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There is nothing quite like the English country house anywhere else in the world.
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Day One

It is not yet dawn. Frannie lies in the dark of the bedroom, Rowan beside her in the bed. Something has woken her. Perhaps it was the wind changing direction, stirring the new leaves; perhaps it was Rowan, moving in her sleep. Her daughter who sleeps soundly now, breath steady and regular, arms flung out across the mattress, but who crossed the landing again last night, disturbed by a nightmare, tearful and afraid. Frannie checks the time on her phone – almost four. There will be no more sleep for her now, she is sure of that, so she slides out of bed and reaches for the pile of clothing she discarded late last night – jeans and an old hoodie.

Rowan does not stir as Frannie slips on her clothes, nor as she walks carefully across the floor, picking her way between the unpacked boxes, the suitcases, and the picture frames stacked against the wall. Then out onto the landing, closing the door gently behind her and walking downstairs, along the back corridor to the boot room, where she puts on her work jacket and beanie, finds her wellies in the darkness and pulls them on.

Outside, in the shadowed bulk of the house, it is cold, and Frannie’s breath clouds before her in the still air. The sky is a navy blue, and a yellow moon hangs in the west. She takes the path through the kitchen garden, then opens the latch gate and passes out into the park. To the south, in the valley bottom, a low mist lies over the river and the lake it feeds, clinging to the tussocky grass at the water’s edge. She hesitates, unsure which direction to take, then makes her way uphill, through the long grasses – their heads heavy with dew; clotted with dung and flowers and cuckoo spit, thick with thistle and dock and ragwort – her jeans damp now above the tops of her wellingtons, her breath deepening, arms swinging, heading west. She steps with care. It is May, and there are often birds nesting by the paths – woodlarks, skylarks – or there may be cows, sleeping; two females of her herd of Longhorns are close to calving, and it is not uncommon at this time of year to come across a mother and a newborn calf lying together in a patch of flattened grass.

The ground beneath her boots is hard. There was hardly any rain for the whole of April, and the earth rises and falls in deep ruts and furrows, churned by the pigs earlier in the year as they searched for plants and bugs in the rich clayey soil. For now, though, the pigs are on slightly higher ground; they often like to lie up against the trunks of the old oaks at the edge of Ned’s wood. The acorns are most plentiful there in the autumn, and even now, in late spring, they can be found. She knows how they will be sleeping – humped together, in the companiable way they have, tucked into a depression in the earth.

She sends up a swift prayer for her own daughter to sleep on, undisturbed, as she climbs higher, towards the old oak that guards the ridge, the outline of its bole just coming into view above her, sagged and swagged with age. As she crests the hill, she stops to gather her breath. Below her the mist is rising, showing the curve of the river; moonlight lies silver on the water, and on the roof and chimneys of the house, which looks almost modest from here, tucked against the valley slope.

She leans her body against the trunk of the oak, feeling its gnarled bark through the fabric of her clothes. How old? Impossible to tell; the heartwood has been eaten by fungi and beetles and so there can be no counting of its rings, but it appears as an already thick-trunked tree in the portrait of her ancestor which hangs in the library – painted two hundred and forty years ago, when the house was built.

Her father used to say the tree was at least four hundred years old; that it watched over this valley when the iron forge was fed by the dammed river, by the Hammer Pond. That it was here when her ancestor built his house, erecting twenty bedrooms of Sussex sandstone, stone that was quarried from less than a mile from here, stone that had been deposited by the same river she can see below her now: millions of years of rock, laid down and down and down. That the tree saw the land pass from Brooke to Brooke, seven generations of them. And it is hers now – vertiginous thought – this house, this valley, this tree, this land; a thousand acres of it. They will lay her father in the earth in two days’ time. It is still hard, somehow, to believe he is gone.

A movement, a small flicker to her right, and a herd of fallow deer emerges from behind a clump of thorn. They step lightly, almost silently. Frannie grows still, stiller, so as not to disturb them, makes her breath thin and light so it does not cloud the air, but they scent her, sense her, and look towards her as one. She knows they know her, know her shape, her intent, that their flight distance is less with her than with others, but still, after a few seconds of regarding each other in the almost-dark – deer and woman, woman and deer – the wild animals run.

Frannie watches, breath taken, and part of her is moving with them: heart flying, as they race further uphill towards the old forestry land. She longs to follow them, though knows she should turn back – she is far from her bed, and her daughter has not slept well lately; if Rowan wakes and finds herself alone, she will be distraught. But it is beautiful to be out here, to feel the cool air in her lungs – and how long has it been since she walked like this, alone? It has been hard, lately, to breathe properly. Hard to breathe deeply at all.

She turns, following the path of the deer, the house behind her, left to its slumber, as she crosses into the old conifer plantation. Here, as she moves amid a tangle of bramble and young birch, unseen animals scurry from her footsteps. The smells are different, the earth breathing out its scent of ramsons, of bluebell and leaf litter and the briny smell of the early bracken, waist-high and growing fast.

And then she pauses – because there is the song of a bird, borne on the still air. There is no breeze, and it carries easily. At first she thinks it is a robin, or a blackbird, the first to sing every dawn, but it is still dark, and the song is stranger, more liquid than that. Her heart quickens as she listens: it is a nightingale. It must be. No other bird sings like this before the dawn. And so she moves forwards, the piercing song pulling her through the darkness towards it.

The bird is perched at the top of a blackthorn bush, just visible – a small brown shape against the sky: robin-sized. Frannie closes her eyes, breathing in, as the song carves the air into strange shapes. She knows how far the bird will have flown to sing here – thousands of miles from the west coast of Africa: the Sahara, Portugal, Spain, France; the dark water between there and here, where there is nowhere to stop and nowhere to rest, travelling at night, alone, the same route its ancestors have taken for millennia, since the ice melted and the earth grew warm. Thousands of miles to nest here, in her wood. She knows it will have chosen the hollow tangle of blackthorn for its safety from predators, from corvids and stoats and weasels. She knows too that she is woven with the story of this bird, for had she not cut down the conifers, had she not let the light into these acres, then these clumps of willow and thorn would not have grown. These refuges that now offer safety to a little brown bird – so endangered in this country that its local breeding sites can be counted on the fingers of her hands.

