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‘There was a child in our courtyard. I saw a child there, standing by the fountain. She was there, then she was gone.’


On the death of her father, celebrated photographer Max Hollingbourne, Ruthie returns to his villa in remote, wild Greece. After fifteen years in exile she is welcomed by her older sister, Vinny. They build a fragile happiness in their haven above the sea, protecting one another from the dark secrets of their childhood. But the arrival of an English family at a neighbouring cottage, and one young girl in particular, triggers a chain of events that will plunge both women back into the past, with shocking and fatal consequences.
 

Devastating in its razor-sharp exploration of a tragic family legacy, Silver & Salt is the story of two sisters, bound by their history and driven to repeat it.
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Sunday

3rd August 2003

Ruthie sits on the upper veranda of a villa, holding a pair of binoculars to her face. She is watching a little girl some way away, on the sun terrace of a smaller house.

The girl is wearing shorts and a T-shirt and lace-up trainers. Her hair falls in two plaits. She has pulled her chair up to the table and is swinging her legs. Bent over a book, she alternately chews on a pencil, or one of her plaits.

A man comes out of the house and hands the girl a red sun hat. She puts it on the table and he hands it to her again. She puts it down and he picks it up and tries to put it on her head. When she stops struggling, he goes in and she returns to her book.

The villa is on a promontory at the end of a series of olive groves. Beginning as far back as the foothills of the Taygetus, the groves straggle and slip through layers and terraces, giving way to clutches of pines and cypress trees and outcrops of rock falling steeply to the water. The veranda is wrapped around the first floor of the villa, which lies flat and almost hidden and is faded to an all-over ancient orangey-brown.

The boundary wall is punctuated by iron-bar gates. Inside, a path from the courtyard winds towards the sea. To the left are the steps to the villa’s own cove; to the right is a small oval meadow, where the grass is yellow-white, and tall as a child.

After the meadow, the path drops further, twisting back and forth to a second cove.

Ruthie has come in from a swim and has nothing on under her dress. Cut from yellow cotton, the dress stops at the tops of her thighs. She is childishly thin. Her skin is the colour of mud, and her toenails a deep, dark red. Her hair is roughly cropped and boyish. Stiff with salt, it stands from her head or is slicked flat.

Once or twice she puts down her binoculars and sips a glass of water. Occasionally she turns and glances back into the villa. Otherwise, her gaze is trained on the girl.

The smaller house and its twin are halfway between the villa and the hills behind. A wooden post stands between the houses, so a laundry line can run from either terrace. They are otherwise separated by a newly laid footpath, an agave plant as wide as a car, and a fig tree, massive with fruit.

The violation of the grove, which is how Ruthie regards the construction of the stone houses, was something she agreed to only when her older sister, Vinny, explained they’d provide a steady income.

Still, she feels the intrusion as a physical pain.

In her childhood there was Eleni, the villa’s housekeeper, and Eleni’s brother, Ilías. There were her parents, and her aunt sometimes visited. Now, though, of her immediate family, only she and Vinny are left, and apart from Eleni and Ilías, no one else comes to the grove.

Eleni cleans the stone houses and tends the plants that grow around them. She’s slightly stooped, and is often tired, but won’t give up her work. How could she, she tells Vinny: it has been her life these forty years, since Ruthie was an infant and the villa first built.

Every evening, she walks to the tiny chapel in the grove. Closing the door behind her, she lights a candle for her husband. Because they had no children of their own, Eleni gave his tools and his ladders to her brother. Laying blankets under the trees for a fortnight in the autumn, Ilías combs down the olives with a three-pronged stick, and Eleni helps to gather them. Long summer days, sitting by the fountain in the courtyard, she unfolds the blankets and mends them.

When Ruthie was a child and had been stung by a jellyfish, or had hurt herself on the rocks at the water’s edge or by running too fast in the Viros Gorge, or if there was a day when she and Vinny had misbehaved and been banned from swimming, she would listen to Eleni speaking softly and explaining that pain passes, and that although not everything is as she wants it to be, difficulties that seem insurmountable will soon be a distant memory.

These last months, Ruthie has wished Eleni would speak in the same way. But she is quieter than she was, and Ruthie no longer feels able to turn to her.

The girl and her family have been to the small supermarket in town. They have eaten lunch on their terrace. Now it is late afternoon and they have all gone inside.

All of them, that is, apart from one.

The little girl’s plaits fall from under the red sun hat. She writes something in her book, then she sits back from the table and looks towards Ruthie, who, despite being quite hidden, takes the binoculars from her face. When the girl looks away, Ruthie puts them up again.

She reminds herself that this sense she has of the two of them being very close to one another is no more than a trick of the light.

A swallowtail drops out of the sky and dive-bombs the girl, almost touching her face so she flings herself back and her hat flies from her head. Jumping off the terrace, she chases the butterfly. Then she stands with both hands raised, tracing its path. When it disappears, she swings round to face the villa, and Ruthie feels stared at.

She knows, though, that the girl can’t see her. She stood in the same place herself once, staying out of her father’s way, and is sure that the angle of the sun at this hour means there’s no sightline.

The girl lowers her hands. She goes to the stone house and calls out. When no one appears, she goes to the second stone house and stares at the shutters. Stepping onto the terrace she tries the door, then she rests her back against it and pushes. When she’s done this again, she turns and kicks at it, then she leaves the terrace.

There is a raised-up trough in front of her, with a giant rosemary bush. She lies in the dust and snakes in front of it.

She stands up and takes a step backwards. She carries on doing this, walking away from the houses in reverse, until she turns and runs. Pausing behind trees, she flips her head back so her plaits jump and fall.

Ruthie takes the binoculars from her face, and frowns. When she puts them back, the girl is still tracing her patterns around the grove and Ruthie half hears an echo from the past.

The girl looks at her wristwatch and counts with her fingers, then there’s a call from the house and the echo is silenced.

‘Annie! Edward! Dinner!’

The girl darts behind a tree. A white kitten appears. The girl emerges and reaches out her hand and the kitten licks it. She tumbles with the kitten so the dust rises and hangs in the air, a golden aureole with a child and a kitten at its midpoint.

