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For Bill Manhire








PART ONE



The Book of Dreams










Vincent


Before I knew what I was, I lived with my brothers in a grand old house in the heart of the New Forest. It had blue velvet curtains full of dust, and fire surrounds painted like marble to fool the eye, and a panelled Entrance Hall hung with old dark mirrors. An oak griffin perched on the newel post of the creaking staircase; we touched its satiny wings for luck whenever we passed, and whispered the motto carved on the scroll across its chest: Verité Sans Peur. We can’t have been far from the ocean – I realise that now – but we’d never been beyond Ashbridge, never seen the water. We dreamt of it though, the three of us, conjured a gentle hushing as constant as the hushing of our own breaths, our own blood. Close, we thought, to the sound children heard before they were born, so that something in us – some old instinct – made us long for it. One day we’d go there, we said, to the place where all life began.


The house was one of the Sycamore Homes purchased in 1944, after the war, to accommodate children like us – although numbers dropped over the years. Perhaps you’ve heard of the Scheme …? But then again, perhaps not. For the most part, for decades, everyone ignored us – never gave us a second thought. And afterwards, people didn’t like to talk about the Homes because they didn’t like to feel guilty, which I can understand. Anyway, they’re all gone now: boarded up or bulldozed, or turned into flats that bear no trace of what happened there.


Ours was for boys. It stood on the edge of the woods just across the river from Ashbridge village, and was called Captain Scott after the great doomed explorer. The outside was painted white, but here and there it had flaked away, and you could make out the rust-red brickwork showing through. The grounds were enclosed by a high flint wall with broken glass set in the top to keep us safe; we were very special, our mothers told us, and needed looking after. If we went outside early enough we could see the low sun shining through the pieces of glass, shards of amber and emerald alight in the quiet morning, and the flint opaque, like chunks of gristle in a white rind.


My brothers and I spent a lot of time in the garden, collecting horse-chestnut leaves big enough to cover our faces, cutting worms in half to find out if they would regenerate, digging for ancient coins and treasure because we’d heard of farmers unearthing fabulous hoards, and who knew what was under our feet? We trapped centipedes and kept them in matchboxes and jars, caught peacock butterflies and blew on their powdery wings that were patterned with eyes to scare away predators. We made sacrifices to the garden gods: little cairns of beetles, moss pressed into the shape of a bird, a circle of heart-shaped petals plucked from the white camellia bush, a snail rammed onto a sharp stick like the head of a traitor on a pike. In the fernery we studied ourselves in the gazing ball – a mirrored sphere that changed us into peculiar creatures and stretched the Home behind us out of all proportion. Good boys, helpful boys, we gathered peppery watercress from the nearby stream to put in our sandwiches, and mushrooms to make the stew go further, but we knew not to touch the death caps, or even the false death caps, which were also poisonous. When we were quite alone we poked at patches of long grass in the hope of flushing out adders, though we kept that to ourselves. From the ancient lemon tree we picked the knobbled lemons and took them to Mother Afternoon, who cut them in half and juiced them by hand on the glass lemon-squeezer, pausing every few moments to scoop out pips or pulp. The discarded skins gathered at her elbow, their insides all silky and ruined, and she poured the juice into ice-cube trays and froze it.


We never dreamt of trying to escape. Those days were happy days, before I knew what I was.


Our mothers had their own quarters in the North Wing of the house, which we hardly ever saw, and each day they came to look after us in shifts. They weren’t our real mothers – we understood that from the start – but they seemed to love us as their own; often they said they’d like to gobble us up. At any time we were permitted to take the albums from the shelf in the Library and look at the photos of them holding us as babies on their laps, shaking rattles at us, bathing us, testing the heat of our milk on their wrists to make sure we wouldn’t burn our little mouths. It was all documented. There we were, lined up with the other Captain Scott boys in our highchairs, banging our spoons on our teddy-bear plates. We had no memory of these scenes, but our mothers told us how hungry we were, how they used to tickle our tummies and say You’ll pop! You’ll explode! In the albums, too, curls of our downy hair tied with ribbon – how white it was, how fine – and labelled Vincent, William, Lawrence, because otherwise you couldn’t have told one curl from another. Our first teeth, also labelled, also identical. We knew how special we were when we looked at the precious little bits of us our mothers had saved. Oh yes, they loved us. If they had favourites, they never showed it.


Mother Morning’s shift began at 5 a.m., when we were still sound asleep. Silently she unlocked the door in the upstairs passageway separating their wing from ours, then crept down to the Kitchen to relieve Mother Night. They had a quick chat, keeping their voices low so as not to risk waking us, Mother Night passing on to Mother Morning any information that might be useful for her to know. One of us was talking in his sleep, one of us had wet the bed again – ordinary things like that, we supposed. While we slept on, she made her way to the Laundry, where our dirty clothes waited at the bottom of the chute to be washed, and our clean clothes waited to be ironed and folded and given back to us – green shirts for Lawrence, red for William and yellow for me. We were always nicely turned out; that was important, Mother Morning said, because people judged other people on things like clothes and hair and fingernails – it was just human nature.


At half past six, tucking The Book of Dreams under her arm, a floral housecoat buttoned over her plain skirt and blouse, Mother Morning tiptoed up the stairs to our room.


Sometimes we woke before she entered, and we made ourselves lie there still as stones and think of our dreams and only our dreams. Underneath us the sheets had wrinkled and twisted, and we longed to wriggle our bodies clear of the bulky seams where the candy-striped cotton had been repaired – but if we started to move, if we so much as opened our eyes, the dreams might trickle away to nothing, and we’d have to say we were sorry but we couldn’t remember. Mother Morning would speak to us in her sad voice then, as if we had hurt her, jabbed at some soft and secret part of her with the nail scissors that were not a toy. More often, she woke us, touching our shoulders and whispering our names. On those mornings we scarcely knew she was there; we were recounting our dreams to ourselves, we felt, still more asleep than awake. Lawrence slept nearest the door, so she went to him first, sitting on the edge of his bed and opening her Book, entering the date and his name, waiting for him to speak. Next she went to William, who slept by the old fireplace, and at last she came to me, over by the windows. I had to block my brothers’ voices as they gave their accounts, otherwise their dreams would creep into my own, and that would really mess things up, said Mother Morning. That would seriously muddy the waters.


