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There’s always another story, there is more than meets the eye.

– W. H. Auden





March 2019

You might suppose it would feel strange to write to someone I have not met; and yet to write this for you does not feel strange. Mistaken as this may be, I feel I already know you. Or know as much as I will ever know, because what I have learnt is that none of us know much – about ourselves or each other – and that all the certainties we construct are apt to be toppled by reality.

What I shall try to do is describe, as I now perceive them, the events which span seven years. Events in which my life was changed so completely and unexpectedly that I feel I should record them. I am aware that in trying to recover any stretch of time my memory will sometimes be fickle, often play false. In setting out thoughts and observations and conversations as I recall them, much that I write will be re-membered, that is to say, refashioned, put together anew. But that is the case for all recollections and there are those who say that reality is better served by fiction than by facts – which themselves are subject to their own kind of distortions and falsehoods. What I write is, I believe, in essence true, if not in precisely quantifiable detail.

The story is an unusual one although it is at the same time, in many respects, a common one – this contradiction being, I imagine, the case for most human stories. But how to begin? You might say begin at the beginning, but it is difficult to say where or when a beginning starts. Does this story start from the point when its elements first emerged? But then I would have to be going endlessly back in time. Or does it start when I myself first began to look back and all the matters I here describe began to take a connected shape in my consciousness?

Whatever the case, it is a story you should hear; so, having no good answers to these questions, I shall begin instead with a place, an old garden, where in a sense everything began, where I began to understand certain things and where I also began to understand that there were many more things that I would never understand.
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‘I shall never be able to manage all this,’ I said.

I was surveying the moss-bound humps and ragged stretches of knee-high grass in the garden’s rolling lawn with a mixture of awe and resentment. Rampant weeds had invaded those parts of the flower beds that were visible behind the hunched mass of brambles. Vicious-looking nettles awaited, darkly baleful. Towards the further end of the garden, I could make out ivy-engulfed trees braceleted with evil yellow fungi, which put me in mind of Arthur Rackham. Aged six, I had a most disturbing nightmare after stealing a book of fairy tales from my sister, Margot – a handsome, hardback book which I’d coveted like mad, bound in red cloth with indented gold lettering and a picture on the cover of a weird tree-man with branches issuing wildly from his head and hands. It was an illustration of a witch, for a story called The Two Sisters (which is perhaps relevant), that prompted the nightmare. I have hated Rackham ever since.

My sister was with me as I pronounced this gloomy verdict. ‘We can get help,’ she said, with her customary confidence.

‘You mean I can?’

‘You’ll find someone, Hass, I know you will, you’re good at that.’ Her exquisitely manicured hands made a gesture, as if to conjure out of the air a green-fingered genie. She’s a beauty, my sister; she gets her looks from our mother. Smiling radiantly now, she added, ‘It’ll be a project.’

This word, I couldn’t help feeling, was being deployed to put a gloss on what amounted to a sentence of hard labour for me and I was already experiencing a phantom ache in my back. This is how it will be, I thought: I’ll be left to the drudgery of daily life while she skitters off into her world of whatever it is she does. I was never quite sure what it was that Margot did do but it appeared to pay.

After months of indecision, we’d put together the money left us by our father and bought Knight’s Fee, a sprawling old house on the outskirts of Hope Wenlock, a village just on the English side of the Welsh Marches. The house was picturesque, described in the agent’s blurb as a ‘jigsaw picture house’ (a term which for some time set me against it). What I found, when Margot having eroded my resistance I agreed to view it, was a redbrick half-timbered building covered in creeper with what the agent assured us were Elizabethan antecedents. He was wrong about that, but I suppose it’s foolish to expect accuracy from an estate agent.

I had spent many restless nights inwardly debating whether or not to invest my legacy in a shared property. It was Margot’s idea and for that reason alone my first instinct was to reject it. But the house’s size and relative cheapness were undoubtedly enticing. It offered over three times the space I could afford to buy on my own and for much of the time I would have it to myself while Margot was off in London. And I was not without private reasons for wanting to take sanctuary in the countryside.