Frannie listens as it sings, and a low elation fills her as it pours its song into the sky. She does not know how long she stands for – time is suspended, and she is thinning, her senses widening. And although she knows their names, blackthorn, hawthorn, sallow, the clumps of thorn that surround her now are mythic in the moonlight, great humped creatures sleeping, ready to be roused. And she who minutes ago was a woman, a mother, a grieving daughter, is something other, something else – an animal, no more, no less.

And as the sky lightens and the sun begins to rise, the nightingale is joined by others, by blackbird and robin, by chaffinch and chiffchaff and wren, by wood pigeon and crow and rook and jay, by all the birds, singing, sending their song into the thrumming dawn.
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Grace stands at the window, her hands against the heavy curtain, looking out. She finds it hard to sleep these mornings, with the dawn so early now, the light. It is this lightness that has woken her, along with the birds.

Three weeks since he died. Two days until they bury him. Four more days left in this house, and then – no more.

How many nights has she spent here? She tries to do the sums, fails, but it is thousands: she came here first almost fifty years ago, when she was twenty-one and terribly young, and now she is seventy and terribly old. Although she does not feel it, standing here in this lemon-coloured dawn.

How many mornings then, looking down at this view, at the parkland sloping to the lake, the glitter of the river that feeds it, the fresh green of the tops of the trees of Ned’s wood. The squat Norman church in the valley below. Fifty years of mornings. The very first of them, the morning after Philip kissed her and claimed her, she stood at this same window. There was a mist rising from the fields below, and she could see the tents of the festival-goers, people moving around, just shapes from up here, blankets around their shoulders, as though survivors of a war, or an army waiting to go into battle. It could have been a hundred years ago, five hundred. Seven. And standing here, high up, twenty-one years old, dizzy with no sleep and the trace of Philip’s lips on hers, Grace felt as though she had been plucked from the mud and the battle to the heights, to this eyrie, to this view.

What would she say to her now, if she could turn to the ghost of her twenty-one-year-old self beside her, standing here, looking out?

Run.

Turn around and run for your life.

Well. It is done. He is dead. And soon, in a very few days, she will leave this house and move across the park to Frannie’s cottage: four more nights and she will be gone – to where the floorboards are wide and heated underfoot. Where the kitchen is modern and spacious and warm. The thought is so consoling she could sing. Never again will she have to brace herself against these uneven boards or suffer the indignities of the Edwardian plumbing. Never have to shiver through another winter in layers of woollens in ill-heated rooms. And never, ever will she have to endure the gaze of Philip’s grandmother again.

Grace takes two steps back from the window. There she is, the woman herself, her husband on the other side of the glass: two charcoal portraits, sketched by Sargent in 1914. He in his captain’s uniform, she with that beautiful early-twentieth-century hair all bundled and coiffed and tied with a band and the gaze that carries the irredeemable hauteur of the ruling class, that expression that has told Grace for the last fifty years, I see you, I see your soft, suburban little heart. Never steely enough to deserve this view.

What would she say, that woman in the portrait, if she were turned to face the park? Grace wishes she had lived to see its transformation – would love to have seen the look on her face: the parkland now with its rootling pigs and hardy little ponies and cows that like to shit right outside the portico; the knee-high grasses and the scruffy verges and all these rampant weeds left to their own devices.

Once – Grace forgets exactly when, but it was one of the many, many times when Philip was away, fucking one of his women in London – she took them down, both portraits, grandfather and grandmother, could no longer stand to be seen by them in her loneliness and misery, and stacked them in the drawing room behind the piano, their faces to the wall. Philip, on his return, and seeing their absence, became angrier than she had ever known him. Had she any idea how much they were worth? How much he valued them? They were all he had. She didn’t say then that his actual grandmother, the real-life woman in the portrait, was still alive, in a nursing home just off the A24 – though mad now, calling for her lost husband, in his captain’s uniform; smashed to pieces more than half a century before in northern France. Grace didn’t say that, perhaps, if he valued her so deeply, this grandmother of his, he might visit her, take her flowers, console her in her wanderings, hold her hand? Instead she said nothing, she straightened her back, walked slowly down the shallow stairs, collected the portraits, and put them back into place. She never moved them again.

Trauma.

A word the generations below hers seem very fond of. She could speak of her own trauma. But she has kept her dignity. It is how she was raised.

And now here she is, with this lightness, this quickening, on this merry morning in May.

Is she allowed to feel merry?

Perhaps.

She lifts the latch on the window, swings it open and breathes in the morning air. She knows she must attempt to disguise it, this lightness, which is in danger of carrying her away – for it is unseemly, she knows, to feel so free on such a week as this.

She has said she will make the meal this evening, just herself and the children. Just a light supper. Something simple, served outside – the weather lately has been so unseasonably warm. So yes, salads from the hothouses, charcuterie from the estate. She will curate a lovely meal for her children before the weekend begins. Cover this feeling with busyness. Tether herself with tasks so she does not float away.
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Rowan wakes, screaming.

She does not know, at first, that the scream is hers, there is only sound, and darkness. She sits up, heart racing, and she understands where she is, and where she is not; she is not at home in the cottage, nor in her bedroom. She is in the big house, where the shadows stretch into the black expanse beyond the edge of the bed. ‘Mumma?’ she says, reaching out, but her mother is not here.

‘Mum?’ she calls.

And then she sits up, and she shouts: ‘Muummm!!!!’

Sounds come from the landing, the opening and closing of a door, footsteps moving closer. Light spills into the room, but it is not her mother who enters. ‘What is it, Rowan?’ says her grandmother. ‘What on earth is wrong?’

‘I had a bad dream.’ She shivers. ‘A nightmare. I was shouting and shouting for Mum, but she didn’t come.’

‘Goodness me.’ Her grandmother switches on the overhead light and Rowan blinks. ‘What a lot of fuss.’

Rowan’s heart is banging; is she making a fuss? She didn’t decide to scream – it just happened. ‘Where’s Mummy?’ she says, her voice rising to a wail. ‘Why did she leave me on my own?’

‘I don’t know. She’s probably out, working. Now …’ Her grandmother ties a knot in the belt of her dressing gown, then comes to sit on the edge of the bed. ‘Why don’t you tell me what your dream was about?’

Rowan screws up her face, remembering. ‘Grandpa,’ she says.

‘What about him?’

