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			If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?

			Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn

		

	
		Table of Contents

		1979: Friday, 11.22 a.m.

		1974: Sunday, 6.49 p.m.

		1943: Thursday, 11.59 a.m.

		1975: Monday, 7.21 a.m.

		1975: Monday, 7.00 a.m.

		1938: Tuesday, 6.23 a.m.

		1975: Thursday, 5.52 p.m.

		1975: Thursday, 12.12 a.m.

		1975: Friday, 3.23 p.m.

		1944: Saturday, 3.06 p.m.

		1975: Thursday, 9.34 p.m.

		1975: Monday, 6.09 p.m.

		1944: Saturday, 12.03 a.m.

		1976: Wednesday, 1.23 p.m.

		1976: Wednesday, 6.23 a.m.

		1944: Sunday, 11 p.m.

		1976: Monday, 7.27 p.m.

		1976: Friday, 2 p.m.

		1945: Sunday, 11.57 a.m.

		1945: Monday, 4.34 p.m.

		1976: Saturday, 2.06 p.m.

		1976: Monday, 7.03 p.m.

		1976: Friday, 8.58 a.m.

		1976: Saturday, 11.09 a.m.

		1949: Saturday, 10.03 p.m.

		1977: Saturday, 3.10 p.m.

		1977: Friday, 8 a.m.

		1977: Friday, 11.32 p.m.

		1977: Saturday, 12.05 a.m.

		1952: Friday, 7.06 a.m.

		1977: Tuesday, 9.24 a.m.

		1977: Saturday, 4.33 p.m.

		1977: Sunday, 5.00 a.m.

		1977: Monday, 9.05 p.m.

		1979: Monday, 6.55 a.m.

		1979: Tuesday, 7.05 p.m.

		1979: Saturday. 1.13 p.m.

		1979: Friday. 8.37 a.m.

		1979: Monday, 2.09 p.m.

		Acknowledgements

	
		1979

		Friday, 11.22 a.m.

		Look at the woman. See her potter. See her shoulders drop as she drifts into the garden. Her eyes take in the dank piles of leaves and the shrubs giving up the ghost after this year’s blink-and-you’ll-miss-it summer. There are four chrysanthemums huddling by the wall and she breaks them off, takes them into the kitchen and puts them in the arty vase shaped like a milk bottle. Her husband sometimes fills it with milk. Says something about emperors. And new clothes. Says it every time, and every time she grins back.

		Today feels like one long grin stretching out ahead, empty of appointments and commitments and clients. She lifts out her gypsy skirt and twirls by the fridge like the ballerina in the musical box she got for her ninth birthday. She twirls into the living room and round the sofa, over the carpet still smelling of chemicals. Beige. Bonkers with a small child, but it’s washable – and rather piss-elegant, she thought when they chose it. She shakes off her shoes to feel the bouclé against her feet. Doesn’t matter if she looks idiotic twirling round the room. Round and round, then round again. There’s no one here. Just her. And the grinning day.

		She considers lolling on the sofa. Or doing handstands against the wall. Or playing the moany music she likes, loudly, but it’s been a while since breakfast and she’s ready for elevenses. Half past elevenses, more like. She boils the kettle, plumps for Earl Grey and is just cosying the teapot when she hears the front gate squeak. Must remember to oil it, she thinks. But not now. No chores today. The knock on the door is imperious and she’s mildly irritated when the bell rings too. I’m coming, I’m coming, she thinks, keep your flipping hair on!

		Her visitor is unexpected. Especially with the beard. But she’s heard tales, so she steps aside and says, ‘Do come in.’ The day shifts into a different gear. She can find out more than she already knows. Swap stories with her mother when they meet up later. She spends her working days winkling people’s stories out of them, so she’ll find out the truth. Get her visitor to spill the beans. She fetches the teapot and brings it in with a bottle of milk and two mugs.

		The visitor says, ‘I take sugar – is that OK?’ and she goes to find it.

		‘Sorry,’ she calls from the kitchen, ‘I always forget.’

		It’s at the back of the cupboard, behind the mustard, so she has to move things around to get at it. She brings the bag into the living room, and a spoon. The tea’s been poured.

		They talk, and she hears surprising things. She doesn’t have to probe, her visitor wants to tell her. And there’s another surprise. She’s feeling sleepy. Not just passing-yawn sleepy, but heavy sleepy, as though she’s been awake for days. She apologises, twice, but she’s losing the thread and just has time to put the mug on the table before she feels herself falling. Off the chair, on to the carpet. When her eyes are at half mast, before she closes them forever, she sees the hand reach into the holdall. Sees the flash of metal.

	
		1974

		Sunday, 6.49 p.m.

		The blade winks in the fierce blue light as it turns in my fingers. Its edge is as fine as a split hair. Its handle presses urgently into my palm. Its heft is perfect. I hold it in my right hand over the flesh, settling my left hand on the skin slipping idly over the musculature beneath. I can tease out this whiff of anticipation almost infinitely and I’ve hovered, knife in hand, for minutes before now like a falcon frozen on a thermal, waiting … waiting … for the twitch of its prey in the scrub below. My left thumb splays along the curvature to hold the flesh still as I inhale so slowly someone watching would be hard pressed to say whether I breathed at all. But there is only me here. Me and the knife. I lower my hand in slow motion and push the blade against the flesh. The tiny pop of entry makes me smile.

		Here we go.

		My left hand tightens its grip as I draw the knife down, the metal’s glissade buttery smooth through the skin’s minute follicular pocks. The subcutaneous fat creams into view as the wound pulls back its lips. I deepen the cut, slicing through the fragile caul into the muscle’s heart. Transferring the knife to my left hand, I slide my right forefinger into the skeins of tissue to poke a pocket about the size of my fingernail between the sticky layers. When I pull my finger out, the flesh exhales sleepily over the hole, but I know where it is. It can’t escape. To my right on the steel top there’s a small pile of green and white fragments in a bowl. I take a pinch and push it into the pocket. I ease the incision shut and poise the knife to make the next one exactly one and a half centimetres away.

		Damn, I’m good.

		When I’ve made ten deposits in ten parallel cuts, I lift the loin of pork on to the onions lolling in olive oil and sprinkle the last of the rosemary and garlic round the roasting tin. I grind sea salt and black pepper over the meat – just enough – before sliding the dish into the upper oven.

