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    Firstly


    On the day of the killing the sky above Slaughterford dropped down – almost to the treetops – and it poured with rain. Lavish, drenching summer rain, the first in weeks. The villagers all claimed, on having woken to such weather, to have known that something was very much amiss. They were superstitious people, prone to seeing signs and portents everywhere, and to suspecting the worst of every one. Sid Hancock, out at Honeybrook Farm, swore he saw the By Brook run red. Heads were nodded, ruefully, though the murder hadn’t happened near enough to the riverbank for blood to have reached the water. Woolly Tom, who kept a flock of sheep on a small-holding up on the ridge, said he’d known a death was coming ever since one of his ewes had birthed a two-headed lamb back in the spring. He’d been carrying a desiccated rabbit’s foot everywhere with him since then, in case the shadow tried to fall on him. Death was common enough, in Slaughterford. But not this kind of death.


    What troubled people most was the sheer blamelessness of the victim. Nobody could think of a single bad thing to say of them, or recall a single cruel or shameful thing they’d done. There was a wrongness about it that shook them. Grave illness could happen at any time, as could a fatal accident. Only the year before, six-year-old Ann Gibbs had climbed over the cock-up stones designed to prevent exactly that, and had fallen into the well at the top of the lane to Ford. She’d drowned because her brother had told her the fairy folk lived inside. Fits, flu and seizures took their annual tithe of loved ones, but if your time was up you could hardly argue with that. Tragedy and ill-luck abounded, but for one of their own to be cut down with such savagery, for no reason at all … It simply wasn’t natural. They were people of the land, and struggled with anything that wasn’t natural. They channelled the shock of the murder into the rocks beneath their feet, just like lightning rods. And they all wondered whether one such act of violence could help but lead to another.

  


  
    1


    Three Girls


    The morning before it all began, Pudding paused by the little window at the top of the stairs and saw her mother outside on the lawn. Louise Cartwright was near the back wall, looking out over the drenched tussocks of the paddock that sloped away down the valley, and fiddling with something in her hands that Pudding couldn’t see. It was early, the sun not yet clear of the horizon; the sky had an immaculate, pale clarity, and it looked like being another hot day. Pudding felt the little thump of dread she was coming to know so well. She waited for a while, but when her mother didn’t turn or move, she carried on down the stairs, more slowly now. A gentle snore came from the darkness of her parents’ room, where her father was still asleep. In earlier days he’d been the first to rise every morning. In earlier days he’d have fed the stove and put the kettle on, and been shaved and buttoned into his waistcoat before Pudding and Donald stumbled down to the kitchen, rubbing the sleep from their eyes. Now Pudding usually had to go in and wake him, feeling guilty every time she did. His sleep was like a stupor.


    The kitchen at Spring Cottage was more chaotic than it had used to be – the bowls on the shelves were no longer stacked in exact order of size; the hop garland looked dusty; crumbs in the cracks and splashes of grease made the smell of stale cooking hang about. Donald was waiting at the kitchen table. Not reading, or mending anything, or jotting a list. Just sitting, waiting. He’d stay like that all day if nobody roused him up and sent him on his way. Pudding squeezed his shoulder as she passed behind him, and saw him swim up from the unfathomable depths inside himself to smile at her. She loved to see that smile – it was one of the things about him that hadn’t changed at all. She kept a tally in her head: things about Donald that were just the same; things about him that had changed forever. It was the forever part she struggled with. She kept expecting him to shake it off, get up from the table with his old abruptness, quick with energy, and say something like, Don’t you want some toast with your jam, Pudding? They’d spent the first two years after he’d come home watching, waiting to see what would return to him. A few things did, in the first year: his love of music; his love of Aoife Moore; his fascination with machinery; his appetite – though he sometimes struggled to swallow, and ended up coughing. But during the past year, nothing else had come back. His dark hair was just the same – soft, shiny, unruly. So very lovely. And that ironical curve to his mouth, though irony was one of the things he’d lost.


    ‘Morning, Donny,’ said Pudding. ‘I’ll just see what Mum’s up to, then we’ll have some breakfast, shall we?’ She patted his shoulder, and was already by the back door by the time he managed to reply.


    ‘Good morning, Puddy.’ He sounded so normal, so like her big brother, that Pudding had to take a deep breath, right down into her gut, to stay steady.


    She pulled the door to behind her, then looked up for Louise with that stubborn optimism she couldn’t suppress. She hoped her mother would have moved, hoped she’d only been picking parsley for the scrambled eggs, hoped she’d been on her way back from the privy and had stopped to watch hares boxing in the field. But her mother hadn’t moved, so Pudding distracted herself by noticing other things instead. That her breeches were getting too small again already, the waistband dragging down at the back so that her braces dig into her shoulders; that one of her socks was already sagging, bunching infuriatingly in the toe of her shoe; that her shirt was pinching under her arms because her chest seemed to get bigger every day, however much she willed it not to. It felt like her clothes were at war with her – delivering a constant, unnecessary commentary on her unwelcome expansion, upwards and outwards. The air was glassy-cool, fresh and green. Louise’s footsteps through the dew showed up dark green against the silver. Pudding stepped into them exactly, shortening her stride.


    ‘Mum?’ she said. She’d planned to say something jovial, to brush off the oddness of the scene, but it wouldn’t come. Louise turned her head sharply, startled. For a moment, there was no recognition in her face. That blank look, tinged with trepidation, was becoming the thing Pudding feared most. She found she couldn’t quite breathe. But then Louise smiled, and her smile was only slightly vague, slightly hollow.


    ‘Pudding! There you are, love. I’ve been looking for you,’ she said, and in her eyes was that struggle to catch up, to guess at the truth of her statement. There was nothing in her hands, Pudding saw. The constant fiddling had been with the bottom button of her yellow cardigan. She always started at the bottom, but she’d got no further with doing them up that morning.


    ‘Have you, Mum?’ said Pudding, forcing her clenched throat to swallow.


    ‘Yes. Where have you been?’


    ‘Nowhere, just up in my room. I can’t have heard you calling. Come on.’ Pudding rushed on, before this fiction had time to bewilder her mother. ‘Let’s go in and get the kettle on, shall we? Make a nice pot of tea?’


    ‘Yes. That’s what we need.’ Louise sighed slightly as she turned to walk back beside her daughter. They obliterated their original footsteps; the dew flicked up and soaked through Pudding’s socks around her ankles. Still, she felt an irresistible surge of cheeriness as a phalanx of swifts shot across the sky above them, screeching out their joy, and the Manor Farm dairy herd, on the other side of the valley, lowed as they were let out from milking.


    ‘Did you see hares in the field, Mum?’ she asked, recklessly.


    ‘What? When?’ said Louise, and Pudding rushed to retract the question.


    ‘Oh, nothing. Never mind.’ She took her mother’s arm and squeezed it, and Louise patted her hand.


    Dandelions were crowding the back step, and the ash pail needed emptying; the blackcurrants were going over, unpicked except by blackbirds, which then left purple droppings on the path and down the windows. But when they got back into the kitchen Pudding’s father, Dr Cartwright, was there, stoking up the stove, and the kettle was hissing on the hot plate, and he’d combed his hair and dressed, even if he hadn’t shaved yet and his eyes were still a little sleepy.


