— But Alice! You’re the one who said only family.

— He’s almost family! You met him – don’t you remember? – when he was a beautiful little boy, just about yesterday. Now he’s a beautiful young man – isn’t it frightening?

— You didn’t mention it, Fran said.

— And where’s Jeff?

Standing over her sister on the lawn, laden with plastic carriers, Fran paused for a dramatic effect that was very like her daughter. She was forceful where Alice was diffuse; her eyes had distinctive shallow lids which made her look as if all her awareness was out on the surface, with nothing hidden. — Guess what. At the last minute, Jeff couldn’t make it.

— Fran, you’re kidding? I thought he’d really promised this time.

— He really did promise. But he’s crap.

Jeff pretended he’d forgotten all about the holiday, Fran said, though it had been arranged for months. He’d booked in gigs for the whole time they were supposed to be away, without telling her; he said might be able to clear some time to come down for a few days. She had told him not to bother. Alice exclaimed and commiserated, though warily, because sometimes when she’d criticised Jeff, Fran had taken offence and begun defending him. And Alice liked him anyway, she was sorry he hadn’t come. This really was the last straw, Fran insisted, keeping her voice low to spare the children. It was all over between her and Jeff, she’d had enough. Alice had heard that before as well.

Fran unlocked the front door and the sisters stood hesitating on the brink of the interior for a moment, preparing themselves, recognising what they had forgotten while they were away from it – the under-earth smell of imprisoned air, something plaintive in the thin light of the hall with its grey and white tiled floor and thin old rugs faded to red-mud colour. There was always a moment of adjustment as the shabby, needy actuality of the place settled over their too-hopeful idea of it. Fran began unpacking the shopping in the kitchen, which was the least nice room of the house, unchanged since the nineteen seventies when their grandmother in a fit of modernisation had put in wood veneer wall cabinets and a sink unit and linoleum and an electric stove – at least she had preserved the old dresser built along one wall. Pans and basins left in certain cupboards grew black mould and were sticky with cobwebs, and there were always mouse droppings. Because the kitchen was between the dining room at the front of the house, and the long sitting room which ran all the way across the south-facing back, it was dark, with a neon strip light, and its side window looked out onto a scullery and outhouses.

Their brother Roland’s previous wife, Valerie – she had been his second – had seemed to spend all her time in Kington describing her plans for improving it, although she was always reassuring them how much she loved the place. They should make a new kitchen which opened into the garden, she said; put in central heating and more bathrooms. Everyone agreed with her but nothing was changed. There was no money to change anything anyway.

Ivy settled beside Kasim where he lay flat among the plumy grasses in the churchyard with his eyes closed. She stretched out her legs alongside his, arranging her long skirt carefully so that only her patent leather shoes poked out, two upright black exclamations, from under its hem. Propped on one elbow, leaning earnestly over him, she ran through her usual repertoire of topics – school, Arthur, the Victorians, food she hated – testing to see what might amuse him. Without opening his eyes Kasim felt for cigarettes in his trouser pockets and then for a lighter. She followed the ritual application of the flame and the first deep-drawn inhalation with respectful interest.

— Watch out, she said. — It would be quite easy to set fire to this dry grass.

He opened one eye to look at her then closed it again.

— My mum doesn’t like smoking. She says it gives you cancer.

— Wherever did she get that idea?

Kasim’s offhandedness didn’t put Ivy off – in fact he was beginning to impress her. She supposed he was her aunt Alice’s new boyfriend, and might be the best so far. Most of the adult behaviour children saw, it occurred to her, was carefully infantilised for their benefit – like smoking, which she knew her daddy did, but never where they could see it. Idling, Kasim took out his phone to check his emails.

— You won’t get a signal here, she said importantly. — There’s only one place, and even then it depends what network you’re on. You have to cross into that field with the cows in and then walk up to the gate at the top and sit on it. It’s the only way.

Kasim swore – incredulously rather than because he really cared. Perhaps you weren’t supposed to swear in front of children, but Ivy was unblinking as if she heard fuck every day of her life. He quite liked the idea of dropping off the edge of communication into nowhere, where his friends couldn’t find him, nor his father or mother – who were divorced – nor the girl he was half-heartedly half-involved with. The buzzing, rustling summer afternoon, too hot for birdsong, swelled louder and more invitingly in his ears now that he knew it couldn’t be cut across by any mediated connectedness. He was going to ground, he decided, and enjoyed feeling the hard flank of the ground, not at all accommodating, moulded underneath him where he lay. On the other hand, it was irritating that there were children here. Children didn’t amuse him. It seemed only yesterday that he was a child himself, he could remember it only too well.