When a man’s voice calls, the girl freezes. The kitten bites one of her plaits.

The name ‘Edward’ is called twice more and a boy appears. He is older than the girl, perhaps by three or four years, and Ruthie concludes that they must be brother and sister.

Edward stares at his sister, who does not appear to notice him, then he goes into the house.

Ruthie watches Annie.

The child is lying in the dust with her eyes shut. The kitten is draped on her stomach like a white silk handkerchief.

A half-minute passes, and the man who gave Annie her sun hat appears from the house. Annie jumps up, then they go in and the door bangs shut.

On the veranda, Ruthie’s breathing is shallow.

She watches the kitten chase a butterfly. When it’s over, she takes the binoculars from her face and goes into the villa.

The lamp on the veranda is out.

The water hardly shifts in the cove and the alarm of the cicadas is muffled. The earth creaks as it cools and once there is the soft thud of an olive falling, so that the kitten, curled under the terrace of the first stone house, twitches in its sleep.

Beyond the boundary wall, a path leads from the villa to the chapel, which is painted white and has the proportions of a large cupboard. Its wooden door gives out the day’s warmth, but inside, the air is cool. An oil lamp flickers, lending a soft light. A packet of incense sticks is half open, and the scent lingers. On the altar is a bottle of wine, a glass not quite empty, and a new candle, burning.

Behind all these things, staring from the shadows, is a pair of human eyes.

The eyes are set in a face only just bigger than life-sized. The wall that the face is painted on is infirm, but the image itself has been reworked, sealing the cracks in the plaster and rendering the features clear. There are bright blues and ochre with bursts of burnt gold. The face is tilted forwards, its eyelids heavy and its mouth falling open.

The door frame has strips of cloth tacked around it for the winter draughts, so that anyone wanting to shut the door properly would have to place both hands to it, and push.

Doing so, they would feel an indentation at the centre which would reveal itself, on closer probing, to be a tiny circular hole.

Outside the chapel, the moon is bright, and things in the grove are luminous.

The night-stillness is broken only once.

The incursion’s sole witness is Ruthie, who is in the courtyard when she thinks she sees a child hurl herself at the boundary wall and, finding it too tall for scaling, slip between the bars of the gate.

There is the sound of footsteps further off in the grove, of someone running in circles, disoriented. The footsteps grow louder and a man goes past the gate, first one way then the other. When he stumbles, he draws his hand across the iron bars and Ruthie sees his fingers clearly.

The girl tiptoes to the fountain.

Ruthie wants to go to her and comfort her, but when she tries to take the first step, she can’t. Instead, she moves back into the shadows and continues to watch.

The girl is trembling. She goes to the gate, and waits.

There is silence.

She waits a little longer then she steps through the bars, so easily it is as though she was never there.

Ruthie comes from the shadows. At the gate she sees the girl’s nightdress, a blur of white disappearing through the trees, and she hears the footsteps again, faster and louder.

The courtyard is empty.

The villa, silent, is in darkness.

On the first floor, right at the end of a corridor, is a bedroom.

Slatted wooden doors open onto a veranda facing the sea, and the room is furnished sparely. A double bed stands just back from the veranda doors, so that anyone in it would be able to see the tips of the trees and, beyond them, the sea. Tonight the water is lit by the moon, as though someone has sprinkled shattered glass on its surface.

Vinny is in the middle of the bed. She is lying on her stomach under a sheet, her plump arms sprawled and her legs splayed. The room is still except for a gecko, flitting back and forth on the ceiling.

There is a knock on the door.

A moment later there’s another.

‘Do you really have to?’ Vinny calls out. ‘I was asleep. Actually I’m still asleep. I’m talking to you in my sleep.’

‘Yes.’ Ruthie opens the door. ‘Yes. I really have to.’ She sits on the bed. ‘Vee,’ she says. ‘Vinny.’ She places her hand on her sister’s shoulder. ‘Wake up. I want to tell you something.’

Finally Vinny holds the sheet up. ‘Inside or out?’

‘Inside,’ Ruthie says, climbing under it.

‘Front or back?’ Vinny murmurs.

‘Back.’

Ruthie turns her body away. Vinny nuzzles her face into her sister’s neck, and wraps herself around her. ‘What?’ she whispers. ‘What’s the matter?’

When their breathing has synchronised and Ruthie can no longer distinguish between their heartbeats, she speaks.

‘There was a child in our courtyard. I saw a child there, standing by the fountain.’

One summer night a long time ago, Ruthie ran through the grove from her father.

Now, in bed with Vinny, she believes she’s told the truth: there was a child in the courtyard.

Instead, what she saw was a memory, as clear as though projected on a screen.

Since it would have been unbearable to have lived with it all this time, her mind had hidden it away.

But then Annie had traced her patterns and there was the memory’s double, as though a mirror was held to the past.

Over the course of what remains of Annie’s holiday, a number of such incidents will occur. Each time the mirror is held up, what’s begun as a hairline crack will grow a little wider.

On the last evening, Eleni will go to the chapel to light her candle.

When she returns to the villa and tells Vinny what she has found there, Vinny doesn’t understand, and makes her say it again. She still can’t comprehend, not until she goes and sees it for herself.

In the oil lamp’s half-light, with Eleni by her side, she will stand and stare.

When she is ready, she touches Ruthie’s face, and lowers her own face to it.

‘Oh my darling,’ she whispers. ‘Oh my beautiful girl, what have you done?’

For a long time Vinny will look for answers, and try to construct a sequence of events which could have led to what happened that night in the chapel.

Going further back, she will travel through the years, to her and Ruthie’s childhood.

Once or twice she comes close but turns away, not wanting to know.

Through it all, there’s a question she will ask herself more than any other: was it an accident, or had her sister intended it?
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Max and Sophie

In March 1959, Max was sent by the editor of Vogue to Sadler’s Wells for an afternoon shoot: the company rehearsing, and Joan Hammond in her dressing room as Rusalka, ahead of the evening performance. When he returned with a folder of prints of the 1st wood-sprite, his editor, Audrey Withers, rejected him.