    ‘Two roses, fresh with dew from the garden,’ he greeted them.


    ‘Morning, Dad. Did you have a good sleep?’ Pudding put the butter dish on the table; rattled open a drawer for knives; fetched yesterday’s loaf from the crock.


    ‘Far too good! You should have woken me sooner.’ The doctor rubbed his wife’s upper arms, smiling down at her. He pushed some of her unbrushed hair back from her forehead, and kissed her there, and Pudding looked away, embarrassed, happy.


    ‘Toast, Donny?’ said Louise. She’d done up her cardigan, Pudding noticed – every button in the right hole.


    ‘Yes please, Mum,’ said Donald. And they moved around each other as breakfast was assembled, perhaps not quite as they always had, but in a version of old habit that felt blissfully familiar. Her family strayed in the night, Pudding thought. They scattered like thistle seeds, carried here and there by currents she couldn’t feel, and didn’t understand. But she understood that it was up to her to gather them together again in the morning. As she sliced the bread she sang a snatch of ‘Morning Has Broken’ in her worst possible singing voice, to make them smile.


    * * *


    When Irene heard the rattle of Keith Glover’s bicycle her heart gave a lurch, walloping into her ribs, and she was careful not to look up or twitch – so careful not to react at all, in fact, that she wondered whether her extreme stillness would give her away instead. She felt as though her guilt were written all over her face in bright red letters for Nancy to read; Nancy with her eagle eyes and her disbelief in everything Irene said and did worn quite openly. She was sitting opposite Irene at the breakfast table, putting the merest scraping of butter on her toast and frowning at any overly large pieces of peel in the marmalade. The sun glanced as brightly from her silver hair, combed back into its usual bun, as it did from the rosewood tabletop. She was small, slim, hard as iron, and sat with her tiny feet crossed at the ankle. She flapped the page of the newspaper to straighten it, read for a moment and then grunted in derision at something. Irene had already stopped expecting her to elucidate, but Alistair glanced up, expectantly. He glanced up every time, with half a smile on his face, ready and waiting. His optimism appeared fathomless, and Irene marvelled at it. It made his eyes sparkle above the soft pouches in which they sat, and made him look younger than his middle years – younger than Irene’s twenty-four even, though she was almost fifteen years his junior. She felt she’d aged a decade in the six weeks she’d been in Slaughterford.


    Boot heels sounded on the yard; the brass flap on the letter box squeaked. Irene stared at her fingers on the handle of her coffee cup, and forced them not to tremble. The diamond in her engagement ring and the yellow gold of her wedding band stared back at her. As usual, after the guilt came the anger – at herself, at Fin, at blameless Alistair. A rush of bright, hot anger at the situation she was in, and at those who had put her there – herself most of all. She rejected her new role completely, even as she played it as best she could. The anger burnt out as quickly as it flared, and despair came hard on its heels. Despair like a pit she could drown in, without something to save her, something to cling to. The lifebuoy of a word, a sign, a token. Some proof that, even if her misery couldn’t end, she was not, at least, alone in it. What she would do if she actually saw Fin’s writing on an envelope, she had no idea. She wouldn’t be able to keep still then – she’d probably fly to pieces. Her stomach writhed, tying itself in knots. She remained perfectly still.


    ‘Well, it looks like being another beautiful day,’ said Alistair, suddenly. Irene glanced at him, startled, and found him smiling at her. She tried to make her own face respond and couldn’t tell if it moved or not.


    ‘Yes,’ she said. Flick, flick, flick went Nancy’s eyes – from Alistair to Irene, back to Alistair.


    ‘What are your plans, darling?’ Alistair asked Irene. He put his hand over hers on the table, and her coffee cup rattled as her stiff fingers fell away from it.


    ‘Oh, I … I hadn’t thought.’ Irene heard Florence coming along the hall to the breakfast room – her light, apologetic tread on the boards. The girl had the beady eyes and pointed nose of a mouse, which matched her personality well. Irene’s heart escaped her control, and went bounding up into her throat.


    Florence knocked softly, came in with the letters on a tray and put them on the table by Alistair’s elbow, bobbing awkwardly before she went again. Alistair flicked through them – four envelopes. Irene couldn’t breathe. Then he picked them up, straightened them, and slipped them into his jacket pocket as he got to his feet.


    ‘Well, enjoy the day, anyway, both of you. I’ll be back for lunch – if it’s as fine as yesterday, we should have it out on the terrace.’ He pushed his chair away tidily and smiled at Irene again. His smiles seemed in endless supply, like his optimism, when Irene felt like she’d run out of both. His whole face was geared for it – that softness to his eyes, and the upward curve of his lips and cheeks. Without his smile, his face looked bereft. ‘You might visit Mrs Cartwright, and see how she is.’


    ‘Mrs Cartwright?’


    ‘Yes – the doctor’s wife. You know. Pudding and Donald’s mother.’


    ‘Yes, of course.’ Irene knew she should be learning all these names, and matching them to faces – the wheelwright, the smith, the vicar’s wife, the woman who ran the shop and her son who brought the post. She knew that in a village as small as Slaughterford it was unforgivable not to know. She seemed to have done much that was unforgivable of late, but, just then, she couldn’t face paying a call to the doctor’s wife – a complete stranger and an invalid, she vaguely remembered being told. She hadn’t the first clue what she should say to her. But then Alistair left, and Irene was alone with Nancy again. The long day yawned ahead of her, a void to be filled. She looked up at her husband’s aunt, knowing that Nancy would be watching her, judging her openly without Alistair to moderate her. Sure enough, there was the knowing look, the arched brows, the mocking half-smile. Nancy seemed a particularly cruel part of Irene’s penance. She was in her seventies but lean and well-preserved; the lines on her face were thin, faint, refined. When Alistair had told Irene his aunt lived with him at Manor Farm she’d imagined a separate cottage and a pleasant old bat filling her time arranging flowers for the church, and holding charity luncheons. A separate wing of the house at least. Not this constant sharp edge, everywhere Irene went, waiting to cut her. When she remarked on it – on her – to Alistair, he’d looked hurt.


    ‘My mother died the day I was born, Irene. Nancy has raised me as her own – she’s the closest thing to a mother I have. I don’t know how my father would have coped, if she hadn’t been here with him. Well, he wouldn’t have.’


    Irene took hold of her coffee cup again, though she had no intention of drinking the contents. It was stone cold, and filmy on top. Eventually Nancy folded the newspaper away and stood.


    ‘Really, Irene, my dear, you must eat something,’ she said, offhandedly. ‘It may be all the rage in London to look at death’s door, but you’ll stand out like a sore thumb down here. Anyone would think you weren’t happy – unthinkable for a new bride, of course.’ Nancy kept her pinned for a moment longer, but Irene knew that she wasn’t expected to reply. Unthinkable, unforgivable. All these new words for Irene to describe herself, and for others to describe her. ‘You’re a Hadleigh now, young lady. And Hadleighs set the standard around here,’ said Nancy, as she turned to go. Only when she’d shut the door behind her did Irene let her chin drop, and her hands fall lifelessly into her lap. The silence in the breakfast room rang.