‘Well …?’ Margot had said. ‘Look, we don’t have to live cheek by jowl. And if we find it doesn’t suit us then …’

‘Then what?’ My sister’s habit of not completing her spoken thoughts was in my experience designed to allow for later backsliding. She was like that: capricious.

But on this occasion she was prepared to spell them out. ‘Then we can sell up. Nothing lost. We’re bound to make money on it with all our improvements.’

‘You mean your improvements?’

‘Hass, don’t be such a wet blanket,’ she said, ruffling my hair. She’s done this since we were children and it annoyed me even then. ‘The place has fantastic scope. It could be amazing. And if it turns out we hate living together, worst case, it’ll be an adventure. It’s good to have adventures. It expands the horizons.’

‘Horizons can’t actually be expanded,’ I said. I’m fussy about language.

Margot sighed. ‘You know what? We could try to get on. It’s not unknown between sisters.’

Writing this now it occurs to me that I was wrong: horizons can be expanded – it merely requires a change in your point of view.

Knight’s Fee was a probate sale and had stood uninhabited for over two years while various legal complexities were being unravelled. Now the legatees were ‘keen to get it off their hands before …’ here the agent had hesitated, ‘further unnecessary costs’.

‘What costs?’ I asked suspiciously. I was anxious about money. In those days I was always broke.

Margot supplied the agent with an answer.

‘Council tax, insurance, stuff, you know … We were the same about Belmont Street, remember?’

My thoughts flickered back to our family home, the modest Victorian semi in Sheffield. Unlike Margot, I had not been anxious to sell; I would have preferred to hide there longer to adjust to the shock of being orphaned.

But this very different house was certainly appealing. In its decayed grandeur it stood for a way of life I could never before have entertained. We could, Margot pointed out, divide it if we chose to live separately. Only the extensive garden need be shared.

What that would mean, I was now ruminating, already prickling at the prospect, was that I would be the bloody toiler in the vineyard while Margot would sit in the garden, drinking and sunning herself, enjoying the results of my labours. Or showing it off to her London friends.

Familiar snakes of fury began to writhe in my stomach. I was insane to have agreed to this. Sharing with Margot in whose shadow I’d always lived, until she ran away from home. Even then, her lost presence had tainted the remains of my childhood – our mother daily disappointed by the post which brought no word from her favourite, keeping Margot’s room a sanctuary, refusing to let me take it over: ‘Margie might be back any day and you’ve made your room so nice with all your paintings, love.’

‘Love’ was what I was called when she was not going to let me have my way. It was some time since it had come to seem to me a term of abuse.

‘You’ll manage,’ Margot said. ‘You’re brilliant at that.’ I should explain that one of her methods for getting her way was a form of casual flattery. That this worked, even with me, fuelled one of my several sources of grievance. She stooped now and picked a dried stem of a plant and handed it to me. ‘What’s this?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ I twirled the seed head between my fingers, admiring the delicate fragility of the papery globe, and a mass of tiny black seeds showered out. ‘It’s like a fairy’s pepper pot.’

‘You should put it in one of your illustrations.’ Margot turned back towards the kitchen. ‘What’s there to eat? I’m starving.’

The kitchen had no fridge, nor any of the conveniences commonly associated with modern life: washing machine, dishwasher – ‘There’s not even a proper stove,’ I’d said, feeling defeated already when the removals men requested tea.

‘Oh, come on,’ Margot had said. ‘It’s fun. Like camping.’

When did you ever go camping? I thought crossly, filling a heavy enamel kettle with water that ran a sinister orange.

The electricity, despite our requests, had not been turned on so the electric kettle we’d brought was useless. Luckily, there was a functioning canister of Calor gas. I made tea for the men on an ancient hob with the long-life milk we’d brought with us in Margot’s car. ‘You’ll need to get a car of your own here,’ Margot had remarked.

