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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









O, my heart, confess not against me as a witness!


                       Magical inscription on a Scarabaeus







Chapter One


THE CHILD ON THE TOMB:


A little mound of stone, and above it this slim, breastless figure. She was draped in a classical way. Yet her blind blank face reminded him – he did not know why – of the effigies of Easter Island, which he had seen in pictures. There was no name, or date.


The grave stood just outside the boundary of the air-strip, behind the barbed wire. And beyond the flat unearthly plain rolled all the way to the distant hills, raked by a chill dry wind.


Sometimes a pilot might leave a flower at the stone child’s feet. One or two of them called her Santa Blanca. The missions from this place were not overt, probably often outside the law … even so, he did not understand why they felt they must placate the child. He had never left her a flower.


Miguel Chodil walked.


The sun was glaring in a sky of dilute stratos.


The white shape of the twin-engined plane looked too solid, as if she could not fly. But then, that was her trick. Last night, there had been a red moon over the city. The ancient peoples would have said that foretold a death. But whose? In a whole night, after all, someone was bound to die.


They had already loaded her up. Chodil boarded, and cast a quick inspecting eye along her belly.


It was always similar.


Boxes that probably held books, containers of oil and kerosene, various tinned stores, such as any base might require. But there, glowing in their crate, golden oranges, and dark pink peaches, the yellow candles of bananas. And in the straw, greenish Peruvian brandy.


Chodil checked the lashings, and, satisfied, went forward into the cockpit.


Out on the runway a guard had come up, and was standing staring at the aircraft, his Kalashnikov across his shoulder. Chodil waited. The guard moved away suddenly, as if he had seen evidence of some threat.


Chodil tried the plane over.


She made her usual sounds. She felt alert and springy. Perhaps too eager. ‘Calma …’ he said.


As he took her down the runway, her accustomed rocking motion was familiar as the rhythm of a horse. He knew better than she when she would try to swerve, and kept her steady.


He drew her up into a shallow accelerating climb, and she levelled perfectly, settling on the wide blue sky in a drone of power.


Fifty minutes and he would need to take her down again to her first refuelling, and later there would come the second stop, where the Russians would offer him vodka and he would pretend to drink – it broke their hearts when you did not play with them. Two unmapped isles, the second whiter than the first, its coast littered with the bones of blue whales, creatures, it seemed to him, too big to love.


As he flew south, Miguel laid out his final destination from memory. He had, after all, made this journey twenty times.


The blue crystal sky would dip eventually through into a blue crystal sea. And there the cumulus had dropped upon the water in white ice, floating cliffs and domes and castles. And the terrible white land rose behind, to its points of mountains.


Death was only that. That whiteness. The lost creatures that roamed its fringes, the inner stopped clock of its cold white heart.


Chodil grimaced. He sang to the plane, and told her of the woman he had had in the city. He liked to make the plane a little jealous.


Three hours to go.




Chapter Two


WHEN THE SNOW BEGAN TO fall, she was at the back of the procession, lagging behind, unsure. She had a feeling, despite the grandeur, that it was all some hoax. Something stupid, which seemed to irritate, but not alarm her.


She knew what she was seeing. They were Ancient Egyptians. The women in tight-lapped gowns of half-transparent white linen, some with bare round breasts, and the men in kilts of linen or leather. They wore too, redolent of every epic, the characteristic collars, with garnets and blue glass paste on ribs of gold. Black wigs. Eye make-up like the lines around the eyes of lynxes. You could not mistake them.


Here and there a fan of ostrich feathers waved. Others were wheeling supermarket trolleys piled with golden vessels and cones of scented wax.


They toiled upward, up towards the great pyramid.


It seemed to her the pyramid was constructed of old books, some of which were even dilapidated paperbacks.


Women wailed. It was a funeral. Who was dead?


In the dream, she thought, Oh, it’s Ruth.


And when she thought this, the dusk sky opened and the snow began to fall.


The Egyptians stopped. They seemed appropriately to freeze. Rachaela found herself, perhaps unwillingly, walking forward now through the static lines of men and women. She came up to where a priest was. He had a leopard-skin over his shoulder, and on his head was the pointed mask of a black jackal with tall ears.


Adamus …


Of course, he had returned from death himself, to oversee the obsequies.


The mummy-case was leaning above a shaft in the side of the pyramid. It was golden, richer even than the case of the famous boy king, Tutankhamun. The form of a girl was painted on it, and she had two long black plaits. Yes, it was Ruth all right.


They lowered the sarcophagus into the depths.


I should feel something. Should I?


Then the case had vanished, and she stood there, feeling nothing, not even the cold of the falling snow.


They were all gone, and it was night now. The snow ended.


Above the pyramid a single star blazed like a diamond.


And Ruth’s ka slid up out of the tomb.


Rachaela knew about the ka – like her dead daughter, Rachaela had read Haggard’s novel, Morning Star. And what was a ka? Astral body more than ghost. The double that was freed at the negation of the flesh.


Ruth’s ka was very glamorous. It wore a black dress with silver embroidery at the throat, and its black hair hung long and lustrous down its spine. The face of Ruth’s ka was beautifully made up, the lips pale red, the eyes like smoulder.


‘Hallo, Ruth,’ Rachaela said.


‘Hallo, Mummy.’


And then the ka came towards Rachaela, and Ruth held out her right hand.


On the tips of her fingers rested a still, soft flame.


Rachaela meant to back away, but she could not. Ruth, starter of fires—


Ruth was in front of her, near enough Rachaela could smell the perfume her ka had put on – Lancôme? – and hear the rustle of her dress.


Ruth extended the star of flame upon her hand.


And Rachaela discovered that she had opened her mouth, wide, in a rictus, as once in her childhood she had had to do at the dentist’s—


And then there she was in his chair, the old black kind that you felt should have had straps to tie you down.


‘Now,’ he said, the faceless memory, leaning forward, ‘I think you’ve done a bit of damage here. Too many sweets, I shouldn’t wonder. This will be a little bit uncomfortable, I expect, but you’ll be a brave girl, won’t you?’


And then Rachaela knew that Ruth had put the flame into her mouth, even before the dentist loomed over her again with his buzzing stinging wasp of a drill, to give her the only filling of her life.


And he said, ‘Now just swallow that little flame, please, and then rinse round.’


Rachaela swallowed the flame.


She woke up with her head pressed into the pillow. Rachaela was alone … She turned, slowly, stiffly, unknotting her muscles, and Althene lay beside her, silently asleep.


Who are you? Rachaela thought.


Even unconscious, her face wiped of cosmetics, her hair stranded by the movements of somnolence, Althene was utterly herself, complete.


Well, since you’re foolish enough to be here beside me, I could wake you up, tell you my troubles.


I dreamed of my dead and murdered murderess-demon of a daughter.