Alice went round the house to air it, singing and opening doors and windows. She was all right now she was inside. Leaning out of an upstairs bedroom she called and waved to Kasim coming through from the churchyard; he was trying to shake off Ivy who followed close behind. He waved back without unplugging his cigarette. Turning away from him into the room again, Alice was subject to a leap of promise that had no relation to Kasim or to anyone, certainly not to Dani: light moving on pink wallpaper, the dark bulk of a wardrobe in the corner of her vision, the children’s voices from outside, the room’s musty air and its secrets, a creak of floorboards – these aroused a memory so piercing and yet so indefinite that it might have only been a memory of a dream. There was summer in the dream, and a man, and some wordless, weightless signal of affinity passing between him and her, with everything to play for. This flare of intimation buoyed Alice up and agitated her, more like anticipation than recollection. Love seemed again luxuriant and possible – as if something lay in wait. She went along the landing breathless, and aware of her heart beating.

Upstairs the house was always full of light, changing dramatically according to the weather. Its design was very simple: a single flight of wide, shallow stairs rose to a long landing with a white-painted balustrade; at each end of the landing, at the centre of the front and back elevations of the house, there rose the tall arched windows that were its distinctive beauty from inside and out. In the front bedroom that was always hers, Alice knelt at the bookshelf – guiltily aware all the time of Fran  at work downstairs. The house was full of children’s books – not only from her own and her siblings’ childhood, but from their dead mother’s too. Bookplates, with Alice’s name written in the shakily flowing cursive she’d been taught at school, were pasted inside the cover of all hers, with dates. As if in a form of divination she opened one at random – E. Nesbit’s The Wouldbegoods – and read a page or two. And then we saw a thing that was well worth coming all that way for; the stream suddenly disappeared under a dark stone archway, and however much you stood in the water and stuck your head down between your knees you could not see any light at the other end. The very weight of the book in her hands, and the thick good paper of the pages as she turned them, and the illustrations with the boys in their knickerbockers and the girls in pinafores, seemed to bring back other times – the time when she had first read this, and behind that the time when such children might have existed.

Fran was chopping onions in the kitchen sink when Alice came in looking for scissors, wanting to cut flowers in the garden.

— When you decided to invite Kasim, Fran said, — where exactly were you planning for him to sleep?

Alice was blithe. — Don’t worry, there’s plenty of room. She banged through the drawers in vain, looked hopelessly around her. — Don’t we have scissors?

Fran lifted them from their place hanging on a row of wall-hooks, and handed them over. — I mean, I presume that he’s not in with you.

— For god’s sake! Kasim’s something like my stepson, almost.

— Only asking. I never know with you.

— I’m an ancient old woman, as far as he’s concerned. The children adore him, by the way. Everywhere he goes, they go in procession after him. Kasim has his hands in his pockets and now Arthur’s copying him. He looks so sweet.

— Is there room then? Fran persisted, bent over her peeling. — Molly has to have a room of her own, obviously. She’s not a child any longer.

Alice was forced to start counting up bedrooms and beds on her fingers. — Oh dear. I’d forgotten Molly.

— Roland and whatever her name is, the new wife. You, Kasim, Harriet. Molly. That’s five bedrooms. There are only six. It means I have to sleep in with the children, in the bunk-bed room.

— Oh Fran, that’s awful. You need a break more than any of us. You need your privacy. No. I’ll sleep with them instead, it’s all my fault. I don’t mind, really.

— Don’t be silly, Fran said flatly, punishingly. — You know that isn’t ever going to happen.

Penitent, Alice got out their grandmother’s vases from the scullery and filled them with water on the kitchen table. — Right in my way, Fran grumbled when she was out of earshot. Alice brought in roses and montbretia and purple linaria from the garden, where only the toughest plants survived their long absences. Then she put flowers out all round the house – a posy for every dressing table, white roses and ferns for the new wife. She arranged the supermarket fruit in bowls. Fran had brought new tea towels in bright colours. Rooms filled with the smells of cooking. In between their visits it was as if the empty house lapsed into a kind of torpor, and was frigid and reluctant at first when they had to rouse it back to life.

