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PROLOGUE



Scene One


Smithfield, London in the darkest hours before dawn on a winter’s night.


She was drunk, inebriated, intoxicated, pissed, something like that, no doubt about it. Plus a little something else which made these bright lights extra bright, and the colours of the vast wrought-iron gates very strange. Such great big gates, made to repel and attract multitudes, each thirty feet high and standing open, decorated with huge motifs of Tudor roses and curlicues painted turquoise, pink and purple without a single sharp angle. These gates rose to a point half the height of the domed glass ceiling inside. She noticed a single seagull wheeling above the building, its plaintive mewling audible above the hum of noise, and the profile of its wings caught in the glow of light which came through the roof and that stopped her. How strange to be able to hear that above everything else and to be able to see it so clearly.


She looked at her own hands. Hardly a tremor. She was not so drunk after all; she could even tell the time. Drawn by the golden glow of light and life, she walked towards Grand Avenue, pausing to touch the iron of the gates and look at the old clock hanging from the ceiling and then retreating to the other side of the road to finish her cup of tea first. The tea was strong and bitter, looking like rusty water in a white beaker, but it would be a shame to leave any of it. She lit another cigarette and watched a limousine with darkened windows stop further down the road, the vehicle contrasting nicely with the white vans that proliferated otherwise. Someone got out of the driver’s side and went into the light of Grand Avenue. It could not be him, because he never drove himself, but still her heart beat faster. Not him; he could no longer drive. He would walk the short distance or be driven in a taxi and a taxi would take him back.


The white vans were more at home with the white light, and men in white coats and matching hard hats standing outside the gates, smoking as if each drag was the last, chatting quietly, too, as if the conversation was the purpose of living. How’s business then? Bad? Good? Middling? Men lied all the time, especially about business. There was not a woman in sight, except for the girl behind the counter in the caff, although there were bound to be women inside because shopping for meat was not the sole prerogative of men even if the buying and selling of it wholesale was.


Sitting around for an hour had made her numb. She knew the temperature would be cool in there even though it gave the impression of heat. Dressed as she was, she was burning up because Le Club Solstice had been as hot as hell. What a laughable contrast there was in this scenery of brick walls, darkness, light, pink and purple Tudor roses, men in white coats against a nightlife of frantic dancing in another kind of meat market on the opposite side of a road.


The Cock Tavern inside the precincts of Grand Avenue was the place where those who traded in meat or dismembered it could buy their alcohol any time and no one would think twice about a lone woman buying either vodka or breakfast. He could be there but she didn’t think so, not his scene. He would be selecting and buying. The tea and the fresh air had done the trick; she was halfway sober and still angry, touched her bare arms where the skin felt warm, clutched her bag to her side and set off. She was a cook, she would tell them: she had every right to be here in the interests of her own science, and didn’t they know her? She had been there before on the arm of a meat-buying man with money, influence, all that shit. A good-looking man, if you liked them with fine, cruel faces.


Beyond the gates inside Grand Avenue she encountered a sea of light and quiet industry. She walked as far as the clock. From here, two further avenues led off left and right, stretching into brightly lit infinity in rows of shopfronts full of flesh. She knew where he would pause, where he had been proud to show it to her once if only from the outside, and she squinted at the numbers on the various stalls she passed, looking for fifty-five. Only the best for him.


Fifty-five was unmanned, not a sign of a man in white coat or hat. They were beginning to pack away the front of the stalls at five-thirty in the morning, business winding down, most of the deliveries out already gone, deliveries in finished by two, plenty of people backstage finishing orders. Last time she had come here, it had been as a guest not encouraged to go backstage, told it was dangerous, none of her business. How men loved their little mysteries.


