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        The Churchyard


        When Sarah Palliser looked through the window
            that morning, the man was standing there. The window wasn’t hers. It belonged to
            the cottage she’d been renting while deciding where, finally, to settle. Quince
            Cottage (named for a tree allegedly planted for the coronation of Queen Anne) was small,
            no more than one up and one down if you didn’t count the lavatory. But it was
            tangibly old, and it sided on to a churchyard that could be entered through a door in
            the high weed-embroidered wall that bound in the garden. From the west face of the
            church tower a clock magisterially struck the hour. And from the once ancient, now
            prudently double glazed, windows in the kitchen the stones marking the patient dead
            could be observed. It was this last that had decided her to take the cottage on a
            six-month lease.

        The dead made good neighbours: unintrusive,
            incurious. Each morning, when Sarah came down to make her morning tea, she stood looking
            out at the gravestones while the kettle boiled. One stone in particular she had become
            strangely attached to. It recalled Charles Blakey of this parish, who had lived
            thirty-seven years and died in 1836, thus
            ensuring his short life narrowly spanned the two centuries.

        The mornings in the churchyard possessed a
            soothing similarity. The dead stayed exactly as they were. Few living bodies crossed her
            line of sight. Only the birds. In all weathers there were birds: blackbirds, the male
            birds, their yellow bills assertively foremost, hopping with easy familiarity around the
            gravestones on which robins perched confidently atop; rooks priestly above on the
            seventeenth-century tower. And the mistle thrush.

        The mistle thrush was an especial bonus. On
            the church side of the cottage’s garden wall there grew a rowan tree, that rare
            enough thing a white rowan, whose berries, against the tawny late November sky, when she
            had first come, had shone like drops of luminous hail.

        It was some time before she had twigged that
            the mistle thrush’s obsession with these berries must be connected to their
            likeness to those of mistletoe. Though of course the bird was reputed also to eat holly
            berries, which rather did for that argument. She looked up ‘mistletoe’ in
            the dictionary that sat beside Mrs Beeton on the bookshelf. ‘Mistle’ seemed
            to derive from ‘mizzle’, fine mist or rain. The misty origins of the
            thrush’s name appealed to her and had tipped her into approaching Clovissa Jenkins
            to see if she might consider extending the letting terms from six to twelve months.

        Clovissa Jenkins was agreeable, as so far
            she had been over most matters. She had
            obligingly provided, when the weather turned chilly, a hot-water bottle, comfortingly
            cocooned in pink crochet, and brought round occasional eggs from her hens. The hens, and
            their imperious rooster (‘better than an alarm clock’), had had their part
            in encouraging Sarah to stay on in Quince Cottage. And of course there was the box.

        For she had sworn to herself that she would
            move nowhere till she had tackled the box.

        By the time the year had turned past the
            vernal equinox and the churchyard was alight with daffodils, Sarah had begun to wonder
            how she was ever going to leave. For the box remained lurking under the far reaches of
            the stairs, an invisible but expressive presence of something palpably untackled.

        Aside from the perpetual reproach of the
            box, life in the cottage was simple and sustaining. It was furnished with Edwardian
            furniture that Clovissa Jenkins had apparently inherited from an aunt. Upstairs was an
            Arts and Crafts bed with a formidably hard mattress (‘such a comfortable
            bed’, Clovissa had assured), a matching chest of drawers, a marble-topped dressing
            table and a large roll-top cast-iron bath.

        The bath stood regally in the bedroom,
            defying anyone to judge it an unnecessary use of space. On the shelf that ran beside it,
            Clovissa Jenkins had ranged green glass bottles of an earlier era, and Sarah had
            provided flowers for one of the several jugs from the workshops of the many esteemed potters with whom her
            landlady had apparently conducted affairs. She had conveyed this information with a
            pride that left Sarah uncertain whether it was the number of the affairs or the
            aesthetic judgement shown by her choice of lovers that fuelled it.

        It was after an early bath, when she had
            gone downstairs in her dressing gown to make tea, that she first saw the man. Or,
            rather, his feet because the line of the window was only a little higher than the level
            of the graveyard ground. The brown shoes were standing by Charles Blakey of this parish
            and, on seeing them, she felt something like indignation. No one, to her knowledge, had
            approached Charles Blakey since her tenure had begun. She had unconsciously grown
            proprietorial about his last retiring place. Then, with the freedom that living alone
            brings (one of its compensations), she laughed aloud at her silliness.

        She spent the day wondering whether it was
            time to open the unbroached box. By 6 p.m. she had contrived to avoid a decision and
            poured herself a large drink while she watched the news.

