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      Prologue

      
      ‘I hope we’ve done right,’ Clara Tilney said. From her, this was an unusual remark – she seldom doubted her actions, nor expected
         her husband to share the responsibility when she did – but the occasion was exceptional. An hour earlier, ten o’clock on Christmas
         Eve, she had opened the back door to clear the steam from her kitchen and found the child outside. How long he had been there
         was anyone’s guess: his little hands were cold as toads and his striped, knitted hat beaded with moisture, although the rain
         had stopped some time before, leaving a clear, seasonal, carolling night. Certainly he hadn’t knocked – busy at the stove
         with mince pies and turkey stuffing, Mrs Tilney would have heard him – and all he would say, once coaxed inside and comforted,
         was that Mummy and Daddy had gone away for Christmas and left him behind, alone.
      

      
      Although shocking, the situation was not entirely beyond belief. The family had moved into the house at the bottom of the
         Tilney’s garden nine months ago and the boy had become an accepted visitor some time in the middle of the summer, infiltrating
         so unobtrusively that it was hard to say, exactly, when he had ceased to be a small, anonymous figure standing silently at
         the broken fence, and begun to appear regularly, weekend mornings when the Tilneys were sitting down to their enormous breakfast,
         to watch from the back door with huge, dark, famine eyes. Looking at those eyes, it was easy to believe him when he said Mummy
         had given him nothing to eat, but Clara Tilney was not one to choose the easy road. Nobody’s fool, she took most of what she
         heard with a pinch of salt. But if the child was a persistent liar – for the complaint, or statement, was frequently repeated
         – he was not one of a kind she was accustomed to, being neither bold not sly; having, on the contrary, a steady if wistful gaze and gentle manners, saying if you please, and thank you so much, with a solemn, old-fashioned air. Accepting, then, that he spoke the truth, Mrs Tilney looked for other signs of ill-treatment
         but found none. ‘Not a mark on his little body,’ she said to her husband, after she had seen him stripped one hot afternoon,
         playing with her own children under the garden hose. Though not disappointed (she wasn’t a morbid woman), she could not help
         feeling a little at a loss. Blows she could comprehend and would have dealt with: Clara had been brought up in the slums and
         knew the proper channels. But what was wrong here was something not only harder to deal with, but to place. You couldn’t call
         the child really neglected. Thin he might be, but some people are like that, all scrag and muscle, and he was always decently,
         if sometimes oddly, clothed. Mrs Tilney had seen him at the bus-stop with his mother, dressed neatly enough in the uniform
         of the local private school but wearing, on his head, a towering pink velvet toque with a tattered, trailing veil. His mother
         had smiled, but Mrs Tilney hadn’t liked to speak.
      

      
      Her inhibition was to some extent social. Not – in spite of the private school – a question of money, for the little boy’s
         parents were visibly shabby. They had no television set, so the Tilney children reported, and no car; only an ancient, high-seated
         bicycle which the tall young mother rode, that had a carrier behind for the boy and a cradle in front for the baby. Nor was
         it old-fashioned snobbery. Mrs Tilney had no ear for accents and no interest, anyway, in ladies-and-gentlemen nonsense. It
         was power that impressed her; not Dukes, but Captains of Industry, Presidents of the United States. No – as far as class went,
         what divided her from the children’s mother was simply a difference of approach. Except in moments of brutal necessity, it was not Clara’s habit to come straight out with things, expecially if they were
         of a delicate nature. And the only time she had actually had an opportunity was once in the launderette; she was folding her
         sheets, warmly crinkled from the tumbler-drier, when the younger woman came up with a bundle of wet washing and said, without any preamble, ‘I meant to ask you before – I do hope he isn’t a nuisance, running in and out all the time.’ It was said breathlessly – all that bicycling, perhaps, and heaving
         the fat baby about – but with such a clear, confident ring that ‘No, of course not, it’s a pleasure,’ was the only possible
         answer. No lead in for a comfortable discussion of childish habits, fads and fancies – mine won’t touch corn-flakes, or meat roll, or dripping toast – which might have made it possible, after a reasonable length of time, to cautiously bring up the business of the breakfasts.
      

      
      ‘Not that I grudge the child,’ Mrs Tilney often said, either to her husband or aloud to herself, holding an imagined conversation
         with the mother. Perhaps that was, really, what held her back from going round to the house and coming out with it: the fear
         that she might be thought inhospitable. Clara’s childhood had been hungry and miserable, her parents being both poor, and
         mean by nature, so that even the food they could afford to put on the table was jealously watched, mouthful by mouthful. (Marge
         and jam; Money no object, I suppose! When you grow up, my girl, you can put two spoons of sugar in your tea, but while you’re
         under this roof, you’ll toe the chalk line!) From this sour soil, Mrs Tilney had flowered remarkably, large-hearted and generous.
         ‘Eat,’ she said to her children. ‘Eat. Have butter on that potato. Can’t you really manage another piece of pie?’ Using, always,
         thick cream and butter, best meat not scrag end, fresh vegetables, the biggest eggs, stone-ground flour. Mr Tilney earned
         good money working for a hire firm that ran a fleet of school buses, but even if he had not, she would have served up good
         bean stews, home-made soups. She often lay awake at night devising cheap, nourishing meals, so that if the worst should happen
         she could still feed her family with a flourish.
      