She slipped between the counter of stall fifty-five through an aisle that led out the back, to where the lorries docked at their outlet doors well above the ground, like planes at an airport docking at a port to allow the passengers off. She had seen from the outside how a man would step off the raised platform of an ice-cold truck, unload one chilly carcass at a time off the rail in there, heft it over his shoulder and lift it, complete with hook, onto the slowly moving conveyor rail suspended from the ceiling which carried it down the dark corridor into the lit workrooms at the back of the stalls. He might pat it goodbye and watch it move off before going back for the next and the next and the next. Each carcass was propelled on its hook down the long metallic corridor leading to the storeroom, the incoming stock moving in a line parallel to a row of empty hooks travelling back. Inside, the carcasses were corralled in serried ranks hanging from the ceiling at a convenient height for dismembering. The smell was clean and cold. Ranks of dressed carcasses of beef, each headless and footless, hung inside out, presenting their spines for inspection. Smithfield no longer smelt of blood. Slaughtering was done far away.


The cold in the storeroom repelled her and she shrank back against the corridor wall that led out to the lorry port, and then turned inwards again, because the corridor too was full of carcasses waiting entry to the store, queuing up for the privilege. She was dizzied by the presence of raw meat and bone; she was a trespasser and she wanted out, maybe she could go that way, to the open door at the back, and jump to the ground, or find the last lorry, get out somehow, or hide. She had lost all sense of her purpose for being here; she had strayed into the wrong place. There was a sudden vision of the abattoir she had visited as a child alongside her dead father and she reminded herself that all this too was dead and beyond feeling, as he was.


Then, as she skulked in the corner, one of the white-coated men came into the room, whistling. He selected the last beast in the front row, sized it with his eye, stood back and surveyed it. The top of his white hat was level with the middle of the carcass’s spine and he attacked it effortlessly and precisely. The knife he used was a curved machete. First, he used the point to prise away the heart, which he flicked out and flung to one side, then he hacked away a section of rump, then sirloin, each joint tossed aside with an accurate aim into a selection of plastic bins she had failed to notice. The beast on the hook did not move until he swung it round and with casual ease excised a section of the neck, weighed it in his hand and then discarded it. He had all the finesse of a samurai swordsman and some of the ceremony. His fast-wielded weapon had deadly precision and the carcass did not protest. The tip of the blade began to chisel delicately between the ribs and it was then she stopped holding her breath and started to scream. Put it back, she was screaming, put it back together. Look behind you, look behind you, leave it alone.


Someone came down the corridor from behind her. He put a hand on her shoulder and said something. Not a Smithfield man with a shirt, collar and tie, a delivery man, who was grinning at her, anxiously, motioning her to come. A nice face and big brown eyes. Pretty girl get out, he said in a thick accent she could not decipher. You want me to lose my job? Then he was elbowed aside and told to bugger off, and men in white coats descended, gentlemen all, surprisingly courteous with a trespasser, all of them seeming old. No one said you silly cow – not apposite in the circumstances, one said later. They arrived from all corners, picked her up bodily and carried her out, still screaming but not resisting, finally only muttering, past curious faces right to the end of Grand Avenue and then into the street. You can’t come in here without a pass and certainly not without a hat and overall. What did you think you were doing, girlie? Drugs, is it? Been to the club, have you? Some sort of protest?


I’m a cook, I wanted to see.


Whatever, someone said, stick to the kitchen. We can either call the police or you can leg it. Only you’re getting in the way of business. Just go, OK? Don’t come back. You could have slipped on a knife, could have got locked in, could have lost us our jobs. No one gets in the way of business.


Halfway up Fleet Street she realised it was already on the edge of dawn and that all those white-coated, well-padded men with their shirts and ties had been relatively gentle in their own way. They could have been worse and she could have been better. The gentlemen butchers of Smithfield, distant cousins of their savage forebears. She thought of how the executioner with the machete could have hung her up and sheared off her feet and her hands without drawing breath. She was cold again, feeling for the talisman of her mobile phone, walking quickly and halfway steadily uphill against the sound of traffic. Not many pedestrians yet, but traffic. A taxi slowed, yellow light glowing invitingly in the half-dark, but she ignored it and walked on because she knew there was not enough money in her bag to take it as far as she wanted to go, which was all the way home. Home was too far away, so she went on walking, wishing it would stay half dark, wondering if there was blood on her clothes like the rusty marks on the white overalls of the men. But it was not like the abattoir – the blood in the market was dry.