‘Look at them again,’ Max said. ‘She’s incredibly beautiful.’

‘Incredibly beautiful she may be, but she’s sure as hell not Joan Hammond. I pulled a lot of strings to get you into that dressing room. Do you even know the girl’s name?’

‘Sophie.’

‘Sophie who?’

‘I’ll find out. It’s a detail.’

‘Forget it.’

‘Come on! The voice not yet heard? This gorgeous, undiscovered girl, waiting to be found?’

‘The girl you want to get into bed this weekend, you mean? Poor little Sophie What’s-her-name. Let’s hope she’s got the wherewithal to see through the Hollingbourne charm. You can’t just come in here grinning like a schoolboy and expect everything to be alright. It’s a cheap stunt, and I’m not paying. Cheerio, Max. Close the door behind you.’

‘Hello,’ Sophie had said in the rehearsal room. ‘Are you here to do my photograph?’

‘Miss Hammond, I presume?’ He took her hand and kissed it. When she smiled at his joke, and loosened her hair so it tumbled to her waist, dark red and bright, he began to shoot. She was serious under his instruction and did what she was told. Turning to glance over her shoulder, letting him come in close and letting him touch her: once at the base of her neck to tilt her head; then her hand again, to place it on her hip.

‘Are you always so obedient?’ he asked.

‘It’s the first rule,’ she smiled up at him. ‘Don’t you know anything?’

‘The first rule of what?’

‘Improvisation. Once it’s started you can’t say no.’

‘And the second?’

‘That’s it,’ she said, watching the orchestra take their places. ‘That’s the only rule I know.’

He developed the prints later that afternoon. After he’d been dropped by his editor, he kept the farewell promise he’d made, driving up Rosebery Avenue to find Sophie had kept hers also.

At the stage door he wound down his window.

‘Dinner?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But hurry up, I’m famished.’

He parked on Camden Passage. Neither of them said another word until they were at their table at the Portofino.

The only thing he consulted her on was the wine. The waiter left, and Sophie raised her eyebrows.

‘Something’s wrong?’ Max asked.

‘People tend to assume I’m interested in what I eat, that’s all. We French have views about our food.’

‘Well, there it is. Didn’t catch it in your accent. Wouldn’t have chosen Italian, if you’d said. Where in France?’

‘Don’t be like that!’ She smiled. ‘Nice, which isn’t so far away. Same sea, anyway. And I’m only half-French so I’ll let you off. I’m an opera singer, remember. It’s my job to slip between tongues.’

She objected only to the oysters.

‘They made me sick the first time.’

‘That’s a myth, surely.’

‘You think so?’

‘Well, yes, since you ask. I do!’

‘Shall I eat one and show you what happens?’

‘No, no. No need. Sorry.’

There were several silences. He looked at her face or her hair, his eyes lingering on her neck. Then he asked again about her English, and whether all opera singers were so meticulous.

‘My mother spoke only English with me. She said I had to sound like an Englishwoman in case I ever needed to. The French was up to my father. So it was easy to be either.’

‘Never both at once?’

‘Never. And you?’ she said. ‘Are you completely English?’

‘As English as they come.’

He spoke a little of his childhood then, of him and his older sister, Beatrice, spending half their holidays in Hampstead with their mother in a tall red-brick house on Pilgrim’s Lane, and the other half in Kent with their father, at Pennerton.

‘They’re divorced?’

‘Yes. Were, rather. Couple of years before the end of the war. Then they died. It was later, though, when Bea and I were older.’

Sophie lowered her eyes then she said, ‘Mine as well. I mean, apart from my father. I mean – they did divorce, but my father is – he’s still alive. But they divorced, then – Oh dear.’ She shook her head. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

He told her about Pennerton, explaining it was a village, almost in the middle of nowhere. It had grown up around the house his family had always lived in, and was named after it. When their parents died, Beatrice had taken on the house at Pilgrim’s Lane, while he’d settled for a much smaller flat at Wigmore Street, in return for complete control of Pennerton House.

He visited whenever he could, he said, and when Sophie asked him why, he told her it was beautiful, and quiet, and away from the world, and there was space to walk about in. Then he broke off. ‘Questions, questions, all these questions!’

‘You don’t have to answer.’

‘No, I like it! I’m just not used to the attention.’

‘Nonsense! I saw the way you were mobbed after the shoot. I rather think I was the only person there who hadn’t heard of you.’

‘You have now?’

‘Oh! Don’t be— Of course I had! Management came to the green room and told us, Max “The Face” Hollingbourne was coming in to take Miss Hammond’s pictures. There was a slate, first one to get your attention! You’re taller than I expected. And your hair, it’s sandier than it is in the photo I saw.’

He was easier with her questions then, telling her he hadn’t always done the kind of work he’d done that afternoon, but had put in a stint shooting what he called ‘real life’.

‘Conflict pornography,’ he said, half laughing, when she asked him what kind of real life. ‘I was a photojournalist, though, not a war photographer. I just happened to take pictures of people fighting.’

There was a silence. He poured himself another glass of wine. When she asked why he had stopped with the real life, he frowned.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘You don’t want to—’

‘It’s fine. I’m perfectly happy—’

‘No, really. It’s none of my business.’

‘It’s fine,’ he said again. ‘I’m just working out how to start.’ Then he told her he’d been sent to Leopoldville at the beginning of the year, and something had happened which meant he couldn’t carry on. When it was over, he’d stayed on to clear a few things up, then he’d gone home to Pennerton. ‘A few weeks later, Bea told me to pull myself together. Get back to parties, portraits, she said. Her kind of real life.’

‘And you came?’

‘Seemed like a good idea.’

‘Do you always do what your sister says?’

The waiter brought the menus for dessert.

‘Has it ever occurred to you,’ Max said when he’d gone, ‘that a tendency to cross-examination isn’t especially attractive? Something you might like to think about.’

She flushed.

‘I understand why you’re doing it.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s defensiveness. I was like that when I was your age. What are you, twenty, twenty-one?’