      
      Having grown strong and sturdy, happy and casually greedy, they now had almost ceased to need her. The little boy was, therefore,
         both a replacement, and a challenge. Clara longed to put colour in that milk-pale face, flesh on the bony limbs. She kept back the brownest, most speckled eggs, bought jars of expensive honey. ‘That’ll keep
         you going for a bit,’ she said as the child tucked in. ‘There’s my pet, my lambkin-pie.’ Her own children had grown out of
         such endearments, as they had grown out of caresses and lap-sitting: if she reached out to touch them, they jerked their heads
         like ponies.
      

      
      In fact, though, the boy preferred Mr Tilney’s lap to his wife’s, perhaps because he sat still for longer. Mr Tilney was a
         quiet, lethargic man who suffered with his stomach. (Boiled fish and skim milk was what he needed, but never got.) His role
         in the household was negligible, but he never complained, only gazed, occasionally, at his lusty wife and children as if wondering
         how he had ever had the energy. This imported child was a better match for his temperament. He would sit on the tired man’s
         lap, watching television, sucking his thumb. From time to time he would glance up at the underside of the scraggy, tortoise
         neck; sigh, and snuggle closer.
      

      
      It was Mr Tilney who put him to bed on Christmas Eve while Clara went round to his parents’ house – a big, run-down place
         in half an acre of neglected garden. By the time she got back to report that the house was dark and empty and that all she
         had been able to do was push a note through the door to say where the child was, he was already asleep, tucked up on the divan
         in the Tilney’s bedroom and Mr Tilney was filling a stocking for him with small things from the tree.
      

      
      It was hard to know what to do for the best. In the first flush of outrage, Mrs Tilney was all for going to the police, but
         her husband talked her out of it. They would come and ask questions which would only upset the poor little bugger without
         getting anyone any further: since he wouldn’t – or couldn’t – tell them what had happened, he was hardly likely to talk to
         a stranger. Best to wait twenty-four hours and let him enjoy his Christmas. ‘The bird’s big enough to go round an extra one,
         isn’t it, mother?’ Mr Tilney not-so-innocently asked. A convinced procrastinator, he was also tired.
      

      
      
      Once in bed, though, he couldn’t sleep. There was no sound from the divan. He found himself – foolishly, he knew – holding
         his breath to listen for the child’s, but all he could hear was his wife breathing beside him with little, fussy, puffs and
         snorts like a steam-engine. After a while, he got out of bed and went over to the divan. Enough light came in from the street
         lamp outside to show the child, lying on his back as a young baby some-times lies, both hands palm upwards on either side
         of his face, the fingers loosely curled. Mr Tilney stood, looking down, his feet cold on the cold linoleum. It was some seconds
         before he realised that the boy was awake and looking up at him, and it shocked him, momentarily; those large, dark eyes,
         wide open and fathomless. His own children only lay so still when fast asleep. He said nervously, ‘All right, are you?’ The
         child did not answer. Mr Tilney touched the palm of one hand, very gently, and the fingers curled over his like tentacles,
         and gripped tight. Mr Tilney felt a curious, uneasy emotion; as if he were being asked a question he didn’t know how to answer.
         He said, ‘It’s all right, you know. I expect your Mum and Dad will turn up tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Mummy and Daddy are dead,’ the child said, softly but distinctly, so that Mr Tilney could not pretend he hadn’t heard. Not
         that he wished to: after the first chill, the sad little statement opened doors in his mind that had been closed for a long
         time. All he said was, ‘Oh, come on now,’ but he sat down on the divan and gathered the boy into his arms, pressing the small
         head into the bony hollow of his neck and shoulder. After a brief resistance the child began to weep silently, and Mr Tilney
         rocked him, stroking the limp, silky hair, and felt his throat constrict with tenderness. Even when they were small, his own
         children had never needed him like this. He loved them dutifully, admired them, as he admired his wife, for their marvellous
         vitality, their unthinking good humour, but they were strangers to him; they rocketed about his house like foreign, billeted
         troops, shouting, banging doors, swilling milk, needing no more from anyone than food and discipline, which his wife could easily supply. His own, gentler offers were unnecessary, and disregarded.
      

      
      Mr Tilney was cold and in an awkward position that increased the pain of his ulcer, but the discomfort was suddenly sweet.
         ‘Quiet,’ he murmured, ‘quiet, now. It’s all right. Uncle’s here. Uncle knows …’
      

      
      After lunch on Christmas Day, while his wife and eldest girl washed up the mammoth meal, Mr Tilney took the other children
         and the little boy for a walk on the common. A white sun shone and the heather was furred with frost. His own children ran
         and hollered and stamped in puddles: their shouts cracked the thin air as their boots splintered the frail skim of ice. The
         boy walked with Mr Tilney, holding his hand. From time to time he ran to join the others but always returned, after a very
         brief foray, to the shelter of Mr Tilney’s side, smiling up at him with a kind of shy flirtatiousness – it was indeed, Mr
         Tilney felt, almost as if there were a burgeoning love affair between them. Certainly he felt strongly drawn towards the child;
         the more so, perhaps, because he knew he must betray him. He had promised his wife that he would telephone the police this
         evening; although this was the sensible course, Mr Tilney found it hard to respond to that happy, cozening smile. The memory
         came to him of a tale heard at school: a young, imprisoned prince whose eyes were to be put out by the order of his uncle,
         the king. There had been a picture in the history book of the pretty, trusting boy, and the kindly jailer, weeping …
      

      
      Mr Tilney’s imagination, once the flood gates were opened, was a sentimental one. Once or twice, as he did his best to amuse
         the child and encourage the rare, high laugh, his own eyes filled.
      