‘Vincent,’ she’d murmur when it was my turn, her pen poised, her freckled face and auburn curls beginning to take shape in the brightening room. ‘Tell me everything you remember.’


‘I’m wandering across the empty heathland and out of nowhere a pony rears up in front of me,’ I’d reply, or ‘I’m eating my lunch and I bite down on something hard, and it’s one of my teeth come loose,’ or ‘I’m wrapping a present and I want to keep it for myself, but Mother Afternoon says that’s as good as stealing.’ My brothers and I always spoke in the present tense for our sessions with Mother Morning, pretending we were still dreaming the dreams, because that was how she preferred it. The past tense, she said, distanced us from the material; it was full of forgetting. ‘I’m trying to light a fire, but the matches won’t work. I’m sewing name tags into my new clothes, and every time I look the pile is bigger, and I don’t know how I’ll ever wear that many jumpers.’


She wrote it all down in her Book, day in, day out. All the nonsense, the garbled fragments. Sometimes, when I think of those mornings now, they smudge and flatten into one long morning, one long dream. Our sleepy voices. Our crochet blankets made by Mother Night slipping from our beds. The feather pillows that huffed out invisible dust. Mother Morning’s pen scratching across the page as she noted every detail.


You probably don’t remember your own ancient dreams, let alone somebody else’s, so you might not believe me when I say that I remember one of Lawrence’s dreams with total clarity. It’s such a long time ago now – March 1979 – but I remember it because it was the first I heard of her.


‘I’m chasing a girl through the woods,’ he said, still half asleep.


‘A girl?’ said Mother Morning, something different in her voice. Something brittle. ‘How old is this girl?’


‘About my age – about thirteen. It’s springtime, and I’ve picked a bunch of bluebells for her.’


William said, ‘Lawrence has a girlfriend,’ and I laughed even though I should have been concentrating on my own dream.


‘Quiet!’ hissed Mother Morning, who never spoke to us like that. ‘Lawrence, go on. What does the girl look like?’


‘Skinny. Bare feet. Long black hair.’


‘And her clothes?’


Lawrence was silent.


‘What is she wearing, Lawrence?’


A pause. The air in our bedroom taut, charged. ‘Nothing,’ he whispered.


I laughed again; I couldn’t help myself.


‘Will you be quiet!’ said Mother Morning. ‘Now, Lawrence my darling, do you catch this girl?’


‘No. She keeps looking over her shoulder at me, laughing, but I can’t catch her. That’s the end.’


‘Nothing else?’ said Mother Morning. ‘Are you certain?’


‘That’s the end,’ he repeated.


After we’d made our beds and washed our faces and gone outside for Morning Exercise, William and I tried to find out more. Was she a sexy girl? Was it a sexy dream? We’d just begun to have those, the three of us, losing control of our bodies as we slept, waking to wet sheets that we bundled down the laundry chute. At first we were worried we might be sick, or even dying, but Mother Morning said it was just something we had to take in our stride, unpleasant as it might be for all concerned.


Lawrence shrugged off our questions and did the stretches we had to do at the start of Morning Exercise so we didn’t injure ourselves. He grimaced when he rotated his shoulders, circled his hips, raised his bent knees to his chest; his joints had been hurting for a few weeks. She was just a girl, he said. Nothing special. Even when William and I sat on him – making sure that none of our mothers could see us – he made the sign for zipping his lips. He could be stubborn like that, especially if we ganged up on him.


We did our press-ups and star jumps, shaking off the cold of the March morning. A half-moon still hung in the sky, which always seemed wrong, no matter how many times we saw it. We squinted and tried to make out the flags our mothers had told us were flying up there, the American, the German and the British, planted into the moon’s dust in 1957.


Later, as we waited in the Library for Lessons, William started asking about Lawrence’s dream again, but Lawrence busied himself with choosing half a dozen coloured pencils from the treacle tin and sharpening them one by one. He was blushing, though. Blushing about the girl with no clothes on.


I wandered to the back of the room and peered at the photographs that hung next to the Equipment Cupboard. For as long as I could remember, we’d lined up outside once a year so Mother Morning could take a picture of us all for Dr Roach’s records. She used a big, proper camera – every Home had one – and we stood in a row by the lavender beds. I looked at the photo from three years earlier, back when we must have had forty boys left. I could see the Jones twins, the Brown quads, the Smith triplets – all gone to the Big House in Margate. John Wilson and David Collins, who had no brothers so everyone felt sorry for them but at the same time didn’t want to be their friend – also gone. Paul Brown was wearing the Aran jumper Mother Night had knitted him for his birthday; he loved it so much he wore it till the waistband unravelled and the cuffs rode way up past his wrists. Richard Jones had removed his glasses but his brother hadn’t; they’d always tried to differentiate themselves in little ways. Roger Smith was grinning from ear to ear because he knew what William was going to try – and there he was, my beautiful brother, at both ends of the long row of boys. First he’d stood on Mother Morning’s far left, smiling for the camera, and then, as it panned across us, he’d sprinted to her far right. But who was the boy next to me? And the one next to him, for that matter? I realised I couldn’t remember their names, now that they’d gone to Margate. Could barely remember them at all. And no newcomers had joined us in years – at Captain Scott, we were the last.


‘Right, boys,’ said Mother Morning when she arrived for Lessons, ‘take out your work, please. We’ve a lot to get through today. How are we feeling? Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed?’


Yes, we nodded, no problems. No real problems. I felt a little flutter in my chest.


We were finishing off World War II that week, and Mother Morning took Volume 7 (SEV–ZWI) of The Book of Knowledge from the shelf and turned to the section on the Gothenburg Treaty. ‘On 16 November 1943,’ she read, ‘Adolf Hitler was killed by a bomb concealed on the person of Major Axel von dem Bussche. Bussche was modelling the Army’s new winter uniform for Hitler and carried the modified landmine in a backpack. On approaching the Führer he activated the detonator, clearing his throat to cover the sound of the hissing. As he embraced Hitler, the blast killed both men instantly.’


