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      For Robert Acton

      




      
      


      
      With thanks to Ken, for showing me a farm quite different
from the one of my childhood, and the one in this book.
All mistakes
         are my own.
      

      




      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Someone wants to kill me.
     

      
      It was the first time he had got this far, and he toyed with it in a thoughtful way, because he had reached this conclusion
         logically. Carl was always thoughtful. He only wrote something down when it was true. SOMEONE WANTS TO KILL ME.
     

      
      He looked at the words he had typed on the screen, typed instead, SOMEONE WISHES I WAS DEAD. This did not have the same impact. Wish was different to want. Wishes were easier to misplace; they could be substituted by instance, by another wish, like saying to a child, you cannot
         have that sweet, but you can have this piece of chocolate instead. The more assertive words still sounded louder in the silence
         of his room. He made a correction.
     

      
      SOMEBODY wants to kill me.
     

      
      He shivered, typed in, How do you know? And then his own answer, Perfectly obvious. Then, Why? He sat back.
     

      
      Because he could feel it. Because someone had invaded his sacrosanct office space two miles from the safety of here, accessed his computer to send him the image which sat on his desk
         now in printed form. A black-and-white drawing of a hanged man on a gibbet, suspended over water with his feet kicking and
         his hands clawing at the rope round his neck, embellished with a crudely written caption, Even the judge is judged.
     

      
      He knew someone wished him dead, because of that, because of the car and the rubbish. Because of the violence which was out
         there all the time, the formless desire to kill. None of that, not even the image, was nearly enough to threaten the composure
         of someone who lived as he did in an apartment overlooking the Thames at Canary Wharf. It defied logic to be afraid. He did
         not have enough money to attract pointless murder, or a sufficiently great profile to woo his own terrorist, no known affiliations
         to any cause or religion which excited extremes, nor enough power to excite envy. He was no more or less than an Englishman
         of mixed heritage who had done rather well. Not popular, yes, but that went with his territory. The weekly threats of the
         present and the recent past were all merely verbal and spontaneous, as harmless as shaking a fist at a passing train.
     

      
      Somebody wants to kill me

      
      He looked at the image of the hanged man, questioned it as if it could speak. Why do you want me dead, since there is nothing
         to survive me which is of any use to you? I have nothing to treasure except the son who does not resemble me, and once he
         is older, he will be free. Someone will profit from my premature death, but no one who would do this, and surely him least
         of all. Who wants me to feel this malice, creeping up from the river like a mist? I am not worth kidnap, let alone murder.
     

      
      
      Who am I? he typed in, along with his own answer, It doesn’t matter. And alongside that, So, it’s only a feeling that someone wishes you were dead? Only a feeling?
     

      
      Feelings are ephemeral. There are only passions. No one tried to push you under the train; it was crowded; we all pushed one
            another. There are thousands of blonde women in this city. You did not see her. Someone is playing jokes on you and your boy.
            You are maudlin and overimaginative because today is the tenth anniversary of your disgrace, and you are dreaming of what
            she would be like now.
     

      
      Anniversaries have that effect.
     

      
      So that was that, then. The past was past, the future what it would be, and the screen was full of the gobbledegook of legal
         text. He closed it down, and found the photographs long since scanned into the memory of the machine, etched into his own.
         He needed to dwell on them to gain perspective, to honour the dead, consult his conscience and be made humble. Mourn.
     

      
      Ten years ago, and it felt like yesterday. Vivid snapshots, glowing with summer. The first one showed an aerial overview of
         the landscape, crisscrossed with narrow roads leading to distant huddles of buildings, which looked insignificant against
         the rest. There was one such huddle in the foreground, nearest to the pale patch which was the lake. The buildings seemed
         small and colourless against the vast expanse of gold-and-green fields, and the broad, dark bands of trees which littered
         the scene into the distance, the real landmarks. The lake was shrouded by trees on one side. A track led into these woods.
         The view encompassed miles, to where the land petered out into a blue line of sea at the top of the picture.
     

      
      
      He went on to the next. This featured the lake itself, looking larger once in focus, the vehicles parked by the edge like
         tiny toys. A large piece of still water, reflecting the sun from a slate-grey surface, showing a spit of brown land protruding
         into the grey and another track leading away from it. The next shot was earthbound, taken from the edge of the lake, as if
         the camera had closed in. A lyrical picture of a hot summer day, with the trees on the far side reflecting vivid greens into
         the mirror of the water, through which four majestic swans – two adults followed by two cygnets – swam in a military line,
         leaving an elegant ripple in their combined wake. Grey summer willows encroached in the water, and a paler object drifted
         beneath, attached to the bank, blurred by sunlight and reflection.
     

      
      The camera changed tack for the next shot, taken from behind the posse of men standing around the object, but leaving a clear
         view of the white body, sprawled on the bank, feet still in the water. Then a shot of the head and neck of a yellow-haired
         girl, beautiful in sleep, half-profile, with sandy eyebrows and soft down on her cheek, the calm loveliness of her marred
         only by the livid patches of red on her chin, the watery blood which had seeped from her nose into her mouth, staining her
         lips a deeper red, and the mark on her neck. Death by drowning had not otherwise disfigured her. She was still his daughter,
         before the brutality of a postmortem changed her.
     

      
      He had wanted to see how that was done, indeed, had wanted at the time to supervise it. He had wanted no one to touch his
         daughter’s body but himself. If she was to be brutalised by the scalpel of some forensic surgeon, he wanted to be there, guiding
         his hand, making sure they did not play her false. But there is no property in a body; it belongs to no one. He had no rights, and in the end he was glad he had not seen. Better not to know what was done. They had mended her nicely
         for her cremation and arranged her golden hair to hide the missing portion of skin they had excised from her neck. He had
         asked for this to be returned to him. Reluctantly, they had done so. He never told anyone about that. He kept it, like others
         keep a relic, a small piece of skin desiccated into hard brown leather, in a box, somewhere.
     

      
      Carl played back the photographs to the beginning, pausing at the one of the swans in their regal progress, ignoring the body
         they sailed past. They were all dead now. Ten years ago he had been a good shot, even with such an old rifle. He turned away
         from the screen and wiped his eyes.
     

      
      Then had nothing to do with now and anyone wanting him dead now, except to inflame his imagination and make him worry about the boy. The death of his ten-year-old daughter had been nothing
         but a freakish accident. The lake was not deep; she could move like an eel; the water had been her natural element as soon
         as she had learned to swim in the sea with her mother. Water babes, both of them. The problem had been that Cassie loved the
         water so much she would not come out, and her father could not make her obey orders from the bank. Nor could he have fetched
         her out, or even threatened it, because, to his deep and abiding chagrin, he could not swim.
     

      
      The thought of this ridiculous omission in his otherwise comprehensive education made him ashamed, even now. Athletic on land,
         unable to swim, like any child of his striving back-street background, where any such knowledge was redundant. He had learned
         only to study, plus the other skills acquired on those summer days, such as the handling of a gun and the making of hay. There
         was something self-indulgent about immersing the body in water without any particular purpose. No one passed exams that way. But in the
         end it was this knack with the water and the love of it which gave them the power. It was the one thing she could do which
         he could not, and she flaunted it.
     