‘He was dead. But he was alive too. He was in his coffin, and he couldn’t get out. And I was Grandpa, I was him and I was shouting. But then I was turning to liquid and there were flies in my mouth. And then I was awake and shouting too.’

‘Gosh,’ says Granny Grace. ‘That doesn’t sound very nice.’

‘It wasn’t.’ She shakes her head. ‘It really really wasn’t.’ She can still feel those flies – the terrible way they filled up her mouth.

‘Well, it was just a dream. I’m sure your mother will come back soon. And I’m here, just down the hall, so why don’t you snuggle down and try and get back to sleep?’

‘No,’ says Rowan, fiercely.

‘Why not?’

‘I’m scared.’

‘Of what?’

‘My dream. And the dark. And this house … It’s spooky. I don’t like it.’

‘Ah well … I’m sure you’ll grow to like it,’ says Granny Grace. ‘These things take time.’

‘I’ll never like it,’ Rowan declares. ‘I’ll always hate it.’

‘Gosh. How can you be so sure?’

‘You don’t like it,’ says Rowan. ‘And you’ve lived here for years and years.’

‘Don’t I? What makes you think that?’

‘Because if you really liked it,’ says Rowan slowly, ‘then you wouldn’t want our house.’ Just then a thought comes to her, one so simple it’s strange it hasn’t occurred to her before. ‘Can we have our house back?’ she says. ‘If you like this one still?’

‘Ah …’ Grace smooths out the duvet with her thin hands. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh … well … all sorts of reasons.’

‘Like what?’

Her grandmother sighs, stands up and goes over to the window. ‘I’m getting old. And I’ll only get older. Soon I won’t be able to manage all these silly stairs and all this space. Besides,’ she says, opening the curtains, ‘it’s time for a change.’

‘But –’

‘Listen,’ says Grace, as light floods the room. ‘It’s a lovely morning, I need to go out to the pineapple house and pick some salad. How about you come with me? Just pop a jersey over your ’jamas. School’s not for ages yet. We can see if there are any ripe strawberries for breakfast.’

Rowan considers. She loves strawberries, especially the very early ones from the pineapple house, so small and sweet – they are almost her favourite fruit. But then she thinks of Grandpa Philip, of his body in the funeral home, how cold and dark and lonely it must be in there. And here is Granny Grace alive and warm, standing here talking about ripe strawberries in this morning light. ‘Aren’t you sad, Granny?’ she says.

‘Sad?’ Grace comes back to where Rowan sits in the bed.

‘About Grandpa being dead?’

‘Of course I am, but he was very poorly, and in lots of pain. So, you might say, in one way, it’s a relief.’

‘What’s a relief?’

‘It’s when we feel … that we can let something go. That it’s the right thing to do.’

‘But aren’t you a little bit sad?’

‘Oh I am,’ Grace says. ‘Very sad indeed. But one’s outsides don’t always look like one’s insides, do they? That would be awfully messy for everyone, don’t you think?’

This is exactly the sort of thought that Rowan likes thinking. The sort that can keep you company; one you can roll around in your mind for a good long while. ‘It would be very … bloody,’ she agrees, eventually.

‘Yes,’ says her grandmother, with a smile. ‘Very bloody indeed.’
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As Frannie emerges onto the park her phone buzzes. She pulls it from her pocket, reads a message from her mother.

Rowan is awake.

Fuck.

Is she okay? she types back.

She’s fine. She was a little upset you weren’t there. We are going to get dressed and go for a walk.

Then, the flashing ellipsis as her mother types again:

Take your time.

Frannie stares at her phone, disbelieving.

Are you sure?

Yes.

Thanks, she types. I’ll go to the office for a bit then. See you soon.

As she takes the top track to the office buildings, she wonders how long she can get away with. How long her mother’s rope is.

Her relationship with Grace has not been the easiest of late.

Her mother, who is claiming the cottage Frannie has lived in for the last decade. And when Frannie protested – suggested that the move might wait, perhaps, until her father was buried, until her daughter had got used to the idea of saying goodbye to the house she was born in, the only home she has ever known – her mother shook her head. I have given fifty years of my life to that house. I will give it nothing more.

So there has been nothing to do but comply, packing up the cottage in a matter of days, while overseeing the estate, planning the funeral, writing spreadsheet after spreadsheet, scrupulously cc’ing her siblings into emails and receiving only the most cursory of replies. From her brother – Looks good Fran! From her sister – See you down there. We can discuss then.

She is not a woman prone to loneliness, but lately, since her father died, she has felt its low black tug: it creeps, like the mould on the kitchen tiles. Loneliness and tiredness. An exhaustion so profound it will not let her sleep.

Frannie lets herself into her office, puts her beanie on her desk and goes into the little kitchen, switches on the kettle, swills out the coffee pot.

While the water boils, she brings out her phone, makes some brief notes.

Fallow deer

Cow calved??

Nightingale.

She feels again the low deep thrill of the encounter; there will be the official channels to inform, they’ll want to come down, to verify, to listen and log – the first such bird recorded on this side of the River Medway for more than thirty years. She kicks herself for not getting out here sooner in the season – it is only she who walks those glades in the morning; the campers are all on the other side of the estate, as is Ned. The bird may well have been singing for days already – a week. And how much longer will he sing for? Three weeks? Four at the most, until he has called in his mate, who will arrive exhausted from her own epic, solitary journey; until she has found his song good and his territory sound.

Her first thought is to share this news with her father, because it means it has worked – the decision to clear those conifer forests eight years ago, her first great intervention in the management of the estate; still the costliest and riskiest and most brutal so far, clear-felling three hundred acres of conifers behind her family’s home. The land looked like a battlefield that first winter, felled trees laid in rows like the bodies of the dead. And when the rain came and the forest floor turned to swamp and ooze, when the newly exposed earth ran down the side of the denuded valley and into the lake, filling it, clogging it, she doubted, and despaired. But her father never did. And when the snow retreated that first spring there came bracken, drinking in the sun, then birch, blackthorn, hawthorn, then oaks, their acorns planted by the jays, and the clumps of thorn billowed and blossomed and grew.

And now – this bird. This nightingale.

It worked, Pa. It worked.

She shakes freshly ground coffee into the pot, pours water, brings pot and mug back over to her desk, wakes her computer where a Word document fills the screen.

Pa – Eulogy.