I produced the sliced bread and soapy cheese and over-ripe tomatoes I’d bought from the village shop and, while the removals men were still unloading on to the drive, we ate outside in our coats at a rotting wooden table on rusting garden chairs. ‘You’d pay good money for these in London,’ Margot pronounced.

They looked to me as if they might disintegrate any minute. I didn’t share Margot’s design pretensions.

‘They just need sanding down,’ Margot said. ‘We can repaint them.’

You mean I can, I thought, mentally resolving to buy some of the white plastic chairs I’d observed on sale at a nearby garage.

‘This bread is poison to the digestion.’ Margot flicked crumbs from the table.

‘It was all there was in the shop. You can’t imagine I’d buy this for choice?’

A cruel memory slid behind this protest. ‘Sliced white toast with Golden Shred might be my favourite breakfast,’ I had once proclaimed. It was on a ferryboat to France when things were different, when I was different. I was no longer that person. In those days I used to wonder if there is any essential us that survives all life’s shifts and vicissitudes and if that’s what people meant by the soul.

‘I can bring decent bread back from London,’ Margot said. ‘We can bung it in the freezer once we’ve got one. The local produce is bound to be dire. But tonight we can go into Ludlow to eat. Don’t worry, I’ll pay.’

I brushed the remaining crumbs from the table and a robin dropped down. The neat rust-breasted bird with knowing black-bead eyes seemed a kind of ally. Margot’s reference to money was reviving my reservations about the decision to share. She earnt a great deal more than me and I had already determined that if we did divide the house the services must be separated. In winter I often wear socks and sometimes a cardigan in bed. In my straitened circumstances I didn’t fancy subsidizing Margot’s fuel consumption.

The robin whirred on to the table and pecked up the last few specks of crumbs.

‘It’s like in The Secret Garden,’ Margot said, at the very moment I was recalling the book myself. Margot is like that – she frisks your mind, helping herself to your thoughts before you can have them for yourself. ‘I read it to you when you had chickenpox, do you remember?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And I also remember you slapping me.’

‘Only because you kept picking at your scabs. I didn’t want Scarface for a sister.’

There were several rooms on the second floor to choose from for our bedrooms. Margot chose the largest, which overlooked a grassy gravelled drive. I chose a smaller L-shaped room that had two windows, a corner window with a view of the far-off hills and a large bay, with a window seat, that overlooked the garden.

At one end of the long corridor was a bathroom with a massive claw-foot enamel bath and at the other a cramped little room, smelling of damp, with a stained washbasin and a shower. The shower was fitted with perished rubber tubing and the grouting on the tiles was black with mould.

‘You take the shower room, it’ll make your bedroom almost en suite. I’ll make do with the bath,’ Margot decided.

But this bit of Margotism I didn’t mind. I preferred my room. I was taken by its odd shape and the fact that it looked over the garden. There was a book, The L-Shaped Room, which I had read after seeing the film which starred Leslie Caron. I had seen it during a British Cinema season at the NFT with Robert. Mustn’t think about Robert, I tried to tell myself. But as you will discover, there is no power on earth that can unthink thoughts.

‘You’re frowning,’ Margot said. ‘You shouldn’t frown so much. It’s giving you wrinkles.’

‘I’ve already got wrinkles.’ I didn’t have many but Margot’s obsession with appearances brought out resistance in me.

‘So no need to bring on more.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ I said, annoyed, I suspect, that she didn’t contradict me about the wrinkles. ‘You know I’m not like you. I don’t care how I look.’

‘You do,’ Margot said. ‘Everyone does. I’m just more honest about it than you.’

The removals van had brought the furniture from the family home in which our father had died. I had given up my rented place in London and gone to nurse him in his last illness, so anything I owned had been brought from there too. Margot was letting her London flat to a friend but she was keeping a room for herself when she was in town, so nothing much had come from there. ‘It wouldn’t suit the country anyway,’ she had declared. ‘It’s mostly Conran or Heal’s.’