    * * *


    Kingfisher, wagtail, great tit, bunting. Clemmie kept a list in her head that almost became a chant as she walked, keeping rhythm with her steps and her breath puffing in and out as she climbed. Kingfisher, wagtail, great tit, bunting. The early sun was a glorious flare in her eyes, and sweat prickled under her hair – her mad pale curls, so like her mother’s, which defied any attempt at order. She was climbing the narrow path that cut between the field hedges from Weavern Farm to the lane that led down to Slaughterford. The path was tolerable then, early in the morning. By the afternoon it trapped the sun, and hummed with gnats and horseflies, so she came back along the river’s edge instead – the longer way, and winding, but cooler. The hedges were full of dog roses now, laden with flowers and baby birds. Her father’s cattle tore up the grass to either side of them; she could hear them, and smell their sweet green stink. Kingfisher, wagtail, great tit, bunting. The bottles of milk and rounds of cheese in the baskets yoked across her shoulders clanked as they swung. The yoke was almost too wide for the path; cow parsley flicked her arms, and foxgloves, nodding with bees, and wild clematis.


    Her parents no longer bothered urging Clemmie to come straight back from her errands; she got back when she got back, sooner or later, depending on how long she spent with Alistair Hadleigh, or watching the river, or caught suspended in a daydream. She usually tried to hurry – she knew there was always work to be done. But even if she set off fast she tended to slow down by the water, or in the woods. Sometimes she saw things that stopped her, and absorbed her, and she didn’t even realise it – didn’t even realise time had passed until she noticed where the sun was in the sky, or the way her sisters rolled their eyes when she finally did get home, greeting her with varying degrees of resentment, depending on the hour, saying, Here’s our pretty ninny, if she hadn’t been needed, or Look what the cat dragged in, if she had. But Clemmie would wander. She had to wander. So they set her to delivering the milk to the mill canteen, though they knew they might not see her for hours. Like the other, larger, dairy herds in the area, Manor Farm, which also owned the mill, sold its milk by the gallon to the butter and condensed milk factories, which left the local deliveries to the smaller Weavern herd.


    ‘At least she gets that one errand run,’ her father said, ruefully. He set off in the cart at dawn, twice weekly, to take the bulk of their milk, cheese, butter and eggs to Chippenham market.


    Flies circled in the shade of Germain’s Lane, despite the early hour; the air hung heavy with the garlicky stink of the ramsons gone over and the fox-musk foliage of wood anemones. The white dust lane ran down the wooded north-west slope of the hill that Clemmie had just climbed, out of the sunken pocket of land that cradled Weavern Farm, bypassing several large loops of the By Brook river. Clemmie tipped back her head to watch the torn fragments of sky, painfully blue, beyond the branches. A dark shape circled there; she added buzzard to the morning’s list, and then squirrel, as one leapt between trees overhead – an agile flash of bright red fur. Beech and oak and elm; a thick new canopy that had caused the spring flowers to die back. Only honeysuckle remained, scaling a young elm and blooming among the high branches. When she walked on, imprinted scraps of the bright sky stayed in her eyes and half-blinded her.


    Clemmie had walked this route, and carried this aching yoke across her shoulders, more times than she could count, but when Slaughterford Mill appeared at the bottom of the slope, it always made her stop to look. An array of buildings and sheds, hunkered on the river; the tall, steaming chimney; the thrum of noise from the paper-making machine, thudding down into the ground and then up through her feet. As she crossed the little footbridge over the river she heard the roar of the overshot waterwheel, hidden in its pit below ground. The sudden smell of metal and steam and grease, of men and brick and labour, so unlike anything else in the world. And there was a new reason, too, that the mill made her senses prickle. The boy. She might walk around a corner and catch sight of him, and knew her thoughts would both scatter and narrow in, onto him, to the exclusion of everything else. She couldn’t forget what he’d done, and wanted to see him exactly as much as she did not, so, in confusion, she stopped to listen to the wheel for a moment, tipping her forehead against the wall to feel its constant beat, and the crash of the water, vibrating into her skull. She was still there when the foreman happened to pass, and roused her.


    ‘Up you get, lass, and take that milk out of the sun.’ He smiled kindly beneath his thick moustaches, which were redder than the rest of his hair, and bushy like a fox’s tail. Clemmie trusted this man. He never came too close, nor tried to touch her.


    She did as he said, walking on into the mill yard, but it troubled her, this looking out. This watching; this hoping to find. She had never done it before; she liked to simply see, not to look. Only a few women worked at the mill, in the canteen and in the bag room, a long, low building close to the water’s edge. It was immaculate inside, but freezing in winter – swept elm floorboards and polished walnut benches, not a drop of machine oil or ink anywhere to spoil the finished paper as it was stitched and glued into strong bags for sugar, flour, suet. In summer it smelled deliciously of beeswax, cotton and wood, but Clemmie wasn’t really allowed inside – not with her filthy feet and her muddy hem. A couple of the female workers were on their way to clock in as she passed, and one waved to her – dark-haired Delilah Cooper, who was in Clemmie’s memories of long hours spent at the dame school in Slaughterford, when they were barely old enough to walk. Watched for a fee by an old woman with a sour face, in her cottage; kept out from underfoot during the working day and eventually taught the bare basics of the alphabet, some songs and prayers. Delilah’s face conjured up the smell of ten small children, kept all day in one room; of watery porridge and smuts and the cold stone floor. The other woman eyed her flatly, suspiciously, but Clemmie didn’t mind. She liked the scrape and clatter of the women’s pattens on the yard, and the clonk as they kicked them off at the door, carrying on in their boots and shoes. She shut her eyes to listen.


    ‘Not right in the head, that one,’ said the scowling woman.


    Clemmie took the milk to the canteen, then went across to the old farmhouse, a substantial stone house around which the mill had grown up and taken over like unchallenged nettles. Few now remembered Chapps Farm before the mill, and the farmhouse, in which Clemmie’s great-aunt Susan had been born – suddenly one morning, on a straw mat in front of the range – now housed the mill’s offices, where the foreman and his clerk had their desks, and Alistair Hadleigh too, from Manor Farm, who owned it all. He was a kind man; Clemmie liked his face, which was always ready to smile, and the way he nodded and spoke to the men when he inspected their work. As though he respected them, even though, to Clemmie, his wealth made him seem another order of being altogether. The clean glow of his skin fascinated her; he seemed to breathe different air. Sometimes she carried on walking, through the yard and out the other side. That morning, she went up the old farmhouse’s stairs and knocked at the door to Alistair’s office. He looked up from his desk, his forehead laddered with worry lines.


    ‘Ah, Clemmie. You’ve caught me quite unawares. Had we arranged for a lesson?’ he said, in a vaguely distracted manner. Clemmie turned to go. ‘No, no – do come in. Fifteen minutes won’t make or break a thing today.’ He got up to shut the door behind her. She caught a whiff of his hair oil, and the very masculine scent that hung about his jacket. No one else in Slaughterford had hands as clean as his. The surface of his enormous desk was hidden beneath piles and piles of paper – some samples that the mill had made, some finer than that, and typed upon. Clemmie couldn’t have read the words even had she been inclined to try. She went to her usual place by the window and turned her back to the glass. She liked to stand in silhouette, knowing that her face was partly obscured. ‘Now,’ said Alistair, perching on the edge of the desk. ‘Have you been practising?’ Unabashed, Clemmie hitched one shoulder to tell him that she had not. Alistair didn’t turn a hair. ‘Well, never mind. Shall we start with the breathing exercises I showed you?’