Taking care, rather awkwardly Rachaela angled herself out of bed, and curled the sheet back over Althene.


It was warm and close, a hot late-summer night. From the open window, scents of trees, plums, a hint of the river.


Rachaela went out of the bedroom noiselessly and into the bathroom. Washed by white moonlight through the opaque pane, she saw her shade in the mirror. A Klimt woman, young and high-breasted, with a pushing pregnant belly.


Almost eight months.


No, she had to be rational. She was not very big. Like that last time, when she had fooled half London that she had only grown overweight.


Last time, with Ruth.


But Ruth had been born, and Ruth had grown up. Ruth had become a woman at eleven, and presently she had become also terrible, a killer … and then, conversely, beautiful, and loved. Until she broke the rules of her lover. Until she killed again. Ruth, lady with the knife, bringer of fire. And when he disowned her, her Malach – white-haired warrior-priest – there in that second house of stained-glass windows, how she had screamed.


They had thought she ran away with Camillo. And yet, Camillo was her enemy, the ordinary unkind kind. He would never have helped Ruth. And Ruth, any way, had been beyond help by then.


What night had it been, when the telephone rang – Tuesday, Thursday? And Rachaela, half sleeping, heard Althene speaking very low. And then, Althene in the doorway, like a phantom. A messenger from the dead.


‘What is it?’


‘It’s nothing. Go back to sleep.’


‘I want to know.’


‘Well, you’re awake now. I shall have to tell you.’


And Althene sighed. She came forward and Rachaela sat up. Althene said, ‘I don’t know how you will feel. Eric called us.’


Rachaela said, ‘It’s Ruth.’


‘Yes. But also not.’


‘She’s dead,’ said Rachaela.


‘Apparently.’


It seemed a busy bicycling couple had found her, in a wood. Someone had stabbed Ruth through the left breast into the heart. By the time her body was come upon, her beauty had dispersed for ever. Food for worms.


Rachaela said, ‘She was dead when he left her. She died that moment. Will they tell him too, Malach?’


‘I expect he will be told,’ said Althene.


Rachaela lay down again. She looked up at the ceiling in the dark, and Althene went away. What do I feel?


But then, and now, two weeks after Eric had phoned them (no doubt Michael had dialled), Rachaela could only remember how Ruth had screamed when Malach cast her off.


Had she screamed like that, too, when the knife went into her?


And had Camillo done that?


‘Damn,’ said Rachaela softly, to the moonlit bathroom. ‘Fuck this.’ Out. Get out of my mind.


But this was why she had dreamed of the demon. Of Ruth. Because of the phone call. And because of the new, the other life, of which somehow she had not rid herself.


Althene had said, ‘I can find you a doctor. If you don’t want the pregnancy to go on. And you don’t.’ But Rachaela had not wanted that interruption, not yet. An abortion – illness, trauma. However well she was treated, however little fuss was made. She wanted to be with Althene, and to pretend that nothing was in her womb.


So, the cold, blustery, wet spring, walks by the river, dinners in strange little restaurants, sex in the blue bedroom of the flat. Nothing to fear now. And the companionable cosy hours, painting, Althene reading, or the games with clothes and make-up, that there had been before. Hot buttered toast and tea. A mother who was also a lover who was also a husband. Time piled up in an hour-glass. If only it could be made to stand still.


Although, in a way it had. Rachaela had only to look at herself again. Her firm moon-white body, twenty-six years of age, a woman well over forty—


Scarabae time.


Althene did not say, ‘My child. A Scarabae child. You must.’


So it was easy, to let things slide. As if the child was not real. Now it was too late.


The doctor eventually provided was polite, gentle, and encouraging. She did not query Althene’s presence. They were Ms Day and Ms Simon. But luscious Althene, although she could not be blamed, was secretly and fundamentally the cause. The father of Rachaela’s burden.


I don’t want it. Why didn’t I let go?


She looked: The belly. Who was there?


One of the cats, black-faced Jacob, came into the bathroom. Only cats were permitted to disturb the night.


Rachaela lifted him, and he balanced a second, clawless, purring, on the handy ledge of her fecund stomach. Then he climbed up on to her shoulder and sang in her hair.


She could have learned the gender of the baby. But she had resisted that.


She did not want it, did not want the responsibility of killing it, wished it did not exist, pretended it did not exist.


Just like the time before.


‘I think someone is watching the flat.’


‘Who?’ Althene crossed the conservatory and came out beside her on the south-facing balcony.


From below, they would appear to be two young women. One slenderly pregnant.


‘Someone was under the garden wall. It’s happened before. The other night I heard a noise—’


‘One of the cats,’ said Althene.


‘Juliet was out. But yesterday I saw a man going by, and he stood out there, by the river, looking up.’


Althene said nothing.


Rachaela said, ‘The Scarabae are always liable to watch us. I mean my Scarabae, at the house.’


‘They might.’


‘Now I’m carrying a child, and they’ve probably found out, the way they find out everything. And we’ve left them in the dark.’


‘They’re used to that, I imagine.’


‘I shouldn’t be having a baby.’


‘So you’ve said. But you are.’


‘I’m a coward. Selfish. That’s why I didn’t get rid of it. It’s what would be done to me. I don’t care about the child.’


‘You don’t know the child yet.’


‘I knew Ruth.’


Althene said. ‘Yes.’ She bent to touch the dry soil of the red geraniums. It was Althene who watered the plants, Rachaela forgot.


‘I dreamed about Ruth,’ Rachaela said.


‘Go on.’


‘It was nothing. Egyptian. But she was interested in Ancient Egypt. God knows. Perhaps they all go back that far. They seem confused about their ages. If I credit any of them is three hundred years old then why not three thousand? They grow old, and then they get younger. Miranda was doing it. I don’t know them. I don’t know you.’


‘I do my best to alter that,’ said Althene. ‘I tell you great amounts about myself.’


‘Yes, your mother, and the house in Amsterdam. But your childhood sounds all wrong, doesn’t it. One minute like the nineteen twenties, and then like something much earlier. Or is that your technique?’


‘I feel very old, Rachaela, sometimes. And sometimes young. I began to feel young when I saw you first, at that window, glaring down at me. I felt myself wake up.’


‘And set yourself to have me.’


‘And succeeded. How clever I’ve been.’


‘I still don’t know you.’


‘How dare you,’ said Althene sweetly, ‘suppose you could know me so quickly. It will take you many, many decades even to begin.’


‘Do we have them? Many many decades?’


‘We have, certainly, some cold wine in the refrigerator.’


Rachaela lifted the watering-can and made offerings to the parched flowers. Over the river, the art deco building let forth its soft chemical plume.


‘Aren’t I drinking too much for a pregnant woman?’


‘A little wine is always good. And, you’re Scarabae. You can drink what you like.’