We spent the afternoon rearranging the furniture that had been set down, under Margot’s instructions, by the removals men.

‘The rooms are so huge it’s impossible to see where things fit,’ Margot complained after we had heaved a heavy leather sofa from where it had been placed in a bay window to a position by the fire and then shifted it all the way back again. ‘Shit, I’ve broken a nail.’ She eyed the drop-lid oak bureau that had been our father’s. ‘I can’t see where Dad’s desk should go. It looks wrong there but where else could we put it …?’

I was remembering the last time I had gone to that desk to fetch some letters for Dad. He had still been alive, just. On the very brink between life and death and aware that he was about to die. What is it like? I had longed to ask. Is it like the moment when we emerge, still steeped in unconsciousness, into the new light of day – or that other moment, when we sense we are about to drop into the oblivion of night?

With a fascination that I was half ashamed of, I’d stood over my father, watching the purpled moth-wing eyelids flutter over his semi-slumbering eyes. His tall, bony frame had dwindled to become pitifully frail and skeletal and he seemed to have grown transparent, as if he were shedding mortal flesh ready to take flight.

‘Think of me bound for the swallow thronged loft, Hass,’ he said to me once when I had become tearful. ‘No cause to fret. I’ll fit in there.’

‘Leave it for now,’ I said to Margot. ‘I’ll find the right place.’

‘If we don’t do it now, it’ll just get left and then it’ll never be right. Strike while the iron is hot.’

‘That doesn’t seem an apt saying for the circumstances.’

‘Hass,’ Margot startled me with a sudden vehemence, ‘I know you were ever so noble going to look after him but you don’t own Dad.’
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When I woke next morning, sunlight was blessing the bottom of my bed and I felt absurdly pleased at having judged the orientation of the room correctly. The glass in the corner window was old and flawed, with the result that the sun’s rays passing through it were transforming that part of the room into a chapel of dancing light. I lay there contentedly contemplating the prospect of tea. Tea in the morning is one of those simple pleasures that can be relied on whatever else has crumbled or failed. But for the moment bed was a cocoon from which I wasn’t ready to emerge.

The divan bed, brought from Sheffield, fitted snugly into the narrower portion of the L-shape, leaving just enough space at the side for whatever books I was currently reading. I have a habit of reading several books at once so by my bed there tends to be a tottering tower. After a while, the promise of a view began to draw me and I wriggled on my bottom, dragging the duvet, nearer to the window to inspect it.

With eyes scrunched, the hills did have a bluish tinge, as Housman’s melancholy poem suggests, but when I relaxed my eyes they looked merely greyish-brown. Perhaps, I thought, the ‘blue’ was a reflection of his mood. Blue is maybe more poetic – but grey and brown have their own poetry.

As if chiming with this thought, a tree growing close to the window swayed in a sudden whip of wind and a compact little grey-brown bird shot from a branch. Like a sparrow but not a town sparrow. Dad’s ornithology books were among the books I’d brought from the Sheffield house. I could learn about birds here, I thought.

I went downstairs in my fisherman’s socks – I never wear slippers. The stairway was vast, with an anachronistic curving mahogany bannister, the kind a child would slide down. In my mind’s eye, my infant self went whizzing past the sober middle-aged person padding down the dusty stairs to the hall. The latter person followed the ghost of my young self through to the beamed kitchen and into a cold scullery.

She would have liked this, I thought, my young self: a proper old-fashioned scullery with a flagstone floor and a capacious pantry to maybe hide in.

It put me in mind of one of Beatrix Potter’s illustrations. As a child, I read her stories avidly but above all I loved the meticulous illustrations. The pantry reminded me of The Tale of Samuel Whiskers, which led me to think that given its age and recent neglect Knight’s Fee might well house rats. I didn’t much like that thought and it crossed my mind to maybe get a cat.