    The lesson did not go well. Clemmie swayed her weight from foot to foot, and wished she hadn’t bothered. The time was not right; she couldn’t concentrate, and tired easily. Looking defeated, Alistair patted her shoulder as she left. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘We shall get there in due course, Clemmie. I’m certain of it.’ Nancy Hadleigh was climbing the stairs as Clemmie went down. Instinctively, Clemmie turned her body away slightly, clamping her arms to her sides, and avoided her gaze. Nancy was difficult, and hard. Nancy had a stare like iron nails, and only ever spoke past Clemmie, never to her.


    ‘Really, Alistair, what do you hope to achieve?’ said Nancy, at the office door.


    ‘There’s no earthly reason why that girl shouldn’t talk,’ said Alistair, quietly. ‘She only needs to be taught.’


    ‘I don’t understand why you must take it upon yourself to be the one to do so.’


    ‘Because nobody else cares to, Nancy.’


    ‘Well, you must realise that speech is not all people say you’re teaching her, shut away in your office together. It’s hardly wise, to make yourself the subject of such rumours. Least of all now.’


    ‘Really, Nancy. I’m sure nobody thinks any such thing.’


    ‘I doubt your hothouse flower would approve, if she knew.’


    ‘You make it sound like something seedy, Nancy, when it’s nothing of the sort.’


    ‘Well, I just hope you’re not giving the girl ideas, that’s all.’ Their voices faded as the door closed, and Clemmie carried on down the stairs, unconcerned.


    She went over to the shop to collect any letters for Weavern Farm – there were generally precious few. The shopkeeper gave her something small – sweets or cheese or an apple – for saving her son the long walk out to Weavern to deliver them, and that day Clemmie chewed a toffee as she carried on her way. But the boy. The boy. His name was Eli, and his family were bad – the Tanners. The worst on God’s green Earth, her father, William Matlock, had once said, as he forbade any of his girls to fool about with any of their boys. They’d had a Tanner in to help cut the hay one year. He’d made several attempts to corner Clemmie’s sister, Josie, who’d been twelve at the time, and in the end left her with a cut lip; and when he was told to go he’d gone with two of their hens. Now William’s face curdled dangerously at any mention of a Tanner. But Clemmie couldn’t help thinking about the thing she’d seen the boy do – the thing he’d done for her. She couldn’t help but picture his face, so at odds with itself that she hadn’t quite worked it out yet – her instincts, normally good enough at guiding her, went blind and were no help. There’d been blood beneath his fingernails, and deep scratches on his hands. He’d smelt of beer and sweat, of something hard and mineral, but, underneath that, of something better. He’d told her his name – defiantly, as if she’d challenged him: I’m Eli. And then not another word. The silence had been painfully loud.


    But he was nowhere around; if he was working at the mill that day then he was already inside. Sometimes he worked at Rag Mill, the smaller mill, just a little way upriver, which pulped rags for the paper mill. Clemmie remembered seeing him leading the shaggy pony that pulled the cart of sloppy stuff between the two. Tugging at its bridle as it twisted its head in protest, his face screwed up in anger. So much anger in him – so at odds with what he’d done for her. She gazed towards Rag Mill, but had no call to go further upriver. The malty smell of Little & Sons brewery – one of her favourites – drifted down to her, but she left the mill yard troubled. She would go back along the western side of the river, through the trees. There was no path but she knew the way. She felt watched as she went; she was used to the feeling and knew it at once: the weight of eyes. This time, though, she looked around and tried to see who it was – tried to see if it was the boy. Eli.

  


  
    2


    The Doll


    Pudding did her best to look smart. The new Mrs Hadleigh was – finally – coming to the stables to see the horse Mr Hadleigh had bought for her, in the hope that she would take to riding. Irene Hadleigh had been at Manor Farm for almost six weeks already, as spring had swelled into summer, and the fact that few in the village had seen or met her was causing mutterings. The most sympathetic rumour was that she was an invalid of some kind. There’d been enough of a hoo-hah already, when they’d married up in London after a whirlwind courtship, rather than in St Nicholas’ church, squat and solitary in a field in the centre of the village. When the old Mr Hadleigh had been married, the whole village had been invited to a fête in the orchard at Manor Farm, with beer, bunting and apple bobbing. Not that Pudding had been alive to see it, but she’d heard it talked about; and recently she’d overheard Mrs Glover, who ran the tiny shop, complaining to Dolores Pole about the lack of a celebration. Before she’d even arrived and apparently shunned them, the villagers had felt cheated by the new Mrs Hadleigh. Pudding liked the idea of this sudden wedding though – she imagined a passion too urgent to be borne, the need to possess and be possessed, and the thought gave her a hungry feeling. She yearned to yearn for somebody, and to be yearned for; a puzzle of feelings she couldn’t yet decipher. Such passion must surely have left traces on Irene Hadleigh. Some kind of glow from within, perhaps. And since Pudding had only caught brief glimpses of her – sitting out on the back terrace with her face down; or blurry, gazing from a window of the house – Irene Hadleigh had become a kind of distant, glorious, near-mythical figure. At the thought of actually meeting her Pudding’s heart galloped absurdly.


    Manor Farm had five loose boxes and a larger stable they called the cob house – where the two-seated gig and the cob pony who pulled it lived – arranged around a small yard to the west of the farmhouse. It was all built of the same golden limestone as the rest of Slaughterford, quarried out of the hillside above the mill in some earlier century. This yard was where the riding horses were kept, and it was Pudding’s domain. The farm’s three pairs of working horses – six mighty shires, all feathered feet and muscle – were kept together in skillings behind the top barn, and looked after by a short, wiry man called Hilarius. He wore the same long canvas overalls every day, come rain or shine; nobody knew his age but he was ancient, and had been at the farm since he was a child – far longer than anyone else. His parents had come from somewhere in Europe, originally; his eyes watched the world from within a network of creases, and he didn’t say an awful lot. In summer he slept on a straw mattress on a mezzanine in the cavernous great barn; in winter he moved into the loft above the cob house. It was his job to get the working pairs harnessed by seven o’clock every morning, ready for the carters to take out; and to rub them down, feed them and turn them out when they returned from ploughing or sowing or whatever at the end of the day. With nods and gestures and demonstrations, Hilarius had taught Pudding a lot of what she knew about stable work, and the rest she’d taught herself from a book called Sound Horse Management, which she’d got from the library in Chippenham.