      
      He looked out of the window, thinking what a terrible irony it was that he lived with this urban view of the water, and wondered
         why he had done it. Because it was desirable, good for the boy and therefore valuable. If someone wants me dead, all they
         would have to do is push me into deep water. I would sink like a stone and die. Maybe Cassie would want to watch me drown,
         as I watched her, poor brave child. Maybe it would be better to believe she had not died, but simply turned into another creature
         instead. That was what her mother believed.
     

      
      The tyres of his car had been deflated whilst it had been parked in the underground car park overnight. Nothing stolen. There
         were empty, grubby envelopes bearing his address in his post box; the beggar outside in the street stuck out his dirty foot
         to trip him as he passed; he had been jostled by an old woman who glared at him as he pushed his way into the Tube; someone
         had searched through his rubbish and spread it on the floor. City life, that was all, not enough to amount to this sense of
         menace. Someone had yelled in his courtroom, ‘You’re dead, mate,’ and he had merely smiled, because it was true. Death was
         an ongoing process, part of him dying with his first child, needing to live for the other.
     

      
      And yet it was true. Somebody wanted him dead, or if not dead, suffering. His bones ached; that was how he knew. He could
         feel the eyes on him all the time, and that was how he knew. He could feel the knife in his chest, in his back, and the water
         closing over his head. That was how he knew.
     

      
      
      There was a timid knock at the door of his apartment. He moved towards it without hurry, pausing to comb back his hair with
         his fingers. Then stopped abruptly. There was no reason to knock; there was a video screen to reveal any legitimate visitor,
         provided they pressed the bell, alienating security that he detested. Who the hell … The cleaner, the caretaker, the man about
         the car? There was a spyhole in the door; he was not going to stoop to looking through spyholes, so he opened the door, yelling
         ‘Yes!’
     

      
      There was a pitter-patter of distant footsteps along the laminate floor of Level Five. The footsteps were light as mice and
         then grew silent.
     

      
      A dead rat lay on the floor, so freshly dead there was bright blood in its nostrils.

      
      He laughed with sheer relief.

      
      He was not squeamish. He picked it up, as it was, shut the door behind him, marched across the floor, flung open the balcony
         door and hurled the rat overarm into the river beyond.
     

      
      Judge not, he told himself, that you may not be judged.

      
      He would have to do something, for the sake of his son, but the relief was enormous. He knew now who it was not.
     

      
      Ivy would never, ever go anywhere near a rat.

      
      His name was Joe, aged twenty-six. Worked in IT.

      
      He had not really wanted to go for a drive to the sea, and had not even imagined the prospect of a swim in the dark after
         an evening in the pub, but the whole project was infectious. He was, after all, well and truly chilled out, buoyed up by night
         after night of good, loud company, and still illuminated by the entirely novel experience of five days in a farmhouse. Yup, that was him, city slicker living on a fucking farm for a week; wait till he told them at work. You bastards go snorkelling and deep-sea diving, he would tell them. I had a ball. Before this, he could scarcely
         manage a short cut across a park. Now he could walk for ever. The whole experience had worked better than he could ever have
         imagined. It had healed one of the rifts in his broken heart, and the ongoing welcome, the seductive sense of belonging, culminated
         in the last night. He really felt as if he belonged in that house, in the front room of this pub, with that family, and the
         girl who had walked out on him, cancelling the holiday for which this had been a last-minute substitution, would be jealous
         of that. Nothing like country air, and nothing as good as a real country pub. For a start, it was the men who ruled it. You
         could squeeze a girl’s tit and put your hand up her skirt, no one minded and everyone laughed.
     

      
      Joe’s bags were packed, ready for the early start home in the morning. He was like that, considered a trifle anal about his
         clothes and personal possessions, always prepared, but for now he was no longer a man who merely read magazines about how
         to spend money, but an amusing devil, sitting in a pub with his new friends, drinking another, sneaking a spliff, and then
         someone suggested they drive to the sea for a swim. The sea was two horizons away, even if it was only a matter of miles.
         It had not featured in this glorious valley, and suddenly it seemed a great idea to include it. One last experience, hey?
         Another first, appropriate for this freakishly hot, humid early summer evening, a suddenly good adventure to cap all the others.
         The simplest things were best. He could not remember which of the group had made the suggestion, only that the word went round
         faster than a virus. Yeah, yeah, yeah, great: only take fifteen minutes on deserted back roads. And while he had been a wimp when confronted with horses and cows this week, as well as a bit of a weakling
         over a ten-mile walk, he knew he was a good swimmer, and this might be his chance to excel. He could do forty lengths in the
         pool near the office. All nannyish thoughts about swimming when pissed got shoved to the back of his mind. They’d helped him
         home before, these lads, earlier in the week, and anyway, he wasn’t drunk, he was intoxicated on atmosphere, with the cosy,
         hot pub room and the pressure of that arm alongside his on the table and the smoky air full of other perfumes and laughter.
         He had walked the ten miles and his blisters had healed; he had ridden a horse and the ache of that humiliation had faded.
         The one thing he had not done was swim. The one thing he was any good at.
     

      
      It seemed like a real crowd in the bar, full of sweaty armpits. Hot. Shiny, smiling faces. Horses sweat, men perspire and ladies glow, someone said. It was him who said it, and it made them laugh. Over the week he had certainly developed a talent to amuse.
         They didn’t laugh at him; no way, only with him. He had been mothered and brothered and loved.
     

      
      So, whoopee, transformed from an ordinary computer nerd into an amusing flirt and Action Man by the simple fact of a holiday,
         he found himself in a car, bumping down a track, with his companion giggling beside him and driving the thing at the same
         time. Never been skinny-dipping, my lovely, well, there’s nothing like it. You said you were a good swimmer, didn’t you? That
         I have to see. Yes, I could probably do a mile. And fast. All those things he used to do, and would do again, after this.
         Joe could see the headlights of the car behind theirs, good that the mob were tagging along, feeling utterly safe with this
         crowd. Yokels he would call them when he got back to London. He would poke fun at their thick, Kentish accents when he returned home and told the tales. The
         person at the wheel had strong brown arms, with light hair, tanned by the sun.
     

      
      The bay was as promised, lit by moonlight, calmer than the lake he had merely glimpsed, and far more inviting. The warmth
         of the night and the calm of the sea were ripped by banshee yelling as the posse alighted and ran down on to the sand. He
         was not sure it was actually sand; it felt harsher than that, like ground shingle, but sweetly cool on the feet.
     

      
      First one to the Point! See that bunch of rocks? Race you. See what kind of swimmer you are. Last one buys the drinks. First
         one gets a shag, later. You waiting for something, or do you want to give me a start?
     

      
      He was waiting. He was suddenly scared, focusing on the rocks, spot-lit by the moon, listening to the smooth hiss of little
         waves, nibbling. A final shuffling-off of clothes, the lithe form next to him naked, the yelling of support, and all doubts
         vanished. He was going to be at the rocks first, he would, he would, he would. Someone overtook him on the way across the beach and crashed into the water first. Joe ran, following the track of foam-kicking
         heels. He would show them.
     

      
      It was shockingly cold, until after a few strokes the memory of the first exhilaration of learning to swim came back with
         a force of delirious warmth and wonderful weightlessness. He was plump, but in here he was slim and forceful. He spat out
         the first, involuntary gulp of water, developed his best crawl stroke, deviated to the side of those teasing heels, revelling
         in the bracing salt, and swam furiously. It was not long before he had overtaken the first swimmer; in his mind’s eye he could
         hear the amazement of all who followed that he had gone so far, so fast. Forty strokes crawl, forty breaststroke, forty on the side, keep the rocks in sight, he would win, and when he came back they would
         all know he was the winner.
     