        The cottage was equipped with both a TV and
            a DVD player, luxuries that she had been used to doing without since Phillip had
            disapproved of them. There was something reassuring about the six o’clock news.
            The violence and prevailing gloom were palliatives to a savaged breast. ‘Tomorrow
            I will do it,’ she said aloud, pouring another glass of wine. ‘Tomorrow I’ll be
            brave.’

        The next day she woke to rain and went into
            Stratford on the pretext of looking at houses. Not any house in particular; more a kind
            of prowl around to see if she could live there. Stratford had many virtues: the river,
            the theatre and of course Shakespeare. She and Phillip had rowed about Shakespeare and
            she had thrown a copy of The Tempest at him. ‘You’re an absurd
            snob,’ she had declared. ‘That cloth-eared Earl of Oxford could never have
            written so sublimely.’

        But today Stratford was wet and filled with
            tourists. If Shakespeare had lived and died there his spirit was sensibly not
            abroad.

        That night the rain cleared and she was
            wakened by blue moonlight pooling on to the old elm floorboards. It was so bright that
            it summoned her to sit upright and then pulled her out of bed. Across a sky still ragged
            with rain clouds the moon was speeding, its lopsided disc conveying a look of manic
            madness.

        A night bird peeped and something moved
            below. A cat mousing, sliding through the uncut grass. All cats are grey in the dark. If
            she stood at the window longer she might see an owl. She nursed a hankering for an owl,
            born of the occasion a barn owl had passed, pale and serene, through the white beam of
            the car headlights, when she and Phillip still lived together in what she had kidded
            herself was harmony.

        Something else was
            moving besides the cat. Out of the territory of shadows a shape emerged. A person. A
            man. And she knew with a shock through her bones that it was the man whose blunt brown
            shoes she had witnessed the morning before. The interloper on Charles Blakey’s
            grave.

        A kind of joyous dread flooded through her.
            What could he want there alone in the moonlight? As she watched he came towards the
            cottage and stood as if staring up at her. Could he see her in the uncurtained room?

        For some minutes he stood below, a dark
            pillar in the surrounding darkness, and then he turned away and walked out of sight. For
            minutes longer she stood looking out of the window while the moon continued its endless
            race through the torn clouds.

        She slept fitfully but near morning fell
            into a sleep so deep that it was after nine when she descended the stairs for her tea.
            She was almost afraid to look through the window, unsure whether or not she wanted to
            see him there again. But only the memory of Charles Blakey faced her stonily.

        Later that morning, braced by three cups of
            coffee, she peeled brown tape back from the box and extracted a clutch of long white
            envelopes.

        ‘Darling Girl,’ began the first
            letter written in Phillip’s distinctive black hand. ‘I miss you as I would
            miss the blood from my veins.’

        Squatting on the floor she read on.
            ‘When I was a boy, walking to school
            down the country lanes, I would imagine all the little hedge creatures my special
            friends. That is how I see you – shy and retiring, known truly to no one but
            me.’

        It was terrible how nauseatingly this read
            now, when once it had thrilled her. Punishing herself, she read more. ‘Darling
            creature, I shall only treat you with the gentleness your loving timid nature deserves
            –’

        Sentimental garbage written by a man who had
            dumped her only two years after writing it, two years during which, progressively, she
            had felt as if her skin were being peeled back layer by layer. But of course, all
            sentimentalists are sadists. She knew that; had always known it. Suddenly, unnervingly,
            she began to cry.

        The box was full of hundreds of such
            communications, letters, notes, cards she had faithfully, insanely, stored away.
            Desperately she opened another long white envelope.

        ‘Beloved Sah, what would I do without
            you?’

        Clearly very well was the short answer to
            this. Should she torch the whole horrible collection and thus put it out of her mind,
            which it wouldn’t? Or should she make herself read his filthy fickle words and
            cure herself by despising him into oblivion? Putting on her boots, she left the cottage
            with wet cheeks and walked determinedly down the lane to the river.

        A heron stood staring aloofly into the
            water. She was past wanting to throw herself in but how convenient to be a bird without a heart to be broken. Not broken, she
            corrected. Paltered with. Worse than broken.

        Back at the cottage the open box greeted her
            balefully. Picking it up, she carried it outside to the garden, where a shed housed a
            washing machine and a tumble dryer, no longer functioning. ‘You can stay there,
            pig face,’ she said and kicked the box hard.

        The moonlight didn’t waken her that
            night but towards dawn she was roused by a cry outside. Perhaps an animal in its death
            throes caught by the churchyard cat? The clock on the church had chimed. Light was
            pearling hazily through the window, and she got up more for the pleasure of watching the
            coming dawn than to check the time.