    Hay was fetched from the rickyard, up the hill, where it was stacked and thatched on staddle stones to keep it dry. One of the farm’s many small sheds had been put aside as a tack room and fitted out with a pot-bellied stove, to prevent the leather blooming, on which Pudding could boil a kettle to make tea. There was an ancient stone water trough outside which doubled as a handy mounting block. Pudding kept the tack room as spotless as the yard – so spotless that the laundress had joked, one day, that the sparrows would have no scraps to build their nests. After that she’d taken to scattering a few wisps of old hay onto the muck heap each morning. Just during nesting season. At least there was plenty of mud around the field gates for the swallows and martins – they’d arrived a few weeks before and set about patching up their nests in the eaves of the stables, and were so sweet Pudding didn’t even mind it when they dropped their mess in her hair. Pudding’s charges were five: Mr Hadleigh’s towering brown hunter, Baron; Tufty, the pony he’d had as a child, now implausibly saggy and ancient; Nancy Hadleigh’s hack, Bally Girl – though Nancy rode less and less frequently, with her hip; Dundee, the cob that pulled the Stanhope gig when someone wanted to go into town; and now Robin, the gelding for Mrs Hadleigh. He was only just bigger than a pony and as mild as anything, but not heavy or a plod. Even his colouring was gentle – honey brown. Irene Hadleigh couldn’t fail to like him.


    Pudding brought him out onto the yard just before eleven and gave him one final polish. She nudged him to straighten him up when he slouched, tipping a back hoof, wanting to show him in his best light. He was a reflection of her work, after all, and Pudding wanted more than anything to be the best girl groom possible. Well, not more than anything. She thought of Donny, and her mother too; and of the mystery of yearning. But otherwise, it was what she wanted most. Her father still wanted her to go on to secretarial college, or perhaps even university, as Donny had planned to, once upon a time. Donny was meant to have been an engineer – he had a natural talent for it, and understood machinery of all kinds – but the Great War had changed all that. Dr Cartwright called this summer a trial run at being a groom, but, at fifteen years old, Pudding knew exactly what she wanted. She was going to excel. She was going to make herself indispensable to the Hadleighs, and she was going to stay in Slaughterford with her family. For a minute or two she wondered who on earth she would marry, there in Slaughterford, but then the clip on one of her braces popped open as she bent down to pick up Robin’s foot, and she blushed even though there was nobody to see it, and reminded herself that marriage was the least of her concerns. Then she heard footsteps and voices from the house, and, flustered, refastened the clip and brushed the horsehair from her sleeves as best she could.


    Manor Farm was the most northerly house of Slaughterford, on the steep lane that headed off to Ford, the next village north along the By Brook. From the farm there was a wide, sweeping view of the rolling valley, almost impossibly green with summer, with the church on one side, the mills down on the water, and the cottages in between. The valley was too steep for crops – it was all woods and grazing, and the far fields were dotted with sheep and bronze cattle. The riverbanks to the south were so thick with trees that the water was only visible down by the bridge, where three lanes met – Germain’s, which joined Ham Lane to Biddestone; the lane to Ford in the north, and the lane towards Thickwood in the west. All the lanes were narrow and made of crushed limestone, and anyone travelling along them caused a cloud of white dust. The weather had been hot and sunny but it had been raining at night, so that the field gates and water troughs sat in churned mud. The air was slightly damp, the By Brook ran swiftly, and there were insects everywhere. With this glorious backdrop Nancy and Irene Hadleigh walked across to the yard from the house. For an idiotic moment, Pudding felt she ought to stand to attention, and clean forgot what to say. Luckily, just as the women arrived alongside him, Robin broke wind quite loudly, and she couldn’t help but laugh.


    Irene Hadleigh recoiled, and kept her distance, watching Robin as though she half expected him to lunge at her, all teeth and fury. It gave Pudding the chance to have a good look at her. She was medium height and whip-thin, with the kind of elfin delicacy that Pudding longed for. Her dark hair was cut into a glossy bob across her ears; her eyes were similarly dark, with smudges underneath them, stark in her pale face. And there was something so immobile about her face, something so frozen, that Pudding couldn’t imagine her laughing. She was like a china doll, and quite unreadable. She was dressed in immaculate riding clothes – white breeches, a tweed jacket and a stock – and Pudding racked her brains in panic, having no recollection that Robin should have been tacked up for riding.


    ‘Well, that’s a charming welcome,’ said Nancy, stepping forwards. She wore her usual shirt and slacks, tidy but just slightly faded; her old, creased boots; a silk scarf over her hair, knotted under her chin.


    ‘It’s all the summer grass after the rain, Miss H,’ Pudding blurted out.


    ‘I’m well aware of that, Pudding.’ Nancy slapped Robin hard on his neck, and ran practised eyes over him. ‘Nice enough creature. Not too big. Nothing to alarm – a bit fat, mind you.’ With this she gave Pudding a stern look. ‘What do you say, Irene?’


    ‘Well,’ said Irene, starting slightly. Her voice was subdued. She clenched her hands together. ‘He seems fine.’ There was a pause while Nancy skewered Irene with one of her smiles, which Pudding knew well, so she stepped forward and held out her own hand.


    ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Hadleigh. Mr H mentioned that you haven’t done very much riding before, but I’ve been out on Robin a few times now, and he really is as gentle as a lamb. He didn’t even spook when the charabanc passed us in the lane on Monday, and heaven knows it makes enough smoke and racket. You’ll be as safe as houses on him, I promise you.’ She shook Irene’s hand perhaps too vigorously, and faced down her nerves, even though Irene’s eyes were as glassy and blank as ink spots. For a moment Pudding baulked, and felt a pang of puzzled sorrow that lovely, sunny Mr Hadleigh should have wed such a cold creature. But then it dawned on her that Irene simply looked fagged. Utterly exhausted.


    ‘Well,’ said Irene, pausing to clear her throat. ‘In fact, I’ve never even sat on a horse. I’ve never quite seen the point, when I’ve two good legs of my own.’


    ‘Yes, and a car to drive you everywhere,’ said Nancy. ‘Come the winter, not many things with wheels are any use around here.’


    ‘Oh, and riding is so much fun! And such a wonderful way to see the world,’ said Pudding.


    ‘The world?’ Irene echoed, with a trace of something bitter in her tone.


    ‘Yes. Well … that is, this corner of it, anyway,’ Pudding amended. ‘Shall I saddle him up for you? I could walk you out on the lead rein, if you like, just to get a feel for it? Or even just around the paddock.’


    ‘Now?’ said Irene, alarmed.


    ‘Yes, why not hop up? Only way to find out if you like it. Alistair would be thrilled to hear you’d given it a go,’ said Nancy, brightly, and Irene looked horrified.


    ‘I just thought … since you’d dressed for riding …’ Pudding trailed off. Two spots of colour had appeared on Irene Hadleigh’s cheeks. She looked as though she’d like nothing better than to turn tail and flee. ‘But you needn’t, of course,’ Pudding added.


    ‘Nonsense. No time like the present. How are you ever going to hunt at Alistair’s side if you won’t even get on?’


    ‘I just … hadn’t thought to …’ Irene floundered, and Nancy stared at her meanly, and didn’t help at all, so Pudding came to her rescue again.


    ‘Well, why don’t I ride him in the paddock for a bit, so you can see his paces?’ She saw Irene’s shoulders drop in relief, and with a small noise of derision Nancy went over to feed Bally Girl a carrot from her pocket.