William hissed air through his teeth and grabbed Lawrence in a hug, then made a noise in his throat like a bomb and hurled himself to the floor, taking Lawrence with him.


‘Yes, thank you, William,’ said Mother Morning. ‘Very realistic. Take your seats, please, boys.’


‘He hurt my wrist!’ said Lawrence, though he knew that complaining never got us anywhere.


‘Take your seat,’ said Mother Morning, twirling her finger at Lawrence’s chair and reading on. ‘In the wake of the assassination, the conspirators executed senior Nazi leaders and established an interim government. Two weeks later, peace talks began in Gothenburg, Sweden, with the Western Allies. The American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, initially demanded nothing less than Germany’s unconditional surrender, but after complex negotiations, Germany agreed to withdraw from France and not to resist an Allied occupation, which afforded them protection from full-scale Soviet invasion. Germany also agreed to democratic elections before the end of the year; these saw Claus von Stauffenberg take over as Prime Minister and Field Marshal Erwin Rommel as Chancellor. Following the urging of our Prime Minister, Lord Halifax, the Allies then acquiesced to Germany’s retention of Sudetenland, Austria and Alsace-Lorraine. Minister of Defence Winston Churchill regarded this compromise as a bitter pill to swallow, but Halifax declared, “The hour of urgency is upon us. Further delay will cause only further suffering: we must act to bring about peace, whatever the price.”’ Mother Morning’s voice dropped several notes when she spoke these words, and she paused. ‘In this world,’ she said, ‘it’s not possible to have everything we want. Everything we think is right. Sometimes we have to make difficult decisions. Yes?’


We nodded, though we weren’t entirely sure what she meant.


‘Who won the war, then?’ said William.


‘Well,’ said Mother Morning, ‘nobody.’


‘Somebody must have won,’ he said.


‘Nobody won and nobody lost,’ said Mother Morning. ‘That’s what the Gothenburg signatories agreed to. And many wonderful things came of the Treaty,’ she went on. ‘Not only a swift end to the war, but the sharing of all sorts of important research. As we know, crucial advances in the biological sciences had already been made in the wake of World War I, when millions of soldiers and civilians were lost and terrible diseases ran rampant. Scientists had scrambled to …’ Here she faltered. ‘Scrambled to stamp out those diseases, and were beginning to achieve miracles. Things the world had never dreamt possible. Penicillin mass-produced by …?’


‘Nineteen thirty,’ we said.


‘A polio vaccine by …?’


‘Nineteen thirty-eight.’


‘DNA’s double helix discovered in …?’


‘Nineteen thirty-nine.’


She beamed at us; she was always pleased when we remembered material from earlier Lessons.


‘And then,’ she said, ‘with the collaborations made possible by the Treaty, huge progress was achieved. Our own Dr Roach made astounding progress in – in his field, with access to studies conducted in the camps before and during the war. Terrible information, some of it, but of immense scientific value. So you see, those poor people did not die in vain. They live on, in a way – we can think of it like that. We must keep in mind the greater good.’


We nodded again, and then she looked at the clock, and it was Break Time. She went to the Kitchen to cut us up our apples and cheese, tip the raisins into the little blue bowl and measure out our medicine.


William took down Volume 1 (A–BON) of The Book of Knowledge and found the entry for Adam and Eve. We’d often studied it when we were alone, mainly for the nude painting, though it was just a hazy reproduction – a black-and-white copy that dissolved into fly-dirt dots if you held it too close.


‘Is this what the girl in your dream looked like?’ he asked Lawrence. ‘She has long dark hair. Maybe this is where you got her from.’


Lawrence sighed: we weren’t going to drop the matter. He considered Eve’s fleshy arms, her generous hips. ‘Too lumpy,’ he said. ‘And I still think Adam’s trying to grab her bosoms.’


We’d had this argument before. ‘He’s trying to stop her from taking the fruit,’ I said.


‘And grab her bosoms.’


William slid the Book back into its place and sat on the edge of the windowsill, picking at the glass eye of the ornamental goat we’d made on Craft Day. It stared back unblinking, strangely human. ‘I think I might have dreamt of her too,’ he said.


‘Who, Eve?’ said Lawrence.


‘The skinny girl, running through the woods.’


‘What?’


Other sets of brothers had shared dreams before, but not us.


‘You never told Mother Morning,’ I said.


‘No.’


‘Did you forget it?’


That happened now and again – we forgot dreams and later they returned to us, triggered by something we saw or heard, and we reported them to whichever mother was on duty so she could make a retrospective entry in the Book.


‘No,’ said William. ‘I was … a bit scared of her.’


‘Mother Morning?’ I said. She could be strict, but was never frightening. Not really.


‘The girl in the dream.’ He was still picking at the goat’s eye, and finally it fell from the wooden head, the wire at its root clogged with glue.


Lawrence was frowning. ‘Scared of her?’ he said. Nothing scared William.


‘I thought if I talked about her, I’d be … making her real.’


I could tell William was spooked. ‘It was just a stupid dream – it doesn’t mean anything,’ I said. I took a tube of glue from the Equipment Cupboard and fixed the goat’s eye, feeding the wire back inside its head. ‘I know what we’ll do. This afternoon, when we’ve finished lunch, I’ll be you and you can be Lawrence and he can be me. Okay?’


We’d done this ever since we were little – pretended to be one another to see if anyone noticed. Sometimes they did – we’d answer to the wrong name, which is to say the right name, or we’d forget to hide a tell-tale rash or bruise – but mostly we got away with it. That’s how alike we were.


I needed to use the lavatory, so I flung open the Library door and strode into the passageway, saying, ‘The hour of urgency is upon us. Further delay will cause only further suffering.’ As I passed Mother Afternoon’s ikebana arrangement of plum branches, hydrangeas and buddleia that represented the cosmic balance between abundance and emptiness, I almost collided with Mother Morning. She raised her eyebrow at me – we dreaded the raised eyebrow – and carefully set down the tray of apple quarters, cheese, raisins and medicine before telling me that she’d heard what I’d said, and while I might think I was being funny I should show some respect for our British heroes like Prime Minister Halifax. He had made the best of a bad situation, and our country had benefited – science had benefited – thanks to the decisions he’d taken.