‘I’m half Scarabae.’


‘It’s enough.’


Along the mud flats, a man was walking slowly. His head was not turned towards the apartment. Behind him, leftwards, the sun westered, scaling metal ripples over the river like a fire.


Ruth … fire child.


Althene came back with two long green glasses of the white wine. As she emerged, the sun touched her face with Inca copper, and the curve of her breasts, that looked so real inside the amber silk shirt.


Rachaela felt a warm resinous stroke of desire.


She did not know any more, or care, what it was she wanted, Althene the woman, or her hidden maleness. In the dark, Rachaela could turn and smooth over the flat loins under their sheath of satin night garment, and find the creature sleeping, coiled shameless at the centre of this perfumed female icon. And it would raise its head, and next a beautiful woman would lie against her, sideways now for the comfort of the contorting pregnancy, and pin Rachaela through with the golden pin.


‘Drink that. Shall we go to the restaurant below the bridge? They prepare a wonderful dish, a whole chicken baked with grapes.’


Unerringly, too, Althene sensed Rachaela’s current wish for voyaging things, before matters inexorably changed, before she grew heavy and inert and wanted only little-girl buttered toast and tea before the comforting fire of summer’s end.


The man had disappeared from the shore, and the chemical cloud shone bronze. Was the watching only her paranoia? Perhaps the cloud watched too. Perhaps the birds had binoculars.


In her eighth month, they moved. It was made very simple for them. Three courteous packers arrived to parcel up the books and objects, and the clothes. The flat had been furnished on Rachaela’s arrival, and they had never utilized the lower floor. The plants were put in terracotta troughs and sailed out like angry galleons. The cats yowled and clawed their baskets. Juliet screamed imperiously.


Rachaela felt guilty. They had left the flat because of her – perhaps unreasonable, biologically induced – sense of watchers. They thought Juliet had mated with Jacob by now. Juliet too, pregnant, should have consideration.


But the cats liked the house on the hill.


The hill itself was preposterous, vertical. No one, unless very dedicated, could walk up it. Far below, soundless in distance, maroon buses passed along the town street.


A high wall guarded the house, and above it an equally vertical garden ran up to the building. Poplars of immense size topped a lawn rife with daisies. A stone bird-bath perched before the door. White, two-storeyed, and flat-roofed, the house had also lion-coloured shutters and a wooden door. There was no lock. A panel gave on a small bank of buttons. You pressed for entry, as with a safe.


And the windows were of bullet-proof glass, Althene casually said. With, here and there, stained glass on the inside. Two gorgeous women in the long window over the wide stair, red, ice green, and gold, Ceres and Persephone, perhaps, goddess mother and daughter, the woman’s hair a long gold sheaf of wheat, and the paler daughter with an innocent armful of scarlet poppies. In the main room, the living room, a mediaeval Zodiac was set in at the upper casements, fire signs in rose, air in blue, earth saffron, water green.


Althene had not brought Rachaela to the house before moving day. Trust? It was like a Christmas morning, coming down to find the presents magically assembled by the tree – some fantasy Rachaela had never, as a child, realized.


‘It’s too large for us,’ she said.


‘We will fill it up.’


Skulls of old fawn bone emerged from Althene’s crates, a globe (unscratched), of malachite. Books. A bronze Grecian statue of a boy in a garland. Wine was bought for the cellar. A washing machine of complex design, a dishwasher from outer space. ‘Someone will come in to clean. A couple, I believe,’ Althene said.


‘They have arranged this?’


‘Miranda.’


‘But then they know we’re here.’


‘Not at all.’


Rachaela acceded, gave up.


It was a fact. She felt safer on the hill. She would look at the tiny buses from the window. Where were they going?


There was a minimum of furniture. They were left to choose, maybe, later. Yet there was a dreamy quality to the wide cases of rooms that had only flowing curtains (muted sky colours, milky emeralds), a chair and Chinese rug islanded on a polished floor, a wide bed adrift in sunny emptiness.


The autumn was mellow but brief. The poplars yellowed. The yew on the vertical drive came into olive-black prominence.


Rachaela observed herself. Her back did not even ache, this time. There was only heaviness.


She let Althene cosset her. Mulled wine in bed, the endless wholemeal toast with butter and strawberry jam which was now all she wanted, eating only from duty the succulent omelettes and chicken breasts that the woman, Elizabeth, prepared. Elizabeth was not Scarabae. A plump Scot, with redder than red hair and a glorious accent, who installed a Hoover in the lockable cupboard opposite the stairs. Sometimes Elizabeth sang as she cleaned the two bathrooms, or made the bed. Lovely lullaby of a voice.


I am the one having the child. I am not the child.


As she had always done, Althene handwashed her silken lingerie, and it hung in rainbow weeds in the second bathroom. Later she would iron the silks with a tiny iron. Rachaela gazed on the ritual, fascinated. She is my mother.


He is my mother.


Rachaela laughed.


‘She finds me amusing, does she?’ Althene said, standing in her tailored grey jeans and exquisite French sweater.


Does she love me? Rachaela thought. Yes. How odd.


The light melted down and down and the days grew short.


The man, Reg, mowed the lawn. A hundred feet away another imposing house stood blind-side on over the garden wall. No one could get close, to watch.


‘Juliet is definitely due to become a mother,’ said Althene, having expertly and tenderly tested Juliet’s sleek black undercarriage.


‘We two,’ said Rachaela. She looked down at Juliet, who behaved just as she had always done, and now lay purring on Rachaela’s abbreviated lap. But there were more than two of them in the chair. There were at least five – Rachaela and the baby, Juliet and her impending kittens – a sudden flash of utter delight passed through Rachaela.


It stunned her. She had felt what women were expected to feel – were coerced into feeling.


Behind the split second of joy came a deep depression.


On Sunday mornings you could hear the bells from the Saxon church down in the town. Rachaela stood in the October living room, where the sun would come in the late afternoon.


It was a clear day. The windows were bright, gleaming from Elizabeth’s Friday attentions.


Rachaela looked up at the Zodiac.


Virgins in kirtles, scorpions with wicked tails, solemn bulls, twinned fish – and there the Scales, with its balanced cups, brazen on the sapphire glass. Libra.


Libra was glowing. Some strong sideways reflection of the sun, perhaps striking on a surface outside, pierced back through the balance like a flame.


Then the twisting, grasping pain came, violent and without warning.


Rachaela clutched at a chair in terror.


The time had come. Her time. Would it be like it was before? She was early … Surely the midwife had said – a false alarm? No. Oh no.


The pain redoubled, and Rachaela cried out. She experienced the motion of a wave going through her lower body, a wave of molten rock—


Then an easement came, and she went up quite steadily to the bathroom. When she emerged, she crossed into the bedroom and looked down the hill, where Althene had gone with Reg in the car, for groceries at Alldays, which stayed open on Sunday from eight a.m. to nine p.m.