    So Pudding rode Robin in some large circles, loops and figure-eights; in walk, trot and canter. She even popped over a few small jumps, and was enjoying herself so much and concentrating so hard on showing him off that she didn’t notice at which point Nancy and Irene stopped watching and left – Nancy across the field to the churchyard, and her brother’s grave, and Irene presumably back to the house. Puffed out and sweaty, Pudding let Robin walk on a loose rein back to the yard. The horse was puffing too, and Pudding worried that if she got any bigger, she’d be too heavy to ride him. She spent the next hour scouring off the last of Tufty’s winter coat with a curry comb – clouds and clouds of greasy, greyish hair; something for the swallows to line their nests with – and tried not to be disappointed by this first meeting with Irene Hadleigh. She’d been tentatively looking forward to having someone a bit closer to her own age to ride out with, even if she was a Londoner and very upper. Or at least to hearing a bit about London life – the constant parties and balls and bohemian salons and jazz dancing of which she imagined London life to consist. But Irene Hadleigh, though she’d married one of the nicest and best men for fifty miles in any direction, had looked as though she’d rather have been anywhere else than at Manor Farm. A china doll who longed to be back in her box.


    At one o’clock, Pudding went to fetch Donny to go home for lunch. Her brother worked at Manor Farm as well, helping the head gardener Jeremiah Welch, whom everyone knew as Jem. He’d been the gardener at Manor Farm for forty years; his body was a strip of bone and sinew, stronger than tree roots and just as brown, and he kept ferrets – there was usually one about his person somewhere, and if there wasn’t then their particular smell remained.


    ‘Hello, Jem, are you well?’ Pudding called to him, waving.


    ‘Lass,’ Jem replied, his Wiltshire drawl stretching out the word. ‘Your Don’s hoeing the rose beds.’


    ‘Right you are.’ The rose garden was behind high brick walls, sheltered and hot. The perfume of the flowers was as rich as their mad profusion of colour. Donny was in the far corner, with his shirtsleeves rolled up and a brown apron over the top. Pudding was always surprised by the breadth of his shoulders, the solidity of him through the hips and waist that told of his strength. A man’s strength. She still half expected to see the lanky boy he’d been when he’d gone off to enlist. He’d been tall enough, and his brows heavy enough, for his lie of being eighteen to pass, but he’d been only sixteen. Pudding remembered being on fire with admiration for him that day, and could hardly bear to think of it now. She hadn’t had a clue what going to war meant. Donny was sweating, and though he held the hoe ready to work, he was standing stock-still. It happened sometimes – if something made him pause, he might remain paused until somebody came along to restart him. Pudding made sure she’d stepped into his line of sight before she touched his arm to rouse him, but he still flinched. ‘It’s just me, Donny,’ she said, and he smiled, reaching out to pinch her chin between his thumb and forefinger. The sun threw the scar on his head into relief – Pudding could hardly look at it. A flat depression the size of her palm, on the right side of his head, mostly under his hair but coming onto his forehead too, surrounded by knotty scar tissue. ‘Time for lunch,’ she said. Donny straightened up, bringing the hoe to his side.


    ‘Right you are,’ he agreed.


    ‘Looks like you’ve been working hard this morning.’ Pudding looked around at the neat beds and the fresh, weed-free soil Donny had worked between the rose bushes. Then she looked down at the bushes nearest to them, and said ‘Oh!’ before she could stop herself.


    The two rose bushes at Donny’s feet were in shreds. Mature bushes, two and a half feet high, one white, one pale yellow – the colours Nancy Hadleigh liked for her brother’s grave. Their petals, leaves and green stems had been chopped to pieces by the hoe. Pudding stirred the sad confetti with her toe. ‘Oh, Donny, what happened here?’ she said quietly, immediately trying to think of a way to conceal the damage. It would be impossible, of course. She felt a tremor go through her brother and looked up at him, fearfully. ‘It’s all right,’ she said, but it wasn’t. Donny’s face had clouded with rage – that anger with himself that was so terribly destructive for having nowhere to go; no object other than his own intangible frailty. His mouth worked, his skin flushed carmine, and he shook. His hands on the shaft of the hoe were white with the strain of gripping it, and Pudding had to ignore the urge to step back, out of its range. Donny would never hurt her. She knew that so deep down it was written on her bones. But sometimes, since Donny had come home, he stopped being Donny, exactly, and got lost inside himself. Pudding stepped closer, so that he had to see her, and rubbed her hand on his forearm. ‘Well, Donny, they’ll grow back, won’t they?’ she said. She could feel the tension in him, like the vibrations in the ground near the beating house of the mill; like the way she could feel when a horse was about to bolt – that shuddering of pent-up energy that had to go somewhere. She could almost smell it. ‘What do you fancy for lunch?’ she said, refusing to show the least concern.


    She kept on talking to him, and after a while his breathing slowed and the tension left him, and he shut his eyes, covering them with one muddy hand, squeezing tears into the lashes. ‘Come on, then, or we’ll miss out,’ she said, and he let himself be led away. She would see Jem and Alistair Hadleigh about it after lunch, when she was sure that Donny was calm again. Jem would chew his lip and set about tidying the plants in silence; Mr Hadleigh would smile that sad, sympathetic smile he used when these things happened, and say something like, Well now, there’s no point crying over spilt milk, and Pudding would struggle to keep herself together. Even Nancy Hadleigh was kind when it came to Donny – although Pudding had long suspected that Alistair’s aunt was kinder underneath all the bristle than she liked to let on. Pudding had once seen her wring the neck of a duck the fox had got hold of – it had been left with big, bloody holes in its breast, one eye gone and a wing twisted, hanging limply behind it. Nancy had despatched it quickly and flung it onto the bonfire heap, wiping her hands on a rag, saying, No point trying to nurse it, but Pudding had seen the way her eyes gleamed, and the sad set of her mouth.


    They walked down into the village, across the bridge at Rag Mill and up the steep footpath through the field that led home. The field was still called Bloody Meadow by the villagers, after the legend that King Alfred had defeated the Danes in battle there, centuries before, making the river run red with the blood of fallen warriors. They said that was how Slaughterford got its name. Donny had told Pudding the story over and over when she was little, before the war – re-enacting long, fictional accounts of the battle, blow by hideous blow, complete with sound effects and swoops of his hazel sword. She’d loved the excitement of it, the imagined glory and wonder of such an ancient time. Magic and thanes and treasure. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask Donny for the story again, or to tell it to him; to bring back that time. But battles weren’t as alluring any more, and heroic death meant something now – it meant fear and pain and broken lives. Too many other boys had left Slaughterford for the war, from its precious population of eighty-one, including two Tanners, a Matlock, two Smiths and three Hancocks. Only Donny had come back. Alistair Hadleigh too, of course – but he hadn’t been a boy, or a Tommy. Instead, as they climbed and started to puff, Pudding told her brother about Irene Hadleigh, and how she hadn’t wanted to ride. She wasn’t sure Donny was listening until he stopped walking, frowning, and said:


    ‘You never could understand a person not wanting to ride, could you, Pud?’ He spoke slowly, concentrating hard, and Pudding grinned.