      
      When he looked up, the rocks had moved. Everyone else was far behind.

      
      The lone figure moving out of the gentle waves, back on the sand, paused for a little while to view his progress. Then picked
         up Joe’s clothes and went back to the car. The only car.
     

      
      Oh Lord, look at him now, still ploughing out to those rocks. Only the current will have really and truly got him now, because
         it isn’t a bay, it’s a treacherous piece of coast, and you can swim for the Olympics and not have a chance of beating that,
         and the cold gets you sooner when you’re pissed, and you were waiting for me to catch up. Only I didn’t, having more sense
         than to go out of my depth here. So I’m going to drive your car back, with your bags already inside it, and tomorrow or the
         next day, since you told me so much about yourself, I reckon I’ve got time to put it outside your house in London.
     

      
      You were a gift, Joe, an absolute gift. A sad git who was never going to be happy. A waste of space.

      
      Murder by persuasion. You were the perfect practice, but I need more.

      
      Rachel Doe’s personal file, kept in her pocket organiser

      
      I look back at myself and the person I was and I can’t believe it. I was a vacuum, and nature abhors such a thing. I don’t
         know how I evolved like that. Perhaps I’d had a slight breakdown, I just don’t know. I don’t know, either, how I evolved into what I was. I had tunnel vision, you see. If I succeeded
         in a conventional way, by which I mean being someone with a status in life approved of by the majority of the population;
         if I became, in other words, a professional woman of whom it could be said, ‘She’s done well,’ and provided I achieved that
         through work, rather than cheating, I thought I would be proud of myself, and others of me. But it’s all compromise. I never
         believed I could have it all; only those with a sense of entitlement can have that. To anyone else, the prospect is simply
         too bewildering. So it never occurred to me that I could have love and contentment as well as hard graft, to say nothing of
         fun. I was a drone from fifteen to thirty-one. I was my father’s Thatcherite baby.
     

      
      I had a partner of course, in my twenties, de rigueur. I fell in with him, and he with me, same ambitious attitudes, same
         ambitious firm, and we locked ourselves away together, he with his mortgage and me with mine, never quite trusting one another,
         never committing, too busy, just needing to keep the rest of you at bay. Couples don’t need friends; couples don’t necessarily
         know one another either. I never noticed how much he criticised me (I was used to that), or how prudish and shy he considered
         me, but I did notice when he upped the ante of his ambitions and started to steal. I blew the whistle on him, and then it
         was as if a bomb went off, and the fall-out came down like a nuclear cloud. At the end of that, I realised I was hardly anyone’s
         most popular person, and also as ignorant of any world outside my own as if I had never glimpsed it; a philistine, a number-cruncher,
         living on an island of my own making. A stranger to real cruelty, suffering, privation or even lack of self-control. A person
         without a talent or inclination for self-analysis, a very shallow creature who had avoided all the lows, as well as the highs. A two-dimensional creature. Even my hormones had never
         bothered me. I knew my rights, and had always been granted them; I had never wanted for anything, since I had never really
         considered what I might want because I was too busy doing it. I had never looked sideways, or shied away from decisions which
         were clearly right, contemptuous of time-wasters, and now I had to look up, or down into an abyss. I had to learn to look. Timid and obstinate, he said. A bitch. Only one of these descriptions is true.
     

      
      All my life I’ve been chivvied and criticised. I have a Pavlovian attitude to it, and, as I found, a completely over-the-top
         reaction of unutterable delight and gasping gratitude to its opposite. Protection and criticism were my parents’ way of making
         me do better; criticism was my partner’s way of making me look better and my employer’s cultural method of making me achieve
         more. It was only as far as I was useful that I deserved to exist. No one had ever been curious about what else I might be
         good at, least of all myself, apart from doing sums and earning a living. I had no other skills to offer, no talents, and
         worst of all, in comparison to others, all my tragedies were pathetically small. More than anything, I was ashamed of that.
         I was never, ever going to betray anyone ever again. All my life I have knocked on the door of belonging, and found it locked.
     

      
      I was unlocked by praise. I was knocked sideways by acceptance. I wanted to be passionate about the suffering of others, to
         understand it, to grow.
     

      
      Wait a minute, I’m telling lies. I was naïve for my years; I wanted mother, sister, friend to fill the gap. I needed to give. I needed a mission to be not useful, but indispensable. I wanted to make life better for somebody. I wanted to be loved and trusted, and when I found it, it went straight to my head.
     

      
      Love, the universal need, the most selfish ingredient in the mix. If only it had been lust, so much less complicated. At least
         with lust you think you know what you want. It’s a poor imitation of the real, grateful thing.
     

      
      I was wide, wide open. They could have spread my legs in the air and tickled my tummy, raped me alive or dead, and I still
         would have loved them.
     

      
      Still do.
     

   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      ‘It’s lovely to be here,’ Rachel said, sounding lame and rather overpolite to her own ears. It was a feature of herself, among
         many others, which she did not like. Her social awkwardness, which she reminded herself was hardly surprising in the circumstances,
         and she should not make it worse by dwelling on it. Or on any of her so-called faults for that matter. There was nothing wrong
         with her, except desperately wanting to make a good impression.
     

      
      ‘It’s so marvellous that you could come,’ Grace Wiseman said. ‘The pleasure’s all ours. And you brought the fine weather with
         you. We’re well and truly blessed.’
     

      
      It was a formal welcome speech, but delivered at such breakneck speed and with such warmth that the sincerity was obvious.
         It occurred to Rachel to wonder what she should call Ivy’s mother. Surely not Mrs Wiseman? Grace? Definitely Grace. Grace
         addressed most people as ‘darling’ and meant it. Grace was a name which suited her. Warm and gracious.
     

      
      
      Grace Wiseman had been outrageously pleased to see them both, actually quivering with excitement and pleasure, beaming with
         joy and holding out her arms. Hugging Rachel into an embrace which smelled of baking and lavender, soap and polish, overlaid
         with pipe smoke, somehow exactly the mix of aromas belonging to a comfortable farmer’s wife straight out of the pages of fiction.
         She was not apple-cheeked; she was as brown as a plump, sun-dried raisin. The embrace was strong; Grace looked far younger
         than her sixty-five years, possessed the strength of a man of fifty. She had grannyish spectacles parked on her head and a
         vigorous amount of bulk. There was precious little resemblance to her daughter, who seemed, when they stood together, a whole
         foot taller, cool and willowy, even in her trademark T-shirt, jeans and trainers. The smell of Grace, the scent of a provider,
         nurturer, cook and cleaner, went with the confident physique. She could just as easily have smelled of diesel fuel and emerged
         in dungarees with a spanner in one hand. Her bare brown arms were both soft and muscled. Then there were the other surprises,
         adding another dimension. Her cotton shift was brilliant green, her abundant hair was a startling shade of purple, and her
         wrists rattled with bracelets.
     

      
      ‘She’s every inch the farmer’s wife and landlady,’ Ivy had explained on the way from London. ‘Only she never quite got over
         the hippy stage. Probably peaked in the 1960s just before I was born, and I wouldn’t put it past her to dance naked in the
         moonlight, even now, but you’d certainly know if she did. If you want my mother, follow the noise.’
     