The pantry shelves held some empty Kilner jars, a double boiler and one of those umbrella-shaped devices used to protect food from flies. Several had expired on the netting. That there was a problem with flies was confirmed when I managed to force open one of the drawers of the built-in dresser which was jammed full of sticky brown fly papers. Also some old-fashioned carbolic soap, a dirty icing bag and some half-melted candles, which would come in handy if the electricity was not connected soon. We’d gone to bed by the light of our phones. I rarely use my mobile now but in those days I needed one for work.

I filled the kettle, lit the gas ring and opened the back door. In the pale morning light, the garden was a vista of greens. As if on cue, the robin dropped from a bush and hopped towards the door on legs that looked too brittle to support the stocky little body.

I found the bread Margot had objected to and watched while the robin briskly pecked up crumbs. It fixed me with its black-bead eyes and flitted off again.

The removals men had left piled in the stairwell an assortment of boxes. I ripped open one marked ‘Shoes Miscellaneous’ to find a collection of mouldy sandals – which I must have put away damp – someone’s gold party slippers, Margot’s old pink satin ballet shoes, which our mother had had framed, and several pairs of heels which I’d not worn since I left London. The tartan slippers – my last present to Dad, which I’d not been able to bring myself to chuck out – were there too and a pair of ancient Dr. Scholl’s. I squeezed my feet in the bulky socks into these and stepped outside.

It was the first week of March. I stood on the lawn with the cold breeze painting my cheeks and breathed in deeply. Perhaps here I might begin yoga. I pictured myself on the lawn, hands supporting my hips, feet in the air. I’d considered starting yoga before so why had I not got round to it? The truth was I’d not been up to getting round to anything that might have been good for me. Unwelcome thoughts began to invade and I went back into the house.

Margot, in an expensive-looking angora dressing gown, was pouring boiled water into a jug. ‘I couldn’t find the cafetière, but we can make coffee Jane Austen’s way.’

‘What way’s that?’ Jane Austen was one of my favourite authors. I’d never heard of her having a special way with coffee.

‘It’s in one of her letters.’ Margot poured out a dribble of coffee into a china cup and tipped it back into the jug. ‘There, if you let it settle the grounds sink. I read about it somewhere.’

‘Where?’

‘A magazine. Harper’s, I think.’

‘I can’t see Harper’s running a piece on Jane Austen.’

‘Don’t be so snotty. Harper’s has some very good writers. Here, have some coffee. Perhaps that’ll put you in a better mood.’

The mug she handed me, decorated with the words ‘Campbell’s Soup’, was the one our mother had used for surplus fat from our family Sunday roast. God knows why I’d brought it. Margot’s cup was part of a gold-patterned china service which I’d donated to Oxfam. She noticed me clocking it. ‘I could only find this cup in the box.’

‘It’s the only one left,’ I said, sipping coffee. It was un-deniably good. The Jane Austen method apparently worked. ‘I got rid of the rest. That one must’ve got left behind.’

‘Mother adored that tea service. It was a wedding present.’

‘You weren’t there, Marg. There was so much stuff to deal with. And no one uses tea sets nowadays.’

‘I do,’ Margot said. ‘I loved Mum’s china. You could’ve asked.’

She was right. I should have asked. It infuriated me when anyone took my wishes for granted. But I wasn’t going to admit this. I’d single-handedly seen to the major part of the sorting out of the house and it had nearly finished me off. If Margot had cared about tea sets she should have bloody well come and helped.

We spent the day fractiously unpacking, placing and then replacing and then re-replacing all over again the contents of some of the boxes.

‘I’m knackered,’ Margot announced, flopping down on to a dusty footstool. ‘Why did you bring this? It’s riddled with woodworm. And why have we ended up with four tin openers and no corkscrew?’