    ‘No, Donny. I never could.’


    Spring Cottage was named after the rill of freshwater that bubbled up from the ground in front of it, trickling through a swathe of luminously green duck weed into a stone trough, and then down pipes to give Slaughterford its supply of drinking water. The house was Georgian, not particularly large but handsomely square and symmetrical, with sash windows and a big brass knocker on the front door. Inside, everything was wonderfully normal – Louise had made pea soup from the garden, and gave them a half-proud, half-annoyed list of the chores she and Ruth, their daily, had got through that morning: new paper and pink disinfectant powder in the privy, all the beds changed, the blackcurrants picked and jellied – and Dr Cartwright came bustling in late, as he always did, apologising profusely. Their house was up too steep a hill for his consultations to be held there, so he rented a room in the schoolmaster’s house in Biddestone, and cycled to and fro. Pudding surreptitiously checked her mother for signs of mishap. That was how she and her father termed what was happening to Louise. Mishaps. It was a terrible misnomer neither one of them could bring themselves to drop. But her mother looked fine, if a little tired. Her blond hair was fading as grey invaded it; there were deeper lines around her eyes and mouth than a woman of forty-eight should have, but most of those had appeared the morning Donny went off, seven years previously. It wasn’t a beautiful face, but it was wide and appealing. She was soft and rounded and perfect for hugging. The first sign of mishap was when she began to look around the room with the beginnings of a frown, as though she couldn’t remember why she’d come in, or – worse – which room she was in. Pudding was always watching for it. She never again wanted to be as unprepared, as frightened, as the time she’d come down for breakfast and found her mother standing at the stove with an egg, still in its shell, smoking in a dry pan. Louise had turned to her and smiled politely, and said, Oh, excuse me, young miss – perhaps you might help me? I’m rather worried I’ve come to the wrong address.


    Pudding remembered their kitchen table from her earliest memories – gouging ancient crumbs from its seams with her thumbnail when she was bored of practising the alphabet; the cutlery drawer that jammed; the slight stickiness to the wood that no amount of scrubbing could get rid of. There was a dining room as well, with a far nicer, polished, table, but they used it less and less. The kitchen table was like the enamel pans on their hooks above the stove, and her mother’s yellow apron, and the brown teapot with the glued-together lid – anchors; things Pudding could rely upon. Ruth, who refused to give her age as anything but somewhere in the middle, sat down to lunch with them and gave the doctor the usual report of her large family’s ailments. Pudding’s father did his best to advise.


    ‘And my Teresa’s acne never gets any better,’ said Ruth, as they dipped their spoons into the pea soup. ‘Poor thing’s got a face like wormy meat. How’s she supposed to find a husband, looking like that?’ She appealed to the doctor as if there was something he could have been doing to help her daughter, yet wasn’t. Louise put down her spoon in protest; Donny slurped away, unconcerned. The doctor nodded kindly.


    ‘A girl of Teresa’s sunny disposition should have no trouble there, Ruth. These things are often simply grown out of. But she mustn’t pick at them, and damage the skin.’


    ‘Hilarius put a tincture of witch hazel and ash on Tufty’s infected bot bite last month,’ said Pudding. ‘It was miraculous. The boil was as big as a walnut, and really smelly, but it dried out in three days flat.’


    ‘Oh, good grief, Pudding, not at the table,’ said Louise.


    ‘Sorry, Mum.’


    ‘Witch hazel, you say?’ said Ruth.


    Pudding wondered whether to mention the rose bushes. The last time something like that had happened, Donny had got into trouble soon afterwards. His frustration seemed to build gradually, as though the daily fight to get back to himself wore him out, and weighed him down, until it grew too much to bear. The incident at the White Hart in Ford the year before had been the worst. Patches of sticky blood on the dark stone flags, and a broken tooth; the police sergeant fetched out from Chippenham when Pete Dempsey, the local constable, couldn’t hold Donny by himself. But it hadn’t been Donny’s fault – none of it was Donny’s fault. He’d seen Aoife Moore earlier that afternoon. Aoife with her black hair and green eyes, and the dimple in her chin, who he was supposed to marry. They’d been sweethearts since they were twelve, and got engaged before he went away, but when he got back she managed ten minutes with him, and the crater in his skull, and the way he struggled to speak and eat, and ran away crying. She got engaged to a carrier’s brawny son the following month. Then Donny saw her buying black and white bull’s eyes for her little sister – five for a farthing – from the widow who sold sweets through her front window in Ford. Aoife had struggled to reach through the window, what with her pregnant belly so huge. And then the man she’d married was in the pub, with some others, and had goaded Donny. Pudding hadn’t been there, of course, but she was sure Donny must have been goaded. But the rose bushes were just a slip-up. Just a loss of concentration – his arms still working the hoe though his mind and gaze had drifted off. Pudding decided not to say anything about it.


    Her father stopped her as she went upstairs to bed that night.


    ‘A good day today, Pudding?’ he asked, softly. Upstairs, Louise was putting Donny to bed. In some ways he’d become an oversized child, needing prompting through the bedtime rituals. Brush your teeth, Donny. Into your pyjamas, now. Their footsteps made the floorboards squeak. Pudding didn’t like to think what might happen if her mother ever didn’t recognise Donny, or forgot what had happened to him. The idea of their confusion clashing, and frightening them both, was sickening. Dr Cartwright was a gentle, smallish man – shorter than both of his offspring – with a neat face and grey whiskers. Behind round spectacles, his eyes were sad. When Donny had absconded to join up he’d gone into his consulting room in Biddestone and hadn’t come out, or admitted anyone, for the rest of the day. When he’d finally returned home he’d hugged his daughter tightly, and his eyes had been pink, and he’d said, in a tight voice, The boy’d never forgive me if I sent a telegram with his real age, would he? And Pudding, still star-struck by her brother, had said, He’s going to be a hero, Daddy. The exchange still haunted her. She was sure it haunted the doctor too. The hope in his voice, when he asked Pudding about their day, was painful to hear.


    ‘Yes, Dad,’ she said. ‘A good day.’


    At night, Pudding read. She still had books of pony stories she was far too old for, as comforting as slipping under the blankets and finding the warm spot where the hot water bottle had been. Or she read the tuppenny story papers – love stories and lurid accounts of true crimes. Ruth sometimes passed on well-thumbed copies of Weldon’s Ladies’ Journal and Woman’s Weekly for her to read as well.


    ‘Since your own mother’s in no state to teach you,’ she’d said the first time she’d brought one over, pursing her lips afterwards and colouring up. Pudding did like to read about clothes and hosiery and lipstick, and what she should be knitting, or doing to her skin to make it bloom (in fact, her skin was perfect), but at the same time she felt that none of it was really relevant to her. It was interesting, but like reading the romances or the murder stories – not something that would ever happen in real life. She had bobbed her hair the year before, though, in imitation of the cover star of one of the magazines, and much to her mother’s upset. But it hadn’t hung in a straight, glossy line like Irene Hadleigh’s, with razor edges and a halo of reflected light. Pudding’s hair was thick and bushy, so it’d stuck out from the sides of her head in a triangle, and made her look even wider. Appalled, she’d let it grow back, and in any case it spent most of its life in a hairnet, held back with clips or crushed into the shape of a riding hat and sweaty at the edges.