‘I’m twenty-two.’

‘Don’t you see how it breaks the flow of our conversation?’

Her eyes held his.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘it doesn’t matter. You can relax. There’s nothing you can say or do to stop me wanting you.’

She was quiet then, just watching him.

He called the waiter, to ask about the wine. There was a pause, and he said, ‘Look. You wanted to know why I go to Pennerton so much. It’s because there’s nothing complicated about being there. Do you see?’

She shook her head.

‘I went down as soon as I got back from Leopoldville. I put a kettle on and made some tea. I poured it into a white china mug, and I took it to the meadow. It was a perfectly ordinary winter morning and there were cobwebs, covered in hoarfrost. I’m just trying to say –. In the hedgerows, there were such –’

‘Max,’ she said softly, ‘we don’t have to talk about it.’

‘But I want to explain.’ He had raised his voice a little. ‘You asked me why I stopped. You have to understand, the things that happened out there were so –. People do other things as well. In those kind of situations, I mean. They sleep. They wash. They pray, share food. Do you follow?’

‘Yes.’

‘I saw men sleeping, with their guns next to them. Some days they danced, for no reason. They were kind to each other, in small ways. Nobody wants to pay for those pictures. What you end up with is – The spaces in between the big things, they disappear. And then – I don’t know.’

She touched his arm, and he spoke more quietly.

‘There is a way people have of asking for a beating to stop. They put out their hands with their palms facing up. As if they’re holding something very precious. Something that’ll break if they drop it. It’s like they’re showing this invisible thing to the other person. Like they’re saying, so bloody politely, “Excuse me. Can you take this thing I am holding? Can you take it from me?” They all look the same at that moment, their faces always look the same.’

‘And now? What about now?’

‘Now?’ He smiled. ‘Now I only photograph beautiful things. And I make no apology for that.’

When they’d finished, she thanked him for dinner. Then, taking a piece of thyme from her plate, she reached across and pressed it to his mouth. ‘Please don’t be too quick with me.’

In the street he tried to kiss her but she turned away. In the car, though, when he asked where she wanted to be dropped off, she said, ‘Take me with you, Max. Take me to Pennerton.’

At the Long Avenue later, he took the keys from the ignition.

It was a warm spring night. He slung his jacket over his shoulder, and carried her coat. They walked between two lines of trees. Ahead, the lines converged at a white house, with eaves standing tall in the sky.

‘I hope you like it,’ he said. ‘It will mean a great deal to me if you do.’

The stars were high and bright, and all down the avenue there were new leaves, unfurling. It was ten minutes, at least, before they reached the fountain, and he led her up the steps to the house.

The door was ajar and a small black cat slipped out.

‘You left it open?’

‘Yes. I tend to.’

Inside, they stopped in the hall and he kissed her. She put her hand to her lips, and drew away.

‘A front door should be always open,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘I’m not sure. And now your cat has run off, so you’ll be here all alone.’

He laughed. ‘Beatrice will visit. There’s always Peter, in his cottage, and Little Peter will come back when he’s ready.’

‘Who’s Peter? And who’s Little Peter? Don’t you worry that someone will walk in, when you’re not here?’

‘Questions, Sophie,’ he said. He moved closer, and placed his hand on her lower back. When she stepped to one side, he exhaled. ‘Little Peter is the cat we surprised on the steps. Who, incidentally, knows damn well he shouldn’t be in here. Enemy to the darkroom. Hair everywhere, total chaos. He’s an outlaw. A hard-boiled cold-blooded felon.’

Sophie raised her eyebrows. ‘And Peter?

He told her about Peter then, that he had lived in the cottage behind the kitchen garden since Max was a child, and that he did things about the place, cleaning the windows, cutting the lawn, pruning the apple trees.

She smiled. ‘Anything else?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes. He grows the vegetables, and sees that the woods are in order.’

‘Woods?’ She laughed. ‘You have woods?’

‘Yes. Why do you laugh?’

‘I just – I don’t know. I didn’t have woods, where I grew up. Well, not ones to call my own. There were woods in Nice that I played in. If you were an adult you’d have said they were hills with trees on, but for a child, they were big enough to get lost in. And they had streams running through them. Do yours have streams?’

‘One, yes. Bea claims we swam in it, when we were children. But it’s only really good for splashing about in, and when it gets to the meadow it’s more a trickle. And yes, before you ask, we do have a meadow. It’s triangle-shaped and it grows as tall as a child. In the summer, it’s full of butterflies. Time you stopped asking questions and saw the place for yourself.’ He held her hand. ‘We’ll start with the Long Library, I think.’

The following Christmas, walking with her father in the woods at Nice, Sophie would find it hard to remember the house with any precision. So that, for example, when Emile asked her to describe the hall where Max first kissed her, she could tell him only that it was dark, and that its walls, which were painted so deep a red as to be almost another colour, were hung with animals’ heads and swords. There was a flag with a coat of arms, and she thought she might have seen some sort of a cage, the size of a man and the shape of one.

She’d retrieve snippets of Max’s stories for her father, or glimpses of particular things. The stair carpets were more matting than wool, with holes in places and edges that curled away; she’d followed Max up and watched his feet fall and press off, and the frayed matting had caught on his socks. The kitchen table spanned the room, and the stove, which Max had said was put in when his mother was first there, was huge and black, with copper pans hung from a bar. Little Peter was curled on top and Max tickled him under his chin. He purred at first but when he was tickled some more, he showed his claws, and Max threw him from the back door into a yard, lined with stables.

From the hall, Max had taken her into a room the width of the house. It was full of books, right to the ceiling, with ladders against the bookcases and an enormous fireplace at one end. There was a map chest and Max was pulling open the drawers, quickly, before saying, ‘No, wait, I’ve got a better idea.’

He picked up a small mahogany box that stood on top of the chest.

He flicked the key and flipped up the lid to show her a mess of coins in different shapes and sizes.

‘Are they real?’

‘Of course. A real King George V Sovereign. Bite.’ He held it to her mouth.

‘No.’ She pushed him away. ‘I believe you.’