Now she was in a side street, walking faster, humiliated and beginning to get angry, feeling for her mobile phone, but it was too early to phone, even for her. You bastard, why did you lift me up to drop me down, and then she was beginning to hum whatever tune it was that the white-coat man with the fucking machete had been whistling which had somehow transposed itself into a hymn. All things bright and beautiful/All creatures great and small. No, not that. God loves you, babe. Pictures from history, stray snippets of information rising up without invitation to distract her from the awful present. How it was that St Bartholomew, he of the church at Smithfield, was flayed to death, and how, once, men sold unwanted wives in the cattle market along with the animals they had driven thither. Poor sheep, poor cows, driven by cruel drovers with collies and cur dogs. The history of the place was in her dead father’s old books and she was remembering being told that the market was also a place of slaughter, the streets around running with blood, littered with offal and how hers were far luckier times to be alive. She had a sudden sensation of a hook piercing her shoulder and hoisting her to gallows height in an ice-cold room. She remembered instead the nice eyes and guttural voice of the first man and was ashamed that she might have risked someone losing their job.


And then, ahead of her, was a familiar figure, walking the same route slightly quicker. A glint of plentiful hair and a swinging cloak which looked as light as feathers, dancing along, entirely at home with the early hours, as if setting out or coming back made no difference to her speed, moving along as if every destination and assignation deserved the same enthusiasm, as eager to get there as she was to go away. Dear Sarah might have speeded up when someone shouted her name: it might have made her break into a run, but this time she recognised the voice, slowed down and stopped and turned, slowly and wearily, showing a face that seemed so much older and wiser than her own.


‘Jessica? Not now, love, please. You silly thing. What have you done now?’ The voice suggested affection and exasperation. ‘Got enough money to get home? Here.’


There was a twenty-pound note in her hand, and a scarf wrapped round her neck and the other woman was walking away, no hugs, no kiss, no comfort but a clear message. Sort out your own mess; no one else can, the footsteps away telling her that.


What did she mean by ‘home’?


Slumped into a doorway, Jessie dreamed of walking down over the cliffs to the village, towards someone who loved her as she wished to be loved, whoever that was, dreamed of making someone happy. Her shoulder hurt and her bare legs were as white as lard. What kind of fool was she to pursue a man into the depths of Smithfield Market? What would she have said? Hello? Please love me like you said you would, you promised.


Then the footsteps came back, wearily.


‘Come on, Jess. We’ll find some breakfast. Come home and tell me about it.’


‘I wish I could be like you, Sarah.’


‘No, you don’t. Come home and tell me.’


‘Come home with you? Oh, please. Can I?’


Jessica, Jessie, Jess, Jezebel, she had been called all these, perked up quickly, smoothed her hair. It was a knack – she had an ability to move from misery to joy within a second; she ran from one to another on a constant collision course like a child learning to walk.


‘Home to your flat? Oh, thank you, I love your flat.’


‘I wish I did. It doesn’t feel like home any more.’


They were walking briskly in the right direction with Sarah striding and Jessica almost skipping along beside her in the cold.


‘But it’s so nice, your place. So central, so easy.’


‘Borrow it any time you like. I’ve never felt quite right with it since I had a fire. A long time ago, but I can still smell the smoke.’


 


Scene Two


‘I can’t smell anything but coffee,’ Jessica said, sitting in the kitchen, sniffing appreciatively. ‘Coffee and perfume. Those are the smells that belong with you. You’re so kind, Sarah, so kind to let me in.’