All alone with the telephone.


Rachaela dialled the appropriate number.


There was no delay, no prevarication, no argument. Why had she expected one? The Scarabae had seen to everything. Even if, ironically, Althene, the mother-figure, was not here to assist.


Inside twenty minutes the midwife had arrived, and ushered Rachaela to the designated room, without flap or hesitation.


Kate Ames, the midwife, was one of those slender women strong as a cart-horse. She radiated quiet enthusiasm.


‘We’re going to be very quick, Rachaela.’


Rachaela already knew that.


Kate Ames did not ludicrously tell her to push.


The pain was horrible, worse than she remembered. Or then again, sometimes it did not seem so bad. She had wanted Althene, and started to cry like a little girl, but the pain had brought her round like a slap.


‘What bad luck,’ said Kate Ames, ‘that your sister isn’t here. It’s those queues. They go mad on Sundays, as if the shop wasn’t there the rest of the week.’


Five minutes later, when the malfunction to Reg’s car had been dismissed with Reg, and Althene was walking up the vertical hill with two bags of shopping consisting mostly of strawberry jam, the true child that had been inside Rachaela’s hard white belly, came out into the smoking air of the third bedroom.


Rachaela was on a river.


She thought, I know I am hallucinating. What was that stuff she gave me? Is it that?


The river was wide, brown as liquid honey. Duck rose from a fringe of reeds. And then, in an oval of soft light, Rachaela saw her baby hanging by a nail of gold.


‘It’s a girl. And in full working order.’


Rachaela heard the child begin to cry, a mile away, getting nearer.


‘That’s it. You have a weep, love,’ said Kate Ames. ‘You’ve been brilliant.’ And to Rachaela, ‘Just clean up a bit, and then you can have a cup of tea. Are you ready to hold her?’


I don’t want to hold her. I don’t want her.


‘Give her to me,’ said Rachaela – ‘please – quickly—’


‘There you go.’


The baby only cried softly after its first screech. It smelled clean and faintly antiseptic.


Rachaela looked at the face. It was a cat. A cat wrapped up in a white shawl. It was Jacob. No, it was a baby.


‘Yes, she’s all there. Properly operational kid, that is.’


‘What – what’s this little mark?’


‘Oh that. That’s nothing. That will just fade.’


A tiny bluish whisper, like the palest bruise, left of the chest, just under the tiny unopened rose-bud of nipple.


Kate Ames was making Rachaela comfortable.


Far away, Rachaela heard the downstairs door open.


Too late.


Who are you?


The eyes of the baby were strange. Not dark, yet not blue. Silvery. And the head was orioled, like Juliet’s black fur, with a glim of blondeness.


Is it peculiar? Another weird Scarabae baby.


In a minute, Althene, having seen the midwife’s car on the drive by the bird-bath, would run up the stairs and rush in. And how would Rachaela greet her? A dulcet picture of dam and infant. Or the former image, the reluctant mother saddled with the weight of rendered life.


‘She’s stopped crying. Is she all right?’


‘Oh, yes, she’s fine. Perhaps you’re going to be fortunate there. Some of them are quiet, you know.’


‘My last … cried all the time.’


Kate Ames waxed serious. Naturally she knew Rachaela had given birth before, but not the fate of this mysterious and absent progeny. Kate Ames was a good woman. Rachaela’s safe and uncomplex delivery of a correctly formed child had made her genuinely happy. She cheered up. She said, ‘Well, who knows. She may be screaming blue murder in ten minutes’ time.’


The child did not sleep. It could not see, they said, no focus yet to the eyes, that were like silken dead hydrangea flowers.


Then the door flew open.


Althene stood there. She was white, as pale as she looked sometimes after sex.


But you are really a man. A man white-faced to find me here. Yes I’m alive. And so is this.


Your daughter, said Rachaela, but not aloud, to spare Kate Ames.


And Kate Ames, beaming, said, ‘Rachaela’s been a marvel. I don’t even think we were an hour over it. A perfect little girl.’


Althene’s eyes went to the baby, and in Rachaela the serpent uncoiled. Love at first sight. I am going to be stupidly and ridiculously and unworthily and torridly jealous. And we are incestuous Scarabae. Christ knows, I have some cause.




Chapter Three


ELIZABETH STARED OUT AT THE snow.


It was a massive fall, mitten-thick upon the trees, and in places piled up to the windows. Bags of nuts for the birds, which Reg had put up earlier, hung dead still. There was a great silence.


But inside, the faint strains of music seeped from the living room, and here, in the glistening kitchen, the oven popped faintly, giving off a wonderful aroma of baking cake.


‘Oh, Mrs Day. I expect you’d like some coffee.’


Rachaela had never persuaded Elizabeth to use their first names, and in Elizabeth’s world, seemingly, all women with children were Mrs, like Victorian cooks.


‘Yes … Just instant. I’ll make it, Elizabeth.’


‘No, no. I’ve been dreaming. Well, I won’t say dreaming. Worrying.’


Rachaela braced herself for another’s troubles.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘It’s my sister’s son. She’s afraid he’ll be called up. He’s in the reserves. You don’t think, do you.’


Rachaela did not. She did not know what Elizabeth meant. And then she recalled the dark shadow on the new year, the war. What could she say to comfort? Rachaela was ignorant of everyday affairs.


‘Perhaps it won’t come to that.’


‘Well, the good Lord knows what it will come to.’ Elizabeth put the kettle on the gas, as if it were the last kettle of the world. Although grammatically her speech was only Anglicized, her lovely Scottish accent moulded every word, giving each an extra savour, and potency. ‘The hospitals could be packed with them, young men badly burnt, and ruined. And their chests. I’ve seen, when I was a girl, what mustard gas can do.’


Rachaela too looked out at the snow.


Reg and Elizabeth had somehow got the car up the hill, and now they were delaying departure, dreading probably the performance of descending. The car had been temperamental any way, ever since the morning it broke down outside Alldays. The Sunday Anna was born.


The coffee came, and Elizabeth allowed herself to sit at the kitchen worktop. They ate oatmeal biscuits Elizabeth had baked.


‘But there, it’s no good worrying, is it?’ said Elizabeth.


‘No, not really.’


‘If only it were,’ said Elizabeth. ‘We could put the world to rights in a tick.’ She listened a moment to the Sibelius symphony drifting over the hall. ‘She likes her music, Mrs Simon.’


‘Yes.’


‘And your little Anna.’ Elizabeth sighed. She said, ‘I do lose track of time. It happens when you get to my age. Sometimes I lie awake, just planning tomorrow’s shopping, and then I pop along to the toilet, and it’s half past two in the morning. Four hours, and it only seemed like twenty minutes. But Reg, he sleeps like an old dog.’ She smiled. Elizabeth liked Reg, who was effortlessly clever at all he did, monosyllabic, restful. ‘And your little girl,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Is it three she is now?’