‘So you should. I’d never lie to you.’

In the eaves of the house there was a line of little rooms full of boxes, and furniture wrapped in sheets. Opposite was Max’s darkroom, where he told her not to touch anything. An internal door opened into an adjoining room, in which the garden-facing wall consisted entirely of glass panels, set in white wooden struts.

‘The Lightroom,’ he said.

Everything was aligned so perfectly, she would tell her father it was more like a diagram of a room than one that someone used.

The desk was in front of the glass wall, and things were placed on it in neat groups. She picked up a shell but Max said, ‘Not now, please. I’ll show you it all tomorrow.’

When she put it back, he repositioned it. He took her to the glass wall, and said, ‘the kitchen garden’.

The moon was bright, and there were soft trees and long walls. Beyond one of the walls, there was a small glasshouse, and further still, there was a cottage. A lamp glowed in the upstairs window, and a skein of smoke spooled from the chimney.

‘Peter?’ Sophie asked. And, when Max nodded, ‘He’s still awake?’

‘The stove. It’s how he heats his water. He always leaves it on.’

‘Will I meet him?’

‘If you want to. I’ll take you over tomorrow.’

He didn’t, though, nor did he say much more about this man who had always lived there. It would be years before she learned, and it would be his sister, Beatrice, who told her, that whenever Max was home from school for the holidays, he and Peter had been almost inseparable. Just out of his teens, Peter was taller and stronger than their father, who had very little time for his children. Peter’s only weakness was in his eyes, so that he wore tiny brass-rimmed glasses tied on with a red velvet ribbon, and, instead of being sent to fight in the war, worked kitchen shifts at RAF Headcorn.

Peter was a hero for Max, and he made him his Son-of-the-Woods and called him Little Man and they mowed the lawn together and chopped wood, when it was needed. On his afternoons off, they set traps and coppiced trees and collected birds’ eggs and butterflies. Sometimes, when a path had been laid or the cut bracken cleared and their jobs were done for the day, they’d make a campfire and sleep out under the stars. Beatrice was never invited. Once, when she asked her brother why he spent so much time with him, he said only that Peter was gentle, where their own father wasn’t, and that his hands were enormous and always warm, and his face was enormous too – his whole head a giant thing in Max’s mind.

She’d been jealous, she’d tell Sophie, until the Christmas holidays when their father intervened in Max and Peter’s friendship in such a way that a distance grew up between them which, as far as Beatrice knew, had yet to be bridged.

Max had come home from school that summer, anxious and unhappy. It was a few months on from their parents’ divorce, and she’d assumed that was why, until he told her he was being bullied by some of the older boys in his dormitory. As soon as Peter found out, he said he would think of a plan. Early mornings before his shift, and sometimes before it was even quite light, he led his Little Man through the woods to a clearing. There, he tied the ribbon of his glasses more tightly, and showed Max the rudiments of boxing. Beatrice crept after them one day and watched: stripped to their waists, they danced around and jabbed each other, dodging and cutting for an hour, breaking to rest in the sun, then up again. At the last, as Beatrice was on the point of creeping away, she saw Peter kneel, and she saw her brother punch him on the jaw, hard, first on one side then on the other, over and over until there was blood on Peter’s chin and on his chest.

Beatrice said that Max returned to school in the autumn term ‘older and bigger than he should have been’. Shortly before the Christmas holidays he’d employed his new-found skills and stood up to one of his bullies. He knocked the boy out cold, Beatrice heard her father tell their mother on the phone, calling to explain why Max had been sent home early. Instead of getting up when Max expected him to, the boy had just lain there. Blood came eventually from one of his ears and an ambulance was called.

He recovered, Beatrice told Sophie, but only after a week in hospital, and never fully.

That first night at Pennerton, Max told her none of this. Instead, he led her to the floor below.

‘The upstairs sitting room,’ Max said.

A series of objects stood in a row, tall and covered in white sheets, so they looked like winter haystacks. ‘What are they?’ she asked.

‘Easels. My mother’s easels. She left them to me. I fetched them from London when my father died. They’re empty but I like the look of them. When the place is opened up I like them standing there.’

She reached to the first one and took a corner of the sheet.

‘Don’t,’ he said.

Sophie let the sheet drop. ‘When she left,’ she said, ‘after the divorce, you must have been glad there were two of you.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Your sister, Beatrice. You had someone your own age.’

‘She’s eight years older, as it happens. And I was already away at school. But she did look after me. Still tries to, actually. Drives me up the bloody wall.’

‘Is she beautiful?’

‘Apparently. Looks a bit like a chap, if you ask me. If it wasn’t for the way she paints her face, you’d be forgiven for thinking so. Always has hordes of young men after her, of course. Glamorous war widow, husband a hero, left her a packet and everyone knows it.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘I want more than that!’

‘Alright,’ he smiled. ‘She’s as tall as I am. Athletic-looking. Lanky, broad across the shoulders. Hair’s blonder than mine. Swears she doesn’t curl it. Keeps it short, slicks it back if she’s dressed for dinner, walks with her hands in her pockets. Bright red lipstick she never takes off, slacks not skirts, flats not heels, unless it’s a proper party and there’s someone she wants to take home with her. Will that do?’

‘What sort of a person is she?’

‘Christ! Why are you so interested in my sister? All I’ll say is she’s bloody gorgeous, and bloody difficult. We’re friends,’ he said. ‘We always have been, and we always will be. Enough?’

‘Enough,’ Sophie said, then his hands were at her waist, steering her to the door.

The next room was his bedroom, he said. She crossed to a window and he stood next to her. Directly beneath them was a terrace which dropped to a lawn. In the moonlight, the turf was like a clean sheet, stretched on a bed.

‘Is it part of the kitchen garden?’ Sophie asked softly.

‘No. It’s just a lawn. Bea and I call it the Smart Lawn.’

She walked past each of the windows, him following, and asked why he kept them open.

‘I like to be woken by the birds.’