‘There are plenty of corkscrews,’ I said. I wandered over to a bulging cardboard box and began to pick books out.

‘Don’t,’ Margot commanded. ‘It’s pointless unpacking books till we have shelves.’

‘I’m looking for Dad’s bird books.’

Most of our father’s books had come with us. I could find no one who wanted them – it’s shameful how little books are prized these days. I’d contacted, without success, second-hand booksellers galore, and I wasn’t going to send Dad’s treasured library ignominiously to the dump. So I’d packed up his Loeb classics, with the red and green covers, his poetry books and all the hardback novels, even the collected Walter Scotts which no one nowadays reads. I shall read these, I mentally determined. All the books I’ve never read, and I’ve been saying I’ll read one day when I get around to it, while Margot is off in London, I shall read.

‘When are you going back to London?’ I asked, hoping not to sound too eager.

‘Day after tomorrow. I’m taking a week off at Easter but till then I’ll be hither and yon.’

A phrase she’s aware I dislike. ‘So will you drive?’

‘I’ll see how the trains are. But look, you’ll need your own wheels. I don’t want you relying on the Lexus.’

‘I wouldn’t want to. I’d be in dread of scratching it.’

‘You better not!’

‘I said I wouldn’t want to, didn’t I?’

Margot said she was taking the Lexus into Shrewsbury. ‘I’m not wasting money on overpriced loo roll at the local shop. It won’t have any decent cheese or coffee either.’

‘We should use their shop, though. We’re incomers. It’ll alienate them if we don’t.’

‘We can use it enough to keep in with them.’

Why do I bother? I wondered. She doesn’t care what they think of us. It’s all right for her – she isn’t going to be here all the time. ‘I think I’ll walk into the village,’ I said, making an action of my thoughts. ‘I want to put a notice up about the garden.’

‘Good idea,’ Margot said. ‘But you’d better find something more waterproof than those dreadful sandals. I don’t know why you packed them. That black stuff on them looks like mould.’

The route to the village was along a narrow road lined with blackthorn. The froth of white blossoms and the hawthorn, still laced with autumnal berries and garlanded with old man’s beard, gave the hedgerows a festive appearance. The road itself was less appealing. Traffic had gouged deep potholes in the surface. There was no pavement and a couple of lorries thundered past, frighteningly close. I’d noticed this about the country: in some ways it’s worse than town. Certainly you’re often closer to traffic. Holding my breath as an oil tanker rounded the bend, expelling noxious fumes, I ducked under some wire fencing into a field. A stile at the far end suggested an alternative route to the village.

When I reached the stile, I stopped to survey the view. Beyond the next field was a copse, and some way beyond that I could see a crenellated church tower. Behind the tower were the blue-remembered hills that had cast their long shadow on Housman’s spirits, still to my eyes lacking the poetic blue but nevertheless inviting.

A skein of geese in RAF formation flew overhead, their raucous honking strangely stirring in the still surrounds. Dad would like it here, I thought, jumping from the stile into a wet slurry of mud. I wish you could visit, Dad, and yes, I know I’m only here because you’re dead and if you were still alive I wouldn’t be here in the first place. I wonder what you’d think of it all and what you’d make of me living with Margot.

I believe now he might have been pleased. When Margot left home there was a part of him, I sensed, that felt relief. At least there was an end to our endless quarrelling. Our captious mother liked to pick fights but Dad hated rows and rarely allowed himself to get drawn in. ‘Least said, soonest mended,’ he said once when, infuriated by his passivity in the face of our mother’s taunting, I asked why he didn’t retaliate. ‘But that only works if there’s a willingness on both sides to mend, Dad,’ I said to what I considered then his tame reply and he turned away from me as if I’d hurt him. I think now he might have been feeling ashamed.

He was an old-school male, brought up to respect women by his fiercely ambitious, acutely intelligent working-class mother, herself something of a tyrant. But for all that, I can see now he felt he was weak in never managing to temper his wife’s moody, dominating character; and much as I loved him, I think, somewhere, though I couldn’t afford to acknowledge this at the time – Dad being, then, my only ally – I felt let down by him because he wasn’t up to protecting me.