      
      Rachel loved her. She thought she would have killed to have a mother like this. A housewife who baked bread and biscuits,
         washed and ironed, thrilled to visitors and the drudgery of cooking, and in the meantime tended a garden of flowers, vegetables and herbs whilst oozing sympathy and wisdom.
         Watch out for homilies and homemade wine, Ivy warned. They’re her specialities.
     

      
      ‘They have to augment the farm income,’ she said. ‘Ma thought of that long before anyone else. Long before Common Agricultural
         Policies, BSE and foot and mouth. She said, if you’ve got a big house, use it. Bed and breakfast, with ambience. Only she
         can change the ambience at a whim. It’s been an artists’ retreat, writers’ retreat, partygoers’ paradise. Actually, it’s all
         her. She has to turn them away.’
     

      
      ‘Won’t I be taking a room that someone might have paid for?’ Rachel asked.

      
      ‘Don’t be daft. Rooms are something we have, and she does insist on having weeks off, even in the height of summer.’

      
      Hers was a pretty room under the eaves, adjacent to Ivy’s and separated by a shared bathroom. It had a mellow wooden floor,
         a white rug for feet getting out of the warmth of the high bed, which was covered with a blue-and-white patchwork quilt. Fresh
         white towels on the iron frame of the bed, flowers in a vase and a jug of water on a folding table next to the bed.
     

      
      ‘She’s got the knack,’ Ivy had said. ‘She loves it.’

      
      ‘And your father?’ Rachel had asked anxiously.

      
      ‘Couldn’t give a shit. As long as he doesn’t have to part with his animals or his privacy, he’s as happy as one of his pigs.
         Turn right at the next junction.’
     

      
      Ivy had chattered like a sparrow throughout the journey, surprising Rachel with the knowledge that she was actually nervous
         on both their accounts, anxious that Rachel should like what she would find at the other end, and that she, in turn, would make a good impression. As if Rachel’s opinion was vital. It touched her. As the car lurched down the narrow track
         towards the farm, Rachel ceased to listen and lost herself in the novelty, finding it all as beautiful as it was mysterious.
         Hawthorne branches flicked against the windows, making her flinch; it was like going into a tunnel marking the boundary between
         one country and another, but then she had felt like this in the months of utter loneliness, last year, living in a dark tunnel,
         bursting into sunlight only after she had met Ivy, and now this glorious fuss and juvenile excitement of being wanted. No wonder she did not quite know how to behave. It was all too much, like a surfeit of love and caring.
     

      
      Grace hugged her again, those big brown arms like delicate pillows. Rachel looked towards the attic window and the blur of
         sunshine and wanted to turn her head from the light.
     

      
      ‘It’s all too much, isn’t it?’ Grace said. ‘We’re all too much. I’m so sorry. You mustn’t let us overwhelm you. But Ivy’s
         talked about you so much, I really was, literally, dying to meet you. You’ve done her so much good. You’re so welcome, you’ve
         no idea.’
     

      
      Rachel stood, smiling idiotically.

      
      Grace scrutinised the room and then made for the door. ‘Come down for tea or whatever, whenever you’re ready. I’d better get
         my big flat feet out of here and leave you to it. You can orientate yourself from this window, not like the paying guests.
         They never get beyond ground level.’
     

      
      She came back and tweaked the curtain. ‘Ivy’ll be having her scout round the territory, like she will later as well, I expect.
         She’s like a cat. She does that whenever she comes home, even if it’s only for a couple of days. We can sometimes pin her
         down for a week at a time in the summer, when she stays on to help. She always has to check that things are the same. Fortunately, or unfortunately, they usually are. Right,
         I’m off to brew tea. Whenever you need me, just listen out. I’ll be somewhere around, you’ll always be able to hear where
         I am.’
     

      
      She paused at the door and grinned. ‘Do you know, there’s one thing Ivy failed to mention about you, although she’s told us
         an awful lot. Can’t stop talking about you when she phones. She never said quite how beautiful you are. Sorry, that’s rude
         of me, people must tell you that all the time.’
     

      
      Then she was gone, in a jangle of bracelets.

      
      Rachel could feel the lump in her throat. It was so nice to be here. An understated description of a feeling of intense pleasure to which she hoped she would never become accustomed.
         Exhausting. She tried to control it by analysing why she felt as high as a kite. You are so suspicious of happiness, John
         used to say. You even treat contentment with contempt. Like someone with a healthy flowering plant who keeps digging it up
         to see if the roots are still OK. What’s wrong with you? You can’t accept the good things in life. You don’t even think they
         exist. She had believed everything he said, and it was only much later that she realised how little he had ever wanted to
         know her at all, and how small a person he had made her. And no, he had never told her she was beautiful to look at. He had
         simply implied there was good enough raw material to justify a makeover, and she must not blame him. It was she herself who
         made life so small.
     

      
      It was nice to be here, she analysed, because it was a good place to be in which she would learn a little of a way of life so different
         from her own she may as well have travelled to Mars for the experience; and also, and more importantly, because no one had
         been so wonderfully pleased to see her since the second time she had met Ivy on her own, by prearrangement, outside of the classroom. On that occasion Ivy’s face had lit with
         such pleasure and relief that Rachel had felt as if her own mere presence was a miracle. Oh, you’ve got here, Ivy had announced,
         with a sigh of rapturous relief. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you. I was worried about you. I’ve been thinking about
         you.
     

      
      Worried about me? Thinking about ME? No one had done that in a long time. It had been like music to the ears, as well as ironic.
         She was not the sort of person people worried about. Capable thirty-two-year-old accountants did not excite worry; if anyone
         in her civilised city world deserved worrying about, it was footloose, scatty, penniless, unstable and riotous Ivy, who was
         way too old at thirty-nine to live the squalid way she did. The other nice thing about being here, from Rachel’s point of view, was to see that her anxious concern for Ivy might have been misguided.
         It was a little as if she had discovered that a seemingly poor friend was really rich. Ivy might have lived like a hobo in
         London, but she had to be as stable as a rock, because this was her parents’ home, and she was rooted here.
     

      
      In this house it was if the roots had risen to the surface and extended themselves, haphazardly, to form a shelter. The kitchen,
         once Rachel found it again, was a joy. A film-set kitchen, with an Aga, a huge, well-scrubbed pine table, flowers on one window
         ledge, an orderly row of herbs in pots on the other and a real ham hanging on a hook. All it lacked for theatrical perfection
         was an old dog to greet strangers with a wagging tail, and a cat curled in a basket by the stove. The heartbeat of the house,
         on a second look not quite so old-world conventional. There was plenty of stainless steel, too, and the walls, which might have been whitewashed, were tinted bright
         yellow. Homely, yet vivid also, like Grace herself.
     

      
      ‘The thing is,’ Grace was explaining while pouring tea from a surprisingly elegant china pot, ‘the buildings on this so-called
         farm are the only blasted things about it which are really organic. It was all based round the needs of the animals, you see.
         Human beings took second place. So the first permanent things were animal shelters. The house comes second. First a house,
         then bits added to a house. I think we’ve redressed the balance towards human priorities, but I’m never quite sure. I doubt
         if the paying guests realise they live in the old pigsties.’
     

      
      Rachel realised it would take her a while to get the measure of it, and then thought it didn’t really matter if she did or
         she didn’t. She must stop trying to control her environment by pinning it down into a map in her head. She just wanted to
         be. Happy. Ivy’s descriptions had always concentrated on the land, rather than the house. Rachel felt it a disgrace in herself
         that she had never set foot on a real farm, except once to ask directions to somewhere else. Farming and the countryside was
         the stuff of myths and politics. It revealed her ignorance and innocence. She was secretly rather afraid of animals larger
         than a cat.
     