      
      But he was spared his Judas role. When they got back, the parents were already there, sitting by the fire Clara had banked
         up so high against her family’s return that the heat struck like a furnace as Mr Tilney opened the door. In that instant their
         faces, turned towards him, seemed curiously alike – brother and sister was his first, bemused thought – but on second look the similarity lay only in their expressions which were so shocked and bewildered as
         to be robbed of individuality, like the expressions of people caught in a road accident, and in their pallor, though when
         the woman saw the little boy, pressed close to Mr Tilney’s side, the colour flooded her face. She said, ‘Darling.’
      

      
      The child made a grunting sound and fled down the passage to the kitchen.

      
      The woman – girl, rather – half rose. Her husband said ‘No,’ rather sharply, and she sank back again, though her hands still
         gripped the arms of the chair. She looked up at Mr Tilney with eyes like her son’s: enormous, dark and sad. He saw her throat
         move as she swallowed.
      

      
      She said, ‘I’m so terribly, terribly sorry.’

      
      And so you should be, was on the tip of Mr Tilney’s tongue. Unlike his wife, he was slow to anger, but now, faced with this wicked pair, outrage
         swelled within him. His hands had begun to shake; he pushed them deep into his trouser pockets and took a step into the room.
      

      
      His wife said, flatly, ‘Apparently he ran away, the naughty boy. After everyone was fast asleep.’

      
      Her broad face was blank. She sat stiffly on a hard, high-backed chair.

      
      The girl said, ‘We went to my husband’s sister for Christmas. It’s not far, just a few streets, but she likes to see the children
         open their stockings on Christmas morning. I think he’s frightened of his grandmother. She lives there. She’s got Parkinson’s,
         and shakes …’
      

      
      The husband sighed, not loudly but definitely.

      
      The girl said, ‘Well, she will kiss him.’ Her pleading eyes met Mr Tilney’s. He felt only anger.
      

      
      ‘Darling.’ Her husband sighed again, perhaps reproachfully. He was looking at Mr Tilney, too. ‘We’re afraid it may not be
         so much my poor Mum, as the associated memory that’s upset him. At least, it’s all we can think of. We left him with my sister
         when the baby was born. Put him to bed and left him …’
      

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake, what could I do; I was in labour,’ the young woman said, shocking Mr Tilney who hated to hear a woman swear. She seemed to be trembling with anger.
      

      
      Her husband was massaging the side of his face, dragging the flesh downwards. He said evenly, ‘Look, we can’t know, and of
         course it wasn’t your fault, but it’s an explanation. Whenever he’s put to bed there, he’s afraid the same thing will happen
         again. Mummy will tuck him up and when he wakes, Auntie will be there instead. No Mum, no Dad
      

      
      ‘You said you’d go and see him every night!’
      

      
      ‘It seemed to upset him. You agreed it was best …’ He began to rub at his eyes with the heel of his hand as if he were very
         tired. ‘Lord above, we’ve gone over and over …. I don’t even believe it. You don’t believe it. Do we have to go on;’
      

      
      ‘You started it,’ she said, like a child.

      
      Mr Tilney looked at his wife. He assumed, from her tight-lipped look that she felt the same way as he did, but she said, suddenly
         and loudly, lifting her jaw, ‘Poor souls, they’ve been half out of their minds with worry.’
      

      
      The girl blushed, very deeply. ‘It has been pretty awful,’ the husband admitted, taking a crushed pack of cigarettes out of
         his pocket and extending it in Mr Tilney’s direction. Mr Tilney shook his head. He was amazed. Not so much by the couple’s
         behaviour (though that they should quarrel in front of strangers seemed extraordinary to him) but by his wife’s attitude.
         She had given them sherry and was getting up now to fetch the bottle from the sideboard. ‘All’s well that ends well, look
         at it that way, dear,’ she said, as she re-filled the girl’s empty glass. Turning her head she shot Mr Tilney a challenging
         look. ‘Offer the biscuits, father.’
      

      
      Mr Tilney stared. Had she forgotten; She was behaving as if this were an isolated incident. As if all that had happened was
         that a little boy had run away from his Auntie’s house and upset his poor parents. A naughty child. Not a neglected child,
         a starved child ….
      

      
      He said hoarsely, ‘There have been other things.’

      
      
      ‘All lies,’ Mrs Tilney said, meeting his eyes. ‘We’ve had it all out.’

      
      ‘You should have told us,’ the girl said. ‘Really.’

      
      ‘Well.’ Mrs Tilney offered biscuits, sighed, sat down.

      
      ‘Oh, I know. Frightfully embarrassing, I can see that!’ The girl gave a little, kind, understanding laugh, though Mr Tilney guessed that she could not really see
         at all and found it, indeed, almost unbelievable that one neighbour should suspect another of keeping a young child hungry,
         and not say so. ‘I mean,’ the girl went on, wrinkling her forehead in a nervous effort to comprehend such bizarre behaviour,
         ‘what would one say;’ She laughed again – giggled. ‘Oh dear! You must have thought us monsters!’ She looked helpless: this was, presumably, what they had thought. She said. ‘I really am so terribly sorry about it all.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you can’t say fairer than that,’ the man said in a suddenly assumed cockney accent that sounded to Mr Tilney like mockery.
         Perhaps the man sensed this; he clapped his hands on his knees and stood up, reverting rather too loudly to his normal voice.
         ‘Honestly, we can’t thank you enough, you’ve been marvellously kind, but we better get on now, I think. Ring the police and
         tell them to call off the tracker dogs!’ He put out his hand to his wife, smiling, and pulled her to her feet. They stood
         together, fingers clasped. She was taller than he was; a gangling girl in a darned jersey.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get him,’ Mrs Tilney said.