The title is there but the rest is empty.

Nightingale?? she writes.

Restitution?

Return??

She flicks to her emails, sees one in her crowded inbox from Simon, sent half an hour ago.


Fran –

Sorry not to be there this morning. Have had to jump on a train to London. Sophie called and we thought it best to bring forward the meeting.

Will fill you in later. Hope to be back before close of play today.



Anxiety blossoms in her chest but she resists the urge to call him immediately and demand he tell her what is happening.

Okay, she types in response. Will wait to hear.

Below Simon’s is an email from her daughter’s teacher. Rowan yesterday is the subject heading, sent just over an hour ago, at six a.m.


Good morning Francesca,

I just wanted to fill you in on Rowan in school yesterday. She seems a bit troubled by recent events. Particularly with regard to her grandfather’s death. We all know how close she was to your father and how connected to natural processes you all are, but some of the language she has been using lately, relating to the process of human decomposition, is disturbing the other children.

Rowan’s not in any trouble. I just wanted to let you know.

It would be great to chat this through when you have a moment. Some facts are just a little too much for the other children right now.

Beth.



Frannie plunges her coffee, pours, drinks, reads the email through again.

It’s true, Rowan has been asking a lot of questions lately, but then their home has always been filled with charts showing how a dead oak harbours many more species than a live one, how many rare and endangered beetles and fungi need deadwood to live and thrive. And so when Rowan asked if the same was true of humans and Frannie realized she could not answer because she did not truly know, she put human decomposition into a search engine. She spared her daughter the images, but they learned together what happens to a body after a green burial.

Which is better? To mollify with euphemism, or to tell the truth?

She takes a sip of coffee, presses Reply.

Dear Beth,

Thanks for getting in touch.

Let me be honest: I think a large part of the current suicidal trajectory of our so-called civilization is our incapacity to fully engage with the facts of death.

If Rowan is interested in the utterly natural process of decomposition and wishes to share this interest with her peers, then I fail to see where the problem lies.

I’m happy to discuss this further with you.

Yours,

Francesca Brooke



She hovers over Send, sees the face of Rowan’s teacher: young and terribly earnest. Her first post – she moved out of London with her fiancé last year for a fresh start in Sussex, teaching in this tiny village school. Frannie goes back and removes the second sentence, reads it again, then deletes all but:

Thanks for getting in touch, Beth.

I’m happy to discuss this further with you,

Yours,

Francesca Brooke
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Milo parks in the top car park and climbs out, lifting a slim rucksack onto his back. He’ll drive down to the house later; for now, he wants the air. He picks up a woodchip-strewn path which leads along the edge of a camping field, past two shepherd’s huts, several scattered yurts. You usually see fresh-faced campers around here, toing and froing with their luggage and stoves and chairs in wheelbarrows, or sitting on the bench outside the honesty shop clutching an organic ale. But today all is quiet. A small hand-painted sign hangs over the gate.

CLOSED UNTIL MONDAY


In the distance he can see the woman who runs the site, his sister’s friend Wren, making her way over to the toilet block. She sees him, raises an arm in greeting. He waves back then lifts his vape from his pocket, taking a quick pull on it as he follows the path down.

All of it, he thinks, from the woodchip to the canvas yurts to the hand-painted signs, to the woman who runs it, is part of the same aesthetic beloved by his sister since her Newbury days: the antique market finds, the colourful blankets thrown across the futon beds. Fine – lovely even – if you’re paying twenty-five quid a night to camp, or a couple of hundred to stay in a shepherd’s hut. Fine if you’re a country-starved city dweller with hippy-adjacent tastebuds; less so if you’re used to a different level of luxury.

Still, people seem to love it: a yoga dome, a field kitchen with a one-dish seasonal menu. A wedding barn from which the vistas of Ashdown Forest to the south are astonishing, and which is booked up two years in advance. A honeymoon suite with a hot tub made from a whisky barrel. It seems that a rickety folksy aesthetic is what certain people want.

Not his people, it has to be said, but there you go.

A little further down the track and the house itself comes into view, glowing golden in this early-morning light. Now, this is an aesthetic he can get behind. Jesus, but it is beautiful; the two wings with their temple frontages, the columns on the Palladian central block based on those at the temple at Paestum, the whole concept inspired by the Temple of Apollo at Delos. Whatever may have occurred within its walls, the serenity and balance of that golden stone has never not made him catch his breath.

Does his sister know what exactly is hers now?

He suspects not. For as long as he can remember, Frannie has been completely uninterested in possessions of any kind, and he sees no reason that this should change, simply because she has inherited a rather large and rather magnificent one – one of the earliest and finest Greek Revival houses in the country still in private hands. On its walls, a small but significant art collection, including one of the last family portraits painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds before he grew blind and died. But his sister has little stomach for the past, does not know her Doric from her Ionic, her portico from her pilasters, and truly, he thinks, she does not care. Still, she has done well – marvellously well, in fact; credit where due and all that. She even made it onto the cover of Country Life last month: Philip, Frannie and Rowan, all of them posed by the sentinel oak, there amongst the snowdrops and the pigs and the thorn-scrub: Philip thin, almost drowning in his down jacket, Frannie in her customary beanie and work trousers, her sturdy boots. The shoot was accompanied by an article, an interview conducted a month before his father died, chunks of which Milo has committed to memory:


Francesca and Philip Brooke on Thinking Like an Oak

Both father and daughter in their own ways carry a very English strain of radicalism in their pasts: Philip, who came into his estate at the tragically premature age of eighteen, became notorious in the Chelsea of the late 1960s and was the mastermind behind the now legendary free festival the Teddy Bears’ Picnic, held in the grounds of his estate during the heatwave summer of 1976. A festival that brought him his beautiful wife, Grace, whom he married soon after and who has remained by his side ever since.

And Francesca, his daughter, a veteran of the road protest movement. Arrested as a teenager for trying to save the life of an oak tree in an ancient wood – what could be more truly English than that?

Here, at last, in their rewilded country estate, they come together to offer a vision of the future – the Albion Project – in harmony with the past.



He read it, then read it again. There was a lot he could have said about it, but instead he just sent his sister a message: Congratulations Fran, what a beautiful piece.