      
      ‘Will you look at yourself, Ivy!’ Grace bellowed as Ivy came ambling in through the open door. ‘You’re five minutes out of
         doors and you’ve already got mud on your shoes. Don’t know how you find it. It hasn’t rained in days.’ She turned to Rachel.
         ‘She was always like that, you know.’
     

      
      Ivy grinned and bent to unlace her undoubtedly muddy shoes. Rachel could not remember ever seeing her wear anything else other than a variation on jeans and T-shirts, except for the first time they had met, when Ivy was wearing nothing
         at all. Even then her bare feet had been black with dust.
     

      
      Ivy nudged the soiled training shoes away from the door and into an alcove next to it, containing a washing machine of industrial
         size and other footwear on the floor.
     

      
      ‘Everything goes in there,’ Grace mourned. ‘Shoes, the lot. My darling husband thinks the washer’s omnipotent, reckons it
         can clean boots too. He puts his in there, next to it, in hope. Where is he, by the way, Ivy? Did you find him?’
     

      
      ‘With the piggies,’ Ivy said. ‘Says he’s too shy to come in while he smells. And doesn’t want me giving Rachel the tour of
         his fiefdom. He wants to do it himself, when all’s clear and fresh in the morning, he says. What a spoilsport. He says it’s
         his privilege.’
     

      
      They are vying for my attention, Rachel thought. I like it. Grace pushed a plate of biscuits towards her. Somehow she had
         expected scones, but these were small and delicate almond wafers, perfect with strong tea. The bubble of happiness remained
         intact.
     

      
      ‘So that’s where you throw your clothes,’ Grace said, nodding in the direction of the alcove. ‘Some of the paying guests have
         such a strange notion of what people wear in the country. They bring the whole caboodle of waxed coats and things and don’t
         seem to realise that all you need is a lot of old rags and a washing machine, since everything’s dirty or wet most of the
         time. Ivy, love, if your dad’s earmarked the livestock tour, why don’t you show Rachel the rest while the sun’s still out?
         Supper’ll be a couple of hours. You could take a bottle of wine to the lake.
     

      
      ‘Sure. It’s mad to stay indoors.’

      
      
      ‘What lake?’

      
      ‘It’s a pond, really,’ Grace said.

      
      A look passed between mother and daughter which Rachel could not decipher. She looked down at her own feet, and noted with
         satisfaction that her old, worn sandals had certainly not been bought for the occasion.
     

      
      ‘You just want us out of the way,’ Ivy said.

      
      ‘I just want you out of the kitchen,’ Grace said. ‘It’s far too soon for Rachel to see what goes into the food.’

      
      ‘You didn’t tell me about a lake,’ Rachel said, as they walked down the hill. ‘Can you swim in it?’

      
      ‘Ah, yes. Your exercise of choice.’

      
      It had seemed like an endless day, which was always on the point of beginning a new episode.

      
      ‘Here, hold this, would you? Thanks.’

      
      Ivy handed over the bottle of wine with cork perched precariously on the rim of the neck, making it look as if it was already
         tipsy itself, a creature with an undersized head held at an angle. She rummaged in her canvas bag for her cigarettes, lit
         one and then took back command of the bottle, with another, murmured thanks. It was what they both did, Rachel realised, Ivy
         and Grace. Never a demand, always a request. Would you? Could you possibly? And then, thanks: a recognition that whatever
         you had done was not taken for granted. The charm of that was infectious.
     

      
      Ivy stopped at the curve of the track, and took a deep breath. She had her carpet bag of many colours over her shoulder, the
         bottle of homemade wine held between two fingers of her left hand, and was using her right to puff on the cigarette.
     

      
      
      ‘I don’t usually come down here,’ she said. ‘Grace must have wanted you to see. She’s so manipulative. She hates things to
         be hidden.’
     

      
      She had walked ahead by then, round the turn of the track, which seemed to Rachel to lead to nothing but trees, and then,
         on another turn, the water stretched below them, gleaming in the evening sun, a great, even stretch of lake, the shore they
         were approaching littered with shrubs, the far side flanked by dense woods. It shimmered calmly with reflected colour, the
         foliage mirrored in the water in shades of gold to olive to dense, hungry green against the further bank. It took Rachel’s
         breath away. She simply followed Ivy’s expert steps down the side of the overgrown track, right to the edge of the water.
         They were not entirely alone. Two skinny kids were stuffing towels into a bag, shivering as they left on foot. A swimming
         place should have attracted far more than these on a hot evening, but they were all.
     

      
      ‘It’s usually deserted,’ Ivy said. ‘There’s no road to it, only a path.’

      
      Rachel sat down suddenly. It felt like her own decision, but Ivy had sat first. Big bunches of hay grass, natural resting
         places close to the edge.
     

      
      ‘Oh, Ivy,’ Rachel whispered. ‘Why would you keep quiet about this? This is heaven. I’d have come for this alone. Water magics
         me. Even a bath.’
     

      
      ‘Like I said, I don’t come here so much myself,’ Ivy said.

      
      She pulled out the cork from the bottle, produced the two glasses which had clinked together in her bag all the way here,
         balanced them on the tufty ground and poured. It was elderflower, described earlier by Grace as a thin thing with a mean punch,
         delicious if you wanted to drink the flavour of hay. Rachel sipped. From the woodland side of the lake four swans appeared, as if they had been waiting: two portentous adults, followed by two cygnets, sauntering across the lake, mirrored
         in it, in a regal procession.
     

      
      ‘According to Irish legend, there was a king whose second wife was so jealous of his daughters that she used her powers to
         turn the girls into swans,’ Ivy said. ‘The spell was incomplete, as all spells are, so they were left with the ability to
         sing, and sing they did. The song enticed suitors and friends, and in the end the stepmother was killed, for her sins. I like
         that story. Only fucking swans don’t sing. Not ever.’
     

      
      She pulled on another cigarette, pointed again.

      
      ‘See that one, over there? That’s my girl. The most beautiful of the tribe. She can sing if she wants, I bet. I don’t believe
         much, but I do believe that a girl can be turned into a swan. Like the daughters of Lir. I always wanted to be turned into
         a swan when I was a child. Shame it never happened.’
     

      
      ‘There’s nothing I wouldn’t believe in a place like this,’ Rachel said. She shuffled to sit close to Ivy. Their thighs touched,
         companionably. Shared warmth. From doubtful beginnings the wine grew better by the mouthful. The grass tickled her calves.
         Rachel felt as if she was floating free, suspended between the water and the sky.
     

      
      ‘I suppose you shouldn’t believe in myths and legends, except when tempted,’ Ivy said. ‘And you know me and temptation. Always
         give in.’
     

      
      ‘Is that why you don’t come here first when you come home? In case you succumb to the lure of legend? Big old bruiser like
         you?’
     

      
      Ivy shook her head, violently. She had tough blonde hair which looked as if it had been hacked with scissors rather than styled.
         Hair which had been bleached and tinted, permed and ignored, and finally left to grow into a thatch.
     

      
      
      ‘No. I don’t avoid that. I leave it until last, because …’

      
      ‘Because what?’

      
      Rachel watched the white swans fading into the darkness of shadow. Ivy lit another of the hand-rolled cigarettes she kept
         in a battered tin.
     