		In the lower oven layers of potatoes are sweltering in cream. By the time they’re ready the pork will be calling herbily from its lair, crisped, moist and tender. My culinary timing is immaculate. Always. I go to the sink where two heads of broccoli nudge each other on the draining board. I used to call them trees when I was small, but Mother was affronted by baby speak and insisted I learned to spell the word, tapping out each letter on the dining table. ‘B … r … o … double c … o … l … i. Broccoli. That’s double c, Virginia, if you please.’ If I got it wrong, she’d tap it out on my fingers, sometimes with the back of a spoon.

		I can call it trees now if I choose, and sometimes I do.

		I fill the left-hand sink with water and drop the broccoli heads into it. I reach for my glass of wine, a sly Bourgogne Aligoté, and suck in a mouthful, cruising my palate and swooshing it from cheek to cheek before gulping it down. I reach to my right to settle the glass by the sink but it trips against the plate rack and smashes on the floor. Shit, shit, shit, oh buggery shit! I go to get cloths and kitchen paper and broom and bucket and this time manage to clear up the mess without cutting myself. After I’ve chucked the debris, wrapping it in newspaper to protect the dustmen, I go to the unit above the sink where I keep my wine glasses. I buy them by the dozen. Often. I refill my glass and set it down at the other end of the kitchen, well away from my elbows or shoulders or hips or knees. When I’ve washed and trimmed the trees, I find the pine nuts I brought back from Tuscany after the symposium. I dry fry them
			in a pan, watching as they turn from cream to caramel, snatching them away before they carbonise. When the pork is nearly ready, I’ll stir-fry the broccoli and sprinkle it with the pinolas and a hint of argan oil.

		The cheese has been sitting in the kitchen’s exhalations since this morning and I go over to it now to check on its vital signs. I push my thumb against its coarse battered-orange skin, testing the ooze beneath. In a world where almost any food can be bought at almost any time of the year, Vacherin is resolutely seasonal, and I love it like a missing friend who shows up only every now and again with a cheesy grin on her face.

		I’ve bought endive for the salad I have with every meal, despite the postprandial long haul of defoliating my teeth, and decide that a sweet dressing might temper the leaves’ bitter twist. I pull Dijon mustard from one cupboard and honey from another. I read the label out loud, Miele di Millefiori, rolling the words round my mouth like cherries, and tip a languid arc over the mustard splat in a bowl. I add sea salt and pepper, oil and lemon juice and beat it till the dressing gloops off the spoon. I wash and dry the salad and put it back in the fridge next to the cheesecake in front of the double cream. I wish there were such a thing as treble cream. Quadruple cream even.

		I’ve tried tolerating a messy kitchen, but it makes me nervous. Apart from the glasses – and the plates and the cups and the dishes and the vases – I am never untidy in here, though I don’t give a shit in the rest of the house. I suffered punishing heartburn the one time I ate in the dining room with a cabal of pans and utensils loitering next door, so I clear the worktops now and put everything back in its place. When it’s all done, I take my wine and go to the door, turning round for one last check. Gleams of steel on both sides of the room brace themselves for my next onslaught, and cupboards and drawers and carousels crouch behind a façade so expertly engineered that anyone else would need a map to get in. Every kind of tool and gadget lurks in the kitchen’s belly, and I use them all.

		It is a tasty kitchen. A kitchen whose mother tongue is food.

		I switch on the light as I turn into the hall. The lampshade’s nylon is busy with brown and orange wriggles that remind me of sperm. I called it ‘Shades of Spermatozoa’ when I bought it fifteen years ago, thinking it would make a good title for a book. Or a song, though I don’t listen to music much. My bare feet chill on the hall’s tessellated tiles but their happy slaps are smothered by the shagpile as I go into the dining room.

		This was the reason I bought the house, a room in which to eat languidly, with pleasure, until I’m satisfied. FTB, as Mother would say. Full to bursting, though I’ve yet to burst. Its height, ornate cornices and ceiling rose smack of the hubris of empire builders, and a chandelier emerges from a sudden burst of plaster leaves and up-themselves lilies. It looks a little tipsy because I once smacked a broom into it while clearing a spider’s web and smashed a great swathe of its prisms. I thought its asymmetry was a thing of strange beauty so never replaced it. I go over to the French windows at the back of the room and draw the curtains against the expiring light outside. The rings clack along the pole as the curtain edges strive to meet. And fail. They’ve never exactly been on speaking terms. A pair of Habitat metal uplighters pose on one wall opposite the two candelabra lights on the other. One of their shades burned when it lounged
			against the bulb, but I let it be because its scorch is a measure of the life it has lived. Like a scar on a knee or an anxious groove on a forehead.

		It took four sweating, cursing men to manoeuvre the table into the room, which I think it will probably never leave. Magda, my cleaning lady, polishes it twice a week with the beeswax whose heady fragrance lingers in the air like incense. It reminds her of back home, she says. The old way of doing things. You English have no idea, she says. Around the table are its ten minions, headed by an oak carver of patrician mien, followed by a pair of 1930s kitchen chairs, three Regency chairs with weary seats, a mock Rennie Mackintosh ladder-back chair and three Formica chairs, circa 1954. I was sixteen then, but never sweet.

		I go over to the mahogany sideboard to lay the table.

		I lift out a tablecloth edged and interrupted by handmade lace. Magda does her best, but there are red and brown and black stains here and there, like telling chapters in my alimentary history. I spread it on the table and set silver candelabra at each end, their arms semaphoring each other across the lacy wastes between. I lay two places in case Ruby shows up, setting the posh cutlery round the plates in the prescribed order. Mother’s pernickety about that, even when it’s just a snack in the garden. A plastic-handled kitchen knife seems to have sneaked into the cutlery drawer, so I put it at Ruby’s place, where it sits like a common-as-muck pleb at a king’s banquet. She’ll snicker when she sees it.

		If she comes.

		Needing a refill, I pop back to the kitchen. I empty the bottle of Bourgogne and sniff at the Gigondas, which I uncorked two hours ago. I think it will do, unlike the flimsy Châteauneuf-du-Pape I had to ditch yesterday.

		I am neither a believer in frugality on days like today, nor a believer in popes at any time.

		I go upstairs to shower, adjusting one of the tepid watercolours on the wall in passing. I bought the six of them as a job lot at auction: I suppose they’re British landscapes, but they could be anywhere. Well, maybe not Africa. Taking off my clothes in the bedroom I inadvertently catch sight of myself in the mirror. I usually manage to avoid my reflection, but if I fail I have a good long stare because sometimes I slip my mind.