Down he goes now, the path steeper as it curves, until he reaches the old iron gate, where he lifts the latch and enters the orchard; he can take a shortcut through here to his sister’s offices, avoiding the house – he is not quite ready for the house. Besides, he knows his best chance of catching Frannie, before her day takes her in a thousand different directions, is now.

To the left of him, inside the pineapple house, two shapes are moving behind the glass. He steps closer, peers through the foxed window, sees his mother and his niece, bent over the strawberry beds, picking fruit. They look thick as thieves. He remembers this; can, if called to, conjure a memory – memories – himself. The smell of his mother. Her closeness. The soft brush of her hair. For a moment he simply stands in the sunshine, caught by a pang so perfect, so familiar, yet so acute, so terrible in its completeness, that still, after all these years, it takes his breath away.

There she is – his mother: Eve and the serpent all at once.

He wonders if he can get past, head up the path without them seeing, but it is too late: Grace has seen him, is waving, and so he has no choice but to enter, tugging on his vape before pushing open the door, stepping inside to where the air suggests high summer, and heady musky green things push and tumble against the glass.

‘Milo! Darling!’ His mother moves towards him, offering her cheek to be kissed. The familiar scent: soap and Nivea. Warm skin.

‘You look well, Ma,’ he says. And it’s true, he thinks, she does. She wears a baggy woollen jersey over a nightdress, and wellingtons. No make-up, of course. Never any make-up. Her hair worn as it always has been, parted in the centre, falling to her shoulders, light grey amongst the fair. Her beauty still startling somehow, undimmed by age or grief.

‘What are you doing here so early?’

‘Oh,’ he says. ‘I’ve got some stuff to discuss with Fran.’

‘About your centre?’

‘We’re calling it a clinic now, but – yes.’

Grace regards him, her head on one side. ‘You look well too,’ she says. ‘Although you’ve lost weight.’

‘I’ve been fasting.’

‘Fasting?’

‘Intermittently.’

‘Oh …?’

‘It’s a thing. Helps with longevity. I don’t eat until two p.m.’

‘Gosh. Well, don’t overdo it, will you? And don’t forget we’re all having supper tonight. Just the four of us. And Rowan, of course,’ she says, turning to her granddaughter as Rowan approaches with her bowl. ‘I’m going to cook.’

‘Goodness yes,’ he says. ‘I wouldn’t miss it. What’s on the menu, boiled egg and soldiers?’

‘Don’t be sarcastic, Milo darling. It doesn’t suit you.’

‘Really? Are you sure?’

His mother shakes her head, looks down at Rowan. ‘Uncle Milo thinks he’s funny,’ she says. ‘But I think he’s being rude. What do you think, Ro?’

‘I like boiled egg and soldiers,’ says Rowan.

‘Who doesn’t?’ says Milo, turning to his niece.

So like his sister, this little girl: Frannie’s wind-blown pollination of a child. Father never spoken of. There are few clues in her face – the Brooke genes have won out and his niece is the image of his sister; the same grey-eyed grave regard.

All this is yours, little girl. On it goes, down your line now, Frannie.

A trapdoor opens in his stomach. Is it right, he thinks, that a child whose parentage is unknown should stand to inherit over two hundred years of English history? One thousand acres of land?

‘What are you picking?’ he says.

‘Strawberries,’ says Rowan, gesturing to her bowl.

‘Here.’ Grace holds out her palm. ‘We couldn’t resist. Try.’

He pops one into his mouth. The berry tastes sharp, sour-sweet, like those boiled sweets he used to buy in paper bags from the tuck shop. ‘Blimey,’ he says. ‘They’re delicious. I can see why you’ve been gobbling them all up.’

‘If you manage to find your sister,’ his mother calls after him as he turns to leave, ‘say we are on our way back to the house for breakfast.’

‘Tell her we have a surprise,’ says Rowan. ‘Don’t say about the strawberries though!’

Milo salutes, makes his way back out into the morning, the tang of the strawberry still in his mouth as he heads further up the path towards the estate offices – a suite of converted cow barns. Frannie is already at her desk, hunched over the screen. He knocks on the window, and she looks up, frowning, before beckoning him in.

‘You looked deep in there,’ he says.

‘Just trying to get through some stuff before I get Ro ready for school.’

‘I just saw her, down at the pineapple house with Grace.’

‘That’s good … Hang on, one sec, let me just send this.’ Frannie turns back to the screen, typing furiously. While he waits, Milo unzips his rucksack, and slides out the folder containing the hard copy of the deck. The title page shows a sketch of a treehouse, a vine emerging, twining around a hazy human form, which leans against a railing, looking out. He is pleased with it; he gave the designer a couple of central images and she’s created something great. He places the folder on the desk between them. ‘You okay if I vape in here?’

‘If you must,’ says Frannie.

He pulls it from his pocket, walks over to the open window, where he takes a long tug, and blows the smoke outside.

‘Okay.’ She looks up from her computer, wheels her chair slightly away from her desk. ‘I’m here. How are you doing, Milo?’

‘I’m good,’ he says, taking another swift drag then pocketing his vape. ‘I think. Bearing up. Been working hard, which has been a distraction.’

‘Yeah. Me too.’

‘I figured.’ He crosses back to the desk, pulls over a chair and sits opposite her. ‘I’ve just come to nab you for a quick moment before the madness starts.’

‘Before it starts? I mean – I’d say it started quite a while ago …’

‘And to show you this,’ he says, placing his hand on the folder.

‘What’s that?’ Frannie eyes it with suspicion.

‘It’s the deck.’

‘The deck for what?’

‘C’mon,’ he says. ‘Really?’

‘You’ll have to help me out here …’

‘Okay, Fran, it’s the deck we’ve been showing to potential investors for The Clearing. I wanted you to see where our thinking’s at.’

‘Our?’

‘Mine, and Luca’s,’ he says, lightly. ‘He’s flying in tomorrow.’

A flash of panic crosses her face. ‘Milo, no,’ she says. ‘He can’t. He’s not invited.’

‘Of course he’s invited, Fran. It’s Luca.’

‘I assure you he’s not. I have the guest list here. I sent it to you in a Google Doc along with the order of service for you to approve. I can bring it up for you if you like. It’s just us, Milo, just close family. That was what Pa wanted. What he stipulated, in fact.’