‘Do I need to write you up, Vincent?’ she asked.


‘No, Mother Morning,’ I said, and the weakness came over me. Another flutter in my chest. ‘Sorry.’


‘Hm. Very well. But watch yourself.’


‘Yes, Mother Morning.’


We trembled at the thought of being written up – for just as our dreams were recorded, so too were our crimes. The Book of Guilt sat on the bottom shelf of the Library, next to the photograph albums, and in it our mothers wrote all our bad behaviour; things we should feel guilty for. Lying, kicking, interfering with ourselves, displaying the wrong attitude. When I think about it now, no punishments were ever meted out. Being written up was the punishment. Disappointing our mothers was the punishment.


That day, after lunch, we disappeared to our room and swapped our clothes – Lawrence took my yellow shirt, William took Lawrence’s green one, and I took William’s red. The dark-haired girl all but forgotten, we giggled as we looked at our changed reflections. Wicked creatures, we whispered – wicked, wicked. When Mother Afternoon came on duty at one o’clock she noticed nothing out of the ordinary, and we didn’t change back into ourselves until bedtime. 










Nancy


In March 1979, on Nancy’s thirteenth birthday, her mother handed her a tiny parcel wrapped in pale-pink tissue paper. What could possibly be inside? Was her mother playing tricks on her, and really the parcel was empty? But when she opened it, two sparkling studs no bigger than pinheads fell into her palm. ‘Are they real?’ breathed Nancy, because they seemed too lovely, too precious.


‘Real glass,’ said her mother, ‘and quite old.’


Nancy had seen ladies on television wearing earrings like these: little points of light that flashed with every movement.


‘We thought they’d look nice with your special frock,’ said her father, gesturing to the silvery-green dress Nancy was wearing because it was her birthday.


‘But I don’t have pierced ears,’ she said.


‘That’s the other part of your present,’ said her mother.


She sat Nancy down at the kitchen table and draped a tea towel over her shoulders to protect the dress, then drew a dot on each earlobe with a blue biro. ‘Kenneth,’ she said, ‘the ice.’


Nancy’s father twisted a cube from the tray in the freezer, and her mother pressed it to Nancy’s left lobe.


‘You don’t want to numb yourself, Marjorie,’ he said. ‘You’ll need the use of your fingers.’


‘You’re quite right,’ said Nancy’s mother.


She capped the top of the cube with tinfoil while Nancy’s father lit a candle and held a sewing needle in the flame. Watching the little hot tongue as it flickered and bent about its sharp heart, Nancy could not tell if her ears were burning or freezing.


‘What’s that for?’ she said, but her parents simply smiled and said it would all be worth it in the end.


Her father waved the needle through the air to cool it, and then her mother held it to her ear and said, ‘Can you feel anything?’


‘No,’ said Nancy, though her chest felt full of tiny winged creatures trying to bash their way out: hummingbirds, honey bees, blowflies.


‘Now,’ said her mother, ‘you must sit very still. Don’t move a muscle.’


‘What if I need to sneeze?’


‘Do you need to sneeze?’


The creatures thrashed themselves against her ribs, scuffed her throat with the tips of their frantic wings.


‘No,’ she said. ‘But what’s the needle for?’


‘It’ll be over before you know it. Perfectly still now.’


And it was not pain she felt. Not pain, exactly, but a dragging sensation, a strange shifting and parting of the structures of her flesh. And then it was pain.


‘Still now! Still!’ said her mother, and she whisked the needle out and there was blood on her wrist, and Nancy’s father handed her an earring and she pushed it through saying, ‘Easy as pie!’


Her father was smiling, nodding. ‘You see?’ he said. ‘Didn’t we tell you?’


‘I don’t want the other one,’ said Nancy.


Her parents glanced at each other. ‘But goodness me, poppet!’ said her mother. ‘You can’t go around with just the one!’


‘How silly would that look?’ said her father. ‘All lopsided and peculiar.’


‘I don’t want it!’ said Nancy.


Her mother was already icing the other ear.


When it was done, her parents stood back and regarded her in a way they often did. Assessing, considering. Measuring her up somehow.


‘Would you look at that, Marjorie?’ said her father after a moment. ‘I think you’ve got it just right.’


‘Just right,’ her mother said, and took Nancy’s photograph.










Vincent


All our lives we’d wondered about the village just over the river. From our upstairs corner bedroom we could see across the heathland and woodland and down to Ashbridge, where the clock told four different times on its four blue faces, and the church steeple rose above the red roofs. On rainy days the clay tiles looked shiny, slick as wet leaves, and in winter the smoke rose from the chimneys, the fires inside the houses keeping all the families cosy and warm – so we imagined. As little boys, when we’d asked our mothers why we couldn’t go there, they’d told us we were delicate; our health was delicate. If we ventured beyond our gates we might catch something from the villagers, which could prove very dangerous indeed. So that was the rule.


Then, in the spring of 1978, everything changed: provided we were well, we could accompany our mothers when they needed to visit the bank or the Post Office, or treat themselves to the new Woman’s Realm when they’d saved up enough money, or find us some new shoes because we were growing like vines. That was the new rule, which replaced the old rule.


We could hardly believe it. We asked Mother Morning exactly who had decided to let us out – had she?


No no, she said; she possessed no such powers.


Dr Roach, then?


No, she said, certainly not Dr Roach. The government had decided, although she doubted they’d be the government for much longer.


So a new government could change the rules back?


Perhaps, she said.


And would a new government also start sending boys to Captain Scott again? So we wouldn’t be the last ones?


She didn’t know, she said. She couldn’t see into the future.