      
      When she had gone, the three left in the room stood still, almost at attention. The smile had gone from the man’s face and
         Mr Tilney thought, if he lays a finger on him …

      
      The child was there, in the doorway, pushed forward by Mrs Tilney, her bulk solid behind him. He walked across the small,
         hot room, straight to the place, on the floor in the window bay, where he had left the pile of presents from his stocking.
         He knelt and began to examine them.
      

      
      The girl said, ‘Hallo, there,’ and he lifted his head, briefly, weaving it round in a blind way, like a mole.

      
      
      His father cleared his throat. There were red patches, like burns, on his cheekbones. He was standing under the naked glare
         of the hanging central light. He said, ‘Well, you gave us quite a fright, old man.’
      

      
      The child had spread out his toys in a neat circle round him. He selected a puzzle and began to tip it carefully from side
         to side, holding it with both hands. The room was silent except for the tiny, sliding, rattling sound as he tried to persuade
         a plastic mouse into its hole.
      

      
      The parents looked at each other. They seemed uncertain, almost afraid. Finally the father said, in a loud, cheerful voice,
         ‘I suppose we’d better be going, Mrs Tilney.’
      

      
      She preceded them. They shook hands with Mr Tilney, smiling elaborately, like actors. He wanted to stop them, to say, this is terrible, what you are doing is terrible, but he couldn’t it. He didn’t even know what he meant.
      

      
      The child sat quite still, head bent sideways like a blind child listening. Then, when the front door opened, he staggered
         to his feet and ran after them, screaming: agonised cries of rage and loss that made Mr Tilney sit down and put his head in
         his hands.
      

      
      ‘It isn’t natural,’ he said later.

      
      Mrs Tilney folded coloured wrapping paper on her lap. ‘I’d have knocked him into the middle of next week.’

      
      ‘Or hugged him, ‘Mr Tilney said. His wife’s bark was worse than her bite. ‘Either would have been …’ He paused; there seemed
         no word for what he wanted to say. ‘More natural,’ he ended. ‘Poor little chap.’
      

      
      ‘It’s the parents I’m sorry for,’ Mrs Tilney said.

      
      Mr Tilney mended the fence between the two gardens. Towards the end of the afternoon, the little boy came out of the house
         with his mother. They ran about, playing ball. He missed a catch. ‘Fetch it, darling,’ his mother called.
      

      
      But he was watching Mr Tilney. Colour was draining from the day. His face was indistinct, a pale flower at dusk, but what Mr Tilney could not see his guilt supplied: the wide, patient, dark, sad eyes, the hurt, rejected mouth. His
         mother laughed and struck her hands together. ‘Come on, stir your aged stumps.’ Mr Tilney banged in the last nail and got down from the fence.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      
         At school we had to write an essay called ‘My Favourite Relation’. I got a good mark but Miss Climper spoiled it by saying,
            ‘You really do think your brother is wonderful, don’t you, Lucy?’ with that bright, sideways, sneery smile that is her speciality
            when she wants to make someone feel a fool.
         

         I hated Miss Climper. That was a time when I hated a lot of people whom I quite like now, but what I felt for Miss Climper
            stayed. She’s one of those people who think it a degrading weakness to like or admire anyone, and I think people like that
            do a great deal of harm in the world.
         

         She kept things up, too. Later that same term, one snapping-cold winter afternoon when Toby came to fetch me from school,
            she passed us in the yard and said, ‘So this is your famous brother, is it, Lucy? Well, well.’ She rolled her pale, marbly
            eyes, as if she and the rest of the world knew something that I was too stupid to have grasped yet, and looked at Toby with
            her sneery smile. Not that she looked at him very differently from the way other grown-ups did. Even some of the bigger girls
            at school, when they saw him for the first time, giggled and whispered behind their hands because he was different from their
            rotten brothers, I suppose, wild hair like a brush and queer clothes, sometimes. Like a tramp, not a hippie. But when people
            looked at him like that, I wanted to kill them.
         

         I often wanted to kill people. Sometimes I had a terrible dream that I really had done it and was going to be hanged. I was
            locked in a room with cold, tiled walls, and no way out. One night I woke up screaming and Toby came and said that a lot of
            children felt as I did, but it wore off as they got older. After that, I went on feeling the same way, but knowing that other
            people did too, made it less frightening.
         

         One of the people I wanted to kill that year was my grandfather. He and my grandmother live in a cottage on the edge of a
            wood; two houses knocked into one but still small, two rooms downstairs and three bedrooms up. Whenever we went to see them my grandfather would take Greg and me into
            the garden and show us the rabbits he was breeding to make his fortune, beautiful rabbits with blue, silky hair, and then
            we would go in and have lunch and everything would be fine for a while, my father talking and making jokes, until we got to
            the pudding when my grandfather would start looking at Toby, just looking at first and raising his eyebrows which were like
            squashed toothbrushes and clearing his throat and then in die end he would say something like, For God’s sake, boy, why don’t
            you get your hair cut? You look like a girl. D’you want to look like a girl? Or a nancy boy?’
         