‘No,’ Rachaela said smoothly. ‘One year and a few months. She’s grown fast for her age.’


‘And she’s got a good head on her.’


Elizabeth made more coffee for Rachaela, who had drunk her mug dry without noticing.


Jelka, Juliet’s daughter, came into the kitchen. She was a black cat without a dot of white, yellow-eyed like her sire. She stalked to the window and meowed to be let out.


‘Oh, you won’t like that, you won’t,’ said Elizabeth, but she went and opened the sash window (of bullet-proof glass) and Jelka leapt into the snow, vanishing at once up to her breast. The cat scrambled out and sprang into the stone urn that, in autumn, had held geraniums.


Juliet’s children had been three in number, two of them black and white in a handsome but usual way, and Jelka like a coal. Juliet had produced the litter without drama the previous November, in one of the nests of newspaper Althene had left about to entice her. When they were old enough, the male and female had gone to Eric, Miranda and Sasha, as a gift. Althene had seen to this. Jelka, the witch’s cat, cleaved to her mother. In time, she too would mate with Jacob, her father. Cats also, were intractably Scarabae.


But it had occurred to Rachaela that the cats now represented a unit like their own. A male, two females, consort and child.


It had been Emma who had said to her, after the birth of Ruth, ‘You’re missing all the best parts.’ And Rachaela had taken care to miss as much of Ruth’s babyhood as possible. Had anything really changed?


It was Althene now who had bottle-fed Anna; Rachaela – deliberately? – had not produced sufficient milk. It was Althene who, mostly, changed Anna’s napkins. Everything was disposable. It was all quite easy. Besides, very quickly, Anna stopped being messy. By five months she had been able to use the bathroom, and had evinced a demanding desire to do so. At first supervised, and with a stool to climb up by, presently self-possessed and alone. Although they kept her in diapers, thereafter Anna did not have accidents.


Rachaela knew that was not normal. She knew from Ruth.


Anna had spoken her first word on Christmas Day. Not quite three months after her birth.


It might have been imagination. The eager parents misinterpreting a gurgle or burp. But then Anna spoke again. It was a name. Althene’s name. Not quite correct. ‘Althni,’ she said.


And Althene picked Anna up and held her, and Anna smiled down, from this pinnacle, on the other mother, the woman-mother who did not love her but was quite kind. ‘Rashla,’ said Anna, generously.


By the age of six months, Anna could talk. Her speech was unformed, like that of someone with a mild, mellifluous impediment, but her syntax was correct. She did not speak in the quaint yet logical way of children, ‘I runned’, ‘I is here’. No, she was exact. She ran. She was.


Althene began to teach Anna to read, and soon Anna could write in big unwieldy letters. She wrote a note to Juliet about Jelka. She seemed to think the cats, with whom she constantly played, and beside and amongst whom, when allowed, she would fall asleep in the natural way of an infant, could talk also, and read. It disappointed her, learning that Juliet could not.


Physically, she was a flawless child. Long-legged, slender, with the slightly protruding stomach of the evolving girl. Tall for her age. White skin. Her eyes a silky grey. Her hair white-blonde – no. Her hair, too, was white. It did not darken, became paler as it thickened. An ethereal child. Special.


On the left side of the breast, the little blue mark had faded but not gone away. A birthmark, then. That was all.


Anna was left-handed. She discarded her right hand, let it lie. As if it did not have anything much to do.


And was she beautiful? Too soon to tell.


No. Not too soon. She was beautiful in the way of the white-haired super-children of 1950s science fiction.


Already she had a dressing-up box, full of fantastic dresses stitched by Elizabeth from lengths of material Althene purchased. And of course the books stacked neatly up and up beside her mattress – she had graduated from the cot long ago. Anna did not yet read the books from the library they had made in the fourth bedroom. She read fantasy books suitable for a child – of ten. Robin Hood, Atlantis, Greek Myths; books too about wolves and tigers, ancient cities.


Althene acquired tapes of plays broadcast by the BBC on the obsolete Third Programme, Louis MacNeice, Dylan Thomas … Anna listened, bolt upright, her eyes wide. She could not understand them, surely, but they held her. She would ask for this one, that one, again. And music too. Anna liked music.


The Scarabae had named her.


Maybe, in those first minutes, holding her, Rachaela might have been compelled to stake a claim. Afterwards, she could recollect the emotion which swept over her, but she did not know what it was. And once Althene looked at the baby, the emotion shrivelled. Rachaela had renounced her child at once. It was no use.


If Althene guessed at Rachaela’s reaction, she gave no sign. She treated Rachaela like a proper mother who, due perhaps to fatigue, or some unexplained other duty, could not spend as much time on Anna as she otherwise would have done.


And Althene, obviously, was mother and father both. A better bargain even than Emma.


It was after the cats were delivered to the Scarabae house. Althene had gone there in Reg’s car, to the turreted masonry above the common. She was away ten hours. Returning, she brought two bottles of some extraordinary champagne that Eric had accorded them. And a box of chocolates ostensibly from the adopted girl, Tray. And the name.


That far they had called the baby The Child, the way they frequently called each of the cats The Cat. It was not complacence, more the recognition of essence. For, still, then, Anna was a child.


‘Miranda said something to me,’ said Althene, as they sat before the fire Reg had laid, The Child on the sofa lying noiseless and alert between them.


‘Something about your daughter,’ said Rachaela.


Althene did not say, ‘Our daughter’. She said, ‘Miranda asked if we would consider naming her for Anna.’


And at once the child rolled, looked up at Althene with her focussing eyes. It was not quite Christmas. As yet the fatal words had not been spoken (Althni, Rashla). Yet, it seemed she knew.


‘Anna,’ Rachaela said. ‘You mean they want to name her for the dead. The dead old woman my former daughter killed.’


‘They’d like us to honour Anna’s memory.’


‘It’s like sticking a piece of a grave to her.’


‘No. Only a few soft ashes.’


‘Well.’ Rachaela looked at Reg’s nice domestic blaze of clean non-smoking coke. She thought of the first house which burned, and how Anna burned, and then she said, ‘But it’s putting the fire on her again.’


‘Or putting out the fire,’ said Althene.


‘No. Oh, it doesn’t matter. Call her what you want. She’s yours.’


Althene said, at last, flatly, without evident purpose, ‘Ours.’ And then, ‘They weren’t insistent. We are not obliged.’


‘Anna,’ said Rachaela. And the child now looked at her. It was her name.


Despite this, although Anna spoke their names to them like a spell on Christmas Day in the morning, Anna had not declaimed her own name until her first birthday, last October. And then she set out, in her coiling, uncoordinated letters, ornamenting with the paints Althene had given her: I AM ANNA.


