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Dedication

For darling Susie in a crowded field, my favourite American






Epigraphs

To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven;

A time to be born, and a time to die . . .

A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance . . .

A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.

– Ecclesiastes 3

I have decided to stick with love. Hate is too great a burden to bear.

– Dr Martin Luther King Jr
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Sevenstones

Tallboys, Wiltshire

5 bed/3 bath

Price on application

A unique and outstanding opportunity. Sevenstones is one of the most exciting properties in this area to come to market in years. A 15th/16th century cottage combined with a sympathetic modern extension, in an idyllic location with a superb south-westerly aspect, set in approximately 2 acres of parkland, within which is a separate studio building.

Stunning location steeped in remarkable history

A beloved family home for more than five decades, Sevenstones has a fascinating history. Recent excavations have revealed the house sits within an ancient stone circle comprised of seven upright sarsens. It was named Sevenstones as early as Tudor times, when it is mentioned as forming part of the Seymour Estate. The excavations have also unearthed antler picks, broken plates and coins.

‘A safe place’

In addition, Sevenstones played a special role for hundreds of military personnel during the Second World War. The house was a safe place where WAAFS, pilots, agents, attachés and others could stay before deployment and where they returned after successful missions. It featured in the Channel 5 documentary Keep the Home Fires Burning in 2019.

Fabric of history

Sevenstones is perhaps most well known as the birthplace of the late Alice Delaney, founder of the eponymous beloved global lifestyle brand, which famously started life at the kitchen table of the house. Alice drew her inspiration for all her designs from the surrounding countryside.

The property combines the beautiful period features of the original cottage with an elegant modern addition designed by the present owner, a distinguished architect. Both parts have views via full-length windows and doors that open towards the garden, and the studio.

Original oak beams span the older part of the house; walls in this area are two feet thick. The modern extension benefits from insulation and excellent storage space.

Now looking for a new owner to make more history in this unique house, Sevenstones might be called the original ‘Forever Home’. Early viewing is therefore highly recommended by sole agents Wright & Mitchell, Bath. Please contact Sophie Roberts-Miller to arrange an appointment.








Prologue Spring 2024

Emma Raven sat by the window, listening for the sound of the cab. Her back ached, as it did when she sat for too long. She hadn’t done her stretches that morning. She must speak to the GP about her HRT. (She must try to get an appointment.) She had to mend her headphones before the Teams meeting. She hated Teams. She must remember to buy the birthday present for Ted. Call the locksmith about her own front door lock jamming (she’d been trapped in the house last week, and had had to climb out of the kitchen window). Buy ham. Try probiotics! Go for a run. Book the tickets for that pottery course, and the silent disco, and then there were the summer holidays she’d done nothing about . . . But, before that, sort out the recycling tonight, not tomorrow, as tomorrow she was off early. Book the dog into the groomer’s, pay the house-clearance company, call the auction house about the new auction date, upload the missing information to GOV.UK, don’t forget car-insurance renewal. Remember to breathe. Take a breathing workshop. Be articulate and well informed about everything that is wrong with the world, but also full of joy.

The old house sat with Emma, quietly waiting. It had been with her as she had boxed up beautiful old Puffin paperbacks, crying as she found old notes behind the ancient fridge – ples can I have some ise crem – peeling off old stickers from the windows, standing in shock at the bare, bare rooms in which only the faded outlines remained where family photographs and pictures had hung, the merest suggestion of the story of their years there.

But it knew. It understood it was time for a change. That the seasons had passed – spring, summer, autumn, winter – and now it was time for a new spring. To every thing there is a season – isn’t that what Dad used to say?

Spring was coming, the scent of narcissi and wet earth and something new wafting towards her as she pushed open the tight casement window, swollen with winter rain; then she shifted impatiently on the old stone windowsill that had served her as a seat all those years, from Sindys and stickers through to different Body Shop bottles and, behind the wooden panel below it that you could pull out, secret packets of cigarettes and her diary. She wondered if they were still there.

Impossible to think back over it all, the arc of time in the house. It was too big. She kept recalling silly things. The hooks Dad had put up by the fireplace for the Christmas stockings, hitting his finger and swearing so loudly about how stupid it was that Emma’d figured out there was no Father Christmas. Funny, because he was such a gentle man, but it had been a terrible year, the worst one. Or the time one of her siblings – she couldn’t even remember which now – tumbled into the stream and Uncle Guy toppled in trying to save them, and squashed a toad, and all the children cried about the squashed toad, gave it the first of many animal funerals. The Royal Wedding street party that ended in disaster. The Great Storm, when the others woke up and there were eight, ten fallen trees across the lane, so many that there was no school, and it was like Christmas in October. Driving blindly back from the pub after too many vodka and tonics, sobbing, aged seventeen. Carol singers at the door; the Summer Solstice out in the stones. The long refectory kitchen table covered in pieces of material, Silver Jubilee Wedding mugs, geranium cuttings in jugs, seed packets, hammers, deely-bobber headbands, feathers, children’s drawings, empty cereal bowls. All gone long ago: broken, sent to charity, sold, thrown away.

Emma dropped to her knees, groaning only mildly. There must be an unopened packet in here; there’d been that duty-free one that Aunt D kept hidden for Christmases. She pulled at the wooden board of the windowsill. It came away with barely a grumble – she was always amazed at the ways the house shifted round throughout the year without ever cracking or crumbling – and, too late, she remembered that it was the wrong board, that the secret hiding place was under the other window.

But the board had come away. And there was something there. A small drawstring bag. Emma snatched it out, suddenly afraid, she didn’t know why.

Each little piece in the bag had been tightly bound up in cloth; she unwrapped them and laid them out on the floor, a mismatched Noah’s Ark. Emma stared at the treasures before her, a strange collection of animals and stones and oddments. A metal wizard, the paint worn off, a quartz elephant, a darling little china deer . . . a raven with a chipped wing. Raven! She held them up in delight. A carved wooden house, the chimneys snapped off. A little blue-and-white china cat. A brooch: a severe-looking woman in profile. And, finally, a small rose-gold necklace with a star-shaped gold pendant set with sapphires, and, on it, a tag: For Emma, from her father. Why were they there? Why were they hidden away? What was the point of storing them here?

There came the humming shrooooom sound of the electric car pulling into the driveway. Emma wrapped up the pieces and put them back into the bag. She placed them carefully at the top of her knapsack, aware as she did so that they were the key to Sevenstones, the key to the mystery of her parents, her family, and the happiness and sadness that was at the heart of the house. Over a hundred years – and this was the first lie, the biggest of the lot – since her great-grandfather had bought it, a tumbledown stone shack in a field. It was only ever meant to be a retreat, somewhere to paint. The little trinkets clinked very slightly as she slung the bag over her shoulders.