         Toby never said anything, just smiled, but what was really awful was that my mother and father never said anything either.
            My mother said once that my grandfather was so old and set in his ideas it would be unkind to argue with him, but I knew this
            wasn’t why they said nothing: the truth was, they were against Toby, too, and they were glad when other people said the things
            they would like to say but were afraid to. When I’m grown up, if people say things against my children I won’t sit and say
            nothing, I can tell you.
         

      

      
      That Sunday, as on so many Sundays before, her father said, ‘Must you make all this fuss, Maggie? It’s only Phoebe, coming
         to lunch.’
      

      
      Her mother sighed as she always did. ‘I like to make a fuss. People are always making single women eat in the kitchen and
         not bothering to give them a decent bottle of wine. I want your sister to feel welcome when she comes here, not a lonely old
         woman to be given charity to!’
      

      
      Her father laughed. Yawned and stretched and laughed in the chair by the window while her mother laid the table. ‘Do you really
         see old Phoebe in that tragic light?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why you always have to argue, Charlie,’ her mother said. ‘Phoebe has been coming to lunch approximately every third Sunday since we’ve been married. Which
         is going on for nineteen years now, so you can work out for yourself just about how many times we’ve had this argument.’
      

      
      Although there was irritation in her voice there was laughter, too, so that Lucy knew this was just a joke between them, one of their mock battles that had scared her when she
         was younger, sitting on the stairs or lying in bed with the door open and their voices floating up. But she was not quite
         comforted: beneath the irritation and the laughter, familiar and accepted now, there was something else hidden. Something
         new.
      

      
      Once, she had seen a picture in a book of a woman running across a bridge; a reproduction, her father told her, of a famous
         painting called The Scream. The woman’s face was red and twisted and her mouth open in a small, round O that could have been surprise, but was not. ‘She’s
         afraid,’ Lucy had said, and her father smiled and turned the page, saying lightly, ‘I expect someone’s chasing her, don’t
         you?’ But Lucy had known this wasn’t true. The woman wasn’t frightened of someone coming behind, but of something cold and
         dark, hidden inside her.
      

      
      Although it was like an ordinary Sunday, Aunt Phoebe coming, and the table being laid, and the smell of roast from the kitchen,
         and her father reading the newspapers, and the sun coming in, Lucy thought of the picture now. Her mother was looking at her
         father with her forehead wrinkled and her eyes screwed up and her bottom lip caught between her teeth making a plump, pink
         cushion on one side, as if she wanted to stop something, some sound, coming out.
      

      
      Her father said, ‘Maggie.’ Then he got up and began to open a bottle, holding it between his knees and grunting. The cork
         came out with a damp plop, like a frog in a pond; he set the bottle down on the table in a patch of yellow sunshine and said,
         ‘All the wine in the world won’t keep her quiet, I’m afraid. You know Phoebe. She likes to have things out.’ He put his hand
         on the back of his wife’s neck and stroked it with his thumb.
      

      
      She leaned against him. Strong and stocky, an inch or so shorter than she was, he seemed to support her like a prop a young
         tree.
      

      
      She said, ‘But today! Can’t: we just say he’s ill? Or got a few days out of school, for Hugh’s twenty-first?’
      

      
      
      Lucy said, ‘I thought Toby was ill. I mean, you said last night you were taking him to Dr Henry.’
      

      
      They both looked at her, considering.

      
      ‘Not Dr Henry, dear,’ her mother said. ‘He’s not ill in that way.’

      
      ‘There’s no point in putting it off,’ her father said. ‘And, really, rather unkind. She’s fond of Toby.’

      
      Her mother sighed. She moved away from her father and began to put knives and forks on the table, rubbing them on her apron
         and placing them, very slowly and exactly on either side of the flowered mats.
      

      
      Lucy said, ‘She’s fonder of Greg. She likes him best.’

      
      ‘Rubbish,’ her father said, but kindly and smiling. Then his smile went; he stood, looking at Lucy and pulling at his upper
         lip with his thumb and bent forefinger, the way he did when he was troubled. The skin on his face was loose and baggy: he
         was always folding and pleating it, as if it was an ill-fitting garment he happened to be wearing. He said, ‘Lucy, darling,
         when Aunt Phoebe comes, could you keep Greg out of the way for a bit? While we explain about Toby?.
      

      
      ‘Whispering behind my back,’ Lucy said. ‘I don’t like it.’

      
      ‘Lucy,’ her mother said, putting down the last fork, fiercely.

      
      ‘Please,’ her father said.

      
      Lucy wished she could say, ‘Of course I don’t mind,’ but pleasant words stuck in her throat like apologies, or pills. She
         said, ‘I haven’t got any choice, have I?’
      

      
      As she went – stumped – from the room out into the humming, summer garden, and down to the river where she knew Greg would
         be, crouched in a damp shadow on the steep, weedy bank, racing sticks in the current, her mother called after her, through
         the window, ‘And try to get Toby up in time to get dressed before lunch, will you darling, and ask him to please comb his hair.’
      