She hugged Sarah from behind, impulsively and briefly, meaning it. She was almost irritatingly humbling in her appreciation of a warm room, of a single gesture, of anyone listening. Sarah had never known someone who so delighted in the details of everything, was so anxious to please and so keen to repay being noticed and accepted. There would be flowers later: Jessica was capable of blowing a week’s wages on flowers and thank-you gifts, even for a cup of coffee and toast. When Jessica Hurly said she would do anything for you, she really meant it and probably would, so Sarah was careful not to ask. Jessica would have gone to jail for a friend: she would have punched the bully boys at school: she never forgot a good deed and was incapable of ignoring the most fraudulent beggar even if it meant there was not enough money to get home. A kind fool. Jessica had a consistently passionate if misguided desire to make things right for people and in that pursuit was sublimely incapable of looking after herself. Sarah was older, looked at her with older eyes. Jessica was a loved acquaintance, to be treated with caution, because whatever her admirable qualities, judgement always fell prey to spontaneity, reserve gave way to anger, with glorious and sometimes disastrous results. She lived in the moment.


‘I’m not being kind and the company’s nice,’ Sarah said, briskly but softly. ‘Now tell me what the hell you were doing getting into Smithfield meat market at five in the morning. Why?’


Jessica warmed her hands on the china coffee mug, tracing the pattern of flowers and leaves with her long blue-varnished fingernails. She waited half a minute, moved her hands to touch the mobile phone hanging on a leather cord round her neck.


‘I was being absolutely stupid. I went out and got a bit drunk and I was angry and sad, stupid. I had this overpowering desire to see him, you see, and I thought he might be there, buying the meat for Das Kalb, like he does, so it seemed worth a try. He goes there at night, so I did too, in case . . .’


‘Who?’


Jessica hesitated, forcing herself to smile, although big fat tears rolled down her cheeks, bearing the last of her mascara in their wake. She looked better without her armoury of aggressive make-up, the absence of which failed to disguise a strong but piquant face with huge eyes and a wide mouth, all offset by long black hair that Jess twisted into a knot only when she worked around food. She was a beautiful girl, far too uncertain of herself and her own temperament to have developed her own style. Clothes, shoes, fingernails, hair, lipstick, all clashed in colour into a gorgeous cacophony of experiment. She would make a stylist ache. She was an individual beauty still in the making.


‘I went to find the Love of My Life,’ Jessica said, dramatically. ‘The one and only. He told me to stay away from him, but I can’t.’


‘There’s no such thing as the love of one’s life,’ Sarah said, crisply. ‘Or at least not until you’ve lived a little longer than you have.’


‘It was him who said it,’ Jessica said. ‘It was him who said he’d love me for ever and ever.’


‘And you believed him?’


Silence fell. City silence, full of the weight of traffic and machinery. The air-conditioning unit in the well of the old block of flats sprang into life with a muted breath and the world outside was a distant invisible roar. Sarah thought that advice at this point was impertinent and redundant: distraction was better, perhaps. Let Jessica return to the subject, or weep or laugh, as she wanted.


‘Yes, I believed him. I still do, but he doesn’t know what he wants, or what’s good for him. I wanted to take him home,’ Jessica said. ‘I wanted to take him home with me, so I could go, too. Maybe make it up with my mother. If I took home the love of my life, it would all be all right, wouldn’t it? Everything would be all right.’


‘You can’t make a man love you,’ Sarah said.


‘Can’t you? I think you can. What you can’t do is give up on something precious. You’ve got to try and keep on trying, however much you cock up.’


Another silence. Jessica looked up with a dazzling smile. ‘Don’t worry about me, Sarah love. I’ll think about something else and talk about something else, try it another way. I can’t let him lose me again, that’s all. Still, I was stupid.’


She jumped up and prowled round the kitchen. A shot of caffeine had Jessica back to normal, high-spirited, angry, sad, communicative in bursts, hyperactive and ever-helpful.