Emma went down the curving slippery staircase where children’s feet had thudded and through the long sitting room with the great hearth, cleared of cinders for the first time in decades. So strange to see it bare. It was all . . . very strange, that was all. She felt the bag of treasures shift inside her knapsack again, as if their discovery had awakened them from a deep sleep and she remembered, as if climbing back through time, her mother telling her about them. About why they were there, what they meant. Emma hot and flushed after waking from a nightmare, to find her mother caught on the floor of Emma’s bedroom, holding these little things on her lap, tears running down her cheeks. She stopped on the stairs, held by the memories.

What could they tell her now? The gold star necklace or the friendly china cat, the worn, battered wizard, the small piece of stone, the dogs, the raven? She was carrying these tiny treasures away with her, and their secrets too, and she wished she could ask them to tell her everything. She stood looking left, to the old part of the house, then right, to the new part, then slid the key on to the windowsill and walked down the path for the last time. She touched the ancient standing stone, shut the gate and closed the door on their life. It was time for a new family to call Sevenstones home.

But oh . . . the stories left behind! In each echoing, empty room, going back fifty years, even longer, to the beginning of it all. The beginning of their family.





Part One Yesterday

Hudson Valley, New York

June 1965






Chapter 1 June 1965

On the day her father died, Alice had updated her list of treasures.


	~4 dogs: Poodle, Scottie, Dalmatian, Labrador, all china

	~2 elephants: one blowing trunk, in brass, one in rainbow quartz with a black dot on each side for an eye, trunk down

	~2 cats: blue-and-white-decorated china (smiling)

	~2 cats: wooden, painted black and decorated (holding hands)

	~1 dormouse, eating an ear of corn, china

	~1 black bird, wings spread, painted china (A blackbird? A crow?)

	~1 red-painted wooden figure, a Christmas ornament of an Amsterdam town house, from my father Robert (Bob) Jansen’s Dutch grandmother, Christina Jansen (née Vanderbilt)

	~1 black jet pin, belonging to my grandmother, Annabel Palmer of Vermont, cameo of my mother, Betsy Palmer Jansen, carved into the jet

	~1 silver pill box with a lock of my father’s baby hair

	~1 small polished piece of limestone, from my father’s old family farm upstate from Orchard, now long gone and demolished to make way for suburban houses



From her earliest years, Alice was a child who liked ritual. Every year, the day before her birthday, she took the opportunity to look over the wooden shelf above the bookcase her father had made, upon which sat the treasures.

They were all tiny, no bigger than her thumb. The china animals looked like real animals, glossy, glazed, fixed in time. The rest were trinkets acquired by her father in different places – county fairs, antique shops – or relics from her parents’ past. Some of the animals were decorated with gold paint; some, like the cats, had painted human faces, curling Betty Boop eyelashes. The elephant, with his smooth, glistening quartz body, or the black bird were her favourites – probably the black bird. He was slightly larger; he had come from England, in the war, and had a chip off his wing, which was how she knew the animals were hollow inside.

Their house, Alice’s home, was not theirs. It was owned by another family, and so the treasures were more important because of that. They told the story of her family, of Alice, Betsy and Bob Jansen, where they had come from, and where they were going.

That morning, when Alice woke up, she looked out the tiny window in her little bedroom down at the apple orchards that stretched to the river. Her dad was already walking among the trees, hands on hips, gazing up at the gnarled branches where the small tight apples were scant amid the leaves. He was staring, glassy-eyed, as though not really seeing them. She wanted to shout down at him, a joke, or something, to make him see the beauty of the scene, and to forget the worry of the letters from the bank. But something stopped her; she didn’t know what. Afterwards she always wished she had.

It was her birthday tomorrow: she would be sixteen. She wanted a deer for her collection, another bird like the black one, a pair of leather thong sandals, the new Beatles album and some money, because everyone else seemed to have money. After school, she was going for a sundae at Mackie’s with her dad, as she always did, and she would be asking him for a birthday favour.

Until it happened, for the rest of the day, in fact, it was a good day.

Mr Fitzgerald, the sweaty, tweed-jacketed, elbow-patched history teacher, had let them off a test on the Civil War. Diane Hendricks, who had been so mean lately, ever since she started ironing her long, already-straight hair, wearing a kaftan and calling herself Sky, had invited her over on the weekend to listen to all the Beatles’ back catalogue in preparation for Help!, which Diane’s dad had heard (because he worked in advertising and had once met Dusty Springfield and was therefore a reliable source) was the name of the new Beatles album.

And, out of the blue, there was a new girl in their class. Attending now would help her to settle in before school went back in the fall, which perhaps explained why she did nothing but gaze out the window, chewing gum. She was called Dolores Delaney. Her parents were divorced, and her mom had moved them back to her hometown of Orchard from Chicago. Diane hadn’t invited Dolores to her house, she said, because her mom said Dolores was trashy.

At recess Alice found herself walking out with Dolores. ‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Oh, hi,’ said Dolores in a cheerful, Chicagoan accent, still chewing her gum. ‘I gotta say, I love your outfit.’

‘Really?’

‘Sure. It’s cool.’

Alice knew she was pretty, or what other people thought of as pretty, because she had long pale gold hair, and green eyes, and was slim, and tall. It alternately amused and annoyed her that she was rewarded for it – she saw it in the way people looked at her, now she was almost sixteen. As if she was worthy of praise for genetics beyond her control.

However, she knew she was not cool. And she wanted to be cool, as much as other girls wanted to be slim, or blonde, because, whatever you were, you weren’t enough – all of them had that in common at least.

She looked down at her green shirt-waister dress, which she had painstakingly dyed over the weekend to match the checkered knee-high patterned stocking-socks in brown and green, and her brown loafers. Her mom had had to help her, after the dye got everywhere and Alice had given up in despair.

‘Oh, this,’ she said, shrugging, feeling a glow of pleasure at this unusual peer-to-peer praise. ‘Thanks, that’s real nice of you.’

‘It’s true. Bye, Alice. I gotta go,’ said Dolores, pushing past her and waving, stomping off down the hallway. She wore all black: black boots, a curvaceous black dress and a red scarf around her neck. She fell into step with Jack Maynard, and Alice watched them walk away together.

Jack Maynard was the cutest boy in class, in the whole school, in fact. The previous week he had asked her, Alice Jansen, to the senior prom. He was a senior, but had asked her, a sophomore, and she had still not asked her dad if she could go.