      
      Lucy shouted back, automatically, ‘Why can’t you?’ but did not wait for the answer, which she knew anyway; as she knew that
         her mother would never have given in. Not the true answer, certainly, which was that her mother was frightened of Toby, too frightened to ask him the everyday things
         she asked of her younger children: combing hair, washing hands, sitting up straight at table. Lucy did not understand why
         this was, she simply saw it and felt it, knowing as she knew a great many things; directly, without any intervening process
         of reason or deduction. That her mother was often afraid for no very obvious reason was something Lucy had accepted long ago
         as part of the scenery of her life, but sometimes it made her uneasy and bad-tempered.
      

      
      She went through the squeaky gate, on to the rotting landing stage, trod carefully to the end and said, ‘You’re not getting
         your clean clothes dirty Greg, I do hope.’
      

      
      
         The water runs at the end of the garden, deep and fast flowing. Once, I ran from my mother and hid on the bank in a secret,
            green hiding-place, smelling the sour, tangy river smell, mixed with the musty smell of the nettles, and watching the river,
            pale as tea where the sun touched it, dark and silk smooth in the shade. There were insects trailing legs like black cotton
            over the top of the water, and spiders’ webs on the bank that I couldn’t see, only feel, when my face touched them. The baby
            cried in his pram and my mother called me. I didn’t answer, to tease her, and then later, when she had begun to sound angry,
            I didn’t go because I was frightened. My feet slipped and squeaked on the wet bank and I was afraid I would fall and drown.
            I began to cry, very loudly, so she would hear and be sorry and come to find me. But when she did come, she wasn’t kind; she
            dragged me off the bank, through the nettles, and slapped my face, only once, but hard. I said, ‘It’s not fair, I wasn’t being
            bad, just playing,’ and she said, ‘Oh darling, I’m a pig, I was just so frightened,’ and started to kiss the place where she
            had hit me and stroke back my hair. But I went stiff and turned my face away; I wouldn’t speak to her, not all the rest of
            that day, not even when she put me to bed and said could she read me a story. I pulled the bedclothes over my head. When my
            father came home, he pulled them off me and tickled my stomach and said, ‘What’s all this, chicken?’ I said, ‘She hit me because SHE was frightened,’ and he laughed and laughed and pulled me on his lap and rasped his chin into my neck to make me laugh too,
            and said, ‘Well, at least you’ve learned something today,’ and called my mother to come and read us both a story.
         

      

      
      Her brother said, ‘Time for lunch.’

      
      Lucy looked up and saw Toby on the landing-stage. She said, indignantly, ‘I was supposed to call you.’
      

      
      He laughed and held out his hand to help them across the tricky bit where the bank had crumbled. Greg swung on his arm suddenly,
         almost jerking him off balance, and Toby cuffed him lightly.
      

      
      ‘Has she come?’ Lucy asked. She thought Toby nodded, but since he was covered from head to foot in a black, Arab burnous,
         only his nose showing, it was hard to say.
      

      
      They went up the garden, clinging to his robe, wet feet squeaking on the dry, cropped lawn. Toby said, ‘Change your shoes,
         they stink. And Greg, don’t lick Aunt Phoebe when you kiss her.’
      

      
      Aunt Phoebe used a face powder that smelled like icing sugar, which was why Greg had once licked it. It lay in pale drifts
         at the sides of her cheeks and in the creases of her prominent, beautiful eyes. Her face was handsome in a formidable, bony
         way, the flesh having receded with age like sand from a windswept shore, leaving her high-ridged nose somehow naked and stranded,
         like a proud, wrecked ship on a beach. This was the Flower nose. Toby had inherited it, but his version was still soft with
         youth, still delicately beaky: it was a feature, his father said, that only reached its full glory with age. In Aunt Phoebe,
         fifty-seven years old, it had come to maturity: beneath it, her darkly painted, rosebud mouth seemed absurd, as if Genghis
         Khan had worn lipstick. Greg ducked his head as she kissed him and her lips touched his hair; Lucy endured them on her cheek.
      

      
      Her father, carving the joint, said, ‘What have you been up to? Your mother, yelling her head off!’

      
      
      Aunt Phoebe said, ‘I was afraid I wasn’t going to see you today.’

      
      ‘We were racing sticks,’ Lucy said.

      
      Aunt Phoebe smiled. But her eyes were fixed on Toby who had sat down opposite her, his face almost hidden by the hood of his
         burnous.
      

      
      Lucy was frightened. She said quickly, ‘The river’s terribly fast, like rapids. We’d have been swept over the weir, if we’d
         fallen in.’
      

      
      Aunt Phoebe’s attention was usually to be caught with tales of physical danger, but not today. All she said was, ‘Lucky you
         can both swim, dear.’
      

      
      Toby began to hum softly.

      
      Lucy said, ‘Whether Greg could swim well enough, I don’t know! He shouldn’t really have been down there on his own!’

      
      Greg went scarlet. ‘I got my swimmer’s badge hundreds of years ago.’

      
      ‘This summer,’ Lucy said.

      
      ‘Don’t speak with your mouth full,’ her mother said.

      
      Aunt Phoebe helped herself to beans. She said, ‘Toby, do look at me.’ She laughed her trilling laugh. ‘I’m not an ogre, you
         know.’
      

      
      ‘Ogress,’ Lucy said.

      
      Her father frowned at her.

      
      ‘You correct me,’ Lucy said.

      
      Toby had raised his head a little. But the hood still covered the upper part of his face.