‘Sarah, I can’t bear the idea of you not being happy in a place like this. I thought you had the perfect life. God, do you remember that dinner party when we first met? Awful. You got me out of there before that poor man killed me. First time I came here. I was awful. Sorry.’


‘One of the more entertaining evenings I can ever remember,’ Sarah said. ‘Only we didn’t get much to eat.’


Then they were grinning, then giggling loudly and uncontrollably: two women who knew what it was like to make fools of themselves. A couple of anarchists in the church of ego worship.


‘You poured soup over a man’s head,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve always meant to ask you, just what was the final provocation to waste all that food after you’d gone to the trouble of cooking it?’


‘Don’t know. I was sorry for it afterwards. It wasn’t that he kept changing his mind about what he wanted, it was because he was a bully, and he made his wife cry in the kitchen and he wanted his guests to be miserable and envious. The food would have been wasted anyway. I said sorry to her. I sent flowers.’


‘My God, you’re magnificent when you’re angry,’ Sarah said in a breathy, adulatory voice.


‘Am I? Good. Maybe anger does it. I’ll try it out more.’


‘Oh, no, don’t.’


Jessica was standing centre stage, first messing up her hair until it was a wild mass hanging halfway over her face, planting one hand with her customised blue-painted nails onto one generous, thrusting hip, shaking her other fist at an enemy, crossing her eyes, making herself into a parody of fury and laughing at herself. Prancing and stabbing like a demented prima donna and still giggling.


‘Like this?’


‘Terrifying,’ Sarah said, laughing with her. ‘Not for wimps.’ Jessica sat down and ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it back into place.


‘It’s worse when it’s genuine. It’s what you do when you really are a wimp. My mother said I should have been an actress, hysterical roles only. She was probably right. I don’t know how to stop it.’


‘Maybe you should go back and see your mum. Take a break. Maybe you should write it all down and think about it. Where does she live?’


The sombre mood came back. Jessica stared into the middle distance, fixing her eyes at a colourful plate hung on the wall.


‘She lives in a lovely place, the loveliest place in the world. Home. I can’t go back, though. Not yet, not until I’ve proved myself. Why does everything take such a long time? I need to go back with him and maybe then they’d see the sense of me. Can’t go back until I’m a good daughter and make things right for all I did wrong. All that fucking anger for nothing. I’d love to go home, but I can’t.’


She turned her huge troubled eyes on Sarah, smiled slowly.


‘Change of subject, OK? I hate people who talk about themselves all the time. So, Miss Fortune, if you don’t feel easy here, where would you like to live?’


Distraction. Sarah spoke slowly, willing to distract and be distracted, allowing herself to dream. Thinking of how much she would like to be a million miles from here, somewhere where the smell of fire was only woodsmoke. Her home had been sabotaged and her ease with it never recovered, but the dream had predated the damage by years and years.


‘A cottage in a village close by the sea. With honeysuckle round the door and places to walk. Cliffs and sea and feeling safe. Without any noise except weather. I’ve dreamed of it all my life. I’ve always loved the sea. Always thought that when I’d got enough money I’d give it a go.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes, really. I was taken to the sea for the first time when I was five, longed for it ever since.’


‘I don’t believe it! Yes, I do. When can you go? I can do something for you, Sarah, really I can. What time is it?’


Jessica leapt to her feet, was up and pacing round, striding out of the kitchen with her mobile held close to her ear, speaking staccato, softly for her, persuading, getting them to call back, trying another number, talking, texting, mainly talking, walking away down the long corridor of Sarah’s apartment, her voice fading away and coming back. You’re sure? Fine. Yes.


She detoured to the bathroom: Sarah could just about hear her, still talking, Jessica who could do three things at once before collapsing into grief. Then she strode back into the kitchen with clean hands, scrubbed face and a look of triumph.