      
      ‘Because this was where my daughter drowned.’

      
      The sun was sinking lower in the sky; the outline of the woods was blurred. Nothing was as silent as it seemed. There was
         a myriad of noises, the sound of water, the calling of birds over the trees, the slight, audible movement of the long grass.
         Rachel did not know if it was the beauty of the place, the sounds or the announcement which made her want to cry. She felt
         an absurd sense of disappointment, and hated herself for her own selfishness. Ivy plucked a grass and chewed the end.
     

      
      ‘Sorry for springing that one on you. I know I told you about it. Child, children, marriage, death and breakdown. I just didn’t tell you where it happened.’
     

      
      ‘I thought she drowned in the sea.’

      
      Ivy shook her head. ‘No. Here. Yards from home. Don’t let it poison the lake for you. You must come here and swim whenever
         you want. It’s wonderfully safe now.’ She touched Rachel’s hand. ‘I didn’t tell you the details,’ she went on, lightly, ‘because,
         first of all, it’s a lot to burden anyone with, and I thought I’d burdened you with enough.’
     

      
      ‘You don’t burden me,’ Rachel said, equally lightly. ‘You’ve brought colour and meaning into my otherwise monochrome existence
         and I want to know everything about you. I’ve told you everything about me. Knowing stuff isn’t a burden, it’s a privilege.’
     

      
      
      ‘Do people ever tell one another everything?’ Ivy said. ‘Especially if they love one another.’
     

      
      Then, suddenly, she was laughing. ‘There, I’ve said it. I love you. What an utterly scandalous state of affairs. What a fucking
         admission. Two straight women, crazy about one another. But seriously, dear, I didn’t tell you all about Cassie, and how and
         where she died, because I can’t trust myself to tell you the truth. I no longer know it, you see. So, if you really want to
         know, ask my mother.’
     

      
      Rachel nodded.

      
      ‘And then you can ask my father about the lake. There’s quite a history. He’d love to tell it. They both love to talk. But
         for serious swimming, dearest, we get in your car and go to the sea.’
     

      
      The swans disappeared into the deep shadow of the woods. Rachel wanted them to come back.

      
      ‘They were so different, my two kids,’ Ivy said. ‘Cassie loved it here. My son hated it, probably in self-defence, but then
         he hated everything except his father, poor mite.’
     

      
      ‘Was he here too? How did he react, oh, poor boy …’

      
      ‘React? With the indifference of childhood, I hope. I really don’t know for sure. I was absolutely out of it. Incapable of
         motherhood. Post-heroin fucked up for years, and then it was all too late.’
     

      
      Her tone was still light. The air was still warm.

      
      ‘All for the best, probably,’ Ivy said, without rancour. ‘He was better off without me. I don’t much like men, especially
         young ones. Shall we amble home? I could eat a horse.’
     

      
      She was always hungry. Rachel was torn between two tempting prospects, moving towards food with a belly so empty it wanted
         to crawl, and staying where they were. Hearing more, not wanting to ask, waiting to be led.
     

      
      
      ‘Do we have to?’

      
      Ivy was smiling. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, Rachel Doe? You have to learn to do whatever you like and not hesitate
         about it. But I must warn you, my father likes to talk and can be a bit of a bore.’
     

      
      ‘Wait,’ Rachel said, ‘until you meet mine.’

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Ernest Wiseman should have been a teacher. A long, lean, stooped but nimble old man, waiting to start his lecture. Younger
         than Grace, but looking older, in his owlish way, with his half-glasses perched on his nose. There was something about those
         two which made Rachel think they were still lovers. The way they touched, perhaps, or more aptly, the way Grace touched him
         in passing behind his back to the stove, quickly pressing his shoulder as if to let him know he was never forgotten, making
         him smile in acknowledgement. Maybe it was merely a code, an affectionate giving of signals, or just an expression of some
         sort of delight in one another. Maybe it was just the joy of the feeder and the being fed. The food, should Rachel have noticed
         it, was casually excellent. The outside light seemed to die, leaving them sweetly marooned around the anchor of the candlelit
         wooden table, full and contented, too lazy to move. It was quite appropriate for Farmer Wiseman to be called Ernest. He was,
         rather. There were just the three of them sitting round the table at the end of the meal, completely at ease. Ivy had gone to the pub: the invitation had been extended, but nobody else wanted
         to go.
     

      
      ‘Ah, the lake,’ Ernest said, squinting at Rachel with his sweet smile. ‘You wanted to know about the lake. Well, when you
         and Ivy find a hilltop and look down, you’ll see a landscape which looks as old as time. But it isn’t that old. What you see
         is only what’s emerged in this decade, never mind this century. Much further back than that, you’d have seen an estate, this
         farm and the next farm all serving a big house, with a river landscaped into a series of lakes as part of the grounds. No
         more house, only one farm, and a single lake in limbo. Recent history, too. My lifetime, anyway. It was the war changed it
         more than anything else, far more than the decay of a dynasty. There are half the trees there were.’
     

      
      He crumbled a piece of cheese, picked up the crumbs with his forefinger and swallowed delicately. The cheese lay, waiting
         to be picked at, an invitation to linger where they were. It was a part of their hospitality, Rachel thought, not to rush
         food away from the table, but always to leave something there to nibble.
     

      
      ‘Towards the end of the war,’ Ernest said, ‘there were more Germans here than English. Prisoners, you see. A camp built round
         the big house, which had been used as an army billet and came to serve as HQ for a prison settlement. You wouldn’t have recognised
         the landscape then. Nissen huts and wire, although they hardly needed that. Where were they to go, poor sods? Not that people
         round here thought of them with pity. I was told when I was five that they were better fed than we were, and what with rationing,
         I could believe it. But then my father, who farmed this farm, got to like them. One or two, anyway, because they worked the
         land. We got more free labour then than ever since. And that was when you realised that while they weren’t actually starving, they were always hungry.
         Well, the ones who worked here were.’
     

      
      Grace coughed, and touched his arm. ‘Rachel was asking about the lake.’

      
      His hand hovered over the cheese, and took an apple instead. ‘Oh, yes. Not much choice then. At the start of the war, before
         the family in the house gave it over to the army, or were forced to, the lake was a place for swans. All swans were once registered
         to the Crown you know. Preserved for beauty and for eating, latterly only for decoration. Fat chance of that in wartime. People
         roasted crows, for God’s sake. So the swans went, German prisoners always suspect, but they didn’t have guns, so it probably
         wasn’t them. So the lake was empty, got fouled up and polluted. You need birds to keep a pond clean. Birds and fish. Both
         dead. And the water level rose.’
     

      
      ‘Rose?’ Rachel asked.

      
      ‘Soldiers. Soldiers and guards, going into town – well, not much of a town, and only a village without a shop now, but a town
         with three pubs and girls then. As well as the sea for swimming. On the way back they’d pinch every bicycle in sight and dump it in the pond. A car,
         once, and God bless us, even a tractor, and both of those things like gold dust, as well as petrol. The river silted up. The
         thing became a stagnant pond.’
     

      
      He bit into the apple.

      
      ‘My father told me that farmers like him came to reckon they were better off with German prisoners of war than bloody soldiers.
         They did a deal less damage. And some of them really felt for the land. My dad said we were lucky to have them. Well, we were
         lucky with Carl, and he reckoned he was lucky with us.’
     

      
      
      ‘Humph,’ Grace snorted.