      
      Aunt Phoebe said, ‘Toby, your parents have told me what happened at school. It’s a terrible disappointment for you and for
         them, but what’s done is done and I don’t intend to dwell on it. I just want to say one thing. I hope you’ll treat this, not
         as a disaster, but a challenge! When something like this happens, it is often the moment to change direction! Lots of great
         men have had setbacks, worse ones than being expelled from school! But they haven’t sat down under them, nor retreated into
         self-pity. Not stagnated, but gone on to climb the heights. Failure was often just what they needed to set them on the path of success. A timely spur! Grasp the nettle, Toby, grasp the nettle!’
      

      
      ‘Suppose it stings me,’ Toby said, but so softly that only sharp, young ears could catch it. Lucy pursed her mouth and breathed
         deeply but Greg spluttered a quantity of roast beef on to the polished table.
      

      
      ‘Greg,’ his mother said. ‘Oh Greg!’ And got up quickly to fetch a cloth from the kitchen.

      
      But once Greg had started, he couldn’t stop. Aunt Phoebe often set him off – not the things she said, but the way she looked
         when she said them. For one thing, she always kept her hat on during lunch, and today she was wearing a stranger decoration
         than usual; what seemed to be two tropical birds, intertwined in death, their blue and purple wings brushing her lined, ivory
         forehead. When she ate or talked, her scalp moved, so that the bright birds’ wings quivered.
      

      
      Eyes fixed on the hat, Greg started banging with his fork and hiccuping, mouth wide open, showing what was left inside.

      
      Toby took the fork away, cracked him lightly over the knuckles and said, ‘Shut up this minute.’

      
      Greg stopped at once. He gave Toby a baleful look and stared at his plate. Two enormous tears splashed down.

      
      Lucy saw that Aunt Phoebe had coloured up in a curious way: her cheeks had brownish patches, like iron mould, and the end
         of her nose had gone white. She drew a deep breath, patted the collar of her blouse with her thin, ringed hand, and said,
         ‘Toby, do you really think it your place to teach little Gregory good behaviour?’
      

      
      She stood, laying her napkin by her plate; went round the table and put one arm lovingly round Gregory’s shoulders, drawing
         him to her. When his sobs subsided, she held a lace handkerchief to his nose with her free hand and said, ‘Blow.’ Greg blew;
         then smiled up at her, very sweetly. A kind child, he did, whenever possible what was expected of him. ‘Poor lamb,’ Aunt Phoebe
         said, and returned to her own place.
      

      
      
      Toby sat still, his face hidden again by the black hood.

      
      His father said, ‘Phoebe, Toby was perfectly right, you know.’

      
      He was smiling calmly, almost merrily, as if all that was under discussion was a simple issue of manners. Perhaps he was pretending,
         but Lucy thought it unlikely. She had noticed before that her father seemed only to see the surface of things, to hear just
         the words spoken, not what lay beneath them. He could never scent trouble as she could. As her mother could …
      

      
      She had come back into the room and was rubbing at the mess Greg had made round his plate. ‘Mucky little rat,’ she muttered,
         and then looked at Aunt Phoebe. ‘Right about what?’ she said, speaking slowly and somehow reluctantly, as if, although she
         knew she must ask, she didn’t really want to know.
      

      
      Lucy said, ‘Nothing. Just Toby slapped Greg because he couldn’t stop laughing.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t nothing, Lucy’ Aunt Phoebe said. Her eyes shone and she lifted her face with that proud, great nose – like a general,
         Lucy thought, half-admiring, half-fearful, a general, going into battle. ‘You have to earn the right to correct others, Toby.
         And a boy who indulges in the sort of filthy habit – vice, if we are to speak plainly, and it is a moment to speak plainly, I think – that has got you expelled from the school your
         parents have worked and slaved to send you to, has no right to anything until he has tried to re-establish himself. Certainly
         no right at all to make his innocent little brother cry!’
      

      
      Lucy looked at her father. Oh, please. He smiled at her, apparently naturally. ‘For heaven’s sake, Phoebe. There’s only one way to stop an hysterical child!’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what she’s talking about.’ Lucy transferred her gaze to her mother, who was polishing away as she spoke, hard
         and resentfully as if she really cared about marks on her table. Then she stopped, heaved a deep, deep sigh, and looked at
         Aunt Phoebe, although Lucy knew she was really speaking to her father. ‘I told you it was stupid to tell her, that she couldn’t
         possibly understand, that she’d just go on and on as if the child should be punished. As if he were some sort of criminal …’
      

      
      ‘In the eyes of the law, he is a criminal, Margaret.’ Aunt Phoebe’s voice rang out like a bugle; a call to battle. ‘You’re
         deceiving yourself if you think otherwise. And harming the boy. Oh, I’ve seen things before and kept quiet for the sake of
         peace, but you can’t go on, not and keep your self respect! You’ve been too easy. Why, I’ve been here weekend after weekend
         and seen Charlie mowing the lawn and you up to your eyes in the kitchen and not a hand’s turn from him – lying in bed till
         all hours or out on the lawn reading, like a great, idle lout!’
      

      
      ‘Idle louts don’t read,’ Lucy said, and began to tremble with excitement and dread. Forces were being released here like bats
         from a box: their dark wings beat round her head.
      

      
      ‘You never loved him,’ her mother said. She spoke quietly, but something in her voice carried like a shout. ‘He was born before
         you thought it was sensible. Do you think I forget? You came to see me in hospital and said – Poor Charlie, what a millstone
         to hang round his neck!’
      