Harriet came through the churchyard and paused at the keyhole gap to brace herself for the end of her solitude. Her afternoon filled her to the brim: she had taken the route to the waterfall, which at this time of year wasn’t much more than a swell of liquid in a sodden long fall of emerald moss. Goldcrests had shrilled in the tops of a plantation of firs, a slow-worm had basked across her path, grey tree trunks surged and the sunlight was filtered through fans of leaves that stirred in movements of air imperceptible on the ground. A cottage whose abandonment they had observed since they were children – with a dim memory of a last inhabitant, an old woman – had sunk further back into the earth at its vantage point at the path’s turn, perched high above the steep end of a valley. Long ago she and her brother and sisters had broken a rusty padlock and explored inside the cottage, even climbing upstairs; it would be dangerous to do that now. The place was cut off from all services, there was no mains water, let alone electricity, no one could have lived there any longer. Though sometimes Harriet had thought that she could. She didn’t need very much.

She saw that the others had arrived. The French windows were open onto the terrace and a young man was established there on one of the deckchairs, fetched from an outhouse. Ivy, emerging from the sitting room, was bringing him a glass of what looked like gin and tonic, held aloft carefully in two hands; Arthur, following, carried a bowl. Harriet was more shy than anyone knew, and quailed at the necessity of re-entering this peopled world. At first she thought the man must be a new boyfriend of Alice’s, though she hadn’t heard of there being one. Closer up, she recognised him.

— I know who you are, Harriet said, holding out her hand, startling Kasim because he was finishing reading, attentively contemptuous, the Metro he’d picked up on the tube in London. — You must be Dani’s son. We met at Alice’s birthday a few years ago. You were only a boy then. I’m Alice’s sister.

— I’ve grown up.

— Stupid thing for me to say. Of course you have.

Kasim stood up, he tried to make Harriet take his seat, and then his gin and tonic, and the salted cashews, which were what Arthur had brought.

— This one’s yours, said Ivy sternly. — She can have one of her own.

As soon as Kasim saw Harriet he did remember meeting her, because she looked like a more tragic Alice – though her cord trousers and old tee shirt showed that she didn’t care about clothes as Alice did. Her face was more haggard than Alice’s, though less expressive, like a mask of calm, and her short hair stuck up in a stiff crest and was pure white.

Harriet said she wasn’t ready for gin yet, she had better change out of her walking boots first, and then unpack. Arthur asked if he could come.

— He loves women changing their clothes, Ivy explained.

— I’m only changing my boots, Harriet apologised.

Fran, washing salad in the kitchen sink, saw Harriet and Arthur bringing Harriet’s luggage – not much of it – to the side door opening into the scullery, which opened in turn into the kitchen. Arthur was solemn with the importance of being slung across with his aunt’s binoculars. He couldn’t help, with that hair, having a page-boy look: Fran had seen this when she gave him the cashew nuts, and she felt with a pang that she must cut it, but not yet. At least her oldest sister talked to the children as if they were sensible adults – Alice did exaggerate sometimes.

— So you’ve been for a walk already? she said, kissing Harriet.

— I didn’t want to be the first inside, Harriet confessed. — For some superstitious reason.

— I wish I had your energy. No wonder you’re so thin.

Harriet sat in the scullery to unlace her boots, while Fran explained about Jeff not coming, and how unfair it was. — We don’t know what time Roland’s lot are getting here, but I’m making supper anyway and we’ve started on the gin. We thought we’d better be fortified against the new wife.

— I met Kasim in the garden.

— Dani’s son. He’s supposed to be very brilliant. But then all Alice’s friends are supposed to be brilliant, aren’t they?

— He seemed very nice.

Fran dropped her voice. — Alice never thinks about the practicalities. Because she’s brought him, I’ll have to be in the bunk-bed room with the children.

Harriet bent her hot face over her bootlaces, skewered with guilt because she knew she ought to offer to  sleep with the children instead, to give Fran a break, and yet she couldn’t do it. Her aloneness last thing at night was precious to her: at home she lived mostly apart from her partner, Christopher, because they both preferred it. Then Alice came into the kitchen, hands bundled full with knives and forks – she was laying the table in the dining room. — Hettie, you’re here! Did you have a good walk? So wise, to get straight out into the lovely day. You haven’t brought much luggage, to last three weeks. Aren’t you austere! It’s so like you, to be sensible about clothes. After all, no one’s going to see us, are they? Except each other, and we don’t care, we’re family. And Kasim and Pilar.