        And there he was. Standing, quite visibly
            this time, by Charles Blakey, with his head bowed as if paying his respects.

        Very quietly Sarah opened the window. The
            man didn’t look up, and she heard that he was weeping. Harsh raw sobs. Deeply
            shocking. Instinctively she called out, ‘Please don’t cry.’

        He looked up then and she had an image of a
            white face and dark hair and dark, dark eyes. For a long moment he held her in his gaze
            before she turned and ran downstairs. But when she reached the kitchen window to look
            again he had gone.

        The following
            morning, when Clovissa Jenkins was passing, Sarah asked if there were anywhere she might
            make a bonfire.

        ‘Not in the garden, please. It’s
            far too small.’ For once her landlady sounded sharp.

        ‘Oh, no,’ Sarah hurried to
            reassure. ‘I wondered if at the end of your garden, maybe.’ She had seen an
            old dustbin there that looked as if it served as an incinerator.

        ‘If you give me whatever it is,
            I’ll see to it.’

        But of course she couldn’t do that.
            The box would have to stay in the shed until she found some means to dispose of it.

        But its presence pricked her attention
            viciously so that she couldn’t settle. She set off in her car to tour the nearby
            villages, pretending to be on a mission to find a suitable place to move. But it was
            hopeless. Until she had dealt with Phillip she would never be able to contemplate being
            settled. And soon she would have to look for a job. The money he had tossed at her was
            running out. Frugal as she’d been, she would have to earn a living again soon.

        By the time she got back to the cottage she
            was worn to a ravelling and only a bath in the regal tub offered remedy. Well soaked and
            wrapped in a towel, she opened a bottle of wine, determined to get soaked in that other
            sense. She had missed the TV news so she turned on the radio. But as she adjusted the
            dial she heard a noise outside.

        Opening the front door, she saw the shed
            door was ajar. A wave of anger engulfed her.
            Clovissa. No doubt seeking to ‘help’ by removing her papers. Oblivious to
            the towel, which was all that covered her, she stormed into the shed.

        The man was bending over the box.

        ‘Shall I take these?’ His voice
            had a quiet country burr.

        ‘Why not?’ she found herself
            saying. It seemed so easy to let him.

        ‘Better they’re gone.’

        She wondered if she should ask him in for a
            drink – but that seemed somehow impertinent. ‘Is there anything –’ she began
            to ask but he forestalled her.

        ‘Nothing,’ he said, and looked
            at her as if he were someone who had known her, loved her even. ‘Nothing more to
            be done now.’

        She saw he was looking towards the door that
            led from the garden into the churchyard and she went to open it. ‘Shall I see you
            again?’ she couldn’t help asking.

        ‘Perhaps.’

        ‘Perhaps?’

        ‘Oh, it depends.’ His smile was
            gently respectful.

        Looking after him through the open door, she
            saw nothing more than Charles Blakey’s solitary stone.

        The next morning two men were there. Loud
            men, smoking and laughing, with diggers. How dare they. How dare they molest his resting
            place. Opening the door to the churchyard,
            still in her dressing gown, she shouted, ‘What are you doing?’

        ‘Only their business.’ It was
            her landlady with eggs. ‘The Blakey family is burying their son.’

        ‘Charles Blakey of this
            parish?’

        ‘His great-great-grandchild. Quite a
            young man but his wife had left him, apparently, and one doesn’t like to speculate
            but the means of death hasn’t been …’ Too well bred to spell out the
            regrettable, her landlady faded into silence.

        ‘What was his name?’

        ‘Peter. No, Phillip. Yes, Phillip. Not
            an attractive name but then I’m so lucky with mine.’

        Sarah watched the funeral from the kitchen
            window. When the last of the mourners left she saw that the mistle thrush had returned
            to the rowan and was busily devouring the last few mizzle drops of berries.
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        Kleptomania

        
            (for Rowan)
        

        Having Cousin Francesca to stay was a mixed
            blessing. Not that she was exactly a cousin – rather, one of those offspring of some
            past cousin whose precise relationship it was always hard to fathom, if, indeed, it was
            ever rightly known. The best that could be said was that at some point, sometime, some
            members of the family had been cousins and Cousin Francesca was a surviving twig off
            this branch.

        Some version of the above was coursing
            through Peter Verney’s mind as he walked through Mulberry House (where his family
            traditionally spent Easter) removing the obviously portable items, all very familiar to
            him after so many years of staying there. For whatever blessings issued from Francesca,
            her propensity to pilfer was not one of them. Kleptomania his wife, Kay, called it.