The Maynards lived in a big house, Crossings, on the same side of town as Alice, and sometimes she and Jack would meet and walk the trail through the woods by the Hudson into Orchard together. He had long, long eyelashes, clear bright blue eyes, thick dark blond hair that fell in his face. Alice had even seen her mom staring at Jack Maynard; she was amazed everyone didn’t stare at him. She was amazed too that, in all the thousands of books she had read in her almost sixteen years on the planet, writers constantly talked about how beautiful this young woman or that was, and didn’t write about how beautiful young men were. She knew it was hypocritical to think this about him, when she found other people’s appraisal of her based on looks boring, but there was no getting away from it – he was a dreamboat.

He liked books too. He wasn’t into that California pop; he loved Bob Dylan, and the Kinks, and talking about stone circles in England. Alice wanted to go to Stonehenge more than anywhere else. Jack did too; he liked The Once and Future King and Lord of the Rings and he even had a small metal figurine of a wizard he’d got in a playset for Christmas one year. He carried it around with him for good luck. She knew because he’d dropped it a couple months ago coming back from track, and she’d found it, and he’d thanked her, and that’s how they’d first gotten talking.

‘Hey: please don’t tell anyone else about Merlin,’ he’d said.

‘Merlin?’

‘This guy.’ He’d opened his palm to show her the figurine. Most of the paint had worn off. ‘It’s kind of a comfort thing. I know if he’s there in my pocket, nothing bad can happen.’ And he’d smiled at her, and his golden hair had fallen in his face; she noticed it was getting longer, like a lot of other boys’ hair in Orchard that summer. His cheeks were pink, burned by the sun, fading into his tanned face. ‘Don’t you have anything like that?’

‘I do,’ she said, laughing, and his face relaxed.

‘You do?’

‘Yeah. I call them the treasures. Different ornaments and special . . . things.’ She felt herself going red. ‘It sounds lame.’

‘It’s not.’

‘They’re like . . . my good-luck charms.’

‘That’s cool. What’s your favourite?’

Alice thought for a moment. ‘I like the black bird. He’s mean-looking. But he’s beautiful too. And he’s got a bit missing where someone dropped him. He’s from England,’ she added.

‘Where do you keep them?’

‘On a shelf my dad built for them. My dad gives me a new one every year for my birthday. I never know what it’s going to be. He takes me to Mackie’s for a sundae, then gives me a clue and I have to find it.’

‘So you don’t carry them around?’

‘I don’t want them to get damaged. Or maybe I don’t think anything bad’s going to happen.’

He’d laughed. ‘I think that all the time.’ And he slipped Merlin back into his pocket, and they’d smiled at each other.

The following week he’d caught up with her again and asked her to the dance. ‘It’s cool if you can’t go,’ he’d said. ‘I thought it might be fun.’

‘Yes,’ said Alice, nodding furiously, smiling at him. ‘I’ll ask my mom but I’d love to come with you.’

‘No, absolutely not, you’re too young, and he’s a senior,’ her mother had said. Alice, normally easy going, pliant even, had slammed her bedroom door and shouted, once inside, ‘You never let me do anything!’

This had been six weeks ago. She’d told Jack yes, though, the following week at school. She was definitely going. She thought the best way was to ask her dad when he was around, and the birthday sundae at Mackie’s was the perfect opportunity.

Sometimes her dad wasn’t well and had to stay in their bedroom, at the top of the tall, thin gatehouse where they lived. Once, he was in bed for a long time, and then he went away for a whole week, and when he came back he was real strange, like something from those zombie movies Mom hated. But soon he was back to being kind, and fun, and making plans. He was always making plans, her father. For the orchards he’d taken over, and where they’d live, and what Alice might want to do with her life, and what pies to bake; he was a good cook, making the apple pies, the apple sauce, the apple butter and cider and juice that had given him the idea to buy back the orchards from the Kynastons that had been in his family in the first place.

Bob Jansen had lived in Orchard all his life. He was one of the Cemetery families, his Dutch ancestors having settled along the Hudson nearly two centuries ago. He knew everyone and their children, the streets, the history. He bought Betsy flowers and sang her Frank Sinatra songs when she was down. He let Alice go for sundaes on Main Street, play in the sprinklers on Carly Gianotti’s lawn till after dark, roam around the neighbourhood on her bike, riding to the banks of the vast, silent Hudson River, where the mist rose like ghosts on the water, the pine trees fringing the pebbled edges.

The Hudson was the edge of everything. They said it was so deep in places that no one knew what was down there. Rumour had it there were sharks older than the Declaration of Independence, invisible in the black, ice-cold depths; Diane Hendricks swore they had swum there from the Arctic millions of years ago. She said they were growing larger and more dangerous, waiting till the day when they would glide into Manhattan and rise out of the water, snatching men and women from their cars on the George Washington Bridge, or from the river path, and eating them whole. But, for now, Diane said, they were just lurking. Waiting for the right time. Diane also claimed to have seen a skeleton’s hand poking out of a tomb in the cemetery in the churchyard where Cemetery Supper was held every year. She said there were hidden messages in ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ if you played the 45 single at 33. She had heard Mr Tucker, the Orchard High School caretaker, was really a warlock.

Diane and Alice had been friends since they were babies, but this was yet more evidence of how they had grown apart, for, while Alice believed in ghosts, and though she increasingly thought society was bogus and needed to change, she did not believe Mr Tucker was a warlock. She could believe in the creatures lurking in the deepest fathoms of the river, though, just waiting. Alice felt life was like that sometimes: waiting. Waiting for things to start. To begin.

‘Dad, you know how you want me to be happy and it’s my birthday tomorrow?’ she began, once she and her father were seated at the table at Mackie’s, and Josie the waitress had taken the order. They always sat at the same table – the booth by the window, where, on one side, was the pink marble counter and the different sundaes on a sign behind it, and, on the other, the great glass view of the corner that looked down Main Street, toward the train station and the river. And they always ordered the same thing, ever since Alice was big enough to sit at a booth without sliding on to the floor. Her dad had a Rita Hayworth – chocolate, almond paste and glacé cherries smothered in chocolate sauce, because he loved Rita Hayworth and glacé cherries – and Alice had a Cemetery Supper Surprise, brownies chopped up into chocolate ice cream in alternating layers with marshmallows, angel frosting and a red strawberry sauce, and a crumbling stick of chocolate on top. When their order arrived, her dad would always taste her sundae and say he wished he’d ordered it.

Bob Jansen took a sip of water, then pushed the glass back to the right place. He didn’t answer.

‘Hey!’ she nudged him. ‘Dad?’