— That’s her name, Fran said. — I knew it was something architectural.

— I’m only here for a week, Harriet said. — I couldn’t take more time off.

Fran whirred the salad spinner, to cover up the blow of Alice’s disappointment. Alice’s whole demeanour altered exaggeratedly. She dropped the cutlery noisily on the kitchen table. Harriet had promised, she cried. Hadn’t they all agreed, to save up their holidays and have three full weeks together, because this might be the last time?

— I didn’t promise, Harriet said. — I warned you. I said that it would be difficult, to take time off work for so long.

— I wanted you to be here. It’s supposed to be a special occasion. I wanted us all to be here together like the old days.

— She’s here now, Fran said. — Let’s not quarrel on the very first night.

Upstairs, Harriet found the little posy on her chest of drawers; it seemed to communicate Alice’s reproach as she unpacked. Her bedroom was above the kitchen and she could hear her sister’s voice rising in continuing indignation downstairs, though she couldn’t hear her actual words; when she stomped deliberately heavily on the floorboards, Alice shut up. A chiming of glasses and scraping of chairs came pointedly from the dining room. It wasn’t fair of Alice to blame her for spoiling things. No one had protested that she shouldn’t have turned up with Kasim, if she wanted this to be a family occasion.

Arthur sat on the bed swinging his legs, watching absorbedly as Harriet put her clothes away. — Are those your best pyjamas? he asked with earnest interest, and she had to admit she only had two pairs and they were both the same – one green check and one red. She regretted not having anything more thrilling to show him than the neat pile of clean tee shirts and the spare underwear and spare pair of trousers, a jumper in case it got cold. Putting away her hay-fever pills and her hairbrush, she slipped her diary under the tee shirts in the drawer. Tonight, when she was alone, she would write in the diary about the quarrel with Alice, and would try to put down both points of view with scrupulous fairness. Then Alice climbed the stairs with a peacemaking gin, and Harriet accepted it, although she didn’t like gin much.

— You don’t mind being in this room? Alice said, turning away quickly from catching sight of herself in the age-spotted swing mirror, though she couldn’t help her hand going up to adjust her hair.

— I don’t mind. Why should I?

— Because you have to come through my room, and that’s a nuisance for you. You can’t go through Roland’s room because of Pilar.

— I don’t mind.

Arthur asked whether Harriet would like to take his picture and when she said she’d love to he put on an assured, equivocal smile for her camera. Then Alice, also camera-natural, sat beside him on the bed, arm around him, for another picture. Arthur offered to take one of the sisters together, but they wouldn’t hear of it. They both had a horror, not ever acknowledged, of how closely alike they looked, and yet unalike. In family groups they made sure they were always one at either end. Harriet’s hair turning white had made the resemblance more  startling.

They went ahead with supper although they hadn’t heard from Roland: pasta in a tomato sauce with olives and capers, sourdough bread, salad dressed with olive oil and sea salt. Alice had made the table lovely with more flowers and the tarnished heavy silver cutlery which had been their grandparents’ wedding present. She’d found a damp-spotted lace tablecloth that smelled of its cupboard. The sash windows on the side of the house were thrown up and the slanting late sunshine rebounded from the mirror above the sideboard; they ate in its dazzle and the whole scene had something commemorative about it. None of them had dining rooms in the rest of their lives or ever used tablecloths, let alone lace ones.

— Just to think, said Fran, — that this might be the last time we come here.

Alice said she hated thinking about it and Fran shouldn’t jump the gun, that was what they had to discuss when they were all assembled. The children, searching from face to face to gauge the collective mood, were poignantly good mannered under its influence: Ivy’s peaky face was lifted up towards nothing because she was suspended between this real room and another imaginary one. The telephone rang on its stand in the hall while they ate and when Harriet came back from answering it she looked disappointed.

— It was Roland. They’re not coming until tomorrow.

— I knew it as soon as the phone rang, Alice said.

— He always manages to do this, Fran exclaimed. — Every time!

— Oh, it’s his little power play. He doesn’t know he’s doing it.