‘Even when you’re not here?’ She touched one of the curtains, running her hand down the heavy velvet, stopping when she met his. ‘What if it rains? What if—’

‘What if what? Actually, perhaps you’ve got a point.’ Then he took her to the bed and knelt in front of her. He told her he’d once come back from a trip and found an unfinished nest on a shelf.

‘What did you do?’

‘I closed the window.’

‘Then what?’

‘A pigeon appeared on the sill.’

‘What did it do?’

‘It sat there, and it made a noise on the glass.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I opened the window and put the nest on the sill and closed the window again.’

‘Did it go?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you find anything else?’

‘I did, as a matter of fact,’ he said, then he kissed her.

‘What?’ she laughed, half kissing him back.

‘An egg. On the floor, underneath the shelf with the nest.’

‘You’re making that up!’

‘Yes, I’m making it up. Of course I am. I made the whole thing up.’

She pushed him away, and went to the door. On the stairs, he ran down after her. In the kitchen he scooped Little Peter up and threw him into the yard. ‘And stay out this time or you’ll regret it, I can tell you!’ Slamming the door, he lifted Sophie onto the table. He undid the top button of her blouse, and she kissed him, loosening his tie.

‘You must be starving,’ he whispered. ‘You didn’t have a single oyster.’ He pulled her blouse from her skirt and slid his hands onto her back. ‘Not one.’ He pressed his face into her neck and his voice was muffled. ‘I’ll take you to Whitstable tomorrow. I’ll find you an oyster and I’ll debunk your silly theory.’

‘I won’t eat it.’

‘I’ll make you.’

‘You can’t. I won’t let you.’

When she slipped from his arms and ran to the back door, he followed.

She bathed in the morning, and there were scratches on her back. The deepest of them all was at the bottom of her spine, and there was an insect bite on her thigh that had swollen.

‘No, I don’t have anything for it,’ Max said, when she found him downstairs. ‘Ask Peter if you really can’t manage, but we ought to get up to town.’

She would tell Emile that she’d wondered then why she’d believed him when he said he’d show her everything the next day, and why she’d let it happen in the way that it had. Her father had asked what they’d said to her at the theatre, about skipping morning rehearsal. And how she’d have felt if they’d wanted to call her to sing.

‘I know, Papa,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think.’

They’d gone through a low gate to the kitchen garden, then there was another gate and they were on the Smart Lawn. At its midpoint, with the eaves of the house behind them, he pulled her in and walked faster.

‘Now?’ he said. ‘Now are you ready?’

‘Yes,’ and his hands were at her neck and they were kissing and he stooped to press an arm against the backs of her knees, at the same time as holding his other arm up and around her waist, and he was tipping her over, quite gently and suddenly so that her whole body was being lifted from the ground, and she flung out her arms to steady herself, and clasped them around his neck.

He stood to his full height and walked forward, kicking open the orchard gate and carrying her into the pitch-dark, then he stumbled on a root or a broken branch, and they were falling.
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Monday

Ruthie wakes up alone. For a moment, she has no idea who she is or where she is. Then she knows she is Ruthie but has no sense of whether she’s an adult or a child. A minute passes before a gecko appears on the ceiling and she knows she is in Greece. When she raises her head and sees the tips of the trees through the veranda doors and, beyond them, the sea, she realises she’s in the villa, in the room that used to be her parents’ bedroom. But when she lies back down and stretches out a hand, there’s no one, and still she doesn’t know whether the room is as it was when it was slept in by her parents together, or just Max on his own after Sophie left. Then she feels underneath the other pillow and finds a slip and holds it up. It is twice the size of anything her mother would have worn. Recognising it as Vinny’s, she remembers that Vinny and Eleni are going to Athens on Wednesday and she will be on her own.

They had fallen asleep almost as soon as she’d got into Vinny’s bed. Vinny had stroked Ruthie’s head and told her not to worry, and Ruthie had heard her soft, low voice and let herself be comforted.

If Vinny was still in bed with her now, she thinks, she would tell her again about what she’d seen. This time she would describe how, after the child had slipped through the gate and away, the white of her nightdress and the speed at which she’d moved had made Ruthie think she was watching an owl flying low in the trees, rather than a child, running.

She places a hand on Vinny’s pillow. With her eyes closed, she thinks of her sister, and remembers that the last time they’d shared a bed was the previous August, after Max died.

On the morning it had happened, Vinny was at the villa with her husband, Julian.

Max had gone for his swim before anyone else was up. His heart gave way on the shoreline, his body half in and half out of the sea. An hour after he normally came in for breakfast, Eleni went to clear the dishes from the courtyard. When she saw the food was still there, she put down her tray and ran.

He was lying on the pebbles with his legs lolling in the water, as though, she would tell Vinny later, he was simply resting.

Vinny and Julian were woken that morning by her cry. Julian pulled Vinny from the bed and down to the courtyard. The cry came again, louder, and they took the steps so fast Vinny slipped at the bottom and came to the cove on her knees, half crawling, half staggering to her father. Eleni was kneeling in the water by his side, shouting his name.

Vinny phoned but couldn’t get an answer at Pilgrim’s Lane. When, by the third day, Ruthie hadn’t replied to her messages, nor any of her texts or emails, she flew to London.

Her sister was on a high ladder in the front garden, pruning the rose that grew over the door.

‘Hello, Roo.’

‘Ah,’ Ruthie said, climbing down. ‘So it was urgent.’ She dropped the secateurs into her pocket, and held the front door open. She glanced at her sister. ‘By the way, it’s Ruthie, not Roo. I’m nearly forty, you know.’

Downstairs, they made tea. In the middle of the table was the gilded skull of a bird, tiny and rounded. Vinny moved it to a shelf. Ruthie put it back.

While the tea brewed, neither of them spoke. On the dresser was a black-and-white photograph of their mother as a young woman. Behind her was a bus, and behind that, St Paul’s Cathedral.

‘I’ve never seen this one before,’ Vinny said, picking it up. ‘Where did you – Is it one of Dad’s?’

‘Of course.’ Ruthie took it.

When Vinny told her, Ruthie’s mug slipped from her hands. She was a while sweeping up the pieces, down on her knees and swearing.