		I wouldn’t turn anyone’s head or stop anyone’s heart or create an admiring stir. When puberty hit and I shot up like a cabbage past its prime, Mother used to tell me I was ungainly, which I suppose offended her gainliness. In my Birkenstocks I scrape the six-foot mark if I stand up straight, which is rare, but they’re the nearest thing to walking barefoot and I am forced by convention to wear shoes. I’ve had the same pudding-basin haircut since childhood and I’d shave it off if I could, but a shiny head might frighten the horses, so I grudgingly wash it once a week. My mid-mud locks gave up the fag of curling before I went to school and now just kink listlessly over my head. I found my first grey hair when I was twenty-five, a year before my first grey pube, three years before my early menopause, and was relieved. No more shrugging on the pretence of femininity in the morning; no more wearing it like a scratchy wool coat in
			the summer heat; no more beastly girly stuff. My hedgerow brows clamber across a face which has never quite mastered the art of pretty. Never learned how to charm. I’m not bothered. As long as I can smell, as long as I can see and taste and hear and touch – as long as I can work – I’m content.

		My neck leads to wide shoulders and arms ending with the disproportionate hands of an adolescent. Or a gambolling puppy, though I’ve never knowingly gambolled. All year round, my spatulate fingers look as though they’ve been scrubbed with wire wool, their nails cut riskily close to the quick. Mother paid a great deal of attention to her nails, which were perfectly oval and shone with colours whose names could have come out of the Rubaiyat. My small breasts perch above my body’s perpendiculars and my long legs, which might be called coltish on another woman, drop with no nonsense to my feet.

		Having committed myself to memory, I go across the landing to the bathroom. After boiling my skin as close to lobster as possible without actually cooking, I lavish Yves St Laurent creams on my body and my face and return to the bedroom. My scents congregate on a bookshelf and I toy with Joy before settling on Cabochard. I spray my neck and my wrists and the backs of my knees and look in the wardrobe for the silk blouse with the myriad buttons that usually elude my fingers. They comply this time, except for one that jackknifes behind a radiator. I’ll hunt the bastard down later. Skulking among the M&S work clothes are my favourite trousers. They are the colour of dried blood, and chains and buckles and straps loop and whoop along their length.

		‘But they’re men’s trousers,’ the furry woman in the charity shop said when I bought them.

		‘Ah yes. They’re for my niece,’ I replied. ‘She’s a tall girl and is rather keen on that punk nonsense.’

		I strap them on and clank over to my jewellery hanging on the coat stand.

		During the two years I worked in Sierra Leone, my patients’ relatives would press necklaces into my hands when I pulled off the impossible. The whole family – sometimes twenty, thirty people strong – would gather outside the hospital and sing and dance their thanks in febrile rhythms that almost unglued me. These beads, they said, these shells and bones and stones, would ward off the spirits that so nearly claimed their sister. Their mother, their daughter, their aunt. I settle some seed pods round my neck and slip on my shoes.

		I drink the last of my wine and go downstairs.

		I know how to feed myself well. And with gusto. The meat begs to be carved, the potatoes hide the lubricious heart of a lover under their crust, the pine nuts perk against the broccoli and the salad is dressed lightly, because an overdressed salad is like a ball gown at a barbecue. I sit in my chair and toast myself and Ruby with the queen of red wines. Then several times more for the sheer hell of it.

		Ruby’s habit is just to pitch up. ‘Like a bad penny,’ she’ll say, waiting for the next line. I know my cue. ‘No, no, Ruby,’ I’ll say, ‘more like a gold sovereign,’ and she’ll smirk.

		I won’t wait for her tonight, nor will I save her any food. If she comes when the meal is finished, I can always make something simple, like fresh linguine with truffle oil, and open another bottle of red.

		There’s one slice of pork left when I’ve finished my first course. I’ll save it for next door’s dog because today is the last of the trips. The quads are due in tomorrow. I reach over to the sideboard for the Vacherin, palpate it one more time and gently ease off its crust. I dip chunks of bread into its custardy guts and the cheese drips on to my chin and my blouse and my lap. I finish it all, running my finger round the inside to scoop out its last vestiges. I drink three glasses of five-year-old Vin Santo with the cheesecake, taking a fourth through to the living room when I’ve cleared up.

		I stretch out on the battered chesterfield and rest my hands on my midriff. I close my eyes and imagine my meal churning inside me. Shreds of broccoli and bopping raisins and clumps of pork reeling around in a mongrel dance. Bubbles popping into my tiny domed fundus, boiling up my oesophagus and bursting into my mouth, where they trail along my palate and up my nose and into the next four days. I must have dozed off because when I next look at my watch, twenty minutes have passed. I stand up, slightly fuzzy, and go to the door. As I pass the console table, I let my fingers trail along its top, skittering over the altar cloth, circling the brass candlesticks and skating like a slow-motion leaf on water over the rosewood case quietly shining at its centre.

		I’ve got a long surgical list tomorrow, so I have to be up at sparrow’s fart. I’ve often wondered what a sparrow’s fart might look like. A small feathered blip on the wind smelling of worms, I suppose.

	
		1943

		Thursday, 11.59 a.m.

		I’ve been sitting on this knobbly chair for a long time. I can’t tell the time yet, but I know it’s a long time because my this-hand-side leg has gone to sleep. I pretend to read clock faces sometimes, but only in my head because Mother tuts when I do it wrong. I look over at the goldy clock on the mantelpiece and I count for a bit because I know that each tick means something. It’s seventeen o’clock and probably a few minutes, excepting I don’t know how to do minutes yet. I pick up my sewing from the table. I hope the horrid needle didn’t lose its horrid thread when I chucked it down crossly. If it has, I’ll have to go and ask Nana to put it back through the little hole and she’ll tut like Mother, only faster. The sewing is damp at the edges from my hands. It’s a very hot day today – ‘Too hot to be playing outside with the chickens,’ Nana said, ‘so you just sit
			quietly and do your sewing, Virginia, and if you’re a good girl maybe you can go outside when it’s cooler.’