For a moment they were flattened; expectation of the others’ coming had buoyed them all up. Their brother and his wife and daughter – Molly was his daughter by his first wife – had seemed all the more glamorous in their absence, and the evening had been climbing towards the high point of their arrival. — Pretty feeble excuse, Harriet said. — If he really has a meeting tomorrow, he surely could have let us know earlier?

— But actually I’m glad, said Alice, recovering, sitting forwards with her elbows on the table, holding up her wineglass to the others so that her bangles fell chinking down her arm. She had put on a vintage bolero with transparent sleeves over her summer dress. — Isn’t this special, just the six of us? I feel quite reprieved, that we don’t have to meet Roland’s new wife tonight. We’ll be fresh tomorrow, we’ll be ready for her. But just for tonight – we’re perfect without them, aren’t we?

— I don’t care if they never come, said Kasim cheerfully.

— Roland should think about us when he gets married so often, Fran said. — All over again, we have to learn to live with a new wife. We’d got used to Valerie.

— Sort of used to her.

— I wasn’t ever used to her, Ivy said. — Her voice was screechy and her head went like a chicken’s when she walked.

— Like this, said Arthur, imitating it.

Alice said wasn’t it such a relief, now that Valerie was a thing of the past, to be able to come out with the truth at last?

— Don’t encourage them, Fran said. — They’re bad enough.

After dinner Alice hunted in the sideboard for candles: electric light was too brutal, it would spoil the magic. And when the washing up was done and the beds were made up and the children were quiet upstairs, the adults sat around the table again, with the windows open because the night was so warm. Poetic moths, significant in a thin soup of lesser insects, blundered about the candle flames. Harriet had put on a cardigan and tied a silk scarf round her neck, a concession to sociability; scarves were Alice’s thing, but encouragingly she touched her sister’s and exclaimed at how pretty it was. Pulling off her apron, Fran dug out chocolates and a bottle of Armagnac from among the supermarket boxes. Alice stole one of Kasim’s cigarettes so she could blow smoke at the insects, then stole another one.

Kasim was quite drunk, warming himself expansively in the tender attention of the three women concentrated on him, each of them old enough to be his mother. They drew out his responsiveness as girls of his own age didn’t yet know how: girls thought he was cold and clever. He sprawled back in his chair and stretched his long legs under the table, aware of exerting and stretching his intelligence, and of the sisters’ alertness to him – unguarded, because they had outgrown any narrow self-possession. The girls he knew were always performing something, or if they let go of their guard then there seemed nothing behind it. His cleverness in relation to these older women operated like a sexual power in itself – even if the power reached out to no particular end. He tipped the Armagnac luxuriantly round in his glass and slopped it onto his shirt, dropping ash from his cigarette onto the carpet.

He addressed himself to Fran, who was a maths teacher in a comprehensive school, and might have liked him least if he hadn’t worked on her. She seemed more definite and perhaps more limited than her sisters. Kasim had once had a crush on his maths teacher, and Fran’s freckled plump hands roused a pleasurable memory of equations written out neatly on a whiteboard. Showing off, he talked about optimisation theory and the chain rule in calculus – the amount x of some good demanded depends on price p, which depends on the weather, measured by the parameter w, and so on. Actually maths was dull, moving in its inexorable circles. But he enjoyed frightening them with his solutions to the banking crisis: we ought to have let the banks fail, he explained severely, and let the insurance companies who bought the collateralised debt obligations fail, and let the people who borrowed too much to buy their homes, lose their homes. We need less regulation not more – global finance operates as a set of interlocking cartels and a free market is our only hope of breaking them up.

Alice was horrified, but also proudly vindicated by Kasim’s display of himself. Of course he knew what the sisters’ opinions were even before they voiced them – their dusty old hopeful leftism, their old-fashioned aspiration for the state to be the instrument of social justice.

— The trouble with capitalism, Alice said, — is that it’s always predicated on growth. But we can’t go on just making more and more things, and using up more of the earth’s resources. We have to cut carbon emissions, to begin with.

— Are you serious? Is there anybody who seriously still thinks there’s time for that? Do you imagine that Chinese heavy industry can run on sunshine?

— We have to live differently. We have to learn to do without things.

— Tell that to the Chinese.

Fran said she didn’t want to think about global warming, it was too depressing.

— D’you know, Kas, Alice said, — Harriet was a real revolutionary when she was younger! The real thing! You’d be amazed. She was arrested over and over. She went to prison for her beliefs.