‘No, no, it’s fine,’ she said, when Vinny asked if she’d burnt herself. ‘I didn’t feel it.’

She sat with the hem of her skirt in both hands, and saw that Vinny was crying.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, letting her skirt go. ‘I mean – I wondered if it was something like that. I’m sorry.’

On the question of a return to Greece, she wouldn’t be drawn.

‘I’ll come, sometime. Of course I will. Just not yet.’

A phone rang upstairs and she disappeared. When she came back the skin around her eyes was red but she smiled at Vinny. ‘Do say, won’t you, if there’s anything—’

‘Anything what?’

‘Anything I can do.’ She pulled a lighter from her pocket. ‘What do you think I mean?’

‘Anything you can – Of course there bloody is.’

Vinny began to cry again, uncontrollably. Ruthie shouted at her, ‘Stop, Vinny! Stop it!’ She held her sister then, stroking her head and saying, ‘It’s OK, Vee. Vee-Vee. It’s OK.’

When Vinny had finished, she pulled away. ‘Are you seriously going to stay here and leave me and Julian to get on with it? Who are you, Ruthie? Who have you become?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Ruthie’s voice was flat, and there was no movement in her face. ‘But I’d like you to leave now. I’ll be in touch, I promise.’

Clearing the tea things, Ruthie noticed that the photograph of Sophie was gone from the dresser. She looked for it that day and the next, then she stopped.

Afterwards, Ruthie had wanted to call.

When six weeks passed, and still she hadn’t, Vinny and Julian went with Eleni, who’d begged them not to wait any longer.

In the late afternoon they took the path into the hills behind the grove.

After walking for an hour, they reached the place below Kata Chora where the olives stand in terraces and the air is like glitter. The grass there is long and golden and more like feathers than grass, so it catches the sunset and burns in it. Eleni said, ‘This is where.’ They waited for a time, then they scattered Max’s ashes, their faces warm in the setting of the sun.

Vinny wrote to Ruthie, and by the end of the week there was an email.

You should have waited.

Another week went by, then she arrived. She wore a long black coat, and black jeans that made her legs like sticks. Her hair was in a plait, right down her back. Under her fringe her sunglasses were almost too big for her face.

The sisters were careful with each other at first, but after dinner they had the first of several arguments about Max’s ashes. Ruthie had changed into shorts and left her coat inside, but was still wearing her sunglasses, so Vinny said, ‘Are they ordinary sunglasses? They’re really dark. When you talk it’s like you’re talking to someone else. Can’t you –’ but Ruthie said, ‘Give me a break.’ She was biting her nails, which were stubs already. ‘And stop changing the fucking subject.’

She calmed down when Julian fetched a piece of paper and drew her a map. ‘Yes,’ Eleni said. ‘That is where, looking out to the point where the sun falls into the water.’ Then Vinny told Ruthie that Max had said it was the most beautiful place he’d ever been, and that he had always felt content there, and Julian said, ‘I’ll take you up in the morning, if you like. Show you where—’

‘Right.’

‘Really, I’m happy to, it’s—’

‘For God’s sake, Julian, I have been here before, you know. I do know my way around.’

At about 3 a.m. Vinny stood by the bedroom door. Julian said why didn’t she go and see if everything was OK, instead of eavesdropping?

‘It’s alright. I’m just—’

‘Christ, she’s been walking around for hours. She’s only been here half a day and the whole place stinks of tobacco. She’ll be like this all summer, you know she will. Go and talk to her. You can’t spend the whole night standing there.’

‘No. She’ll just take a while to settle, that’s all. Sorry,’ and she lay back down. ‘I’m sorry.’

By the time Ruthie ended up in Max’s Lightroom, directly above their bedroom, Julian was asleep. Vinny was wide awake and staring at the ceiling. In the quiet of the night, with only the cicadas and the water in the cove, the sound of Ruthie moving Max’s things around came through the floorboards. She was shifting his furniture, opening all of his drawers and his cupboards. She continued to do it for another two hours, then it was morning.

Eleni put their breakfast in the courtyard, beside the fountain. ‘The way we used to, Vee. Ruthie will like it.’ When she’d gone Ruthie stood at the table, her arms folded. She’d undone her plait and her hair was a mess, half tucked behind one ear and half over her face. Instead of her jeans, she wore a short white slip that was cut to show the hollow of her chest, and made her nipples tiny points in the silk.

‘Where is it? What happened to it?’

‘To what?’ Vinny said.

‘The Road to Falicon.’

‘Hmmm? Aren’t you going to sit with me?’

‘The photograph. The Road to Falicon. Forget about the one you nicked off me at Pilgrim’s Lane, the one of Maman. This one’s important.’ She pulled a chair next to Vinny and sat down.

‘The road to where? Are you alright, darling? Are you going to get dressed? Are you going to eat? I keep looking at you thinking I’m seeing things. I’m sure you weren’t that skinny when I saw you in London. How did you get so thin in six weeks? You must eat while you’re here. You must.’

Julian ran in from the cove, water still streaming from his body.

‘Ladies. It’s ruddy gorgeous out there.’

‘You know exactly what I’m talking about. Don’t give me that shit. It was hanging in his lightroom, above the work surface. It always was.’

‘Ah,’ Julian said. ‘Nice to have you back, Roo.’

‘Don’t call me that. And don’t talk to me like that, either. This isn’t your home. It’s mine and it’s Vinny’s and you’re a guest, right?’

‘Of course, silly old me. Been a while since you came, that’s all. Vinny and I—’

Vinny stood and kissed him on the mouth. ‘Not now, sweetheart. Ruthie and I are talking. Take a shower. Ask Eleni for some eggs or something.’

They kissed again then Julian sat on the fountain wall, running his fingers through his hair. ‘Welcome home, though. I mean it, Roo, really. It’s good to see you.’

Ruthie stood up so fast her chair fell and things spilt: Vinny’s coffee, the milk from the jug.

‘Please,’ she said. She was smiling but her voice was tight. ‘I just want to know where it is.’ She pulled her hair from her face. ‘The picture. My picture.’