At first we were nervous – we worried we’d pick something up from the villagers. But no, Mother Morning assured us: as long as we felt healthy, and maintained the right attitude, there was no danger. And how thrilling those first outings were! How strange to see the flint wall from the other side, and to leave the Home behind us as we walked with Mother Afternoon along the narrow road! We jumped when we heard a car approach, but it slowed right down to pass us, the driver peering through the window with a puzzled look on his face. Mother Afternoon told us to ignore him. We skipped along by the hedgerows, passing the sleepy-eyed cows and the skittery ponies that flicked their tails in the green air, and the crab-apple tree that was hollow at the heart but still growing, and then we crossed the stone bridge that separated us from the village. Through the high-street windows we saw whole sides of pork and whole jars of sweets, mannequins wearing real clothes and painted-on hair, tins of rice pudding arranged in precarious stacks, and, in the bakery window, a little automaton dressed in a white apron and white hat, nodding his head and tapping on the glass with a wooden spoon. But although we were locals – we’d lived in Ashbridge our whole lives, after all – the villagers never really warmed to us; they gave the briefest of nods if we said hello, and the schoolchildren in their smart uniforms nudged one another and stared wide-eyed, and the shopkeepers stonewalled most attempts at small talk. One man hurried his daughter across the street to avoid us, and when she said that we looked quite normal, he muttered, ‘They’re not like you and me.’ Another man said to his wife, ‘They’ll be wanting the right to vote before too long. The right to marry. You mark my words.’ And Lawrence soon learned not to try to pat people’s dogs.


‘Rise above, rise above,’ Mother Afternoon told us. ‘You’re a hundred times better than they are.’


Only Mr Webb the baker was friendly, slipping an extra cream bun into the bag near closing time, asking if I had a young lady yet, because what was a handsome chap like me doing without one? Mother Morning said he was simple – a bit touched – but I thought he was kind.


Very occasionally, if our mothers were busy – and if we were feeling well – we were allowed to go to the village on errands by ourselves, though we had to promise perfect behaviour. Mother Afternoon would want a card of buttons or a bit of elastic, or she’d decide we’d earned a treacle tart or custard slice for good manners. Mother Morning would discover someone had used the last teabag, so there were no teabags for anyone else, which was a sorry state of affairs.


I remember the first time I went to the village alone: early that summer, in 1979. A new government had indeed come to power, and my brothers and I were worried that they’d say we couldn’t go out any more, but the days passed and nothing changed. How lucky, we said; we didn’t think we could return to the old rules. When Mother Afternoon needed some wire to support the flowers in a new ikebana arrangement, she gave me some money and told me not to dawdle. I knotted the coins inside a handkerchief, pushed them deep into a pocket so they couldn’t fall out, and set off. Wild strawberries were ripening under the hedgerows, and I stopped and ate as many as I could find, careful to check for weevils. I wiped my fingers on the grass rather than on my trousers, which would have been thoughtless and made more work for Mother Afternoon when she had quite enough on her plate.


In the high street, two young mothers were pushing their babies in gleaming white prams, and they watched me as if they’d never seen me or my brothers before. When they’d passed I heard one murmur to the other: ‘Pitiful creature really – he’s never known love.’ Her friend said, ‘Of course not! They don’t respond like we do!’ Did they mean me? Was I the pitiful creature? I wanted to run back and tell them that even though we were orphans and sometimes felt poorly, we’d known love. We knew love. We had three mothers. Three! Who else could say that? But we weren’t allowed to make conversation with people unconnected with our errands.


The bell above the corner-shop door jangled as I let myself in. I could smell the bacon that Mr Kendrick sliced on the big silver machine, and the cheese, and the loose biscuits in their tins on the counter. The sweets shone in their jars – rhubarb and custards, aniseed balls, humbugs, sugar mice. I lingered beside the straw-filled wicker basket where the Lucky Bags were buried, each containing an assortment of sweets and a plastic toy. I longed to plunge my hand in and feel around for the most promising bag; who knew what you might get? A tiny deck of cards, a whistle, a compass – I’d seen village children pull out such treasures. At home I kept my one and only Lucky Bag – empty now – folded away with my private things, along with the toy I’d found inside: a plastic soldier with a parachute that used to bear him safely to the ground, before it tore.


Mr Kendrick appeared from the back room, and I thought I saw something pass across his face – a flicker of uneasiness, perhaps, or even fear – but it happened so fast I couldn’t catch it.


‘Good afternoon,’ he said. ‘William, is it? How may I help?’


‘I’m Vincent,’ I said.


There was that look again.


‘Vincent. How may I help?’


‘I need some florist wire, please.’ I took out my knotted handkerchief, and he eyed it as if he might catch something, though I didn’t have a rash of any kind at that time – just the weakness and the occasional flutter in my chest, which nobody could see. ‘It’s money,’ I said. ‘See?’


All the same, he pushed my change across the counter rather than placing it in my waiting hand. And I said thank you and wished him a pleasant day, because I remembered my manners and I knew we must never give people reason to find fault with us.


‘Aren’t you an angel,’ said Mother Afternoon, smiling her big warm smile when I handed her the wire. She was sitting at the Kitchen table, her crinkly dark-brown hair pulled into its usual bun. From her apron pocket she took the Spot the Ball coupon that she’d clipped from the newspaper. We weren’t allowed to read the paper, which was for grown-ups, but Mother Afternoon let us help her with the contests. She spent many minutes poring over the photograph – a football game with the football removed. ‘What do you think?’ she said, and I sat down next to her and squinted at the picture of the men running about and leaping into the air for no apparent reason.


‘Here?’ I said, pointing just in front of a player’s raised boot.


She shook her head. ‘Look at these three. They’re watching something up here.’ Her pen hovered in the empty sky.


And really, the ball could have been anywhere. A smaller picture showed the result of the previous contest – nowhere near the spot Mother Afternoon had chosen.


She marked the coupon with an X in six different places and tucked it back into her apron pocket, where she kept all her bits and bobs. Then she gave me a kiss. She smelled like pastry.


‘Why would Mr Kendrick be scared of me?’ I asked.


‘Scared?’ she said. ‘Of you?’


‘I thought so.’


‘Nonsense. He’s a grumpy old thing, that’s all. He’s like that with everyone.’