— You make it sound as if she was planting bombs or something, Fran said.

— Were you planting bombs? he asked. — More fun than economics.

He was used to his father’s friends’ nostalgic bragging about their radical pasts.

— Of course I wasn’t planting bombs. Harriet looked down uneasily into her coffee, chiming her spoon against her cup. — I wasn’t really a revolutionary. Don’t take any notice of Alice, she doesn’t mean half of what she says. She just talks to be entertaining.

— You used to go on all the protests! You lay down in the road in front of cruise missiles! You filmed police tactics in the miners’ strike! You hated being middle class, from our sort of family. And do you know what she does now? She works advising asylum seekers. It’s such hopeless work. She’s so good. She listens all day to stories of rape and torture.

Tetchily Harriet interrupted her. — Don’t try to make a drama out of it, Alice. You turn it into something that it isn’t.

— I’m so selfish, Alice persisted. — I only live for myself.

Kasim said it was the only way, live for yourself and make plenty of money.

— At least I’ve never made any money. I’m not that bad.

— I wish I was that bad, said Fran. — I wish I had money.

Lying awake upstairs, Ivy could hear their voices and laughter: she identified in a frisson of loneliness with a solitary owl calling over the fields outside. Turning her invisible hands this way and that in front of her face in the dark, it was impossible to believe that she ended at the limits of her skin and couldn’t surpass it. At last, curling on her side with her knees up, she descended the ceremonial staircase of her sleep, shedding a heavy cloak on the steps behind her, unpinning the dark rivers of her hair, which fell in her dream all the way down her back to the floor.




Two

KASIM ATE BREAKFAST the next morning in a deckchair in the garden outside the French windows, scowling, retreating inside himself, without even a newspaper or his iPad to hide behind. He had shed the previous evening, choosing to remember nothing about it. The second gloriously fine day in a row already struck him as monotonous – what were you supposed to do with fine weather? Ivy and Arthur, who’d been up for hours, watched from a respectful distance where they sat cross-legged on the lawn; when he turned his back on them deliberately, they moved to a new vantage point. Alice and Fran – revealed to him, disturbing, softer, older, in their dressing gowns and without make-up – supplied him solicitously with coffee and orange juice and toast.

He contemplated escape, imagined himself on a train back to London, and asked if anyone was driving into town. But then he saw in Alice’s face how she would be crushed if he left; because of his father, Kasim felt exposed whenever Alice showed her vulnerability. Anyway, London wasn’t what he wanted, he was already on the run from there. On second thoughts, he said, he would rather stay put. He pretended he had work to do, though actually he hadn’t brought any books. Reprieved, with a rich smile, Alice put her cool hand on his forehead as if he was sick.

— You take it easy, she said. — Enjoy yourself.

He tried not to show how much he wanted her to take her hand away. After breakfast he made a little pilgrimage, up through the field with the cows in it to the gate at the top, to check his phone. Ivy and Arthur followed faithfully after him.

— Now, wait here, he said sternly, stopping some little way before the gate, gesturing out an invisible line along the ground. — No coming any closer. This is private, right?

Impressed, they kept back religiously behind his line, standing poised on the very brink of the forbidden, shuffling their feet to be as close as they could get, both making pantomime efforts not to topple forwards, Ivy tugging Arthur fiercely back into his place. Kasim climbed to the top of the gate as Ivy instructed. He didn’t know why he bothered. Among his messages there was one from his mother, which he didn’t read, and one from the girl; he decided before opening this that if she used any form of text-abbreviation, which he despised, then he wouldn’t respond.

— Where r u Kas? she wrote.

With a sigh he switched the phone off and discovered that from this elevation he could see the sea in the distance, looking more like a flat wash of silver light than like water; and beyond the silver wash, a blue line of hills. He had had no idea that they had arrived so close to this other edge of the country – how small it was! He said to himself sometimes that he was more at home in the Punjab, although he hadn’t been there since he was fifteen, when his grandfather died.

Roland and his seraglio – as Alice called them, though not to his face – arrived at Kington at lunchtime. He drove an old Jaguar XJ6 with all the original beige leather upholstery. His new wife Pilar, Argentinian and a lawyer, was beside him in the passenger seat; she had passed the journey reading through papers, replacing one file every so often in her briefcase and pulling out another. Sixteen-year-old Molly had been stretched along the back seat, either asleep or playing with her iPhone, and every so often she had asked how far it was now, just as she had done when she was six.