		Being a good girl means sticking the needle – which has kept the red thread, hurrah, hooray – into the material and pulling it back through without pricking my finger like Sleeping Beauty. I’m not like Sleeping Beauty even a bit because when I prick my finger I don’t have a nice long sleep for a hundred years, I just bleed and I’m scared I’ll get blood on my sewing. When I prick myself I look hardly at my finger and wait for the pretty bobble of blood to come out. It looks like a fairy football. Only then it squooshes and makes a mess.

		Mother was a good sewer, Nana says, and she keeps showing me some sewing Mother did when she was a little girl even though she was a lot bigger than I am now. She was ten, Nana says, and points to the sewing that’s on the wall, where it says Eleanor Redford, Aged 10 and Home Is Where The Heart Is next to a house with a tree and some flowers and some stars in the sky. And a moon. The sky’s the bit I like best because it looks like somewhere you could fly off to and have magic adventures on your own. Not somewhere where you have to do silly sewing and wash your hands before meals. I don’t say ‘silly sewing’ to grown-ups because of the tutting, but I say it over and over in my head like this: silly sewing silly sewing silly sewing, and it sounds a bit like a snake. Well, I think it sounds like a snake, only I’ve never seen a
			real one. I don’t think there are many snakes in Yorkshire. Excepting sometimes when I go for a walk in the fields by myself I think they might be hiding in hedges. Or up in trees, ready to drop down on my head and squeeze me to death. Or bite my eyes off. There’s a snake in my flappy book and sometimes I give him elephant legs.

		I can hear Nana banging pots and pans in the kitchen. She’s probably making tea for Grandpa and my uncles for when they come home all hot and smelly. I’ve got three uncles: the two ones who live here at the farm, and Uncle Edgar who’s at Granny and Papa Denham’s house, only I’ve never met him. I think he might be God because there’s this big picture of him in Granny’s drawing room with a baby light at the top and loads of other pictures on a table underneath with shiny candlesticks like at the front bit at church, which is God’s house. If Uncle Edgar’s God then he’ll be out doing God things all the time, like making people better who’ve died, so he’d be very busy. Perhaps he’s off trying to stop the War, that’d be something God would do, and then Father would come home, though I don’t know what he looks like now. I’ve seen Granny’s picture of him in the
			kitchen, but he might have changed at War because of killing and things. You never know. Sometimes I see Granny standing in front of the big gold picture and she looks jolly sad. Once I thought I saw her crying when she looked at the picture of Uncle Edgar-god, excepting grown-ups don’t cry.

		I’ve been at Nana’s for days and days and days. I always come here when Mother’s doing her important war work. Only the way the grown-ups say it, it’s Important War Work, and it’s also Top Secret, so I’m not allowed to ask what kind of work it is. If I did, I’d be a nosy parker which is not a good person to be. I think maybe it’s making guns or planes because probably Mother knows how to do making things because of Father’s factory. Excepting she doesn’t work there and anyway the factory makes tractors, but he might have taught her something before he went away to War, you never know. I’m not sure what he’s doing at War, but I’m sure it must be something to do with being brave because grown-ups talk about Our Brave Troops.

		Mother’s usually grumpy when she comes back from Important War Work, like she wishes she was still doing it and not having to make my tea and teach me my letters, so I walk around on my tippy-toes and try not to break things. And I hope Ruby won’t just pop in because that makes Mother even more grumpy. Ruby can always go away when Mother gets even more grumpy, but she hasn’t taught me how to fly yet.

		Ruby’s here now, sitting on the chair over there, twisting a bit of her yellow hair and kicking her red shoes against the thing for your feet at the bottom. The bar thing.

		‘I’m bored,’ she says, only she says it like this: I’m boooo-ored. ‘Can’t we go outside? We could go and find those kittens we saw yesterday, or we could throw stones at the cows and make them moo all over the place.’

		‘No, we can’t,’ I say, ‘because Nana would be really cross and then she’ll tell Mother and she might even smack me, you never know.’

		Ruby’s face gets scrunched, which makes me know I’ve got to do something quickly. ‘I know,’ I say, ‘let’s play doctors. We could play it in here so Nana thinks I’m doing sewing and we can play very, very softly so she won’t hear.’

		Ruby bucks up and says, ‘Oo, yes, yes, yes – that would be super!’

		‘You stay there while I go and get our special things,’ I say, ‘and whistle our special whistle if Nana comes to see if I’m doing my sewing.’

		Mustn’t let Ruby do the sewing while I’m away because she’ll spill ink on it or something, even though I don’t think there’s any ink in the dining room. But Ruby’s like Spike the sheepdog, she’d sniffle and snuffle around and find some in a Top Secret hidey-hole that only grown-ups know about and then she’d splosh it on the sewing and on the tablecloth and maybe even down Nana’s bosom if she came in to see what the noise was about. Ruby’s very noisy when she’s having fun, not like me – I’m as quiet as a caterpillar.

		‘Now, don’t you move from your chair,’ I say as I take off my sandals and creep to the door, and Ruby grins and shakes her head.

		Hurrah, hooray, the kitchen door’s nearly closed and I can’t hear Nana banging any more, so perhaps she’s out in the yard or in the scullery doing the washing. I slide my foot on to each stair really slowly, not standing on the bits of the five stairs that make horrid noises. Sometimes I get frightened in the night when I hear cracks and creaks because I think it’s the bogeyman coming to eat me with his tiger teeth, but Nana says, ‘Oh, don’t be such a mouse, Virginia,’ so I just sing a happy song to myself very quietly until he’s gone away.

		I slip into the bedroom I sleep in when I’m here, which was Mother’s when she was a little girl. It has lots of flowers on the curtains and the eiderdown, and a real dressing table with a mirror that you can see the back of your head in. What the grown-ups don’t know is that I’m Top Secret too, and I go to my hidey-hole at the bottom of the cupboard.

		When I was staying with Nana before today, I saw that one of the floorboards at the bottom of the cupboard was loose, so I sat on my BTM and wriggled it for a long, long time till I could lift it up and look into the dusty spider’s webs underneath. There must have been mice there too because I saw some mouse poo, but I mustn’t say poo because it’s very common, Mother says. I have to say Number Twos. Excepting I can say poo to myself and when I’m talking to Ruby. When I cleared out the cobwebs and the poo, I saw a little gap between the stones the house is made of, so I found another stone and put it in the front of the hole so no one can look inside. Nana might peek when she’s cleaning or when she’s looking for my plimsolls in the morning and then my goose would be cooked. Only I haven’t got a goose. The stone made it like Ali Baba’s cave, so I always say, ‘Open says me,’ when I come to get my
			treasure, but I whisper it because I mustn’t give the game away.