When Vinny told her their father had sold The Road to Falicon a long time ago, Ruthie turned away.

‘How long?’

‘A decade? More? I can’t remember. He cleared a few things out. He signed some of his old pictures and sold them.’

‘And the negatives? Where did he keep the negatives of the ones he sold? There are thousands of them up there – how the hell am I going to find it? Or are you telling me he sold that as well?’

‘I said.’ Vinny raised her voice. ‘He sorted out some of his stuff. He told me it was hell organising Sophie’s things at Pennerton after she went. He didn’t want us to have to do the same. I don’t know what he kept and what he didn’t. He sold the pictures a long time ago and he started on everything else. Then, well—’

‘Well what?’

‘In the last year or so, I mean, when—’

‘For fuck’s sake. In the last year or so, what? Why is his stuff in such a mess? Why did you let him live like that? There’s fifty films up there he never even developed. Why would he have left them? He never did that.’

‘He gave up.’ Vinny was shouting now, and she stood up. ‘I told you in London. In the kitchen at Pilgrim’s Lane, I told you.’

‘No you did not!’ Ruthie shouted louder. ‘And who switched off the bloody freezer? It’s full of films ready to go. We’ll never be able to see—’

‘I did tell you. We talked about it.’

‘Well, it might surprise you to know I had other things on my mind that day. Like the fact my sister had just waltzed in unannounced and asked for a cup of tea and said, by the by, that my father had been dead for three days and no one had thought to tell me.’

‘Jesus!’ Vinny had lowered her voice. ‘Will you stop shouting? I tried. I don’t know how many times I called you. I emailed, I texted. You were ignoring my messages and you know damn well you were, and Jesus, I wrote to you about Max ages ago, when Pennerton was – You know I—’

‘Alright. Alright. Will you just tell me again, now I’m here? Tell me everything.’

They sat together, at the table, and Vinny said that he’d just stopped looking after things.

‘I don’t know how else to describe it. He went up there one day to sort out some cameras to sell and he came back down crying.’ Ruthie let Vinny take her hands. ‘And that was it, he didn’t go up again, not really. He said he was happier walking in the hills. Swimming. Sitting out here reading. Then he stopped letting anyone else go up there either. He said he’d box it all up another time and—’

‘But why didn’t you tell me he was actually selling stuff? Who did he sell them to? A gallery? A museum?’

‘It was a private collector in London. The one-offs. He said he never looked at them any more. Nobody did—’

‘Why not a museum? Or a university? Don’t tell me none of them asked.’

‘Two or three did.’

‘Where? Here, or the US?’

‘Both.’

‘So why not? What did he get from the collector?’

‘It wasn’t about the cash. He said he didn’t want people going through his stuff forever and ever. Deciding after he’d gone what was good, what was bad.’

‘It was my picture.’ She was speaking calmly but there were tears on her cheeks. ‘He knew it was. He gave it to me. He’d written on the back of it. To my daughter. To my Ruthie. To my –’

Julian, who was lying on the fountain wall with his eyes closed, said, ‘Hey, you two.’ He scooped up some water and let it fall, drop by drop, on his stomach, which was tanned and rose in a gentle slope. ‘It’s the shock, Roo. It’s the shock of coming back after so long. It’s just a picture.’

‘Come on, love,’ Vinny said. ‘There are other things of yours here. Jules is right, it’s just a picture.’

Ruthie moved away. Julian got up and took a white shirt from the back of a chair, and a straw hat from another. He smiled at Vinny while he put on the hat, then Vinny told Ruthie they were going to spend the morning in town, and would probably stay on for lunch, since Eleni was going to see her brother. Ruthie was welcome to go with them, or she could stay at the villa and do what she liked.

Ruthie, who was untangling her hair, said she didn’t need anyone to tell her what to do in her own home and could she please have the name of the collector, and an address.

‘Fine,’ Vinny said. ‘They sent a card, I think. I’ll look this afternoon.’

Ruthie waited until Eleni left as well, then she went to the cove. She put her clothes on the ground and wound her hair into a thick knot on top of her head. Then she swam right out, letting her body remember the feel of the water against it, like an old silk slip, and her tongue recall the salt.

She came in and stood in the sun, remembering a story her mother had told her in her childhood. A shipful of sailors were becalmed at sea. Lost, utterly, they ran down their supplies. After a period without food, they found they were starting to hallucinate. Strange hallucinations at first, so they knew the things they were seeing weren’t real and should be disregarded. But then the sailors reached the point of starvation and began to lose their reason, rapidly and completely. Eventually, they woke one morning to see dry land stretching out before them. Believing they’d come to shore, they stepped from their ship and drowned, surprised by the water.

She sat for a long while on a rock at the sea’s edge, her naked body the body of a boy.

Vinny and Julian came into the courtyard partway through the afternoon. There was the chest of drawers from their bedroom, upended by the fountain. Next to it was a small cupboard, with its door lifted from the hinges, and the contents strewn across the tiles. Clothes were draped on the fountain wall, and one of Vinny’s German dictionaries was floating in the water. Inside the house, plates had been smashed and chunks of plaster knocked from the wall. Julian started to pick them up until Vinny said, ‘Don’t, please. I’ll speak to her.’

Julian left for London the next day. Vinny had told him she and Ruthie needed to spend some time together, as sisters. When he asked her how long she’d stay, she said, ‘As long as it takes.’ When he said, ‘But how long?’ she said, ‘At least a few weeks.’ She’d come home as soon as possible.

After he’d gone, Ruthie shared her sister’s bed for a week. Then, when Vinny had asked at breakfast if she would like to try sleeping on her own, she said she’d have gone days ago, but she hadn’t wanted to hurt Vinny’s feelings.

‘Right. Well I’ll ask Eleni to make up your old bedroom again.’

‘Oh, but I’m moving rooms.’

‘Where to?’

‘I’m moving to the Lightroom.’

The top floor of the villa had always been reserved for Max, just as it was at Pennerton. The Lightroom formed the whole of one end, and provided the only way into the darkroom. Two of
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