‘A lady said something too.’


‘What lady? In the village?’


I nodded.


‘What did she say?’ She was studying me closely, I realised.


‘She said I was a pitiful creature who’s never known love.’


Mother Afternoon was silent for a second, then let out one of her loud laughs. ‘Couldn’t be further from the truth, could it?’ She ruffled my hair. ‘Could it?’


‘No,’ I agreed. ‘Maybe she meant someone else.’


‘Must have done.’


‘What will you buy if you win Spot the Ball?’ I said.


‘A little cottage,’ she said. ‘A pet porcupine to keep me company.’


The answer was always a little cottage, but the animals changed each time.


‘And what about us?’


‘You can come and be my slaves. Cook and clean for me. Sharpen the porcupine’s quills.’


One of those silly games that families play – I’m sure you have your own.


Anyway, she never won. Not that I know of.


If we were feeling poorly we had to take it easy. No Lessons, no running about the garden like mad things, and certainly no errands. We stayed in our pyjamas and dressing gowns and sat quietly in the Playroom downstairs, drowsing in front of the gas fire. Sometimes we listened to our Peter and the Wolf record on the radiogram, or read a volume of The Book of Knowledge that wasn’t needed for Lessons that day, or did the Mona Lisa jigsaw. It was quite old, the pieces chipped and peeling, and it was missing the piece where her left eye should have been. Each time we started it we thought the eye might have turned up – but each time we got to the end and saw the hole in her face that we could not fix. We preferred the Stickle Bricks; even though we agreed we’d outgrown them, we also agreed we could still play with them when we felt poorly. We tipped them out of their shoebox and ran our fingers across the rows of bendy plastic spikes, imagining what we’d press them together to make. A castle? A cathedral? A submarine? A rocket ship? I’d once made a Stickle Brick Mother Morning, with spiky green hands and spiky red hair and one spiky raised eyebrow. I showed it to John Wilson, who was poorly that day too, and resting on the daybed; I thought it might cheer him up, but his face turned even paler, and he said he’d have to report me because if anyone saw it they might think he’d been involved. I pulled it apart then and threw all the pieces back in the box and refused to speak to him. I think he went to Margate soon afterwards.


We didn’t know the name of our sickness, and its symptoms varied from month to month and boy to boy: we just called it the Bug, as if we might catch it like the shieldbugs we caught in jars. We’d watch them crawling around in circles, looking for a way out, until one morning we’d find them on their backs, legs in the air, motionless even when we poked them with a pin. In The Book of Knowledge we read about Man’s Deadliest Foe: the Microbe. Not all germs are harmful to Man; indeed, many are his most active servants in the cultivation of crops and the destruction of putrefying matter. But others start a work of destruction as soon as they enter the human body. If we had a sore throat, our mothers made us a hot drink with one of Mother Afternoon’s frozen lemon-juice cubes. If we had a headache, they brought us cool flannels. They rubbed arnica on any bruises that appeared, and filled hot-water bottles to press to aching joints, and held bowls for us if we vomited, and let us lie down if we were feeling drowsy. And, of course, they gave us our medicine – sometimes pills on an empty stomach, or syrup with breakfast or last thing at night, or even clear solutions that dripped into our veins over several hours and came in different colours, like fruit squash. Now and then injections, the glass ampoules rattling gently in their box. This might sound strange to you, but whenever I have to get an injection these days, I almost enjoy it. I remember Mother Afternoon swabbing the crook of my arm, humming under her breath, or Mother Morning chattering away about something from The Book of Knowledge to distract me as she pushed in the needle – How the Wooden Horse Came to Troy; The Wonderland Beneath the Waves; The Daring Assassination of Adolf Hitler – and truly, I hardly feel it. How gentle they were.


Boys did die. If they failed to eat everything on their plates, or failed to do Morning Exercise to keep their bodies strong, the Bug could pick them off quick smart. It might start with a simple rash, a bit of an upset stomach, a swelling of the tongue or a fluttering in the chest, and then: lights out. We’d seen some boys lose all their hair; they looked like little old men. We had to be constantly on guard, our mothers told us. Even the wrong sort of attitude could set the Bug running rampant inside us.


If we did everything right, however, and managed to beat the Bug for good – well! Then we could go to the Big House in Margate, like all the Sycamore boys and girls before us. Nobody knew how many floors it had; we’d heard that they just kept adding more, building higher and higher as necessary. We’d personally seen dozens of Captain Scott boys improving before our very eyes, the blood returning to their cheeks and lips, their ribby chests expanding, filling with the future. And if one boy began to get better, his siblings did too because of their identical makeup – twins, triplets, quadruplets, all recovering together. We asked them: what was the secret? How could we get better too? They shrugged as they packed their toothbrushes and polished their best shoes for the journey. You just had to believe, they said. Which was very little help.


At Margate the ocean stretched away forever, and at the same time the waves rushed in and in. You could build sandcastles and collect shells – limpets and cockles and whelks just lying there for the taking – and at the souvenir shops you could buy tiny ladies made entirely of shells. You could visit the Dolphinarium, where Britt, Turk and Speedy leapt over sticks and walked on their tails. And you could descend underground to tour the Shell Grotto – a curious network of passageways decorated with ornate shell mosaics. We’d read about it in The Book of Knowledge: was it a rich man’s folly? An astronomical calendar? A temple? An oracle cave? A pirate lair? Nobody could say who’d made it or why, and it might have been the Phoenicians or the Romans, and it might have been a secret society; there was simply no telling. Lawrence liked the idea of a secret society – a special club, he said, that let in only certain people. Nature-lovers. Animal-lovers. People who might seem quite ordinary up above, going about their quiet business, so you’d never guess they led a secret life underground. We’d pored over the pictures of the mosaics and traced the shapes noted in the captions: a womb, an anchor, a tree, a serpent, a setting sun, a skeleton. The journey of the soul through birth and life and death, perhaps, and on into a new life amongst the stars – that’s what some people thought. I imagined the textured walls bristling, the spiralling whelks, the mussels darkly iridescent, the oyster shells slippery like the roof of my mouth. The strange Altar Chamber with its full moon, its setting sun, and the high Dome with its rings of white shells and grey shells. The opening at the top that showed a bright disc of sky.