		I say, ‘Open says me,’ now and roll the stone away. There isn’t any treasure in it like gold or diamonds or the king’s crown, but what’s in there is my special treasure. I take a pair of scissors and a knife out of the hole. They’re Mother’s sewing scissors and taking them means I did two bad things, so I’d have to go to prison if anyone found out. First I stole them from the sewing basket by the fire, which makes me a burglar, and second I’m not allowed to play with scissors, so I’d have to go to Approved School like Dora, who’s our cleaning lady’s daughter. Dora had to go to Approved School because she had a baby and Mother and Nana did lots of tutting when I saw them talking about it once in the kitchen. They said Dora didn’t have a husband. ‘She’s just a common tart, Eleanor,’ Nana said and Mother nodded her head so hard I was scared it’d
			fall off. I only saw Dora once and she didn’t look like a tart to me. She didn’t have a hole in the middle filled with jam, but perhaps there are some people who are pies. Or puddings. Sandwiches even. You never know.

		The knife is just the right size and I found it in the garden shed, so I think it’s Father’s because all the tools in there are his, Mother says. That’s probably being a burglar too, but because Father’s at War, I’ll only get into trouble when he gets back. Maybe he won’t even notice because he might have gone blind at War. People do. Then it wouldn’t matter that I don’t know what he looks like now, because he wouldn’t know what I look like too. I wrap the scissors and the knife in my pocket-handkerchief, which has lace round the edge and a big blue V in the corner in sewing. If Nana sees me with it, I’ll just say, ‘Atchoo! Atchoo! Oh, Nana, I’ve just turned all poorly,’ and she’ll make me bread and milk and snuggle me up in bed.

		I close the hidey-hole and close the cupboard and close the bedroom door as I leave and go back downstairs after I’ve picked up a damp flannel from the bathroom.

		Because it’s a hot day the parlour windows are open, so I leave the flannel on the window sill and slide into the garden like a giant snail. Under a plant pot round the corner are the animals me and Ruby found the other day: a butterfly and a spider and a shiny beetle. They’re all dead, which is a good thing because if they were alive they’d run away and then where would we be? I put the wrapped-up things in my knickers pocket and don’t pick up the animals hardly because I don’t want to break them. Back through the window, pick up the flannel and creep, creep, creep to the dining room.

		Ruby looks grumpy. ‘Where have you been?’ she says. ‘I was starting to get bored again, so I did some of your sewing.’ Bother. Bother, bother, bother. She’s done all these wonky stitches and the thread’s come out of the needle again, but I don’t say Oh, Ruby! because then she’d go away and I can’t do this busy work on my own. I put everything down on the table and pull out my handkerchief and unfold it. Then I lie the scissors and the knife on the top slowly so I don’t cut myself. Then I line up the animals like the queue at the baker’s when Mr Shepherd’s got some bread in. Then I smile at Ruby.

		‘Well, now. We’re all ready-steady-go.’ Oh, but I’ve got one last job. I sit on the floor and wipe my feet with the flannel because they’re all mucky from the garden and Nana would know I’ve been outside if I don’t clean them. I put my sandals back on and do up the buckles by myself. Mother patted my head when I did that for the first time and I really liked it even though I’m not a puppy.

		Ruby’s got the two little pink spots on her cheeks that she gets when she’s excited. It makes her look like a clown at the circus and she’d be very, very, very happy if I said that because she likes to be funny like a clown.

		We kneel on dining chairs side by side and I say, ‘Golly, Dr Ruby, we’ve got a hard day’s work ahead of us – what shall we do first?’ I put on the deep voice I use for this game because doctors are men, like Dr Greenaway.

		‘Oh, this poor spider,’ says Ruby in her normal voice but a bit higher, ‘it can’t fly, Dr Virginia. I think we need to help it fly away, don’t you, because otherwise the cat might eat it. Or a monkey.’

		‘Good idea, Dr Ruby. Shall you take the spider and I’ll take the butterfly?’

		‘Rather! Pick up your scissors and I’ll do the counting. One-two-three-five-six-nine-seven.’ I pick up the scissors and Ruby picks up the knife and we get to work. I put my face right up close to the butterfly and hold my breath when I snip his wings off. Ruby puts her finger softly on the spider’s back to squoosh him flat a bit so his legs stick out sideways and she’s cutting each leg off with the knife. We’re being so quiet, the tick tock of the clock sounds as loud as the church bells do on Sunday.

		When we’ve finished, we both sit on our heels and look at our busy work.

		‘Oh, good show, Dr Virginia,’ says Ruby. ‘Gosh, that was a difficult job but you’ve done jolly splendidly.’

		‘Well, Dr Ruby,’ I say, ‘good show to you too. You have to be ever so clever to do the spider cutting, but there it is – eight perfect legs. Now, shall we help this poor animal to fly?’

		‘Oh yes, let’s!’ says Ruby. ‘I’ll hold him down while you do it.’

		I pick up the wings of the butterfly between my thumb and finger and lie them in the palm of my hand like it was Dr Greenaway’s tray. Then I lift them off my hand and put them on either side of the spider. I make little humming noises so the spider will know I only want to help him, and when I’ve finished I say, ‘There, little spider, you shall fly in the air,’ like when the fairy godmother says to Cinderella, ‘There, Cinderella, you shall go to the ball.’ When I do this difficult job, I think I know what Mother means when she says Hard Work Is Its Own Reward. Excepting sometimes she says Virtue Is Its Own Reward.

		Our busy work isn’t finished yet.

		‘Shall we clean our hands before we see to the beetle?’ I say, thinking it’s a good job I fetched the flannel.

		‘Oh bither-bother-bother!’ says Ruby. ‘Do we have to?’ Ruby likes mucky things.

		‘Mother says if you don’t wash your hands before you eat you’ll turn all poorly,’ I say, ‘and you don’t want to make little beetle poorly, do you? We’re supposed to be making him better, Dr Ruby, so you just do what you’re told.’

		Ruby’s eyes get smaller and she pushes her mouth together so tightly it looks like a cat’s BTM. She reaches over to the beetle, but I grab her hand before she gets there.

		‘If you don’t wash your hands, Dr Ruby,’ I say, ‘you’ll have to leave the doctors’ room and go home.’ I make my voice go even deeper. ‘And you don’t want that, do you?’