Elizabeth had thriftily drunk all her coffee and was now washing up the breakfast plates and her cake-making bowls.


Rachaela remembered that you dare not any longer lick the mixing bowl for fear of the mooted Salmonella in raw egg.


Outside the snow cracked, and a swathe fell from a tree. Jelka skidded under the urn, lashing her tail, and a bird flew bleakly, like the last bird, to the bags of nuts.


In the living room Anna lay in Althene’s arm, and they listened to Sibelius’ music of the Scandinavian ice.


And in the Gulf they got ready for Armageddon.


‘I don’t think she should have it.’


They stood in the slushy market, all around them the bright flags of clothing, stalls of tall green bottles, necklaces of crystal, clocks.


‘Because it’s the fur of a dead thing.’


‘Not exactly.’


‘Because someone will run out and lynch her. Rachaela, she doesn’t want to wear it. Do you, Anna?’


‘It’s not for dressing-up,’ Anna said.


From the rail of the stall, the fox-fur hung. Its face had become pointed, like a beak, its fur was dark, unfoxlike. From its pointed face, that seemed to Rachaela sad and wise, not pitiful, yet bereft, two orange glass eyes gazed out.


‘Try to tell Rachaela,’ said Althene, holding the child by her hand, ‘why you want it.’


‘It’s my fox,’ said Anna.


Rachaela looked down. They had dispensed with the baby-carry in which Althene had ported her; Anna preferred to walk. When she was tired, lagged, Althene simply picked her up. Any way, Anna was now too tall.


She looks four or five. Slim and small. The long white hair, with its roots of silver flushed like soft water into the transparent white of her temples.


A solemn little girl, who wanted a fox-fur as a toy.


‘It’s not a toy,’ said Rachaela. ‘They hunt them, ghastly people. And then they turn them into this.’


‘My fox,’ said Anna, again.


‘Anna,’ said Althene, ‘what will you do with it?’


‘I’ll hold it,’ said Anna. ‘It will sit on my lap.’


‘It’s not a cat,’ said Rachaela. ‘It’s not real.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Anna sensibly.


‘For God’s sake.’


Rachaela was angry. With the slush and the grey wind, the snivelling bare trees. With the images she had seen on television – an injured civilian rushed from the site of a scud attack, helpless on a stretcher, his anxious little dog sitting on his ribs. The birds, oiled black, also helpless, drowned in a shit not their own. A cat walking over a starving sunset city, shortly perhaps to receive a limited nuclear strike.


‘Oh, have it then.’ Rachaela heard her own harsh mother. She snapped up her head. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Ruth. Yes, have it. Of course.’


Silence.


Rachaela looked at them. Her lover, her daughter. What had she said—


‘Who is Ruth?’ said Anna.


Oh Christ, is that what I said?


Althene, serious and rational, explaining: ‘Ruth was Rachaela’s other daughter. Ruth isn’t alive now.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Rachaela.


‘It’s all right,’ said Anna. Her unformed voice – Issall ride. Like a drunk. But she was sober.


I’ve insulted her. Oh God, does she know how badly?


Rachaela felt faint.


The market, full of bustling people, colours, seemed to swarm to engulf her.


But Althene did not see. Althene said to Anna, ‘It’s just like that time yesterday, when I called you Rachaela, by mistake.’


‘Oh, yes.’


‘Now,’ said Althene. And she lifted the serpent of fur with dangling paws. The stall keeper came back from his conversation and Bell’s-laced tea at the adjacent stall.


‘That’s smashing now. Quite the vogue. It’s all right, you see. Nineteen twenties that is. Killed before Friends of the Earth got going.’


‘Are you sure?’ inquired Althene.


‘Eh? Go on. ’Course I am. Look good on you, that will.’


Althene laughed. She said, ‘I prefer human skin.’


The marketeer grinned. Not widely enough.


He wrapped the fox in tissue paper, and they carried it away.


Anna named the fox Ursula.


No reason was given.


She slept with the fox in one protective arm and her white rabbit in the other.


‘They called her the Vixen.’


‘Ruth.’


‘Yes.’


‘An old pun. To denote female degeneracy. Cervix. Cervixen.’


Rachaela said, ‘From the womb.’


‘There is an old brandy,’ Althene said. ‘They would cork it into the wombs of dead women, and so let it mature.’


‘This bloody war,’ said Rachaela. ‘I remember the Cuba Crisis—’


‘Ah. So you’ve noticed.’


‘It seems to be out of control.’


Althene said, against her in the dark, ‘It will be stopped.’


‘What? How?’


Althene said nothing more.


Like a goddess, like a statue of cream flesh, she slept.


Rachaela lay in the darkness, and under her the world turned. As it had always done. As it always would?




Chapter Four


SHE LOVED TESCO’S. WAS IN love with Tesco’s. She should, maybe, have married Tesco’s. For marriage ideally promises to bring security and pleasure, excitement and contentment both. And these things Tesco’s had always offered to Sharon Ferris, while her husband, Wayne, offered all the opposites.


The moment she walked in through the revolving doors, Sharon’s heart instinctively lifted.


The cleanness and the sunny light, the pretty green and white striped awnings over the greengrocery, where vegetables and fruit lay like coloured playthings. And presently the scent of fresh bread, and the heavenly desserts, the cosmetics in their own elegant aisle, the chocolates.


However, since her last visit, a sombre angel had spread its wings over Sharon’s magical rapport with shopping. For although she detested other housework, she had always liked to shop. This was because Sharon liked food. Not unreasonably. It was her one true remaining contact with the joy of living.


And Sharon was fat.


She had had problems ever since she started Andrew. And after his birth, the fat had not melted away, as somehow she had always thought it would. Constantly running round after her child in addition to running round after Wayne made Sharon very hungry. And so, Sharon ate. Snacks of crisps and bubbly drinks, cakes, bananas, and, when out, McDonald’s.


And in the evenings, the big cooked dinners must be prepared for equally hungry but rod-slim Wayne. Steak and chips, lamb and roast potatoes, cherry tart, coffee ice-cream. And afterwards, when Wayne was out at the pub, or somewhere else, Sharon ate Mars bars and Whispers before the telly. They said the taste of chocolate sent a message to your brain that was like the stimulus of falling in love. Sharon had never noticed that. But at least chocolate did not get you pregnant.


She had conceived Andrew in a field by starlight. And as Wayne pushed inside her, hurting her, filling her with a strange sweet triumph, a line of poetry from school had come to Sharon over and over:


In fields of light, that warm to touch …


She had not told Wayne of the poetry, he would have sneered. She had had to tell him though, four months later, when she was beginning to blow up, not only her stomach, but all over, that she had his baby in her womb. Wayne had been going to dump Sharon. But Wayne’s dad had threatened him and Wayne was still scared of his father. Men had a responsibility. Sharon would make a good wife. Sharon was the mother of Wayne’s son.