‘You can go next week,’ she said. ‘Honest, you can. You can do what you like, Sarah. We can make things happen. Try it. It’ll work if you believe it. My mother owns it: you don’t have to meet her, all done through an agent, but it would be nice if you did. Maybe you could tell her I’m not as bad as I’m painted. Maybe you could tell her . . . Oh, nothing.’ She snorted into a handkerchief. ‘Maybe not. Just go and try the dream, why not? If you want to go, it’s there, it’s perfect for you. Not a bad little cottage. The agent says yes. Just go and pay, it’s empty.’


‘Don’t you speak to your mother?’


Jessica shook her head violently.


‘No. I write to her sometimes. She doesn’t write back. She’s ashamed of me and ashamed of being a widow.’


‘It’s a good idea, writing letters. Makes you focus. Better than e-mail.’


‘Yeah, right.’


Then her face crumpled. ‘Why doesn’t he love me? Why? When did he stop? What did I do? All I did was find him. He loves me.’


Toxic grief.


 


Scene Three


Six a.m. and darkness still going on. What to do with this silly big bitch before anyone saw? Drag her down to the road; make it look like an accident. Well, it was an accident, surely, if only an accident waiting to happen to an animal of such suicidal daftness that she could be described as a creature who had been asking to be killed from the moment of birth. Her hairy hide was full of buckshot, enough to kill smaller game, but not her although she was mortally wounded, snarling and snapping, defying rescue or pity with her bloodshot eyes, her coat soaking wet from where she had dragged herself down the hillside through the damp grass, flanks heaving, unable to move much further; but it might take her a while to die even if she could still bite and he thought he should let her bite his hand and die defiant.


He studied her for a moment, admiring her for snarling rather than whimpering. Then he walked round her, sensing her struggling to move her head to follow him with her desperate eyes. He put his boot on her head, gently, leant over, judged the angle and stabbed her in the neck with his hunting knife, twice, to be sure of it. When she was finally still, he lifted the hind legs and began to drag her towards the road through the gap in the hedge. She was surprisingly light for all her size as if most of her bulk was in her hair. The road surface was warmer to lie on than wet grass. All sorts of animals migrated there for early-morning warmth, offering themselves for roadkill. He laid her out across the carriageway. There, good girl, nothing hurts any more, the first car will hit you and explain it all. Hope it’s a posh one and you do it damage. Good girl.


He was halfway over the fields with his air rifle and knife before a white van sped round the corner and slewed to a halt with the wheels inches from the body.


Someone had nicknamed that bitch ‘Jess’.


Not a good start to the day.


The man halfway over the fields thought he would so much rather fish than hunt. Fish blood was cleaner, somehow, although it was just as red.





CHAPTER ONE



The backbone of the village consisted of one long narrow street, twisting and turning downhill towards the sea and at first it looked as if that was all there was. A lane of different-shaped, differently styled houses either on the road or standing back politely behind competitive front gardens. Turnings off or turnings on led away from the main thoroughfare. The gradient down to the coast was gradual until the last turn, where the road wrenched round to a short steep hill, with a glimpse of the sea through the trees from a car window before the route went inland again. Flat coast became cliffs in a mammoth upheaval reflected in the contours of the road itself since one side was lower than the other. The street was entirely devoid of any views except the next bend. Even the sea was a hidden feature to any but those with the houses boasting an outlook in the higher reaches of the turnings off and on. A place for privacy, with the last conspicuous signpost announcing its presence at least a mile away on the main road. Turn right for Pennyvale and nowhere else, because at Pennyvale the road ran out.


That was the secret of the place, Sarah thought, looking down at it from halfway up the cliff path. You could never see the whole of it from any given point. From here she could see tantalising glimpses and part of the twisty street. It had no obvious centre, no flat communal place, and although it had veins and arteries leading somewhere and a single lane, marked unsuitable for heavy traffic, leading to the next town, it had developed and eclipsed in a random way that left no throbbing geographical heart, apart from the three shops. You would see even less in summer than in winter from up here, because of the trees. For a place so close to the sea it was impossibly verdant, much more at home with the green hinterland, turning its back on the waves as if it did not need them. Those who lived here ate more meat than fish.