‘Okay, sis. Well, from what I remember, what Pa also stipulated, very clearly, on the morning after the treatment, was to have this clinic on his land. So, if Luca’s investing, I think he’s invited. He loved Pa, Pa loved him, and, as I just said, he’s coming early to check things out … so … I can’t look like I’m pissing around here, Fran. I need to have you across this before he arrives.’

She sits back in her chair, arms folded over her chest. ‘You didn’t tell me Luca was investing.’

‘Did I need to?’

‘It’s a fairly big piece of information, Milo.’

‘Fran,’ he says, patiently, ‘he thinks there’s something special here. We should be biting his hand off. Have you any idea of the level of investment out there for this sector?’

‘No. None.’

‘It’s insane. The patent scene is going off. It’s a fucking gold rush …’ He puts his hand on the deck, pushes it towards her. ‘Don’t you want to be part of the gold rush, Fran?’

‘I’m not sure,’ she says. ‘Gold rushes didn’t really have a great impact though, did they? On the indigenous population. Human or non-human.’

‘Yeah,’ he grins, ‘but they built some good shit.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, San Francisco? For a start?’

She doesn’t smile.

‘C’mon, Fran. It’s a joke. Humour? Remember that?’

‘Milo. Seriously. I don’t have time.’

‘For humour? Or for me?’

‘I’m going to be really honest and say neither, right now.’

‘Okay.’ He arranges his face. ‘I’m going to be very serious then. I can see you’re busy, I can see you’re stressed, but this is very, very important to me. Please,’ he says. ‘Just …’ He pushes the deck further towards her. His sister gives an almost imperceptible sigh, looks down at the title page and reads aloud.


The Clearing

Humanity is at a bifurcation point. The Clearing is our offering.

Ensconced in fifteen acres of ancient woodland, on a rewilded family estate.

A place where Mother Nature welcomes you and invites you to heal.

A place to rise to the times we live in.

A place to reconnect.



Frannie looks up at her brother, an eyebrow raised. ‘Bifurcation point? Offering?’

‘The text is a placeholder.’ He waves his hand.

Frannie flicks to the second page, a photoshopped image of stage one of The Clearing: treehouses, walkways connecting them, people on the walkways, standing on the paths. ‘It looks like the Teddy Bears’ Picnic,’ she says.

‘Yeah. We gave some of the old photos to the designer. It’s a major inspiration, culturally, aesthetically – why wouldn’t we reference it, right?’

‘I don’t know, Milo. Maybe because I’ve spent the last decade working night and day to reverse the estate’s associations with the past?’

‘C’mon, Fran, it was iconic! Anyway, this is the Teddy Bear redux – there will be treehouses in the forest, each with its own turf roof, but luxury inside – no hippy crap, everything built to Passivhaus standards. The architect we’re talking to just finished on this insane retreat in Costa Rica. We’re thinking each client will have their own therapist, their own sitter. Their own chef. Their own masseuse. A five-to-one ratio.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Staff to clients. Serious money for serious attention. But – here’s the thing. You won’t notice how luxe it all is because it’s going to be so insanely … earthed. Think of it like Soho House on steroids, and then immediately erase that image from your brain because that is so much corporate horseshit compared to this.’

She flicks to the next page, one of a mocked-up treehouse interior, all muted greys and browns and greens. ‘It looks a little … faceless. I mean, it looks like a hotel.’

‘These people have to get a certain standard, or they won’t pay.’

The next page is a picture of a large octagonal building, its turf roof covered in wildflowers. ‘This is the healing centre’ – he leans in – ‘where the group ceremonies will take place.’

‘The ceremonies?’ She looks horrified.

‘Ceremonies, treatments. We’ll work on the language.’

‘You make it sound like a cult.’

‘It’s not a cult, Fran.’

‘And why is the building shaped like that?’

‘Because it’s built to the principles of sacred geometry.’

‘Sacred geometry?’

‘It’s a thing.’

‘In California, maybe.’

‘In Sussex, actually. It means it aligns with certain principles – those that underpin the cosmos. Like the house.’

Frannie looks blank.

‘The architect of the house? The references to the temple at Delos? Apollo? Seriously? You should know this, Fran. It’s your house now.’

She doesn’t rise to it, and he doesn’t push, only stands, goes back over to the window, vaping while she flicks on, towards the final image, where the precise coordinates of the acres of The Clearing are mapped onto Google Earth.

‘It’ll have its own access road,’ he says, ‘leading out the other side of the estate. Ultra-low impact. You won’t even know it’s there.’

She frowns at the page. ‘What about Ned?’

‘Ned? I mean – we will credit him. He built the Teddy Bears’ Picnic for fuck’s sake. He’s the originator. The OG. Exceptional. Massive. A massive part of it all.’

‘No, I mean, what about his bus? It’s parked right in the middle of the healing centre isn’t it …?’ She points to the satellite image of the roof of a bus. ‘If I’m reading those coordinates right.’

‘For now,’ he says, coming back to the desk, ‘but buses have wheels. There’s plenty of other places he can go.’

‘That bus may have wheels, but they haven’t moved for almost fifty years.’

‘Okay,’ he says, ‘listen, that’s phase two. We’re thinking we can start the build here …’ He points with the end of his vape. ‘At the north-east corner of the wood, up by Faery Field.’

‘And then? What happens when you want to build phase two?’

Milo frowns. ‘Well … it’s not Ned’s land, is it?’

‘Okay,’ his sister sighs, closes the deck. ‘Look, Milo, this feels … sticky. We need to commission a feasibility study before any of this gets going. That will take time. Perhaps for now, if you’re in such a rush, you can think about situating this elsewhere.’

‘What sort of elsewhere?’

‘If Luca is so keen, then surely he can raise the cash for somewhere else? Ibiza? California? Why does it need to be here?’

‘Fran.’ He puts down his vape and takes a proper breath. ‘It needs to be here because this was my home. And I want to build the brand on that sense of familial connection: organic, authentic, English. And it needs to be here too because it was here that I gave Pa the treatment. He was the seed –’

‘I didn’t realize he was seeding a company, Milo,’ says Frannie. ‘I thought he was our father, dying of cancer in his ancestral home.’

‘C’mon, Fran,’ he says. ‘It helped him. The treatment. Didn’t it?’

She gives a small non-committal sound. Could be yes, could be no. ‘Look,’ she says. ‘It all sounds very impressive. And I can see how passionately you feel about it, but I guess I’m just struggling enough with what’s on my plate right now. This sounds far more ambitious than I had imagined.’