They were married in a registry office and Sharon looked a sight, her pink dress already too tight for her, and her hat trying to blow off. Wayne was sullen and cocky by horrible turns.


It had not been an easy birth.


Wayne, again by turns, was annoyed with the baby, or proud of it. With Sharon, he remained only annoyed.


But Wayne was a TV repair man. They did not have to economize. Andrew was smartly dressed, and there was always plenty of food.


When Sharon had to start buying a forty-two C bra, she did become a bit worried. But she could not see what she should do. She was hungry, truly hungry, all the time, and if she had to wait for food, sometimes she felt sick and giddy. As Andrew grew, when he was at home, she would also share his little-boy lunches. Beefburgers and fries. Fish fingers and alphabetti spaghetti. Andrew, she thought, quite liked her. She liked Andrew. It was not his fault.


And he was an odd child. Sometimes he wanted books from the library, and once, when a piece of classical music came on the television, he sat enrapt, and his eyes were full of something – not tears, not thought – she did not know, and Andrew did not say.


So then she let him choose the odd classical CD at Woolworth’s, even though Wayne jeered and called her a soppy cow.


Sometimes Andrew would come out with long, long words. At five, he had said to her, abruptly, ‘Candelabra.’


‘And what’s that?’ asked Sharon, who was genuinely unsure.


‘A fing wiv canals in it,’ said Andrew.


‘What, like a river?’


Andrew looked lost.


She could see she had disappointed him then, just as she did his father. So she opened the freezer and got out the full-cream ices with chopped pecans.


Sharon’s bright thick hair was cut very, and very unbecomingly, short. Someone had told her, she did not want to bother with it now, and this would make things simple. But now and then, when she caught sight of herself, Sharon wondered who she was. She had been a plump firm pretty eighteen-year-old, with a primrose mane dazzling to her waist, and she had been glad of her big breasts.


Somehow she did not associate the process of eating her meals, her comforts, with growing larger. Fat was a malignant sorcery. Although, she did see that when they had that war, and she had been so frightened, she had had an awful lot of chocolate. Sharon had been afraid of a scud-missile attack. Wayne had told her she was insane. This did not help, but the chocolate did, it calmed her. When the war ended she celebrated, really happy, with Andrew. They had double burgers and fries and banana splits.


Then, last month, she had had to go to the doctor with a painful swollen foot that made her chores extra difficult.


‘It’s a bad strain, Mrs Ferris. But you know why, don’t you?’


‘No,’ said Sharon, honestly, embarrassed to have failed the doctor’s test.


‘You’re too fat, I’m afraid. Much too fat. You’re putting a strain on your feet, and goodness knows what sort of strain on your heart.’


Sharon and Wayne’s doctor was about twenty-nine, slim and fit with lush auburn hair. Wayne always said he fancied the doctor. Her apple-blossom skin had never been tainted by make-up and her large black-lashed eyes mocked mascara. Nature had created the doctor in an impulse of beauty and health which probably nothing short of a wilful intake of cyanide could have damaged. Yet from this rostrum the doctor was inclined forcibly to assist others less lucky to try to attain her (impossible) heights.


‘Here’s a diet sheet, Mrs Ferris. Follow it, and come back in two weeks, and I’ll weigh you again.’


Sharon looked at the diet sheet bemused. And this was the treatment she received for her hurt foot.


Ten days later, an elasticated support from Boots had cured Sharon’s strain, and she had duly begun to diet. Sharon, all her life, had done what strong-minded people told her. Even to the extent of having sex with Wayne Ferris in a field.


But the diet was awkward. Now, instead of one big meal that Sharon could enjoy, Sharon had to make one big meal that she would have enjoyed but was not allowed, and one small meal that she hated and would presently, to the accompanying aromas of chips, pies and gateaux, try to consume.


All day she felt weak, as if she had the ’flu. Once she was actually sick, but perhaps that was good. Her stomach was sore from lettuce and carrot.


She had always dreaded salad. Hard-boiled eggs made her queasy, grilled fish tasted like cardboard. She did like fruit – cooked, with sugar and pastry.


Worst of all, she missed her chocolate. In the long nights while Wayne was out with the women he picked up when mending their TVs, Sharon ate raw apples and oranges until she got diarrhoea.


After two weeks she went back to the doctor.


The doctor did not remember why Sharon had come, but when Sharon humbly reminded her, the doctor weighed Sharon. ‘Well, you haven’t lost any weight yet, Mrs Ferris. Have you been sticking to the diet?’ Sharon said that she had. The doctor frowned. ‘Well, if you’re sure. Sometimes it can take a few weeks before anything starts to happen.’


The doctor told Sharon she was on a plateau, but in fact Sharon was in a mild, prevailing hell. She did ask how long she would have to diet.


‘Oh, you mustn’t think of it as a diet, Mrs Ferris. When you’re inclined to obesity, this has to be a way of life.’


‘You mean I’ll always have to eat salad and stuff?’


The doctor smiled. She told Sharon, as if it were lovely news which would please her, ‘That’s right, Mrs Ferris. If you stick to these foods, you can’t go wrong.’


And so, when Sharon entered Tesco’s with Andrew trotting by her side, her heart lifted – and fell into the abyss. She could look, but not touch. The touch that warmed …


Sharon wheeled the trolley bravely in among the salads.


When they were passing the hot bread, direct from some hidden oven, and Sharon felt dizzy and her mouth filled with water, Andrew came out with one of his words.


‘Melanic,’ said Andrew.


‘Pardon?’


‘Melanic.’


‘And what’s that, Andy?’


Sharon stared at her child from a tower of flesh like a slender shaking prisoner in a window.


‘Black,’ said Andrew. ‘Dark.’


Looking at him, Sharon’s fallen heart suddenly stirred.


He was six, and that morning he had had a dentist’s appointment. It was only a check-up, and there was never anything to do. Yet Andrew did not like the dentist’s. She had been the same as a child, and only got used to it after all the fillings. But, even though nervous, Andrew was controlled and well behaved. He had always been good, even when he was tiny.


He was not a cute child, but, when you looked at him, properly, he had a satisfying face, well proportioned already, and framed in black soft hair, not like Wayne’s at all.


‘Dark,’ said Sharon. ‘Mell-annic.’ She tasted the word, literally tasted it, a dark slab of chocolate cake in her watering mouth.


Wayne would come in with the smell on him of other women. He made no real secret of what he did. Cheap, nasty scent, and sometimes expensive, nasty scent. He wore each one like an additional piece of clothing. Slept beside her, reeking. Dreaming of them. He never made love to Sharon. If he ever had.