On the coastal path, on her now traditional morning walk that took a different route each time, Sarah was thinking of village concerns and wondering how much the geography of the place affected the attitudes of the inhabitants or how much choice it left them. The location was smug and snug because apart from the two rows of houses right next to the shore and the ribbon of dwellings leading away south they were safely uphill from the sea and sheltered in the lee of the cliffs. They could grow almost anything in their gardens and they were not isolated as long as their cars functioned and they could get away. It would have been different without at least one car per household; then they would have treasured their village hall, the street would be thronged and the church more than useful ornament. They would have been far more open to inspection if they had not been able to close their doors, order in their own entertainment and drive away from home. The parking of cars, the disposal of cars, the manoeuvring of cars in a main road built for nothing more than horses seemed to be the greatest source of conflict. From her vantage point up here Sarah could see two shiny motor cars in a stand-off, refusing to give way to each other. Doors slammed; there were distant voices. The slow progress of the rubbish-collection lorry three mornings a week caused mayhem, goods deliveries in large white vans were troublesome and anyone moving house could block the artery for a whole day. Moving house seemed to happen often; it was either a local hobby or an obsession and as the place was otherwise perfect in a picture-book kind of way Sarah wondered why. She had no intention of moving away herself yet – she had scarcely arrived – but she had been there long enough to notice that houses changed ownership frequently, or maybe that was only now in the springtime of the year.


Going to church on the Sunday before last had been one of many novelties. Sarah could not remember when she had last been to church apart from the occasion of a wedding where the marriage had not lasted a year despite the ceremonial blessing. It had seemed like a good idea to go to church here in order to prove a certain willingness to integrate – although she only wanted integration on her own terms. Sunday service had proved to be an invigorating experience because of the eccentricity and uncertainty of the vicar. Any vigour and colour in the chilly Victorian church of St Bartholomew was provided solely by the vicar’s robes and his evident enjoyment of them; he was clearly a priest who made a sartorial effort on duty. He conducted a mercifully short morning service with a deal of panache and waving of arms, addressing his remarks and his readings to the small children who were encouraged to monopolise the front row and lead the ragged singing. Andrew Sullivan had a fine voice and an almost comical enthusiasm for conducting this orchestra and their unruly overexcitement had been a pleasure to see. Don’t worry about the words, he whispered to them; just make a noise. They did: a big shrill echoey din.


It was somewhere to park them for an hour on a Sunday morning, she thought with a cynicism which could have been unfair, while noting that the rest of those present were old. The vicar was at ease with the children, camping up the proceedings like a pantomime dame for their benefit, but otherwise seemed painfully shy with the rest of his small congregation as he exhorted them to return to the vicarage for a cup of coffee if they wished. It was such a humble, halfhearted invitation that Sarah wondered if he really meant it or if he was merely being diffident to save himself the humiliation of refusals. She herself had got as far as the open front door of the vicarage, turned into the hideous hallway, and then turned back abruptly after she had peeked into the receiving room at the front of the house. There was something pathetic in seeing a man on the youthful cusp of middle age fiddling anxiously with teacups in a gloomy room occupied by a sole visitor who was criticising the way he ran the service. Can we have proper hymns? and him saying, No, Mrs Hurly: if there are children we simply have tunes. Sarah had backtracked without being observed, regretted it later. An opportunity lost, but she had been seized with shyness and the elegant woman visitor had reeked of irritable loneliness and it was not the right time. Yes, she wanted to meet the woman, but preferably alongside others in a less depressing room and as for the vicar, she thought he was a kind, well-meaning soul whose best would never be good enough, even when he smiled, which he might not have done sufficiently often. That was a shame, because it transformed him. Perhaps he was like herself, not belonging – as if anyone truly belonged here.