‘What are you thinking, sis?’ he says. ‘What’s up? C’mon. Let me in.’

‘Okay, Milo,’ says Frannie. ‘Shall I tell you what I’m thinking? I’m thinking we are two days away from our father’s funeral and there’s a shit ton of stuff still to get through. Not least that I haven’t managed to write my eulogy yet. I’m thinking no one has offered to help with anything much at all. I’m thinking about where Simon is – I know he’s got a meeting with the solicitor this morning to discuss inheritance tax, and I want to know what’s being said, and why I wasn’t invited. I’m thinking about the state of the house, how I haven’t managed to unpack a single box or suitcase since everything was moved over from the cottage. I’m thinking about Rowan, wondering if she’s okay with Mum, aware I’m going to have to leave in three minutes to run down the hill and chivvy her to get her ready for school, which she doesn’t seem to be enjoying at the moment and for which I have no uniform clean. I’m thinking about whether there are enough of the only snack bars she likes, to give her one for school today, or whether I’ve run out because in amongst everything else I haven’t done a grocery delivery because I’ve moved bloody house and haven’t changed the address.’

‘Okay, Fran. Okay.’ He steps back. ‘Do you need a hug?’

‘No. Please. Spare me.’ She begins to gather her things – car keys, phone, hat.

‘Okay. How about this,’ he says, coming to stand between her and the door. ‘How about I send you a few pieces to read? There’s a big interview Luca just did with Forbes – that’s good for context – and a few other bits and pieces. Then I dedicate myself to helping you until the funeral, and you find time for a meeting with me and Luca while he’s here.’

She sighs. ‘Jesus. You’re relentless. Okay. Send me the article. And when’s he coming?’

‘Tomorrow. Leaving Sunday.’

She shakes her head, picks up her phone, opens her diary. ‘Tomorrow afternoon?’

‘What time?

‘Three?’

‘Perfect.’ He punches it into his phone, stows it in his back pocket. ‘Now. Frannie. What do you need?’

‘I need you to have asked me that two weeks ago. And then come along and done it.’

‘I was in California two weeks ago. On a recce.’

‘Of course you were.’ She turns to her computer and brings up her emails. ‘Okay. I just got this from the funeral home. They need the coffin by tomorrow midday. Ned doesn’t know that yet, so can you go down and see him? Check on the coffin? Let him know?’

‘The coffin?’ he says.

‘Yeah. Ned’s weaving it. From willow.’

‘I thought Pa wanted to go out on a pyre?’

‘He did.’

‘Well?’

‘It was never going to happen.’

‘Why not?’

‘The A-road is too close.’

‘Seriously?’ He chuckles. ‘What did he say to that?’

‘What’s the point of having a thousand acres if you can’t go out on a fucking pyre if you want to?’

‘Jesus,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Pa.’ He steps back, opens his arms wide. ‘Come on, Fran, bring it in.’

She rolls her eyes. ‘Okay. But none of your Californian crap. I’d like a nice brisk English hug.’ They come together, he just a little taller, tall enough to see the grey in the brown of her hair, feel the nub and nap of her ancient cashmere sweater. His sister, owner of a thousand acres. Winner of the lottery of life. Tense as fuck.

‘You need to relax, Fran.’

‘You need to stop telling me what I need.’

She moves to release herself, but he holds her tight, and speaks into her ear.

‘Do you miss him?’

‘Of course.’

‘He died well, didn’t he?’

‘He did.’

‘He wanted this, Frannie.’ He pulls back, holds her at arm’s length. ‘You saw how much he wanted this, at the end.’

‘Enough,’ she says, pushing him away.

‘Okay.’ Milo lifts his arms to release her. ‘I’m gone.’

And so he goes, dropping down towards the west side of the house, out onto the park.

It is the same route he has taken so many times before, and he is striding not running (he is in his forties after all, and wearing white trainers – sustainably sourced with Amazon rubber, but still) through grass and crusted dung. A route his feet know by heart, though so different now; the swimming pool is no more, the tennis court has been filled in.

How many times? How many trips down here to search out Ned? Sloughing off school, where he had no choice but to submit to the arcane rules for rules’ sake:

No running in the halls.

No singing or whistling or running in the quad.

No long trousers until the age of thirteen.

Every exeat weekend, every first day of the holidays, after the obligatory car drive home, the stilted chat with his mother and father, he would rush upstairs to his room, where he would change from the hated uniform into jeans and a jersey before coming down here to where gentle lawlessness prevailed.

He reaches the stream, crosses it on the old wooden bridge, passing beneath the peeling painted sign that still hangs at the entrance to Ned’s wood.

Teddy Bears’ Picnic!

Pooh Bear with a spliff in his hand and sunglasses, Kanga bouncing, high as a kite, Tigger with eyes like the snake in The Jungle Book; all of it a gloriously stoned 1970s reference to the Hundred Acre Wood, which lies just a few miles from the edge of their land.

Usually, by the time you duck under the sign, you can hear the music: Hawkwind, Van Morrison, Dylan, blasting out from Ned’s ancient vinyl deck. You can always guess Ned’s mood by his song choice, can tell by the bend in the stream how he is feeling, but today all is quiet – only the occasional complaint of a chainsaw in the distance, the spray of birdsong, the rubber soles of his trainers scuffing the earth. Only the haze of bluebells and the particular piercing green of the young leaves. Today the first sign of Ned is not music, but mess: the chassis of a truck propped up on bricks, a couple of uPVC windows resting against some plastic cartons, an oil drum on its side that has become an animal nesting site, though what sort of animal and how recently isn’t clear. Engines, rolls of wire, a palimpsest of projects half abandoned, a thickening Hansel and Gretel trail of vehicle parts, leading to the clearing – to Ned’s fire, to his home, a handsome old sixties school bus. And it is all, thinks Milo, despite its charm, despite the sun dappling the glade on this beautiful morning in late spring, you have to admit, a bit of a fucking state.

Ned is not by the fire this morning, nor sitting on the leather sofa beneath the sagging tarp. Milo climbs the steps and leans his head into the bus, but Ned is not there either, only the familiar smell of woodsmoke and sweat and old books and dope. A half-eaten pie sits on the range. The coffee pot is still warm.