      
      He touched her hand. ‘That was later, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘That was Carl the younger. We weren’t so lucky with him. Where
         was I? Oh, yes.’
     

      
      He seemed to tire suddenly, then brightened. Rachel loved the way Grace listened to him so intently, when she must have heard
         this dozens of times before. This family had the habit of listening. Ivy listened as if every word counted; Rachel listened
         now.
     

      
      ‘Carl was a German, from Berlin. It took a while after peace broke out before all these Germans could be got back, and Carl,
         who seemed old to me – I was only ten, but he was scarce more than twenty – found out that his whole family had died in the
         bombing. He was at home with us, billeted in the outhouse. We needed him; he stayed. And he made a start on the pond. He loved
         to work, that one.’
     

      
      He finished the apple, including the core.

      
      ‘I found him there one day, dragging a bike out. We made that lake a project, him and I. My dad used to say, fancy him caring,
         but he did. Said he wanted to see swans on it again. So there’s the history of the lake. We owe its survival to a prisoner
         of war who left when he finished, fifty-five years ago. Shows you can honour what you don’t own.’
     

      
      ‘Did he ever come back? This … Carl?’

      
      Grace stiffened. Then she moved and began to clear the table, surreptitiously. The place where Ivy had sat was comfortably
         empty, her absence as natural as her presence. They were well-mannered, without strict rules. Each evening would vary. Rachel
         hugged the thought that there would be more evenings like this, this time and the next. She knew there would be a next time.
     

      
      ‘Oh yes, he came back. I don’t think he ever wanted to go. I know I didn’t want him to: he was a sort of big brother to me, but I don’t suppose there was any money or future for him
         here. He went to London, worked his balls off, married, had a son, and came back, in the summer usually, year after year.
         Haymaking, he loved making hay. Then he brought his son. We were his family, you see, or as close as it got. Summer holidays
         … it was always hot, wasn’t it Grace?’
     

      
      ‘When we were first married,’ Grace said, ‘child bride that I was, sharing a house with my in-laws, I used to resent this
         big, silent bloke and his son pitching up for two weeks at a time, and every other weekend. Especially the little boy. I resented
         the fact that my husband adored him, and they spoke a language all of their own. One does, at that age.’
     

      
      ‘He wanted his son to know about things other than smog,’ Ernest said. ‘He wanted him to know about the land.’

      
      ‘God knows what they wanted,’ Grace said sharply.

      
      She had been moving deftly between sink, stove and fridge, putting away, wiping down and organising with an almost deferential
         quietness. Rachel realised that she was not always noisy. Even with the bracelets, she could be as quiet as a fox. Ernest’s
         head drooped.
     

      
      Grace stood behind him, kneading his shoulders. ‘To be continued,’ she said, kissing the top of his head. ‘Tomorrow is always another day.’
     

      
      ‘Boring you, am I?’ Ernest asked.

      
      ‘No, no, quite the opposite,’ Rachel said, truthfully.

      
      ‘He doesn’t need much encouragement really,’ Grace said. ‘You’ll have much more of it in the morning. Time for bed, I think.’

      
      He nodded agreement, rose, flexed his knees before leaving the room, his mellow voice drifting back. ‘Good night, sleep tight
         … a good night.’
     

      
      
      There was a comfortable silence after he left. Grace took his seat and sighed happily. ‘Bugger me,’ she said. ‘There’s a bit
         of wine left. That won’t do, will it? We can’t go to bed sober in case Ivy comes home pissed. Here …’
     

      
      Bottles had appeared, wine had been drunk. Rachel did not know how much; she felt mellow. It crossed her mind to wonder if
         she was being nicely manipulated. No, that was the wrong word: manoeuvred, so that she was left without Ivy in the company
         of Ivy’s parents together, and then her mother alone. If there had been an element of calculation about it, she certainly
         didn’t mind. She was utterly charmed by both of them; she wanted to listen for hours. She was being trusted, that was all.
         Ivy really wanted her to know them, and it was a very flattering thought. It felt like midnight and was only half past ten.
         She wanted to be here on the longest day of the year and every day before it. She was excited by the thought of the morning.
     

      
      ‘Well,’ Grace said. ‘This is nice. Not that I don’t like the pub, but I’d rather have a person to myself. Must be my age.
         A little bit of deafness. I can only hear one person at a time. Ernest says it’s deliberate. He says I must have deafened
         myself.’
     

      
      In this light, she was pink and flushed. Definitely apple-cheeked in the way of a russet apple. Her strong fingers stroked
         the stem of her glass affectionately. A bottle a day keeps the doctor away, she had said earlier. Plus an apple.
     

      
      ‘Do you talk to the paying guests?’ Rachel asked impulsively. She thought it was a rude question. It sounded possessive, jealous,
         as if wanting to know if others were as welcome and as trusted as she felt herself.
     

      
      ‘Oh yes, if they want. We only have one or two at a time. Some of them love to talk. Some of them want company, book dinner every night. Some of them are lonely and silly, and … oh, never mind. Some need introducing to the pub. Some want
         mothering. Talking at them makes them relax. It’s the only way to get them to talk. If they don’t like it, they can always
         run away. You can too, you know.’
     

      
      Another question hung in the air, like a light shadow of the first. It said, are you a true friend of my wayward daughter?
         Can I trust you?
     

      
      Rachel laughed. ‘I love people who talk,’ she said. ‘And anyway, you don’t fool me. You talk to make people talk. You got
         the whole story of my life out of me while we were making the salad. Ivy’s the same. She could get blood out of a clam, and
         she talks nineteen to the dozen without ever missing a single thing anyone else says. I suppose it’s an inherited talent.’
     

      
      Grace grinned. ‘You’ve rumbled us. Nope. It’s entirely accidental. The result of curiosity. I’m not clever enough for anything
         else. I’m not like you. Not educated, apart from reading. Ivy’ll mislead you. She blows my trumpet for me. She thinks I had
         commercial foresight to do what I did with this house and the old pigsties. It was nothing like that. I just wanted Ernest
         to go on doing what he does, and to have a home for Ivy.’
     

      
      Rachel pushed away her wine. She wanted a clear head for the morning, but she did not want to move, either.

      
      ‘Tell me about Carl the younger. And how Cassie drowned in the lake.’

      
      ‘Whoah,’ Grace said. ‘Did Ivy give permission for this?’

      
      ‘Yes. She’s told me some of it.’

      
      Grace lit a cigarette from the burning stump of a candle. The multicoloured wax clinging to the sides of the old Chianti bottle
         which held it bore tribute to the dozens of candles this one had supplanted. Grace breathed smoke through her nostrils like a dragon. Rachel was absolutely sure this
         was not what she talked about to the paying guests.
     

      
      ‘Of course she must have told you. Carl the younger, son of Carl the pond-maker, was the man Ivy married. At seventeen, I
         ask you. He and his father came here first when he was a mite, and Ivy not even a twinkle in the eye. And then, in another
         twinkle of the eye, he was a teenage boy, and she was a little girl who adored him. And then, in another fucking twinkle of
         an eye he was a man a decade older than her, the bastard, coming back to lay claim. I wanted so much for her. She was destined
         for art school.’
     

      
      ‘She got there in the end,’ Rachel said.

      
      Grace sat back, letting out an indignant whoomph. Then sat forward, bracelets jangling, noisy again.