They pulled up on the cobbles beside the outhouses. All the noise and forward thrust of travel faded and receded, the engine clicked secretively as it cooled, and when he stood up out of the car Roland experienced the scene for a moment as archetypally English, as if he saw it through Pilar’s foreign eyes: the simple white house with its arched window, the surging pillar-like trunks of the great beech trees with their canopies of sombre bronze-green, the dancing silver birch, the old church sunk in its graveyard, the white doves in the stone dovecote belonging to a barn conversion opposite. But it might all seem poky and parochial to Pilar, who had spent her childhood summers on a ranch on the Argentinian pampas, where her uncle raised cattle and bred polo ponies. Her uncle, whom she loved much better than her own father, had been up to his neck in junta politics.

Molly and Pilar yawned and stretched, Pilar fished for her shoes. She had slipped out of her high heels in the car and tucked her feet underneath her on the seat while she was reading, as she always did; her feet were long-boned and slender like her hands. Roland began unpacking their luggage.

— It’s a nice example of a small English rectory, he explained to her. — Built about 1820.

She was smiling, willing to like whatever he liked. — It’s very pretty.

— I’m fond of it because our mother grew up here. Molly’s been coming here all through her childhood. But of course the upkeep’s expensive, it needs a lot of work.

— You can’t ever sell Kington, Dad, Molly said flatly. — You’re not allowed to. It always has to be here to come back to.

— We’ll have to see.

Roland had worried that Pilar and Molly wouldn’t get on. His own relationship with his only child was unproblematic and doting, but he had thought Pilar might be exasperated by Molly’s silences and awkwardness. They seemed to be all right, though; since they first met a few days ago – Molly lived mostly with her mother, his first wife – Pilar had taken her to have her hair cut and her eyebrows threaded, and had bought her new clothes. Molly had been gratefully absorbed in these initiations. Probably Molly’s mother wouldn’t approve – she was stern on the subject of the commodification of beauty. It was interesting to Roland that a woman’s appearance, so seemingly effortless, might in fact entail all this earnest expertise and hard work. Pilar’s elegance was accomplished out of sight, a daily miracle. She had never asked for his approval.

Alice and Fran and the children spilled out noisily from the side door of the house; they crowded around Pilar and kissed her and then kissed Molly. — At last! At last you’re all here. Welcome! Don’t unpack now, leave it, come and eat. We’ve put out lunch on a table on the terrace. Isn’t the weather wonderful? There are going to be three weeks like this, I know there are. Harriet’s out bird-watching of course. And Jeff isn’t coming! He’s done his usual thing, booking himself in to play, claiming he’d forgotten all about the holiday. Are you all right in those shoes, Pilar? Divine shoes! Take care on the cobbles though.

Alice linked her arm into her brother’s, walking round into the garden. — I can’t believe you in a white suit, Roly. Do you remember, when you were twenty you despised me and Fran because we cared about clothes?

— I’ve never despised anyone.

— You did, you did! You despised us. Now look at you! It’s such a good look. Like one of those academics on television, wandering around a ruined monastery or something. Crumpled and sexy and wise.

Roland was short and compact and calm with blinking brown eyes, the lids very curved; his grizzled, tightly curled hair was cut close to his well-shaped head and his mouth was unexpectedly soft, loose-lipped. His smiles when they came transformed him. He didn’t mind his sister teasing him but he didn’t respond in kind, he never had: he hadn’t been very playful even when he was a child and supposed to play. He had always preferred knowing and explaining things.

Pulling Pilar along, Ivy and Arthur pressed her to admire the lunch table, where they had decorated each place with leaves and sprigs of unripe blackberries. — It’s very nice, she said of everything, not quite satisfying them. A bowl on the table was piled high with fruit, another was full of baby tomatoes and sliced cucumber; butter and cheese were laid out on leaves and a loaf was put ready with its knife, yet they sensed that Pilar was not overwhelmed. They let go her hands. She said she didn’t want to sit down to lunch yet, she was cramped from sitting for so long in the car.

— There’s no hurry, said Alice. — Stretch your legs. Breathe the air.

Ivy groaned, she was starving, she couldn’t wait or she would die of hunger. Ignoring her, Fran opened a bottle of something fizzy to
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