Back out in the sun, Milo goes to the fire. There’s a spliff balanced in the ashtray on the sofa seat. The chainsaw starts up again, deeper in the wood. Ned will be coppicing, he supposes, doing whatever it is that he does with chainsaws and trees. He should go and find him, give him Frannie’s message, but there is time yet. He takes the spliff, bends on his haunches and lights it from an ember, lets smoke out in a thin slow curl, where it hangs in the air, then disperses gently in the hazy sun. The green taste of home, the same strain of pollen that Ned has been growing and dealing and sharing down here for as long as Milo can remember – this place they all gathered as kids; he and Isa and Jack, and Luca when he came to stay. Never Frannie though. Not his big sister. Not his older, moral, upright sister – even when she was a teenager, she was the same; she has never, for as long as he can remember, been one for drugs. Or losing control. Always been morally superior, or thinks she is. Ever since she was a child.

And he gets it, he does – he takes another deep, lovely drag – the way she might associate drugs with an aspect of their father, with the Teddy Bears’ Picnic and the history of this land. But this is different – this is medicine, not drugs; ceremonies, not parties; healing, not hedonism. This is not an idea but a vision – one vouchsafed to him a year ago in a treatment centre in Amsterdam.

A five-day programme of psilocybin therapy. He was there because, three weeks before, after Sasha told him she was leaving, he had woken up in a toilet somewhere near Liverpool Street, a cleaner staring down at him in horror or terror or both. He was there because he had called Luca, desperate, and the next morning there was a ticket in his inbox from Luca’s PA. A message from Luca: I think you’ll find that this will help.

What he found there was nothing less than life-changing: a small group of fellow seekers. Three therapists. And five days in which the boneyard of his soul was reassembled. And in the final ceremony, when the crying and the purging and the foetal groaning were done, came the vision: The Clearing. His own treatment centre on the grounds of his family home. Helping men like himself. Boarding school survivors. Sex addicts. Drug addicts. Everything addicts. What is it Frannie is always banging on about? He pulls on the spliff. The trophic cascade? Sort out the top of the food chain. Bring the big predators back and the whole system realigns itself: the wolves eat the deer, the deer start behaving properly, the trees have a chance to grow. Everything benefits. The whole ecosystem starts to thrive.

Well, here’s his version: you heal those at the top and the whole damn thing sorts itself out. Heal the leaders and you heal the world.

And yes, he started with his father, because where the fuck else was he going to start? Philip Ignatius Brooke. When the doctors told them the cancer had spread to his liver and gave him a month, Milo saw his lion of a father – a man who had never, as far as Milo knew, been afraid of anything in his life – was afraid to die.

And so he forwarded Philip the studies, the research papers, the astonishing results: substantial and sustained decreases in depression and anxiety in patients with life-threatening cancer … increases in quality of life, life meaning and optimism, and decreases in death anxiety. And eventually his father agreed. So he shooed his mother and sisters and the nurses away for the day and gave him the treatment: thirty milligrams of psilocybin tincture, sourced from a contact in the States. He gave his father the headphones, placed the eye mask on him, cued up the playlist, and sat beside him holding his thin hand for eight hours. And when Philip emerged, into the fading afternoon light of that winter day, it was like he was swimming up from the bottom of a deep beautiful sea, like he was free – reborn, just in time to die.

Milo, Milomilomilo, he said. It’s all so beautiful. So magnificent and so strange.

He had never felt as close to his father as in that moment. And later that evening, their hands still clasped in each other’s, Milo told his father his vision: painted it for him in the air of that winter afternoon.

Of course, his father said to him, gripping his hand: Of course you shall have it, darling Milo. I’ll tell Francesca – it’s yours.

Three weeks later, and he was gone.

Milo takes one last drag, blows the smoke out to the lattice of leaves, to the high blue sky over his head.

[image: ]

Jack moves through the water. He is wearing a T-shirt, jeans, waders that reach to his thighs. He steps slowly, carefully, the river moving around his calves. He carries an airgun. On his back a haversack, inside it a bag with a mixture of clay and sand, oasis foam, rope.

The new leaves are so green, the water reflecting on their undersides, filtering the morning sun above, that it is as though he is swimming in leaf-light. The river is low though – there has been hardly any rain since the old man died.

Jack is down here because the water voles are disappearing, something is killing them, mink are suspected. It is late in the season, though, for mink tracking and trapping; the females will have mated, be hungry for protein, for their kits.

He comes to the first of the small wooden rafts, floating where he moored it last week. The green foam block has been damaged; something has gnawed at it. He lifts it from the raft, sees it is peppered with animal prints. They could be mink, but there are so many other prints there it’s hard to be sure.

He takes out a new foam block from his bag and bends, soaking it in the cool river water, watching it grow darker, letting it bubble, sit, soak.

His mother used to do this, when she did the flowers for the weddings and the funerals at the church, these same green blocks of foam. She would have the flowers laid out on the kitchen counter while she sank the foam into a sinkful of water. He liked to help her when he was small, handing her the stems as she named them:


Anemone,

carnation,

lily,

delphinium,

rose.



He loved being close to her in the warm kitchen of their house, the nicotine crackle of her voice, her fingernails painted pearly beige, the sweet cheap elegance of her rings. The smell of her: tobacco and hairspray and powdery make-up. Short hair, dyed blonde, wispy. Teeth that were a bit of a state.

It was a wet day when they buried his mother – November, and the Wealden mud was claggy. What name would she have given it? Clodgy. She knew all the old Sussex names for things; bishy barnabee for ladybird, dumbledore for bumblebee. Her people had lived here as far back as the Domesday Book, she used to say. They lived in the village at the bottom of the hill, the one they moved when they enclosed the park, only the church and ancient graves left now; thirty generations of Sussex peasants with thirty names for mud: clodgy, gawm, slab, pug, stodge. Some people inherit a thousand acres; he inherited thirty names for mud.

He kneels to the river, dips his cupped palm, pours water into a bowl, where he kneads sand and clay into a paste like butter icing, then lifts the block from the water, takes the mixture, smears it on top with a wetted spatula and smooths it off again.

A funny thing, grief. He took a bunch of early anemones up to her grave for her birthday last week. Just from Tesco, but he knows she would have been pleased.

He has no grief for Philip Brooke though. Something crooked
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