I stopped challenging him once I saw he wasn’t going to change. It’s hard to come to terms with your parents’ limitations; I have only just begun to do so now. And after our mother died there was no need for him to change. Free of her carping spirit, Dad was fine – certainly as far as I was concerned. We were always close in an unstated way and since he’d died I’d got into the habit of inwardly chatting to him. I was talking to him in my mind still as I crossed the field to a track that led into the copse.

The air among the trees was rich with the scent of rotting bark and decomposing leaves, which lay soft and thick underfoot amid irregular rugs of brilliant green moss. Passing a massive oak, rooted in skirts of emerald velvet, I stopped to run my hands over a moss-engrained burl. Ruskin would have sketched it. He might also have sketched the overhanging branch of a rowan, still ornamented with brilliant orange berries. I visited his house on Coniston Water once and admired his skilful drawings of leaves and berries and flowers. As I was recalling this, the rowan swayed in a passing breeze, dropping on my head a few drops of rain or dew, as if in blessing. And I heard my mother’s scornful tones, ‘There’s Hassie being fanciful again.’

The copse was more extensive than I had first supposed, more like a small wood or glade. Following the track, I came to a pool surrounded by clumps of hazel and holly and yew.

I’ve always had a thing for water: pools, streams, springs, lakes. I stared down now at my outline hazily mirrored in the pool. A reflection of someone reflecting. One of those everyday metaphors that have got into the language and are so blurred by use that few people observe them any more. Reflections require still waters. Still waters run deep. Perhaps here it would be safe to reflect.

The wood led into another field where sheep were grazing. A few raised tousled nicotine-white heads and stared at me with pale, deadpan eyes, then resumed methodically cropping the thin grass. Another stile took me on to a track which led down to a gate which in turn took me back on to a bend in the road from where the village was now in sight.

A customer was being served in the shop where I had bought yesterday’s lunch. While I waited, I examined the produce: some overripe fruit and wilting veg, on the shelves a standard collection of tinned soups, baked beans, cereals, fizzy drinks, a rack of newspapers and magazines and by the till assorted sweets, raspberry laces, chews, flying saucers – Margot and I loved those as kids.

The woman behind the counter was joshing the young man she was serving. I caught a glimpse of a packet of sanitary towels and guessed from the badinage that his wife had recently had a baby. The bell on the shop door sounded and an elderly woman wearing a brown tweed coat came into the shop as the young man was leaving.

‘Good morning, Hayley, good morning, Steve,’ she said, nodding at the young man. ‘How is Jade? And the brand-new arrival? Feeding like a young gannet?’

‘Mother and baby are doing well, thank you, Miss Foot.’

‘A girl, I hear.’

‘Yes. We’re thinking of Molly.’

‘Such glad tidings, new life, new promise. I shall call by later – if I may.’ She inclined her head, acknowledging me.

‘Hi, I’m Hassie,’ I said, taking a plunge.

The woman stepped back to examine me before extending a gloved hand. ‘How do you do? I am Phyllis Foot.’ Her clipped tone left a space around each word as if she were an elocution teacher.

‘Halcyon, strictly speaking,’ I said, though I didn’t as a rule like to give my full name. ‘Halcyon Days.’

The slight risk of this revelation seemed to fly invisibly between us. Then she said, in an accent I think of as Edwardian, ‘We have Greek names in common. Halcyon is new to me but it is a propitious name. Amusing with your surname. Someone had a sense of humour.’

‘Yes,’ I said. It was Dad who gave me my odd name. ‘Though it can be a nuisance.’ I felt a slight disloyalty to my father as I said this.

Miss Foot raised quizzical eyebrows and seemed about to speak, then merely enquired, ‘Have you kept my loaf, Hayley?’