And when you emerged from underground, you could visit Dreamland. My brothers and I talked about the amusement park so often I felt as if I’d been there already. As if I’d plummeted down the Helter Skelter, crashed about in the Dodgems, cheered on the daredevil motorcyclists who careened no-hands around the Wall of Death. I could almost remember strolling the Magic Garden at sunset, its electric snowdrops and glass oranges lit from within. And hadn’t I seen the great hulk of the Queen Mary – a building in the shape of the ship – turning to shadow as darkness fell?


A boy knew he’d been selected for Margate when he found the brochure on his pillow – placed there by one of our mothers, we were certain, though nobody ever witnessed the delivery.


Discover the sun at Margate! the first page read. Vast expanses of golden sand are just waiting to be played on, lazed on or dug up. It’s a children’s paradise, with trampolines, roundabouts, swings, rock pools, seawater swimming pools and the sunniest and driest weather anywhere in Britain. The Dolphinarium and the Shell Grotto promise cool retreats on the hottest days, while Dreamland boasts no less than 20 acres of fun. All the fairground favourites are there: the Scenic Railway rollercoaster, the River Caves, the Dodgems and the Sky Wheels. Boys and girls will love the mischievous monkeys and the bicycle-riding birds – but watch out for the dinosaurs that roam the park! After a day’s enjoyment, the Big House offers first-class views of the sun setting over the bay.


There were pictures of children eating ice creams and riding donkeys on the beach, screaming on the wooden rollercoaster, cheering Turk the dolphin as he leapt to sound a note on a horn. Performing in natural sea water, the Dolphins jump in sheer ecstasy, play music, retrieve objects – and even talk! On the merry-go-round at Dreamland a boy sat astride a great swan and clutched its throat, its wings spread wide, and a dozen cheerful friends ate toffee apples at the entrance to the sideshows. Excited boys and girls queue to see Mademoiselle Yvette the Headless Lady: Alive and Human. Pictures of the Big House showed the smart blue-and-white awnings that shaded the windows, and the panels of stained glass at the front door that shone with golden grapevines and open-mouthed fish. A girl marvelled at the high Dome in the Shell Grotto, and another stood dwarfed by the massive silhouette of the Queen Mary. In the Shooting Gallery a boy took aim at a mouth full of painted teeth, trying to knock them down. My favourite picture was the boy buried up to his neck in sand – This young chap’s in trouble when the tide comes in! – and Lawrence’s favourite was the boy clapping as a bright-green parakeet rode past on a tiny bicycle and studied the camera with its glossy black eye. William liked the girl holding out her candy floss to a Tyrannosaurus, its massive jaws wide open. Come to Margate, read the last page, where children can have the time of their lives just being children.


Each night I checked for a brochure on my bed; I couldn’t understand why we hadn’t been chosen when every other boy from Captain Scott had gone. The Jones twins, the Brown quads, the Smith triplets, and all the ones who had no brothers. ‘When will it be our turn?’ I asked Mother Afternoon. She was leading us through the woods on a Nature Walk, identifying butterflies: yellow brimstones, chocolate-brown ringlets, silver-washed fritillaries. It wasn’t her decision, she said over her shoulder, but she was sure we’d get to Margate one day, and in the meanwhile she was going to enjoy our company for as long as possible. She stopped, pointed at something poking through the leaf litter like a bone: an antler cast from a fallow deer. All three of us dived for it, Lawrence tripping over a root, William trying to shove me aside, but I got there first. It was grooved with tooth marks from mice and hares, and heavier to carry than I expected, weak as I was. Still, I lorded it over my brothers, holding the twisted and bony crown to my brow for as long as I could manage. I still have it, packed away in a box. I never look at it.


In Free Time, on rainy days, we wandered through the house. We peeked behind narrow doors to see masses of dusty pipes and wires, the hidden guts of the place, and we examined the ancient piece of needlework that hung in the corner of the Playroom, every stitch dimmed to brown. It commemorated Martha Emily Phillips, who had died in 1832, aged three, and sometimes, for a dare, we murmured the embroidered words: In the silent Tomb we leave her till the Resurrection Morn, when her Saviour will receive her and restore her lovely form. In the Upstairs Common Room we marvelled at the gigantic pike stuffed and mounted in a glass case, its varnished body thick as a boy’s thigh, its teeth sharp as the glass shards on the flint wall outside. The back of the case was painted in watery blues and greens, and reeds and rushes sprouted from its base to suggest the faded fish was still swimming in a river. And didn’t it look like the stained-glass fish at the door to the Big House? And mightn’t that be a sign?


We explored the other boys’ rooms, too – the deserted rooms. Our voices sounded too loud in them, hollowed out somehow, echoing off the walls and floors. Sometimes, on the bare mattresses, we could make out the faint shape of the person who used to sleep there. We found things left behind: a drawing of a battleship, a desiccated beetle in a matchbox. Once, in a downstairs bedroom, initials scratched into the skirting board: TC, LC, PC 17.5.75.


‘Wasn’t there a Tony someone a couple of years ago?’ said William.


‘And a Peter, I think,’ said Lawrence. ‘Peter Carter? Peter Connor?’


They came back to us then – tall, sandy-haired brothers who were always getting into fights. Tony put pine cones in people’s beds, or frogs. Peter dumped a plate of jelly and custard on a younger boy’s head because he thought the younger boy had been given too big a helping. And they’d done worse than that, much worse. Tony took an actual shit in someone’s bed – we couldn’t remember why, but we remembered Mother Morning devoting half a page to it in The Book of Guilt, which hurt her more than it hurt him. And Peter had pulled the chair away just as John Wilson was sitting down to lunch, and John had needed five stitches in the back of his head, which meant a rare trip to hospital. Tony and the other brother – Lionel? Yes, Lionel – had howled with laughter. ‘Make sure you ask the doctor to check for a brain while he’s at it,’ they’d told John. Why did they get to go to Margate?