      
      ‘I wanted a wild child who wanted to experiment, like I did. You know, go native, take to art and everything. Not get bogged
         down far sooner than me, even. Not a pregnant teenager, with a child begotten behind a haystack by a man ten years older,
         and just as much of a control freak as his fucking father. I ask you. You still had to get married in those days. There’s
         a hell of a difference between then and now. Anyway, he wanted it. That was what it was all about. It was part of his master
         plan. He was always clear about what he wanted. Establish a career; get a wife, in that order. Preferably one with a lineage
         he could prove. That’s the German in him.’
     

      
      She was holding the stem of her glass as if she wanted to crush it.

      
      ‘And then they came back, with their children. He wanting for them what he had had as a child, and Ivy a mother of two before she was even twenty. Unbearable. But lovely for me, as well.’
     

      
      Grace put out her cigarette in the spluttering wax, and looked at it critically.

      
      ‘The boy and the girl, fifteen months apart. Chalk and cheese as they grew. Ivy, always wanting to bring them back, because
         she never really left. She wasn’t grown up enough to leave. Never settled there. They fought like cat and dog, Ivy and Carl,
         over everything. Cassie was part of the game. Every inch her mother’s wayward child. Ivy threw her in the sea when she was
         four. She simply started swimming.’
     

      
      ‘She’s certainly a city person now,’ Rachel said.

      
      Grace released the stem of her glass and waved her hand at the smoke.

      
      ‘Oh, you are a lovely creature, for wanting to know.’

      
      ‘She told me to ask you. I do want to know.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow, if you still want. My sweet child, you’re dead on your feet. We won’t wait up for Ivy. You know what she’s like.’

      
      ‘Yes, I do. Night-owl Ivy. Works and plays all hours. Has to be independent and not questioned. Free agent. Blithe spirit.’

      
      ‘Can you cope with that when she moves into your flat? All those jobs, all those funny hours?’

      
      ‘No problem. I’ll love it. We aren’t in each other’s pockets. She’s taken some persuading, though.’

      
      ‘You are the most wonderful girl,’ Grace said. ‘The most beautiful thing on the planet.’

      
      She really wants them to know me, and me to know them, Rachel thought wonderingly as she splashed water on her face. I’ve
         never been treated like this. She would not have let her own contemporaries near her father. Tucked into her high bed, she thought of her London flat, as she might have done of
         some distant, grubby planet, to be congratulated for being so far away. I shall tell them, she told herself, thinking of the office where she worked, that I slept beneath the eaves and below the stars, and they
         will not believe me. I am mended by knowing Ivy and her kind.
     

      
      Now, it really was silent. There was the selective deafness created by food and wine and then there was her own, delightful
         exhaustion from the doing of nothing much really, other than driving, being loved and cared for and the lake, and listening,
         and everything. And then a deafening sound from the tiny bathroom which was between her room and Ivy’s room on the top floor.
         Water, gurgling away with a sound, in that silence, like the end of the world. Whirrrup, bang shcush, gargle gargle spit.
     

      
      She got out of bed, lifted the latch on her bedroom door, and moved sideways over the half-landing. The door to the shared
         bathroom was open. Ivy was there, as Rachel had first seen her, naked as stone, bent from her slender waist over the basin.
         The taps gushed, noisily. The pipes gurgled, without rhythm. The room was whiter than white, the tiles white, the paint white,
         the bath white, white white, and the water flowing into the basin from Ivy’s big, capable hands ran pink as she washed. The
         tufty blonde hair stood up in spikes. The face in the mirror was deathly pale. Ivy had seen her, gave a fleeting smile.
     

      
      ‘Oh Christ. I forgot what a noise the plumbing makes. Sorry I’m so late. You been OK with Mother?’

      
      ‘Your hands. You’re bleeding.’

      
      Ivy looked at her hands, then stretched towards the also white towels and began to wipe them dry, shaking her head.

      
      
      ‘Me?’ she said. ‘No, it’s not me. I’m not bleeding, just a bit bloody. Some car on the road hit a bird, and left it thrashing.
         Had to finish it off.’
     

      
      She finished drying her hands. The towel remained white.

      
      ‘Country life, honey. Road kill. Mercy killing. Had to be done. Sorry I woke you. Go back to bed.’

      
      Rachel did as she was told, sleepy and reassured, leaving the door ajar. The latch was cold to the touch. She did not know
         how much later it was when she woke again into shivering consciousness. Footsteps on the stairs, the abrupt ending of screams,
         which dwindled away into muffled noises. Almost silence. Rachel did not know from where it had come, outside or inside, animal
         or human, only knew city sounds, stood by the door of her room, shivering and indecisive, listening to noises now minimal
         and human. She slipped round the open door and stood on the landing.
     

      
      Light streamed from the room which was Ivy’s. Through the half-open door, Rachel could see the shape of Grace, with her back
         turned, leaning over the bed in which Ivy was huddled and mumbling. Grace made hushing, soothing sounds with skilful ease.
         It was something they had done before.
     

      
      ‘Only road kill, darling. You mustn’t let it upset you.’

      
      ‘No, Mummy, no. Mustn’t.’

      
      ‘There, there.’

      
      ‘Can’t do it. We’ve got to get him here. Here.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, darling, yes, yes. Shhh.’

      
      ‘Gotta get him here. So he can see. He’s got to come here.’

      
      ‘Bogey man dead, bang, bang,’ Grace’s voice teased softly. ‘There, there.’

      
      Rachel withdrew, as quietly as she could. The instinct for diplomatic self-effacement was always there. Eavesdropping was contemptible, her own father had told her. She was half in love with them all, and she wanted to belong; she knew nothing
         and wanted to know what it was like to be them. Silence fell, as if there had never been noise. All Rachel knew was that Ivy
         should not live alone.
     

      
      You are coming to share my empty space, Ivy. I don’t want to be your keeper. I just want to give you a base. I want to make
         things better for somebody, the way I never have.
     

      
      Grace would like that. They were already allies.

      
      The boy stood looking at the London river before going indoors. He was either a boy or a man, depending on the eye of the
         beholder. So what if the wing of the other car got smashed when he parked downstairs? The wall had come up and hit it; underground
         car parks confused him; it was a crap car. Not his; his father’s. Everything was his father’s. The damage to the other car
         would not be noticed for days – the owner rarely used it – but his father would notice because his father always did, and
         would, if necessary, own up on his behalf, like the bloody bully he was.
     

      
      There were rats in the car park. He would say he was distracted by a rat. They came out at night, he would say, to and from
         the river at low tide.
     

      
      He went back into the underground space, kicked some of the broken glass under the front wheel of the other car, then went
         up, via the steps, and stood by the door of home, feeling as if he was going back into prison. Sam. Nineteen. Scared of his
         dad, sneaking into his own home as if he was a thief. Well, that was how his dad made him feel. Own room, everything a student
         could want, DVD, mobile, laptop, so it made economic sense to live with Dad at Canary Wharf, even if it meant living with a tyrant. Key in the door, reminding himself to be up early enough to get to the post before
         his father, post never arrived now before ten, good, no problem, plenty of time to get rid of anything he didn’t want him
         to see. The credit card bill, another of those whingeing letters … Why should he want to see her? She was the one who left.
     

      
      Tiptoeing through the apartment to his own room, he could recall the last sodding lecture, word for word, na na nanana … Dad by the window, him by the door. We’re different generations, Sam, stands to reason we get on one another’s nerves. Time you moved out, broke your own things
            and learned the value of them, instead of this ridiculously privileged and private way of life which exposes you to nothing.
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