		Ruby growls like the mummy cat when you go near her kittens.

		‘I’m going to count to three, Ruby – I beg your pardon, Dr Ruby – and if you haven’t washed your hands, you know what comes next, don’t you?’ I pull my eyebrows down like Mother does. ‘One … two …’

		Ruby sighs and hops down off the chair, swinging her arms crossly as she goes over to the flannel, which is on the floor. She wipes her hands and then she suddenly sticks the flannel up under her frock at the back. ‘Ha ha, now I’m going to wipe my bum!’ she says and she looks happy again.

		I jump off my chair and race over. I snatch the flannel out of her hands, which is ever so rude, but sometimes you have to do rude things. Needs must – that’s what Nana says. We stare at each other quite closely, our noses nearly touching. We’re exactly the same height. The stare goes on for a long, long time, but I’m the winner because Ruby blinks.

		‘Righto,’ I say. ‘It’s back to work for us then, Dr Ruby.’ Back at the table we look at the eight spider’s legs. ‘I think we need to give these to the beetle, Dr Ruby, don’t you?’ I say. ‘He’s not going to get very far on those tiny pins, is he?’

		‘Jolly top hole, Dr Virginia,’ says Ruby, ‘and how about giving the butterfly the beetle’s wings, eh? It’ll keep him warm when it’s cold.’

		‘And dry when it’s rainy – spiffing idea,’ I say. ‘I’ll guard the legs while you cut off the wings with the knife, shall you?’

		‘I certainly shall,’ Ruby says. ‘Stand well back, Dr Virginia, this might get mucky.’

		I carefully wrap my hands round the spider’s legs like a little fence and watch as Ruby sticks her face really close to the beetle. She waits for a second, thinking about how to do this job, and then cuts one of the purply wings off carefully. I don’t say, ‘Jolly good show,’ because I don’t want to make her jump. She puts the knife into the beetle to cut off the other wing and – oh no, oh no, oh no – the knife slips and it falls on the top of the table and it makes a big scratch and my tummy starts to hurt.

		‘Oh my goodness, look what you’ve done, Ruby,’ I whisper. ‘What’s Nana going to say?’

		Elsie Redford’s having a bad day. She’s never been a fan of the heat and today she’s roasting like a pig on a spit. She’s a big-boned, brawny woman but her skin’s as tender as an infant’s, and half an hour in the sun makes her look like a radish. She’s moving round with uncharacteristic speed, as though she can dodge the sun’s rays, but the buggers will keep finding her. On top of the meteorological curse she’s pretty certain she’s hit the menopause because six or seven times a day this bloody furnace ignites inside her. Her mother was a martyr to her Time of Life, so she supposes she’ll be the same. ‘Thanks for lumbering me with that, Mam,’ she mutters under her breath as her face pebbles with perspiration for the hundredth time since breakfast.

		Her days are lumbered enough, what with looking after Albert and the boys and performing the ordinary tasks of the farmer’s wife, but that’s her cross and she bears it with equanimity. She’s Yorkshire after all, and Yorkshire people don’t moan. But looking after Virginia is one more task tacked on to an already long list. She knows it’s right that Eleanor contributes to the war effort but, truth be told, she’d forgotten what living with a small child’s like. It exhausts her sometimes, even though Virginia usually does what she’s told. She’s like her mother that way, though she’s nothing like as pretty.

		She fed the chickens and the pigs first thing, before the heat cranked up, and now she’s preparing her men’s tea. She’s made the dumplings already and they’re sitting in the larder keeping cool under their net, next to the slabs of beef. She needs carrots and turnips and onions so she ventures out to the kitchen garden. Generations of manure have enriched the soil so her veg is the stuff of local legend. When she can be bothered, she enters the Best Produce competition at the summer fête and feels the envious eyes on her back when she brings them into the tent. She’s won so often they’ve given her the cup, which now sits in the scullery holding the collar studs.

		Her nose fills with the loamy scent of the land as she forks enough roots to fill the pot. It’s her favourite smell in the world – much more to her taste than the Soir de Paris Albert buys her every Christmas, which just smells to her of city soppiness. From time to time her lower back twinges, but she doesn’t stop digging. Hardiness is next to happiness in her book. She didn’t even cry when she gave birth to her two sons, and they were giant specimens, both of them.

		She sees a hole in the ground at the edge of the garden: them bloody rabbits have been at it again. When she’s done for the day she’ll fetch the shotgun and lie in wait for the buggers. She tries to remember if she’s locked it in its cupboard. It wouldn’t do to have Virginia sniffing around. Little fingers on the trigger – doesn’t bear thinking about. Once when the kids were little she came across Frank and John sitting in front of Eleanor, holding the gun to her forehead between them. How she walloped them – they couldn’t sit down for a week! But then boys are little heathens you’ve just got to rein in till they can look after their womenfolk in a proper manly way.

		When she’s washed and chopped and fried and stirred, she stows the stew in the Aga’s belly. She sent the boys out with chunks of cheese and home-made bread and pickle this morning, but they’ll eat their own arms when they come home if there’s nowt on the table. John and Frank have inherited their parents’ burliness, though thankfully Albert’s ruddy complexion too, and have appetites that need constant stoking. Eleanor’s different. Sometimes Elsie thinks she must have been swapped at birth because she’s twig thin and toys with her food as though it’s dangerous. She was always careful with her weight and her appearance, but when she married William and went to live in Harrogate, she turned into a fashion plate, all crisp and pricey like that Wallis Simpson. She changed her accent too, replacing its Yorkshire vowels with a southerner’s yap, and sometimes Elsie has to ask her to repeat what she’s
			said. When they have tea at Bettys Tea Rooms, Elsie wades through chocolate cake or treacle tart or apple pie with lashings of cream and extra sugar while Eleanor sits opposite her slowly stirring her lapsang souchong tea. With a slice of lemon in it. Disgusting. She can tell Virginia’s inclined to be a fussy eater too, but she’s having none of that.

		‘You’ll eat what you’re given and be glad on ’t,’ she says firmly when she sees the child pushing her carrots to the edge of the plate. ‘Plenty of people have nowt on their plates – especially nowadays – so you just be grateful, lass.’