      
      Lucy stared at her aunt.

      
      ‘Did you say that, Phoebe?’ her father enquired – for form’s sake, presumably: remarks of this kind being as natural from his
         sister as breathing.
      

      
      ‘Not that I remember.’ Aunt Phoebe spoke in a cold, quick, angry voice. A long pause. Then, quite differently, ‘You know I
         love the child.’ She looked down at her plate and touched the knife and fork beside it with hands that had begun to shake
         a little: there were blue snaking veins on the backs and the knuckles rose in small, soft-seeming bumps, like pink pads.
      

      
      Toby got up and left the room, tripping once over his robe. He closed the door, not quite slamming it, but hard enough to
         shake a sliver of paint from the hinge. Lucy saw it fall to the floor, a pile arrow-fleck on the dark carpet.
      

      
      Her mother said, carefully, brightly, ‘Lucy darling, have you finished your meat?’

      
      
      Lucy put her knife and fork together and nodded without looking.

      
      ‘Well, then! Why don’t you and Greg take your fruit and cheese into the garden? It’s so stuffy indoors and so lovely outside. We
         may not have another day like this all summer!’
      

      
      Greg got off his chair before she had finished speaking. His face was closed. He had shut himself off, Lucy saw, remembering
         suddenly how she had once been able to do just that, unfocusing her eyes and concentrating hard on something else, and envying
         him because he was young enough to do it now. Her own legs would scarcely obey her; they felt cold and heavy, tingling pins
         and needles as if she had been sitting crouched up too long and they had gone to sleep beneath her. By the time she was on
         her feet, her mother had cut several hunks of pale, crumbly cheese and wrapped them in a napkin. ‘Apple or pear?’ she asked,
         hand hovering over the fruit bowl.
      

      
      ‘Both,’ Greg said.

      
      ‘Greg, that’s not polite!’
      

      
      ‘Christ, Maggie!’ Shocked, Lucy looked at her father. His face had gone pink and puffy. He banged the heel of his hand on
         the table. ‘Must we be so bloody genteel?’
      

      
      Her mother sat down suddenly, as if hit. She said, ‘I suppose not,’ in so stumbling and unnatural a tone that Lucy felt instantly
         protective towards her. ‘Take what you like,’ she said, and pushed the bowl towards her children with a small, tight, shamed
         smile: as their hands went out, her own dropped into her lap and laced together.
      

      
      They went into the garden. Greg ran off without a word, down to the river, tunelessly singing. Toby was lying on the lawn,
         face down. Lucy squatted beside him.
      

      
      She said, ‘Toby.’ He didn’t move. She said, ‘Don’t take any notice of her. She’s a silly old fool.’ He didn’t answer. ‘A rotten,
         awful bitch,’ she said, biting into her apple and looking up at the sun. There was a skim of cloud across it, making it paler than it had
         been earlier, and watery round the edges. She said, ‘You can have my cheese if you like.’
      

      
      Toby made a low sound, a grunt, or moan, and got up from the ground in one quick movement, arms flailing like huge, awkward wings as he half-lost his balance; then he ran, stumbling,
         up the lawn. Watching him, Lucy bit into her apple without looking and her teeth met in slimy mush. She said, ‘Eeeeugh,’ retching,
         stiff with disgust, and threw the bad fruit into the rose bushes.
      

      
      Toby had vanished round the side of the house; when she had finished spitting, and was cleaning her tongue with her handkerchief,
         he appeared again, hauling the motor mower behind him. Bending over it, he yanked at the starter string; once, twice, three
         times. It gave an uneasy, petulant cough, stammered, roared into life. Toby came down the lawn at full throttle: reaching
         the rose bed, he arched himself back like a charioteer and hurled the machine round, hardly slowing. Up the lawn and down,
         up and down; wheels gouging as he turned and curling up fresh earth like a plough. It was as if he were running some terrible
         race: when he passed close to Lucy, in a wave of exhaust fumes and flying, sweet-scented grass, she could hear his panting
         breath. She ran after him to stop him, to say their father had cut the lawn only that morning, but as she came near, his hood
         fell back and she saw his face, streaming with tears. Then he whirled on, past her.
      

      
      She felt breathless as if she had just swallowed a cup of icy water. Her stomach tightened. She said, aloud, ‘Oh, his poor
         face.’
      

      
      She turned towards the house. Her legs carried her up the steps to the flagged terrace and along the cool hall to the open
         door of the dining-room.
      

      
      They were sitting where she had left them. Her father at the end of the table, facing her; her mother and Aunt Phoebe on his
         either side, the fruit bowl between them. All three were looking at her. She wanted to shout at them, but her tongue was clumsy
         and thick in her mouth. She thought she did say something, perhaps just, Toby is crying, but perhaps not, because Aunt Phoebe said, quite cheerfully and naturally,.’Goodness me, what an expression to frighten the
         crows!’
      

      
      
      For a second, Lucy stood, frozen: then that foolish, innocent remark seemed to seize and canalise her, pick her up and sweep
         her forward on a narrow, swift current of rage. There was something bright on the table; bright and cold in her hand. ‘I hate
         you,’ she said, and lunged forward. Her aunt’s face reared backwards above her; flaring, horse’s nostrils, a stretched, taut,
         red-patched neck. Her father shouted ‘Lucy!’ but it was her mother’s hands that caught her elbows and pinioned them behind
         her.
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