‘Yes, Allie?’ Her dad pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘I’m sorry. Sorry, honey. What did you say?’

Alice cleared her throat. ‘Can I go to the dance with Jack Maynard?’

‘What did your mother say?’

‘She said no.’

Her dad spread out his hands. ‘There you go.’

‘But I don’t think it’s fair, Dad. Jack Maynard’s a nice boy.’

‘Your mother knows best,’ Bob said, and he looked at her firmly but with the kind eyes that could never really be brought to anger. ‘He’s seventeen. You’re fifteen.’

‘Aw, come on, Dad. I’m sixteen tomorrow. I’m a sophomore.’

‘Don’t I know that?’

‘How should I know you know that? You’ve barely mentioned my birthday. Neither has Mom.’

‘Alice Jansen, shame on you for these untruths,’ he said. ‘What do you want me to do – have you go across to Valhalla and ask Mr Kynaston if he’s giving me the day off? Because of all the plans? The plans, Alice?’

‘Mr Kynaston gave you the day off?’

‘He sure did. And he wanted me to go up to the town hall to get some permit for the orchards, transferring it to my name for our new business, and I said, “I can’t go, sir. It’s my Allie’s sweet sixteenth tomorrow.” And he said’ – and her father’s face creased into a smile – ‘he said – never mind what he said!’

‘What did he say?’

Her father put on a big, dramatic voice. ‘“You and that daughter – I’ll be revenged as I may!”’

‘Very good.’

‘Do you know what play that’s from, Allie?’

‘Much Ado about Nothing, Dad.’

‘Well done, Allie. We’ll go to Stratford-upon-Avon some day and we’ll see it.’

‘Promise?’

He put his hand on Alice’s. ‘I am all the daughters of my father’s house, and all the brothers too, and yet I know not.’

‘Dad, stop,’ said Alice, sufficiently embarrassed by her father quoting Shakespeare to interject, though she was as gentle as he was, and hated doing it.

‘You want me to sing, instead? Loudly? You know there’s not a verse of “Sixteen Going on Seventeen” I don’t know, Allie –’

Her dad had had a bad time the previous year, what with missing the first payment on his loan from the bank to buy the orchards. It had made him ill. So he’d had to go away that time, and when he came back to them he had acquired the LP of The Sound of Music. It just cheered him up, he said, Julie Andrews and her voice and those mountains and those kids. Alice knew he was in a bad way when The Sound of Music went on the record player.

Wilder Kynaston, routinely touted as America’s greatest living novelist, lived at Valhalla, a notable country house on the banks of the Hudson, a fairytale miniature castle with a tower, stepped gables, red roof tiles over creamy rendered walls and a finial-studded wooden porch that faced on to the Hudson. Wilder was her father’s boss, and erstwhile schoolmate, since both had attended Parnell, the exclusive boys’ school upstate.

When Bob was a boy, the Jansens had lost their money in the Great Depression and sold their orchards to the Kynastons; their family farm was demolished, houses built over it. Bob Jansen became a scholarship boy, taunted by his peers for his too-short blazer and the eagerness with which he studied, for he had to succeed now, to make some money for his defenestrated family. The Kynastons had been on the banks of the Hudson for even longer than the Jansens, before the Civil War, around the time of the last of the Munsee tribe. Most of the Munsee were long gone, of course, having died of fever or been slaughtered or moved on West. Always West.

Wilder’s first novel, Where Munsee Lived, was described as a quixotic masterpiece about one man travelling across America through different times and places. His second, Garson Quayle, featured a quixotic hero trying to find his place in the world. Alice had tried to read both, but couldn’t get past Chapter 4 of either. On the basis of these two books was Wilder Kynaston hailed as the next great American novelist, but, though he wrote short stories that appeared in places like the New Yorker, it had been almost ten years since he had published a novel. Some people said he wouldn’t ever publish again.

One afternoon, after Alice’s father had left school and qualified as an accountant (there was no money for him to go to Yale, as Jansen men before him had done), Bob had bumped into Wilder in a bookshop in Manhattan and though he, Wilder, was several years older than Bob, and though he, Bob, did not have money and Wilder did, Wilder remembered his old schoolmate and neighbour. They’d fallen to talking about literature, which led to the great event of 1958, when Bob Jansen saved Wilder Kynaston from some trouble with the IRS.

What this trouble was Alice was never quite sure, but it must have been significant, because after the crisis had been resolved Bob and Betsy were offered the Valhalla gatehouse and moved in when Alice was eight. In exchange for living there rent-free, Bob gave up his job at the accountancy firm and looked after the orchards, as well as Wilder’s business affairs – his tax, his finances, his deals with foreign publishers, the administration of family matters, and so on. While it meant he was always around for Alice and her mother, it also obscured the fact that Bob was not at all suited to this role of meeting someone else’s whims and needs, firefighting, managing many diffuse, boring, unpredictable tasks. The matter with the IRS had been extremely simple, easy for someone like him to solve. He didn’t care about bookkeeping or accounts. He wanted something of his own.

Fifteen months earlier, Bob had borrowed the money to buy back the orchards, hoping to revive them and his family’s name, which had once been synonymous with apples and apple trees in that part of the world. He would make apple sauce, juice, pies; have a stand at county fairs and Halloween and homecoming parades every fall. ‘Allie,’ he’d told her excitedly, ‘good times are coming our way.’

Alice had never known how to describe what her dad did. Mr Hendricks was a lawyer for an advertising firm. Jan and Tag’s dad, Mr Martin, was a pastor. Mr Logan worked in accounts. Carly’s dad was in jail for killing someone (accidentally: he ran a red and hit them with his truck, but still) but even he had run a bakery when he was around. But she knew, because her mother was always telling her, that this was nothing to be ashamed of, that she should be proud to be one of the Jansens of Orchard, and that her mother, being a Palmer and from Massachusetts, was also a person of importance.

Mr Kynaston was often away, so Alice was in the habit of wandering up close to Valhalla just to stare at the Hudson and the wooded hills on the other side and the Canada geese, flying in a V, silently, up the river. But she rarely went inside. Sometimes she’d look out for Mr Kynaston’s younger sister, Teddy, for on the first floor of the grand house, with its small interconnecting rooms like a series of tombs in a pyramid, there were photographs of her everywhere: a bob-haired, long-legged, darkly furious young woman.

Teddy Kynaston cast a long shadow, in the house and in the town, where stories of her exploits were legendary. The time the governess ran sobbing down the driveway past the gatehouse; the time she threw fireworks into the graveyard during Cemetery Supper, shouting, ‘They’re all dead anyway!’; the time she jumped out of the car rather than listen to her proselytizing father; the time she argued so hard with her brother she slapped him, giving him a bloodshot eye that lasted for weeks.