        But Francesca, whatever her precise relation
            to him, was blood, which was said to be thicker than water (if not obviously the better
            for that), and in Peter’s view kleptomania was too harsh a verdict – more a characteristic eccentricity, he would call
            it, as she rarely took anything of value – though, as Kay had remarked, a medical
            diagnosis had the virtue of removing any suggestion of moral turpitude. Kay, not
            unreasonably, was less indulgent of his relative’s failings. On the other hand,
            his wife was fair-minded, one of the several reasons for marrying her, and admitted that
            Francesca was wonderful with the children.

        The children, of whom there were five (Peter
            liked to say that, while they had ‘practised’ contraception, they had never
            quite got the hang of it, a ‘witticism’ which made Kay wince), found no
            admixture in the blessings of Cousin Francesca. They referred to her uninhibitedly as
            ‘Fran’ and looked forward to her visits with an enthusiasm that might have
            made a less fair-minded mother jealous. It had long been established that Fran would
            sleep in the attic alongside the three girls.

        The four beds were ranged as in an
            army-hospital ward, and even resembled something military in being made of iron. The
            boys, James and Tobias, as the eldest and youngest respectively of the Verney family,
            had individual rooms. The girls, Judith, Clara and Winifred, had all arrived barely a
            year apart; almost indecently close together. This had resulted in their being brought
            up pretty much as triplets, which had produced what could be a formidable group
            personality.

        The boys, as is often the way, were made of
            less stern stuff. James, the elder boy, had a stammer, which no one could attribute to any emotional mismanagement by his
            parents and of which he seemed to be almost proud. Francesca, in fact, had had more than
            a minor role in James’s way of taking on an apparent impediment, having pointed
            out to him, when he was still very young, that a stammer was ripe to be exploited.
            People, she counselled her young nephew, were nervous of stammerers, and James might
            usefully consider the bar as a profession when the time for such decisions came.

        Tobias had nothing to exploit other than his
            undeniably red hair. The hair was also the subject of his father’s heavy humour.
            There was no red hair in either side of the family, and Peter liked to refer to a
            red-headed mechanic who had mended the family car around the time of Tobias’s
            birth. Many people found this joke embarrassing, because they were unsure how much truth
            there might be in it, which added to Peter’s amusement and to his wife’s
            irritation.

        Cousin Francesca arrived later that day with
            a number of brilliantly coloured scarves wound about her neck, a straw sunhat, with a
            green-feathered budgie enlivening its brim, and a live Pekinese with a blue-spangled
            collar and a crimson lead.

        The Peke had not been expected. Indeed, its
            existence was news to the Verneys and the children swooped on it with delight.

        ‘Can she stay in our room?’ the
            youngest girl, Winifred, pleaded.

         ‘Freddie,
            darling, no pets, you know the house rules.’

        ‘But that’s not fair. You said
            Toby could have his snake!’

        ‘It’s not a snake, it’s a
            slow worm,’ Tobias protested. ‘And they’re an endangered
            species.’

        ‘Worm, then. But please, Daddy,
            please, she’s only little.’

        ‘Actually,’ Cousin Francesca
            corrected, ‘Ho Chi Minh is a boy.’ Among Francesca’s more annoying
            affectations, in Peter’s view, was her posture of ardent socialist.

        ‘Please, please, please,
            Daddy, can’t Ho Chi Minh sleep in our room?’ This time it was Judith, known
            to be her father’s pet. The other two girls didn’t mind this too much, as
            Judith could often wangle benefits to suit them all. But on this occasion the plea was
            fruitless.

        ‘No, he can’t. You know how
            fussy Mrs Bramling is about pets. Ho Chi Minh will have to sleep in the
            woodshed.’

        ‘Over my dead body,’ Cousin
            Francesca pronounced. ‘Ho Chi Minh is highly strung.’

        ‘Oh, Daddy, look he’s hurt.
            You’ve hurt him.’

        The dog was staring up at Peter with bulging
            brown marble eyes.

        ‘He will sleep in his basket, as
            usual, beside me.’ Cousin Francesca indicated a round shopping basket of the sort
            found in the illustrations to old-fashioned children’s books.

        Kay raised her eyes to heaven, recognizing
            defeat in her husband’s ‘Well,
            on your head be it, Francesca, if we are forbidden to come here again.’