She thought of the cafeteria here, in Tesco’s, and how she had gone in and had a cream cake or a hot chocolate. Well, that was out. But they did do nice salads – not like the limp, wet, harsh things that were all she could conjure. Ham and coleslaw … that would not hurt. Not for once. And she could have a cup of tea with sugar. Who would know? And Andrew could eat something really exciting, a baked potato with cheese and beans. They deserved it, before the wait for the bus, and lugging the shopping up the road.


And then she turned and saw the cold case full of Weight Watchers meals, and all at once, in the desert, Sharon knew she was saved. Wayne could afford it. She would eat these. Look at them. Lasagne, spaghetti bolognaise – and so low in calories. Tesco’s had not let her down.


‘Just a minute, Andy,’ she said absently, ‘Mum won’t be long.’


And she reached in her hands and took up the packets of her salvation, and tossed them, with an unconscious swash-buckling grace, into her trolley.


She was generous. Sharon had been able, at last, to be friendly to Sharon.


When she turned round, she saw Andy over by the fruit pies, and she thought, gentle now, Yes, he’ll like that for tea. And she recalled the diet chocolate drink two aisles back.


But then she saw it was not, actually, Andy, but another child, older and not so interesting.


Sharon gazed about her.


Andrew was gone.


She felt a wave of irritation and then a long slow heave of panic. He was not a child who strayed.


She took hold of the trolley in a firm, business-like way, and marched up the aisle, and down another. And then up the second aisle and back into the first.


There were not many shoppers at this time of day, and few children, for it was not a school holiday.


Two small girls were playing with a woolly bear by the frozen peas, and Sharon asked them, ‘Have you seen a little boy, about your age, in a blue pullover?’


The mother of the girls came up.


‘Have you lost your boy? Oh, they are a nuisance.’


‘Yes,’ said Sharon.


Andrew was not a nuisance.


Andrew was her son.


Born from the sweet triumph of a starlit field.


Now she ran. And all at once she left her trolley, piled with the shining gold of hope, and empty-handed she raced, panting, up and down.


The banks of adored food passed like a glassy nightmare. The tints and shapes were wrong. Beauty had died.


Half an hour later Sharon found a woman in a tomato coat, one of the shop’s attendants.


The woman was efficient and concerned, seeing Sharon’s round fat face streaked with tears.


Over the tannoy they alerted the shoppers to a missing child. A little boy in a blue jumper and jeans. Unfortunately, nobody seemed to have seen him. Not even the security cameras.


Later, they led her up into a sanctum of the store, and in a small warm room they brought her tea on a tray, and a plate of consolement, chocolate biscuits.


‘Don’t you worry, Mrs Ferris. The manager will call the police. It’s just a precaution. Little Andrew’s wandered off. They do, don’t they.’


These people were so kind to her.


But she was alone.


Sharon reached for the chocolate biscuits and fed them slowly and regularly into her weeping mouth. It seemed they would colour her crying. Chocolate tears.


And as the water rolled down her face and the chocolate entered the forbidden gate of her lips, in the heart of her soul she knew she would never see Andrew again.




Chapter Five


IN JULY, ELIZABETH AND REG went for two weeks holiday in Glasgow.


The house soon fell into a flowery bloom of dustiness, through which Rachaela, Althene, Anna and the cats picked their differing ways.


Fascinated, Rachaela noted how quickly the top of the cooker darkened from spilled olive oil, and the sink from washing-up left overnight. She was not inclined to chores. Once she had kept her various domiciles in order. But that was before the corruption of servants.


Finally, the night prior to Elizabeth’s return, Rachaela cleaned the kitchen. Althene did not ask her what she was doing. It was Anna who did that, Anna, just come from a conversation – in Dutch – with Althene. ‘But Elizabeth will be here tomorrow.’


‘I know,’ Rachaela said, ‘and it seemed unfair for her to come back to all this mess.’


‘What mess?’ said Anna.


‘Yes, so I’m mad,’ said Rachaela.


She did not look at Anna, and presently Anna went back to Althene. In the living room these two then watched a video of The Ten Commandments, a film Rachaela had once loved. But she did not want to watch it now. Her concentration flagged, as it did with music. She found she would stray into the room and turn on the TV. A habit had formed after the war, of watching the news. She did not know why she did this. She could and would help no one whose sufferings were brought so cruelly to light.


The cooker was not pristine, but she had done her best.


In the morning, Elizabeth and Reg were, unusually, late.


The day was hot and dull, the sun pushing over the house, deep shadow in the hall.


When the knocker sounded, Rachaela went to answer the door.


‘Here we are,’ said Elizabeth, and Reg silently saluted Rachaela, passing round the house to the mower shed. One of Elizabeth’s rare concessions to her heritage popped prettily from her mouth: ‘We’re a wee bit tardy. That old car. It’s got a mind of—’ Elizabeth halted. Something happened to her.


She did not lose her colour, and yet she turned to stone, and one stone hand went up to her lips.


Rachaela did not ask Elizabeth if she was ill, or what it was.


Rachaela merely turned, and beheld Anna, her daughter, passing through the steep shadow, from the kitchen to the living room.


Anna was dressed in one of the dresses Elizabeth had stitched for her. It was shorter now, only reaching a few inches below her knees, where it had trailed on the ground. It was perhaps also too tight. The dress was white and had a formless yet mediaeval air. Anna’s hair floated to her hips, and fluttered like smoke as she moved.


Behind her, Rachaela heard Elizabeth say, like a beldame on a blasted heath, ‘Awa’ wi ye, my fair, awa’ tae the hollo’ hill.’


Rachaela glanced at Elizabeth and said crisply, ‘That’s an old ballad, is it? Or a charm? Do you think she’ll go?’


‘I’m – sorry, Mrs Day,’ said Elizabeth. ‘She gave me a turn.’


‘Why’s that?’


‘I never realized – how she’s grown. It is Anna?’


‘Anna, say hallo to Elizabeth,’ Rachaela said.


But Anna, who was normally polite, and sensitive to the presence of others, did not seem to hear.


Yes, she looked like some fey ghost haunting a Scottish castle, one of those white maidens who flung themselves from battlements when deprived of love.


And from Anna’s right hand something dripped darkly, and made a shining trail along the floor …


‘Just a minute, Elizabeth, excuse me—’


Rachaela walked after Anna as the girl glided into the main room.


There the glow of day enveloped her.


She shimmered, and grew actual.


‘Anna!’


Anna turned. ‘Yes, Rachaela?’


‘What’s happened to your hand?’


Anna looked down and lifted her right hand, rather as Elizabeth had done, automatically, and opened her fingers. Out fell two dissolving ice-cubes. They had come from the fridge which, last night, Rachaela had vigorously wiped with Jif.


‘What are you doing, Anna?’


‘I don’t know,’ Anna said. She appeared surprised but not dismayed. ‘I think I meant to get some orange juice.’
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