But more usually Alice would encounter Mavis the housekeeper, and sometimes Wilder Kynaston, snoring in a deckchair, or shouting poetry into the mist, whiskey in hand, or, once, throwing graham crackers into his mouth dressed only in a Hawaiian shirt and underpants. Alice knew he did not live up to his reputation of a great man of literature, but did not say this to her father, who was loyal to a fault. ‘He’s working on something now. When it does come, it’ll be the Great American Novel, wait and see,’ her father would say, while Mavis would silently move through the grounds, picking up the broken cracker pieces, the peanut shells, the empty glasses rolling on the lawn.

‘So what have you got me? A deer? Is it a deer?’

‘I’m not saying.’

‘A tennis racquet.’

‘I can’t see that fitting on the shelf, can you?’

‘Okay. Is it . . .’ Alice racked her brains. ‘I can’t think. Hey, Josie. Do you know what animal Dad’s gotten me for my birthday?’

Josie set down the sundaes, took the check out from her pad and slapped it on the table with a smile. ‘I’d be risking my life to tell you,’ she said, smiling at Alice. ‘But you’re gonna love it, honey. Thanks, Bob. And, hey, in case I don’t see you tomorrow, have a great day!’

Alice smiled at her. ‘Thank you so much.’ She looked down at the table, at the glistening red strawberry sauce, the brownies, the jelly, encased like geological layers in the curved sundae glass. ‘I’m so happy right now, Dad.’

Her dad blinked. ‘I’m glad, honey.’

‘So . . . what’s my present?’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘But you can’t tell your mom, okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘I mean it, Allie – she doesn’t know about it.’

‘Okay.’

‘It’s hidden at Valhalla this time. And you have to find it.’

‘What is it?’

‘I’ll give you two clues.’

Alice picked up her spoon and drove it into the sundae, which was starting to melt. She touched the glass, the condensation slowly bleeding into the paper tablecloth in the late-afternoon heat.

‘What are the clues?’

‘The clues are . . . Well, Teddy’s the first clue.’

‘I don’t know Teddy. I don’t talk to Teddy.’

‘No,’ he said gently. ‘But perhaps you should. She’s probably lonely. You’d like her.’

‘She’s – weird.’

‘She’s not. She’s wonderful. Go find out.’ He was still blinking. ‘The second clue, it’s . . . “Sevenstones”. That’s the second clue.’

‘What kind of word is Sevenstones, Dad?’

‘You’ll see.’

‘What does that even mean?’

‘It means I haven’t finished the clues yet!’ He rubbed his face again, chuckling at her fury.

‘Dad.’ Alice rolled her eyes. ‘Just tell me where the present is.’

‘I won’t. You have to find it yourself. Don’t go digging for it. It’s not buried.’

‘Why do you make everything into a story? Just tell me.’

‘The shelf will be full after this,’ he said, shaking his head and smiling a little, and she saw something in his eyes, an expression she would wonder about for the rest of her life.

Her father leaned across and dipped his long spoon into her sundae. ‘That’s darn delicious, Allie. I should have gotten one of those myself.’

And Alice laughed without meaning to, because she was still a little peeved. She reached out and stroked his coat sleeve, the smooth brushed cotton. The arm underneath, the feel of it, flesh and bone, his warm, comforting, steady form. ‘You always say that.’

‘I know I do,’ he said imperturbably, taking another spoonful of her sundae. ‘And you always say, “You always say that.”’

Afterwards, they walked down Main Street, the June heat shimmering in the early-evening light. They were making their way home, winding past the Victorian-era storefronts and white clapboard houses that lined the street and those off it, which she knew as well as anywhere. Mackie’s, the diner. Denny’s, the deli and the grocery store. The hardware store – Burt’s, though Burt had been dead for twenty years. The beauty parlour, where the mom of that new girl Dolores worked now, and where her mother went to get her hair blown out and swept up. The tiny town hall and tiny fire station, both barely needed for a town that took care of its own.

She looked up as a train thundered down the tracks at the edge of the river. Saw the gleaming grey bullet speeding past, watched it skirt the cemetery until it was out of sight.

She saw her dad looking at the cemetery.

‘Cemetery Supper’ll be here before you know it,’ he said. ‘Gosh, every year it rolls around quicker. I’d better talk to Wilder.’

‘Oh, Dad. It’s so old-fashioned. Do we have to go this year?’

He turned to her in surprise. ‘Don’t you like it?’

Alice, who noticed and disliked so much of the class system she saw around her in play, felt a thrilling secret shame at her fascination with the Maynards, the Kennedys, the British Royal Family and especially the Cemetery Supper. The oldest Orchard families assembled, dressed in black, faces grave, though Alice always wondered if they weren’t secretly thrilled. The dark, autumnal ritual ceremony of it, the dying of the season, the growth of night that meant you were moving toward the shortest day of the year. For the rest of her life she would love any festival that was pagan. She did not see it as anything to do with God. (She did not believe in God, but she had not told anyone at all that.) ‘I guess so.’

‘You always used to love it. Sitting on Mayor Cooper’s knee. Handing round the apple pie. Don’t you remember?’

‘I was a little kid, Dad. It’s just . . .’ She scratched her nose, trying to put into words how she felt. ‘Going into the cemetery, having dinner with them? They’re dead and gone, Dad. Doesn’t it seem kind of . . . pointless?’

Her dad didn’t answer. He just carried on walking.

‘Allie,’ he said after a few moments, ignoring the question, ‘tell me quickly. Are you really mad I won’t let you go to the dance?’

‘I’m not – mad.’ Alice didn’t know how to articulate it, how she wanted everything to change and yet to stay the same. ‘I just want you and Mom to trust me.’

‘Of course we trust you,’ he said, a frown puckering his forehead. ‘But we want you to keep safe. There’s all kinds of nonsense out there. Folks acting crazy. The world is acting crazy.’

‘But you – Dad, you always say things have to change. How unequal some stuff is. That’s why I don’t like the Cemetery Supper so much any more, I guess. It seems so outdated.’

‘Okay, honey.’ He held her hand for a moment. ‘You’re right, of course.’ He squeezed her fingers. ‘You’re always right, my Allie.’

And they carried on walking.

Did she say anything else? Was there something more that she didn’t remember afterwards, something that explained what happened? They were almost at the railroad line. The bugs were soaring above them in the golden summer light, pricking the rays of sun.

‘Did you want to see The Sound of Music again on the weekend?’ her dad said.

‘Dad! That would make it, what – the fifth time? What is it with that movie?’