    That night, though, she picked up Murder Most Foul – true stories of dark deeds in Wiltshire; a book she’d found in a junk shop in Marshfield. It contained fifteen stories of horrible things that had happened in the county throughout its history, two of them in Slaughterford itself, most fascinatingly, albeit years and years ago: ‘The Maid of the Mill’, the murder of a local girl; and ‘The Snow Child’, which told the terribly sad story of a family of tinkers (beautiful as exotic animals are, and similarly devoid of morals, the book said) who had perished from the cold one bitter winter night, having been refused shelter by everyone in the village. Only a little boy had survived, and was found lying half-buried by snow, between his dead parents who’d huddled around him and his sister, trying to keep them warm. Pudding normally couldn’t read it without shivering in sympathy, and being grateful for her warm bed, but she couldn’t seem to concentrate on it that night. She read to the end anyway, then put the book down and wondered, for a moment, how different life might be if one were slim, and beautiful, and married to Alistair Hadleigh.


    When she was little her mother had marked her bedside candle with her thumbnail, and once the flame had burnt down to that point Pudding would know it was time to blow it out and go to sleep. Now it was up to her when she twisted the knob on her gas lamp to extinguish it, and she was usually the last one awake in the house. She liked to be. Her father worked so hard, and worried so much, he was exhausted. And Donny and her mother needed to be watched over, so watch over them she would. Sometimes, on windy nights, she felt like crying. Which was stupid, she told herself, when there was nothing to cry about, really. She had her home, and her parents, not like the little boy in ‘The Snow Child’. And what about the Tanners and the Smiths, whose sons and brothers hadn’t come back from the war at all? What about Maisie Cooper, whose mother had been kicked in the head when her pony was stung by a bee, and had lain unconscious ever since? Maisie had to be back from college for the holidays by now, but she hadn’t come up to see Pudding. Of course, Pudding had far less free time now she was working, and she understood why some of her other friends stayed away – not everybody knew how to talk to Donny any more, or to Louise, and it made them nervous. But she’d thought Maisie, out of everybody, wouldn’t have minded as much. Pudding refused to cry, not when it was only the wind, making her feel like the last human being on earth.


    * * *


    In the circle of light cast by the bronze lamp on the desk, Irene’s hand cramped over the paper. She’d been gripping the pen too hard, as though she might have been able to squeeze words out of it. Dear Fin, she’d written. I don’t think I can carry on much longer without a word from you. Just a single bloody word. After that, her hand had stalled. She’d meant to write with a lighter tone. Something more conversational, as though they might manage to pretend a friendship. She’d meant to write something dry about Nancy’s ever watchful presence, or about the absurdity of life in Slaughterford – what kind of name was Pudding, anyway? – or that there only seemed to be four different surnames to go around, or that when Alistair had told her about Manor Farm, she’d heard the ‘Manor’ part louder than the ‘Farm’ part, when the reverse was closer to reality. But those words wouldn’t come. They’d have been false, anyway. Irene shut her eyes and he was there at once. A quiet, diffident presence behind Serena, who was anything but serene. Not overly tall, not overly handsome, but with something warm and deeply compelling about him, so much so that once they’d exchanged a word and a glance, weeks after meeting, Irene had felt both – glance and word – travel right through her like a wave rolling ashore, and hadn’t afterwards been able to want anything but him. Serena had towed him here and there behind her, by his hand, like a child. He’d been so silent, so overshadowed by her for the first few weeks Irene knew them that she hadn’t heard his Scottish accent, or realised that Fin was short for Finlay, a name she’d never heard before.


    Serena was a different kettle of fish. All bright, all sparkling, all smiles and loud laughter. Irene had first met her at a costume party, dressed as a peacock – sequins and paste jewels twinkling everywhere, iridescent feathers wafting as she moved, blue and green, turquoise and silver. From then on Irene always saw her that way – even when Serena was wearing brown wool, she dazzled. It took a long time to see that it was armour, in fact, to hide what was going on inside her. Serena had bowled Irene over. She bowled everyone over. She didn’t so much make friends as assume that everyone she met was already her friend – and they usually turned out to be, sooner or later. It seemed impossible to resist Serena; so impossible that, later, when Irene asked Fin why he’d married her and he hadn’t been able to explain it, she’d understood at once. She remembered clearly the first time she hadn’t been able to eat in Serena’s presence. Just as she couldn’t in her mother’s presence. It had been in a restaurant in Piccadilly, over a lunch one Tuesday. Sole Veronique. A group of seven or eight of them, some Irene knew, some she did not. Fin sitting opposite her at the far end of the table. She’d caught his eye by mistake and looked away quickly. Irene has a secret pash, you know, Serena had announced, smiling with her eyes ferocious, drawing attention to Irene when she knew Irene would hate it. Look at her blush – isn’t it adorable? Tell us who it is or we’ll make it up! When the food had arrived Irene’s hands had refused to touch the cutlery, and her mouth had refused to open; just like it did when her mother was watching.


    She blinked and took a deep breath, looking down at the scant, wretched words of her letter and hating herself anew. The gas lamp hissed and she thought of all the things she missed about London – not just Fin, or the motor taxicabs Nancy had mentioned earlier. Electric lighting, for one thing, and indoor lavatories; the theatre, and the flicks; music that didn’t involve a squeeze box, washboard or fiddle. The comforting, anonymous throng of busy people; the ease with which new clothes – new camouflage – could be got. The sense, stepping out of the front door, that an infinite variety of things to do, places to be and people to see lay within easy reach. In Wiltshire, there was nothing beyond the front door but mud and animals. The only motor vehicle she’d seen attempting the steep, stony lanes was the lumbering charabanc bus that brought mill workers in the morning, and took villagers off to Chippenham and Corsham. The only thing that both places had in common was the unnatural dearth of young men, and the blank eyes of those who had made it back from the trenches. Carefully, Irene tore away the page with her short letter on it, and was about to screw it up when she heard Alistair’s step outside the door. She quickly slid the page beneath the blotter and arranged her hands in her lap as he came in. He smiled and crossed to her, kissing her cheek.


    ‘How are you now, darling?’ he asked, solicitously. ‘You gave us quite a scare.’


    ‘Rather better, thank you. It was really nothing – that sauce was just a little rich for me.’ A cream and sherry sauce, laced with walnut oil. It had coated the inside of her mouth and throat, and she’d felt her cheeks water in protest as her head began to cloud.


    ‘Yes. Well …’ Alistair trailed off, looking awkward. ‘Irene, I can’t help thinking … I can’t help wondering whether, if you ate a little more, perhaps your system would be more used to …’ He fell silent again.


    ‘I’m simply … not hungry, a lot of the time. That’s all,’ said Irene. She tried to say it lightly, but it sounded as phoney as it was – her empty stomach clawed at her from morning to night. Yet the thought of food closed her throat. Alistair crouched down by her chair, and took her hands. Guiltily, she noticed the ink on her fingers. Alistair had long hands, pianist’s hands, with very neat fingernails. Not like
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