        As Peter was later to say, ‘The
            holiday was all right as holidays go, and, as holidays go, it went’, a line
            borrowed without Peter comprehending its point from a satirist introduced to him, as it
            happened, by Cousin Francesca. Perhaps that in itself was an ominous sign. Nothing
            especially untoward occurred during her stay. Francesca spent quite a bit of time down
            the lane with Mrs Bramling, who didn’t get about as much as she used to on account
            of her legs, comparing methods of pickling and the medicinal powers of herbs. Ho Chi
            Minh achieved added glory with the children by seeing off Mrs Bramling’s big
            tomcat, Angus, who had been staking out a family of young robins being raised in the
            woodshed.

        The weather was unseasonably hot. Extra
            supplies of beer and water were ordered in from the Dorchester Waitrose, and Cousin
            Francesca, flirting outrageously with the deliveryman, was overheard asking him back to
            ‘partake of some of the beer one evening’. The children waited for some
            hours on the wall at the end of the lane, where she had made the appointment to meet,
            and were bitterly disappointed when he didn’t turn up. ‘We hoped you’d
            marry him, Fran,’ Winifred lamented.

        ‘Not my type, Freddie. I never like a
            man with dyed hair.’

        ‘But why did you ask him, then? Why
            did you ask him to “partake”? What is “partake”?’

         ‘The fun of
            it, Fred. You’ll find out one day. To tell you the truth, I knew he wouldn’t
            come. He’d a swocking great ring on his left hand. I never care for that in a man
            either.’

        ‘But what does “partake”
            mean?’

        ‘I didn’t want you to marry
            him,’ Tobias said. ‘He had hair coming down his nose. Loads of
            it.’

        ‘Ugh, how uncool,’ was
            Judith’s verdict and it was generally agreed that ‘partake’ was a
            silly word and Fran must on no account marry anyone with nasal hair.

        The baby robins emerged unscathed and were
            accordingly named Freckles, Clown Mouth, Red Admiral, Fluffy and Norman. (‘Why
            “Norman”, Freddie?’ ‘He’s my bestest friend at school and
            his feathers look like Norm’s hair after PE.’ ‘He isn’t really
            Norman,’ Clara confided. ‘But he doesn’t like his real name.’)
            Supervised by their fretting parents, the robin siblings tottered and swayed gingerly on
            the snowy branches of the blossoming blackthorn. Under Cousin Francesca’s
            instruction, and rewarded generously with custard creams, Ho Chi Minh was taught by the
            children to jump through a hoop and, also under her generalship, they organized a
            ceremonial burial of their father in the sands of Weymouth. During the entombment his
            new sunglasses were first mislaid and then found to be irreparably broken. This
            relatively minor mishap was followed by Tobias floating out to sea on a blow-up
            crocodile that Francesca, behind their parents’ backs, had bought for the
            children.

        Kay, when this act
            of disloyalty was discovered, had attempted to get Francesca to return this to the beach
            shop where she had bought it but was thwarted by the children, who had already blown it
            up with a pump lent to them by the man hiring out deck chairs.

        (‘What about him, Fran? He
            hasn’t got any nasal hair.’

        ‘He hasn’t got any hair on his
            head either. Or not enough. I’m not on for bald men.’)

        Happily, Toby was rescued by an elderly gay
            couple in a pedalo and towed back to shore, where he was heartily congratulated by his
            siblings.

        ‘Well done, Tobe, we thought you were
            off for F-F-France.’ James, who could feel outnumbered by the girls, was proud
            that his little brother was keeping up the male side.

        Toby, who had been scared by his adventure,
            became cocky. ‘I would’ve done if those men hadn’t catched
            me.’

        Tobias was heartily scolded by his mother,
            who also scolded her husband for attempting a joke about pedalos and paedophiles.
            (‘Very feeble but also offensive, Peter. You can’t say things like that
            these days, for God’s sake.’) This, while assuredly deserved, was really in
            lieu of scolding Cousin Francesca, who was chatting roguishly with the rescuers.

        (‘Fran,’ Clara whispering,
            ‘you can’t marry either of them. They’re married to each
            other.’

        ‘I know. A pity. I quite fancy the
            tall, skinny one with the neat beard.’

        ‘You said you
            didn’t like beards when we suggested the puppet man. Are we going to see them?
            Only Mummy never lets us see Punch because he’s violent.’

        ‘It depends on the beard, Clara.
            You’ll find out. Don’t worry. I’ll give your parents the money for the
            puppet show.’)

        The only other regrettable event was Cousin
            Francesca’s all-round purchase of candy-floss. Kay, who was keen on health foods,
            had already relaxed sufficiently, in her eyes, by allowing fish and chips for lunch. To
            have this followed by a gross sugar excess was clear treachery on her husband’s
            relative’s part.

        ‘She’ll be
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