‘Under the counter, Miss Foot. And your New Statesman. That’s five pound twenty.’

‘Manners, Hayley. Miss Days was before me.’

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Please go ahead. I’m enjoying browsing. I – we – my sister and I, have just moved to Hope Wenlock.’

‘Come and see me,’ Miss Foot suggested once she had settled up. ‘We are just past the postbox, a little way up Folly Hill – number seven, though it’s hard to see under the creeper, but we are the house with the thatched porch and the green door. Don’t be frightened of Alfred. His bark is infinitely worse than his bite, though that’s not saying much as his bark is pretty frightful. My front door is always open but yell if you do come. I’m growing deaf.’

‘She was my teacher,’ Hayley explained as I offered up my purchases: two tins of baked beans, a jar of Branston pickle and a few of the firmer tomatoes. ‘She taught all us village kids when we still had the primary here. To be honest, I’m still a bit afraid of her.’

‘What happened to the school?’

‘Cuts, what else. They have to bus the kids now to Shrewsbury, primary as well as secondary. It’s a shame. It was great for us being able to walk to school and play out after with our mates.’

When I left the shop, I decided to explore the rest of the village. Along the main street I passed two other shops: a hardware store and ‘A Stitch in Time’, a shop with a bow window in which knitting wool and women’s foundation garments, of a kind I supposed long out of fashion, were displayed. A snicket took me up a steep, narrow lane to a lychgate. A man was cutting the grass in the churchyard. He paused as I came through the gate to wish me good morning.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘Is the church open?’

‘Every day from seven till sundown.’

I now know that the name ‘Hope’ comes from ‘hop’, Old English for the side of a hill, and true to its name Hope Wenlock lies on the slopes of a small hill and the church stands towards the brow. Below me I could see, spread out like a map, clusters of trees and fields girded with hedges and stone walls where sheep and a few cattle grazed. ‘What a lovely view it is from up here.’

‘The church isn’t bad either, we like to think.’

The man got back to his mowing and I went into the church, which had the peculiar smell of country churches: damp and musty but not unpleasant. There was the usual collection of postcards and leaflets and a pamphlet promising to tell me all about the church. I put 50p in the box and learnt that the church was St Michael and All Angels and boasted Saxon origins. These had been built on substantially by the Normans and more aggressively added to by the Victorians, who had introduced some garish stained-glass windows and ornate plaques commemorating local bigwigs. The Victorian floor, tiled in red and black lozenges, put me in mind of the hall in our house in Sheffield, where Margot and I, in our occasionally cooperative moods, used to play a complicated game with tiddlywinks. She invented it; she was clever at inventing games.

A simple stone tablet listed the names of Hope Wenlock’s dead from the two world wars; I always find these moving. Hidden away in a high niche by where the bell ropes hung was a small stone-carved figure with a hand raised presumably in blessing. The features were so blunted that it was impossible to discern the sex. I consulted the pamphlet but while it was chattily full of other information there was no mention of the figure.

I sat for a while, observing a lozenge of semi-precious light, cast by the stained glass, dance on the smooth, worn wooden surface of the pew, and pondering, not for the first time, what people meant when they claimed to pray. I wonder if there is anyone who hasn’t at some point of despair or crisis prayed; even Richard Dawkins must have given in at some point. But on the few occasions when I have in desperation resorted to prayer, I was conscious that these were not prayers that any divinity would be likely to be bothered with. Most prayers, surely, were wishful thinking, or requests to be let off crimes and misdemeanours. It was babyish to suppose a deity, even assuming there was one, paid any attention. If there was a ruling deity It must be like the weather, I had decided, indifferent to the clamourings of humankind.

When I came out of the church, the gardener was sitting on a gravestone drinking from a thermos. He waved the cup genially at me. ‘Thirsty work. The first cut after winter.’

‘The smell of mown grass is worth it, though,’ I suggested.

‘My
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