		She’s grateful now that Virginia’s kept quiet so she can get on with her chores without having to run in and out. She obviously loves sewing, she thinks – just like Eleanor, who’d sit stitching for a whole afternoon. She was never interested in helping her father on the farm or her mother in the kitchen, but if you gave her a box of embroidery silks she’d be absorbed for hours. When she was older she offered to do the family’s mending which pleased Elsie no end because she was all thumbs with a needle. Accounts for Eleanor’s interest in clothes she supposes, though herself she’s never seen the point of dressing up except for Christmas and church.

		Her daughter’s always been mysterious to her. Like trying to see through steam. She was a studious child who’d ask for books on astronomy for Christmas and birthdays, never dollies or teddies like a normal little girl. It was as though she wanted to look away from earthly things, away from her family, live on some distant planet where she could dance alone in the ethereal light of a star. The boys just hit things and kicked things and compared their bumps and bruises, so she rubbed along with them in a way she could never have done with Eleanor.

		Once she’s put the men’s work clothes in the copper to boil and hung the sheets out to dry, it’s time to check on the child. Virginia came in twice earlier to have her needle rethreaded which was vexing, but she’s not come back again so Elsie supposes she’s mastered it. There’ll be fruitcake if she’s done well.

		As she walks into the dining room she sees her granddaughter’s face. Virginia is usually inscrutable, but her cheeks are hectic as Elsie looms over her, smelling of laundry and onions. Elsie’s mouth flat-lines as she looks down at the table where bits of insect bodies lie in terminal chaos on the Georgian table handed down by her beloved grandfather. Her only family heirloom. For a moment this usually blunt woman is speechless – until she sees the deep cut in the surface. Three inches long in a perfectly straight line. The culprit sits panicky-eyed at the table with a knife in her hand. A pair of scissors lies next to the insects. Elsie makes a primitive sound of outrage that splinters the air. Virginia puts her hands over her eyes and her head on the table.

		Elsie grabs her from behind and jerks her off the chair, grazing her shin on the table’s edge. Virginia stays still, doesn’t wriggle, because she can feel her grandmother’s fury against her back. Elsie carries the little girl with beetle wings stuck on her forehead to the end of the hall.

		Virginia knows where she’s going.

		Eleanor parks the car in the drive and walks over to her house without bothering to lock it. Some thief can pinch it. Some meteor can flatten it, she doesn’t care. The stone steps feel like swansdown under her feet and she floats through the solemn oak doorway into the hall. She drops her keys on the coat stand and slips out of her skirt at the bottom of the stairs. As she glides over the treads she shrugs off her jacket, slides her blouse down the banisters and weaves to her bedroom in her underwear. She stands in front of the mirror, tracking the traces of the last three days. She looks at her hair, dishevelled by pillows and by fingers; at her belly, mapped and misted by his breath; at her insatiable centre, thrilling now with a desire that buckles her legs. She smiles at this woman she has only lately come to know, this Lazarus woman astonished by life. She takes off her bra and slides her knickers off, as silky as the hands that caress
			her thighs, ease them apart, open her up to passions in which she gladly drowns. She pops her stockings out of their suspenders and rolls them down her legs. She looks at her skin and feels it struggling to house this new flesh, fruity with sex. She picks up her underwear and crushes it against her nose. She inhales its scent, as frank and earthy as her pleasures. She coils the stockings, folds her lacy traces of underwear and hides them in a pochette at the bottom of her wardrobe. It comforts her to know they are there.

		She riffles through her clothes to find something sexless.

		Elsie’s kneading the dough. She leaves deep knuckle prints in its surface as she punches it over and over. It will forgive her and rise again, unlike Grampy’s table. She hears Eleanor’s car crunch up the lane and blames her. She’s far too kind to the child, far too willing to spare the rod and now the table’s spoiled. Well, she’ll tell her.

		Eleanor stands in the doorway, trim, tailored, immaculate. Her mother pushes a sweaty lock of hair away, leaving a streak of flour on her forehead like a tribal sign.

		‘That child of yours,’ she begins, ‘that child is an animal, Eleanor. A wicked little savage. You leave her here, you dump her in my house, you bugger off in your fancy clothes …’

		‘For my war work, Mam, for my work,’ says Eleanor evenly.

		‘For your bloody war work, and I leave her alone for a minute and she’s at the table, at Grampy’s table, hacking away with her knife till she’s dug this bloody great hole in it so deep it’s bloody ruined. I don’t know what you’ve done to her – or not done to her, more like – but you’ve raised a little devil and I’ll not be taking care of her again. You’ll have to make other arrangements, lass.’

		Eleanor feels a sudden rush of panic. She takes a step towards Elsie and tries to look remorseful. ‘Oh, Mam, I’m truly sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sure she didn’t mean to. She’s not normally destructive, only a little careless sometimes. Doesn’t look what she’s doing. I know she wouldn’t want to upset you. She loves you to bits. I can hardly get her to sleep when she knows she’s coming here. Remember that Christmas card she made you?’ Elsie does. She was charmed at the time. ‘She didn’t make one for William’s mother. Just you. Special Nana, do you remember? Only she spelled “special” wrong.’

		Elsie looks over at the Welsh dresser where the card, heavily decorated with purple and orange rickrack, sits next to her best teapot. ‘Well, she’d best make it up to me,’ she says. ‘She’s in ’t punishment corner – you know where to find it. She can probably come out now.’

		I’m sitting on the floor, leaning up against a lawnmower. Well, I think it’s a lawnmower but I can’t see anything because Nana’s turned the light off. I haven’t been crying because if I cry Nana’ll leave me down here till I’m all grown up and then I’ll starve to death. I hear a horrid rustling noise over there and I get a sort of hiccough in my tummy. I hope it’s one of those dear little field mousies, but suppose it’s a dragon? Suppose it’s been hiding in here for years and years waiting for a yummy little girl to come along? Suppose it burns me till I’m cooked then it gobbles me all up? I try talking like Uncle John does when the cows are scared. I say, ‘Shaa now, lass, shaa, shaa, shaa,’ lots of times but it doesn’t make me not scared. Maybe it’s because I’m not a cow. I wouldn’t be scared if I had blanky to suck or my flappy book to read. Mind you, then I’d have to be an explorer and find a torch, but when I’d found one, I could look at my book with the cut-up people as long as I liked. I could make a doctor with a butcher’s tummy and ostrich legs, or a soldier with a lion’s tummy and little girl’s legs, and they’d be my friends and we’d all go up a mountain and have a picnic and throw snowballs and laugh a really lot.