‘It makes me feel happy,’ he said. ‘As though there’s something to hope for.’

Was that what he’d said? She was never sure.

But she remembered she said, ‘I’m not sure I want to see it again, Dad. I’m sorry. Maybe, maybe another weekend?’

Her dad was rubbing his eyes and blinking again, and she turned and felt her stomach drop, her heart ache. ‘Dad – are you crying? You’re not crying, are you?’ she said, putting disbelief and almost mockery into her tone to force him to say no, I’m fine, everything’s fine, because it was terrifying all of a sudden, and she didn’t know why.

‘I’m happy, honey. I’m happy.’ She remembered him saying that, and it couldn’t have been true, but she was sure he said it. ‘Let’s just enjoy the walk,’ he said, blinking, and jangling his change in his pocket, the way he always did as he was walking toward their house, so she could hear him coming. ‘Hold my arm, Allie. Let me just enjoy the last moments of you being fifteen. You’re going to change the world. Make sure you hurry up and do it.’

‘If you let me go to the dance with Jack Maynard, then sure, I’ll change the world,’ she said, and they both laughed, and he sang softly:

‘I . . . have . . . confidence . . .’

And she joined in, holding his hand, and he jumped in the air kicking his heels to the side, like Julie Andrews, and they collapsed together, laughing, holding hands again.

‘Ah, happy birthday, honey,’ her dad said, and he kissed her cheek.

The heat was oppressive. Her dad was moving more slowly. She could hear the thock of someone’s tennis game in the park behind Main Street and the sound of clinking glasses, laughter rising into the air – Orchard residents enjoying the relative cool of the summer evening.

In the distance, something, or someone, stirred on the green and golden track that wound away from the town.

‘A train’s coming,’ said her father, but Alice’s eye had been caught by a shape disappearing into the green tunnel of foliage down the track. A deer, frozen in the afternoon light, turning to assess the threat, ears pricked, pale caramel hide flecked with white, delicate hooves barely seeming to touch the ground.

Its eyes met Alice’s briefly. Then it was off, leaping toward the railroad tracks.

‘The deer –’ Alice called, and her voice was elongated, low, as if it had been pulled apart and played back in slow motion. In years to come she would try to recall what happened, those last few minutes, and never quite could.

She saw the deer turn, its eyes bright.

‘Look, honey,’ her father said, as the train approached like thunder, ripping through the peaceful uplands. ‘There they are. All your animals, your treasures.’ And he gripped her arm suddenly, so hard that she gave a small yelp of pain. ‘Honey, I had to go. You understand, don’t you?’

Alice turned at the sound of a bird in the trees, calling, then saw the deer darting off the tracks and into the woods.

And someone watching on the street below screamed:

‘Bob. BOB!’

There was a loud screech, a smell of brakes and burning rubber, a whiff of smoke that afterwards she still smelled everywhere on the breeze, especially on hot summer nights in cities.

Her dad was gone. He had vanished and she never saw him again, and that was that – the world was the same, the clinking glasses in the background, the tennis, the calling bird, but forever now horrifically torn in two: before, and after.





Chapter 2

Dear Dad,

I’ve been looking for that treasure like you said and I still can’t find it. It’s been twelve weeks and three days. I guess I need another clue.

I sat on the porch at Valhalla with Teddy again today. I like it there. The seats, they smell of old warmth, you know? Woodsmoke and polish and fresh air. And you can see down to the river, clear across to the other side. Mavis says Teddy waits for me.

What do Teddy and I talk about? She’s my age, when we talk.

Look who’s back, my partner in crime, Miss Alice Jansen.

‘How are you today, Teddy? I cut the last two classes. Math and History. I like History. It’s Mrs Finkelstein. I think you know her, don’t you? But I didn’t feel like staying. So I thought I’d come to see you instead. I like your skirt, Teddy.’

Alice picked up a piece of candy from the bench. It was root-beer-flavoured hard candy, covered with sherbet sugar. She had bought it for Teddy on the way back from school, but she intended to eat it, of course. Exhilaration at her rebellion suffused her.

Teddy lay back on the porch seat, propping up the throw pillows behind her. She folded one leg underneath herself. Her hair, short and shining brown, gleamed like metal against the mustard-coloured pillows. I die slowly of ennui, Alice, that’s how I am. You’re lucky, having school. One time, there was a meningitis outbreak at school and we were sent home for the rest of the semester. I taught myself Russian while we were back home. It came in rather useful, during the war. I’d give anything to be at school again. Anything. Wilder hated school, thought it was a waste of his time. I adored it. That photograph of me in the den, that’s me on my first day at Farmington, Miss Porter’s, you know. Aren’t I a dear little thing? You must go to school, Alice. It’s the only way out.

‘I don’t care. I hate school.’

When I’m with her, Teddy is clever, sparkling, darned ornery sometimes about being a Kynaston and life here in Orchard. I can ask her anything, Dad, and she tells me. Mavis is really kind to her. She’s on her own a lot with her because Mr K is away so much. I heard her on the phone to her sister. Mavis doesn’t like being there. She doesn’t like the house, all tucked away in the woods, and now that you’re gone too they hardly have visitors. She told me you were her friend, hers and Teddy’s. I like Mavis. She talks to me about you. Because no one else does, Dad. It’s as though you never existed.

Alice, when did Orchard become so provincial? I declare, it’s getting worse and worse. Billboards on Main Street . . . more and more stores closing . . . those ghastly housewives in their station wagons with their small narrow minds and their small, awful kids . . . When Wilder and I were little it was a community, you know, of interesting people, the crème de la crème of New York, the writers and artists and everyone in between. I wish the summer were over. I adore New York in fall. You should go sometime, Alice.


Everyone was angry with Alice, all because her dad had died, it seemed. Although Alice wasn’t close to Diane Hendricks any more, she was still taken aback when, over the summer, Diane had dropped her, as though Alice had done something terribly wrong by having a dead father. Diane had told everyone Jack Maynard was going to ask her to the prom because Alice couldn’t go – but he’d asked Dolores Delaney, the new girl, instead. And Diane was more furious than ever with Alice as a result.

Other people crossed roads to avoid her and her mom: they swerved away in hallways, ignored Betsy Jansen in parking lots when she waved cheerily at someone who’d been a friend for twenty years. There had been one day a couple of weeks ago, right before Labor Day, when her mother had started wailing in Denny’s Golden Delicious, the grocery. Just wailing, like a banshee baby, a crazy high wavering noise like the time a goat got stuck in a tree in the orchards:

‘Booooooobbbb, BOBBBBBBB, Bobbbb, ohhhh, Bbbbooobbbb.’