The squat church at the turn of the hill was not going to introduce her to anyone else she wanted to know, except him, perhaps, and that was because of a particularly delicious moment during the service when he had lost his place in the Bible because of the pages sticking together in the middle of his reading a crucial piece about Charity. He was not charity is nothing but a tinkling cymbal . . . and then the vicar’s whispered Oh BUGGER had reverberated around the church as loud as a bell, leaving the children giggling and their elders pretending not to have heard.


Sarah was sitting with her back against the signpost that directed walkers towards the cliffs, admiring what she could observe of this secretive idyll and ignoring the spectacular sea view straight ahead. Perhaps it was wasted on her simply because, like the rest of them on a Friday morning, she was far more interested in the bustle of humanity than she was in the inspiration afforded by landscapes or seascapes devoid of people. She had never understood Wordsworth, nor anyone to whom Nature was a primary source of solace; it could be secondary, but primary, no: a backdrop to humanity, that was all, a vivid reminder of how small one was and how arrogant was the attempt to control the uncontrollable. Flowers were pretty, and green was green and the sea was the most perfect view of all but it still did not compare with a crowd of interesting faces. There was nothing motherly about Nature. She took a last glimpse to see if she could identify the rooftop of her own tiny house, at least a hundred yards uphill on one of the veins that led away from the artery of the main street. Just. It had a red-tiled roof, but then so did most of the rest. Then she turned her face towards the sea and opened the post.


Sarah had been in her new, old house for less than a month and still came out of doors every morning to open the post. She had secured a six-month rental on this particular house through an introduction hurriedly made through her friend Jessica Hurly. Jessica’s mother owned the house: there was a rental vacancy and it had all happened very fast. She had been handed the keys by Mrs Hurly’s agent, and had yet to meet her landlady, although she knew her by sight because Mrs Hurly had been the discontented woman in the vicarage living room, haranguing the poor vicar about the service. She was a woman who complained a lot, the sign of an empty life. Approach with caution, and only as a stranger, Jessica had said. She’s a very unhappy woman. I’ve given her plenty of cause. I’m trying to make it right in my own way, but I can’t, yet. Mummy stopped laughing a long time ago, but she used to laugh.


Jessica had not elaborated, clammed up, said it would wait and Sarah could find out only if she wanted, never mind. There was plenty enough time to creep up on Mrs Hurly in a sideways motion, at the hairdresser’s, perhaps, or better still, encourage Mrs Hurly to approach her. It was clear from conversations in the butcher’s and from that single sighting in the vicarage that Mrs Hurly required deference, at least. Too much else to do.


Sarah thought of Jessica increasingly often, wondering what her friend had let her in for, because it was only Jessica’s love of the place that had led her here, via the route of the fulfilment of her own dreams of living in a cottage with honeysuckle and roses round the door. A place that did not smell of an old, malicious fire and made her feel free to breathe.


Almost none of the post was addressed to her, which made it all the more interesting. The mysterious previous occupant had failed to have his mail redirected and had left no forwarding address. She would have been happy to oblige and forward it all for as long as it took, but since she was denied such an opportunity to be helpful she regarded his post as hers to open and examine by right. He had practically invited her to do it.


Sarah was thinking that the role of a postman was not quite what it had been, with far fewer privileges than in the old days. Once upon a time the postman would know details about every household for as long as he remembered what he delivered. He would know who was away and who was at home, the state of their finances, the identity of their correspondents. He would deliver all the bills and all the birthday cards, invitations, cheques, parcels, et cetera, and would therefore be able to guess, if he chose, who had sent them and what was inside. It was a job she would have liked herself. Electronic communication surely took half the fun out of it, made people’s habits less open to a postman or anyone else. Still, there was plenty left to chew on in Mr J. Dunn’s post.
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