		Poo! The cellar smells like the lavatory and the chicken shed and the dustbin all pushed together. I try smelling the inside of my arm because arm-smell might get rid of cellar-smell, but it doesn’t work. It’s very cold down here so I sing a lullaby because then I can fall asleep and not hear the dragon rustling. I sing ‘Rock-a-Bye Baby’ and ‘Hush, Little Baby, Don’t Say a Word’ and then ‘Rock-a-Bye Baby’ again, but in a quiet voice so I don’t wake myself up if I go to sleep. I’m still awake. I close my eyes and then I open them and I can’t tell the difference. I hear voices up above me and one of them sounds like Mother, but it might be witches trying to trick me. Then they’d put a spell on me and magic me away and I’d never see her again. A little crying comes out of my chest.

		I hear the cellar door rattle and then it’s open, and I see Mother in the doorway with light round her head like Jesus’s mummy.

		‘Mother?’ I say, quietly in case it’s a witch.

		‘I hear you’ve been a very, very naughty girl,’ says Mother.

	
		1975

		Monday, 7.21 a.m.

		Faisal hears the tapping on the bathroom door through the shower’s thrum. Labelle’s singing on the radio by the sink and he’s weaving about, singing along without knowing exactly what it is Lady Marmalade’s offering. He calls out, ‘Yup, who is it?’ and Ismail shouts, ‘Me, Daddy!’ and changes his tapping to keep time with the music.

		‘It’s OK,’ he says, ‘door’s not locked, you can come in.’ His son’s silhouette looms against the glass door, his head about knee height.

		‘Watch this, Daddy,’ he says and pushes his face against the glass, inflating his cheeks like a blowfish.

		‘Aaaagh!’ yells Faisal in mock terror. ‘It’s an alien!’ Ismail finds this mighty satisfactory. His fingertips scamper up and down the glass and Faisal gives a little scream, ‘Oh my goodness, baby aliens too – help!’

		Ismail pulls away and giggles. ‘Hah! Had you fooled, eh?’ he says.

		Faisal stops the shower and steps out. Wrapped in a towel, he squats down and draws his son into a damp embrace, smelling the little-boy excitement in his hair. However much he adores his other two, this child with the saucer eyes will always be his first. ‘What’s going on, skidoo?’ he asks. ‘You about ready to rock and roll?’

		Ismail started big school two weeks ago, six months after Faisal started at St George’s, and he stands there now in his crisp school uniform. When he’d been kitted out, he and his father compared outfits, Faisal’s surgical scrubs a pale imitation of Ismail’s Sherwood green, and Amina took photos of them larking about in the garden, Faisal pretending to sit on his son’s head. Ismail has his father’s height and slender grace and his mother’s assumption that she’ll always be loved, which has made the reception class a piece of cake.

		‘Have you had breakfast yet?’

		‘Nope. I was waiting for you.’

		‘Well, come and talk to me while I get dressed, then we’ll eat together. Meal one, here we come!’ he says, quoting Ismail’s favourite book.

		Amina’s at the sink when they come into the kitchen, Farah gurgling on her ample hip. Shafiq sits at the table, experimentally pushing toast up his nose.

		‘Hey, Shaf, how about using your mouth?’ says Faisal, moving his hand away, and Amina turns and smiles.

		‘That’d be another job for Dr Usman, wouldn’t it?’ she says. ‘Remember when Daddy had to get that sweet out of your nose, Ismail? You were crying and crying and he had to use the tweezers.’

		‘Yes, and he had his doctor tie on – you know, that red one – so he knew what to do. Why haven’t you got that tie on now, Daddy? Aren’t you going to be a doctor today?’

		Faisal had told Ismail that his tie gave him magical doctor powers, so he thinks quickly. ‘Well, you know how before your birthday you didn’t know how to ride a bike, and after your birthday you did?’

		Ismail nods.

		‘It’s a bit like that. Back then, when the sweet mysteriously jumped up your nose, I was just learning how to do doctor things, but now that I’ve learned, I can wear any old tie. I can even wear no tie at all, like at weekends. I’m still a doctor when we go swimming on Saturdays even though I’m only wearing my trunks. Or when I’m in my overalls, fixing the car.’

		‘That’s when you’re being a car doctor, Daddy, isn’t it?’ says Ismail. ‘And when you fixed the shelf by my bed, you were being the book doctor, and when you’re digging in the garden, you’re the plant doctor.’

		‘Absolutely,’ says Faisal. ‘And now I’m going to be the breakfast doctor and fix us some toast using my special doctor powers.’

		He is a hero to his son, a Colossus who keeps him safe in a sometimes scary world. When Ismail wakes in the night with a bad dream, it’s his father he wants and Faisal can always settle him by cutting the fears down to size.

		‘So,’ he says now, ‘what’s it to be – Marmite, marmalade or – mmmmm, what else begins with M?’

		‘Mmmmm – mermaid!’ says Ismail. ‘I want mermaid on toast!’

		‘Oh, bother,’ says Amina, ‘I’m completely out of mermaids.’ She looks in the cupboard, shaking her head, ‘But I’ve got plenty of rats, if you want them – fresh from Sainsbury’s yesterday – or there’s a little snail slime left, if Shafiq hasn’t gobbled it all up. Anyone fancy bird dropping?’

		‘Yucky, yucky, yucky, yuck,’ says Ismail. ‘Marmite please, Daddy.’

		Half an hour later, Faisal drops his son off at school, watching as he springs across the playground greeting other children by name. Two children from his class are wrapped, sobbing, round their mothers’ middles as though hunting for a marsupial pouch, and one of the women pulls a rueful face.

		‘I don’t know what your son’s on,’ she says to Faisal, ‘but I’d like some of that, please.’

		Ever since Ismail was born, Faisal has worried about how good a father he is. Wondered if he has the necessary patience. He’s never forgotten the one time he smacked his son. He’d just come to the end of another hundred-hour week, had killed one of his patients in a fog of fatigue, and Ismail had whined at him once too often. The sharp pain of his hand hitting the little boy’s forehead has stayed with him, along with the patient’s name. Mary Samuelson. An internal haemorrhage he failed to diagnose. He knows now that doctors sometimes inadvertently kill their patients and has forgiven himself for the mistake, but he’s never forgiven himself for losing control with his baby.

		He mounts his bicycle and makes his way to
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