No one had taken any notice. Not one person. The cashier had simply smiled when they got to the checkout.

‘Good morning, Mrs Jansen, it’s Timmy today packing for us, may I have him pack up your shopping for you? Thank you so much!’

Her mother, wet-faced, pasty, deflated by grief as if all the air had been let out of her heart-shaped face, had simply nodded.

At the back of the store, the Byrds were playing on the radio. To everything turn, turn, turn, there is a season . . .

There were lots of things her father had told her when he was alive – not enough, as it turned out, because she kept wanting to ask him questions twenty, thirty times a day. Where was the good hammer with the wooden handle her grandfather had made? What do you do with apple peelings, and was Mr Ford at the bottling place up toward Hudson cheating them with his prices for the apple sauce and the cider? Where were the last two treasures? (Teddy and Sevenstones. What kind of clues were those?) And why was Teddy the way she was? Her dad had told her, but she wasn’t sure she remembered it right. She wasn’t sure she remembered anything right now. Finally, how could she help her mom, because she didn’t want her mother to be locked up? That was the only way things could be worse.

Alice had said, ‘Mom, people are staring –’

‘Oh, Bob,’ her mother said with a small exhalation, and Alice, beside her, felt her heart hurting, and wished she could just vanish, completely disappear. But then her mom had patted her own face, as if someone had pulled a string in her back. ‘Thank you so much, Timmy!’

‘Have a nice day!’ the cashier had told them, nodding as if to dismiss them as they exited, and her mother instantly started crying again on the lonely, silent walk back along the busy road toward the gatehouse. Alice and her mom had passed other people – Carly Gianotti and her mom, Jane, Mrs Cooper, the mayor’s wife, the Logan twins, giggling on their bikes – as they walked past, eyes down, heads bowed, straggling along the road, her mother still openly crying, but no one said anything to them and Alice knew then no one was there for them.

To Alice, what was strangest of all was that they didn’t know what to say to her about her dad, about the one and only Bob Jansen, who always walked with his fists sunk into his jacket pockets so it looked like he was carrying toffee apples; who, in fact, made the best toffee apples; who served the best punch in town at the town hall meetings, who knew all the words to every musical, especially My Fair Lady and Oklahoma! and of course The Sound of Music, who had a photo of him and Oscar Hammerstein shaking hands on the mantel above the range in their kitchen, who knew everyone, from Dolores’s mom, Mrs Delaney, when she was Lana O’Reilly, to Griff Cooper, the mayor, to the Maynards and the Olsens and . . . everyone. So the idea of Jane Gianotti, Jane Hicks as had been, who had known Bob Jansen all his life and had held Alice as a baby, pretending she didn’t know them, it was, well, it was very strange.

They had been the Jansens, but they weren’t now: it was the two of them, Betsy and Alice. And it never sounded right. Because it wasn’t right. None of it was right.

The sultry, soupy air.

A deer, blinking at them in the clear evening light.

A scream, which, she’d heard afterwards, had come from Mrs Olsen, walking back home, spotting him and realizing what was about to happen. How had she known when Alice hadn’t? Alice never did find out, because, once again, no one said anything. But Mrs Olsen had screamed. She had screamed his name, wanting to help. Bob!

Then these dark, muddy images about what had happened next would start to creep into the edges of Alice’s clear, circular pool of thoughts, and when that started she had to block them out.

The apples are nearly in. We have to pick the last of them tonight. You did a good job, Dad. I wish you were here to see it. I wish I could ask you about the Beatles’ new album, about what college I should apply to, about what to say to Mom in the evenings. I don’t have anything to say to her. I’ve got Teddy to talk to, I guess, even though the treasures still haven’t turned up, and she doesn’t seem to know anything about them. When I was talking to Teddy today, she mentioned college. She said Mr Kynaston could help me. I wondered if he would. Teddy went to Vassar, but that was before the war. She thinks I’d like Barnard. She says Berkeley is too full of commies, but that I might like that too. I don’t think Mom would approve, though!

Mom doesn’t approve of so many things now, but that was different before you left us, Dad. I remember her being barefoot a lot when we first moved here, don’t you? I remember her dancing through the orchards with bare feet the day we moved in. Mom, in bare feet, outside! She was laughing. Her hair was longer. Didn’t you two used to get all dressed up and go into the city to dance? Is that right? I can’t remember, and I can’t ask her, and I can’t ask you.

‘You knew my dad growing up, Teddy, didn’t you?’

Long ago, Alice, your father and I used to play together as children, though he’s a couple years younger than me. I watched him for his mother, your grandmother. And we used to play hide-and-seek. We hid little treasures all over the estate, and in the orchards, back when they belonged to his family. We’d find them and keep them ourselves. Little treasures. Stones and china ornaments and, once, a gold tooth, though we threw that into the river.

‘Hey, Miss Alice.’

Alice stood up, taken aback. ‘Hey, Mavis.’

‘Miss Teddy’s pretty tired. I’m going to take her upstairs for her nap before dinner. That okay?’

‘Sure,’ said Alice, pressing her hands to her burning cheeks. ‘Sorry.’

Young women apologize too much, Alice. Don’t be one of them!

‘It’s fine. She likes the company. Don’t you, Teddy?’

But the spell was broken and the real Teddy remained, staring at Alice, talking softly – ‘Ravenoose! Ravenoose!’ – moving her hands up and down her knees, rocking very slightly. Her barrette glinted in the late sun, and she smiled sweetly at Alice as she was led away. Mavis paused in the doorway.

‘Bye, Miss Alice.’ She opened the door and the noise from the radio in the kitchen came floating out. ‘Oh, that song again,’ said Mavis, wearily.

Alice smiled, nodded. Everyone, everywhere, was playing ‘Yesterday’. Her friends had stood in line to buy it as a single. They sang it, hugging themselves and rolling around, tears in their eyes. She heard it floating out open windows, from car radios, even in the auditorium at school, as the principal, Mr Williams, said it was such a good song people should understand the lyrics. And he’d put it on and played it.

Yesterday . . .

Right there in the middle of the auditorium with the whole school, Alice’s face had burned; her head had felt fuzzy and there was a ringing in her ears as she tried not to think about the Rita Hayworth sundae, the sound of tennis, the sight of the deer and the sound of the train, again. And, most of all, she tried not to think about losing control.

She had blinked and realized somehow she was in the hallway outside. She must have left the auditorium, with no idea she was doing so.

She had felt a hand on her arm and saw Dolores Delaney, staring at her.

‘Hey. You okay, Alice? You’re swaying. You need to get some water? Step out and get some fresh air?’

‘Thank you,’ Alice said. ‘I’m fine. It’s a little stuffy in there, that’s all.’

‘I know how hard it is.’ Dolores’s hand on her arm was cool, and soft. ‘I lost my dad too. Take a minute.’

They were standing in the hallway by the principal’s office. Alice could smell bleach, air freshener, Dolores’s spicy perfume. She was cold; lately she was always cold. Goosebumps formed on her skin.

‘You’re real skinny, Alice,’ said Dolores, and she made as if to put her arm around her, then stopped. ‘Are you eating okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ Alice said again, and she had pushed past Dolores, gone back into the auditorium.

Alice knew she had lost weight, and that there were dark circles under her eyes. She didn’t like the way her hip bones jutted out; her skin felt stretched across her body. She didn’t know what was happening to her. First, she had worried it was her mom who was going crazy, but now she worried it was her, and that, if they found out, they’d have her taken away. It was the sound of trains, and ‘Yesterday’ she had to avoid. So, she reasoned, she had to make sure, constantly, carefully, that she wasn’t any place where they might play ‘Yesterday’ or where she might hear the train without realizing it. If she was crossing the bridge on the way back from school that was okay: she sang the Beatles as loudly as she could, a different song every time from Help! Just not ‘Yesterday’. She had learned how to act just enough, so they didn’t see how crazy she was going. And if they said something more, if they seemed to be really trying to see how she was, she’d learned to smile and say she had to dash, she was late for her mom, that they had to get the last of the apples in, which they did, alone this time.


Bob Jansen had loved the Hudson Valley, the myths and stories there. When he took over the old orchards again, many of the ancient trees had been either dead or tangled with brambles, the leaves spotted black with blight. He had spent a long time getting the orchards up to scratch the past couple of years and he had loved harvest time, climbing the trees like a monkey, albeit a balding monkey in glasses, plaid shirt and jeans – what he proudly called his ‘outdoor gear’, as though he was one of the first pioneers – calling out to her mother and Alice, ‘Save me some supper, I won’t be too long!’ Though he always was.

Alice’s mother was up a ladder, collecting apples, when Alice arrived home from Valhalla. Through the trees, Alice could make out her mother’s white ruffled shirt, and her hair tied up in a patterned red scarf. Betsy did not own any plaid or denim. When Bob had said, earlier that spring, as the latest bill had come in for the wood for the new apple stores, and been added to the demands from the bank for the loan repayments he’d not yet made, that maybe they should try making their own clothes, she had told him firmly, ‘Robert, you can say all you want about that damn Julie Andrews and her curtains, but I’m a Doris Day kinda girl, not damn Julie Andrews, and Doris Day doesn’t make clothes.’ And Alice’s father had leaned back in his chair and laughed so hard the chair had rocked back and would have fallen over, were it not for the dresser.

‘Hi, Mom.’

‘Hi, honey. You’re late.’

‘Sorry.’

Betsy pushed a tendril of hair that had escaped her scarf out of the way. The ladder shook slightly. ‘Just these and then I think we’ll call it quits.’

Alice set her schoolbag down on the grass. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘I’ll hand ’em to you.’ Betsy rocked a little back again. ‘Oh, gosh, how I hate being up ladders,’ she said with a bright cheerfulness. ‘Don’t see how I’ll ever get used to it! Thank you, Allie.’

‘Let me go up, Mom.’

‘No, no. I’m doing fine and it’s for me to get it in, not you. Imagine how bad I’d feel if you fell off and broke your neck.’

As this was unanswerable, Alice stood waiting to carefully receive the apples and put them gently in each piece of tissue paper.

A bruised apple would go rotten, sooner or later, and infect the other apples. ‘A bruised apple is no good.’ She could hear him saying it now, holding one up, staring admiringly at it. Delicious, tart, crisp, the Bourton Pippin, a little-known variety which her father had painstakingly grafted from rootstock acquired from the farm of an old Jansen family friend. Each apple, at the exact moment it was ready to be pried from the branch, must be wrapped and laid in a wooden crate not touching its neighbour; the crates stacked in layers in the apple store; and then sold at market, taken to the apple press up the river to be made into apple juice or made into produce that would also be sold. The crinkling sound of the paper, and the smells of the lichen and apple and faint wet grass – it was apple time, and this made her curiously happy.

‘Were you with your friends today, honey?’ It was worse when her mother was trying to be perky, like Debbie Reynolds.

‘I went to Valhalla.’

‘Oh, Allie –’ Betsy paused. ‘Why do you keep going to see Teddy Kynaston?’

‘She’s my friend.’

‘She’s older than your father. I don’t see what you have to talk about.’

‘I lie out on the porch and we talk. About Dad. About stuff.’

This silenced her mother, but after a few moments of straining to grab a just-out-of-reach apple, she said, ‘Mr Kynaston’s coming back tomorrow. Did I tell you that?’

‘No.’

‘He’s been away for so long. I guess you won’t be able to go up there so much then.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ said Alice, not caring how rude she sounded.

‘Allie!’ Her mother practically screeched. She handed her the apple. ‘The Kynastons aren’t our friends.’

‘He was Dad’s friend. So was Teddy.’

‘Mr Kynaston’s a gentleman. But your dad, honey –’ Betsy sighed. ‘The Kynastons, they’re our bosses. They’re different from us. I don’t think your dad understood that.’

‘Mom – they were friends!’

‘Oh biscuits they were. Listen to me,’ said her mother, wiping her forehead and carefully climbing down the ladder, the last of the Burton Pippins clenched in her hand. ‘When Teddy had her eighteenth-birthday dance, they hired Louis Armstrong to come play for them. Louis Armstrong, Allie.’

‘I know. Dad was there.’

‘Only because he was a neighbour. Not because they – oh, never mind.’

Alice stared at her mother, fury soaking into her like black ink. ‘Don’t say things like that.’

‘Okay, honey. I’m sorry.’ Betsy pushed her hair away from her face with such force that the scarf came untied and she stared at it as it slid off her open palm on to the grass. ‘Stupid darned –’

Alice bent down and picked up the scarf. ‘We’ve done enough today, Mom. Let’s go in.’

Her mother nodded. ‘I didn’t mean any of that, Allie. I’m tired, and I’m trying to work out what we’ll live on if we can’t sell these apples; and, even if we can sell them, how on earth we’ll survive. Your father left us a sliver of Jansen money, enough for two years, if we live like we’re the Ingalls family and’ – she gulped – ‘grind our own flour and don’t buy any new clothes.’ She handed Alice the last apple to wrap, then brushed her hands together
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