In one room, I remember, we came across an abandoned nest that a boy must have found on a Nature Walk, the three tiny blue eggs still intact. They looked perfect, and we wondered whether they might hatch if we kept them warm. They were starling’s eggs, Lawrence said – he wanted to be a vet and knew these things from studying The Book of Knowledge – and starlings were clever birds: maybe we could make pets of them, train them to eat from our hands. But when I picked up one of the eggs it broke, the shell tissue-thin, and the inside was rotten through and through. I’ll never forget the stench; for days I thought I could smell it on my hands.


We found clothes, too – serge trousers gone shiny at the knees, and winter vests, winter socks mended with Mother Afternoon’s tiny careful stitches. Aran jumpers knitted by Mother Night, no two ever the same. If we found things we liked, and they were the right colour – green for Lawrence, red for William and yellow for me – we claimed them for ourselves. It took no time at all to unpick the old names and sew our own in their place.


We must have been in Paul Brown’s room one day, because I found his favourite Aran jumper – the birthday one he’d worn till the waistband unravelled and the cuffs rode way up past his wrists. There was no mistaking it: I could see his name sewn in the back of the neck.


‘Why would he leave this behind?’ I said, and Lawrence and William agreed that it seemed odd. But then, we said, you wouldn’t want winter things in Margate, would you? You’d have no need for a heavy jumper there, where it was always sunny and you could walk around stuffing yourself with candy floss and plunge into the sea at any hour.


On those wet days the rain pelted the fernery out in the garden, bouncing the fronds this way and that, splashing on the rocks, trickling down the gazing ball. The droplets crashed onto the high flint wall, shattering into spray on the pieces of broken glass. We closed our eyes then and listened, and we might have been at the beach. How much quieter the Home was without all the other boys, we said; how rowdy they’d been. We could have had our pick of the bedrooms, upstairs or downstairs, now that so many stood empty – our mothers had told us so. Didn’t we want to spread out a bit? Enjoy a bit of privacy? Especially since I wasn’t sleeping well? But no. No. We chose to stay together.


When the kidney-red car glided up the driveway, the sun flashing off the snarling jaguar on the hood, I leapt from the Library window-seat.


‘He’s here,’ I called.


‘Front door!’ said Mother Morning, and the three of us scurried along behind her to the Entrance Hall as she whipped off her housecoat and peered into one of the old dark mirrors, dabbing on a bit of lipstick and smoothing her auburn curls. She looked us up and down. ‘Socks!’ she commanded.


We pulled up our socks.


‘Hair!’


We flattened our cowlicks.


‘Shirts!’


We tucked in our shirt-tails.


‘William, how do you have ink all over your fingers? Never mind … too late to worry about that. Line up, line up. Quickly now.’


We positioned ourselves at the foot of the stairs, the griffin on the newel post brushing my back with its open beak. Above us the family who had first lived in the house gazed down from their crackled portrait: a lady sat in our Playroom at a table laid for afternoon tea, her mauve silk gown adorned with rosettes and ruffles, white lace spilling from her sleeves. She held the waist of a little girl who stood unhygienically on the tablecloth; we decided she must be the Martha Emily Phillips of the faded needlework, waiting for the Resurrection Morn. To their left, if you looked closely, you could make out the grey-veined fire surround painted to look like marble; real flames blazed in the grate, because the gas was still far in the future. A little boy in a dress restrained a spaniel that was trying to sniff a plate of cake, while a second boy, also in a dress, dragged a wooden horse along on a string. A gentleman stood behind this boy, his hand resting on the child’s golden head. Often we looked at that hand, its kind fingers, the way they cupped the skull. The hand of a father.


Smiling her most charming smile, Mother Morning opened the front door. ‘Dr Roach,’ she said, ‘welcome back.’


He must have been eighty by then, but he climbed nimbly from the car, bag in hand, pushing his thick silver hair back from his forehead. As usual, he wore a three-piece suit that seemed one size too large for his small-boned frame. ‘Ahh,’ he said, closing his eyes and inhaling. ‘So good to breathe the country air again. London is a cesspit, and so is Berlin.’


A fox terrier shot out after him and ran up the steps.


‘Hello, Cynthia darling!’ said Mother Morning. ‘You’re very frisky!’ She bent to pat the dog even though she hated the thing because it clawed her stockings.


‘Boys,’ said the doctor, shaking hands with the three of us, gently in case we were feeling sore or weak. He never remembered which boy wore which colour, and he never pretended he could tell us apart. We liked him for that. ‘How are we today?’


‘Fine thank you,’ we said, because that was polite and all he wanted for now.


‘You must’ve shot up by a foot at least. Enormous creatures! What are they feeding you? Eh?’


Questions like this didn’t require an answer.


‘Please,’ said Mother Morning, extending her arm to usher him into the Gun Room, where Dundee cake and fondant fancies and ginger snaps waited on a tiered stand. She always went overboard for Dr Roach.


We only ever used the Gun Room when he visited; the rest of the time it was strictly off limits, though Mother Afternoon went in there every Friday to wipe the leaves of the philodendron plant and dust the china horses. The tall, shallow cabinets that lined one wall were empty of guns now, but we could still make out the indentations of the stocks in the threadbare velvet padding, and a few pellets of lead shot rattled around the ammunition drawers. We’d found the old game book caught at the back of the bottom drawer, too. It listed everything the original family had shot: page upon page of partridges, pheasants, grouse, hares, foxes, deer. And once, I remember, Richard Jones crept in and rearranged the horse figurines into obscene positions, breaking a spindly leg off one of the foals in the process, and there was hell to pay. Mother Morning had to send the foal to London for invisible repair, but you could always tell.


Dr Roach seated himself on the good sofa – the chintz one – and accepted a slice of Dundee cake. ‘Just the ticket,’ he said. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony, chaps – help yourselves.’


As Mother Morning poured the coffee we dug into the fondant fancies, ignoring any nausea from the Bug, biting through the soft pink coating to the cubes of buttery sponge inside. Heaven.


‘Cynthia, down!’ said Dr Roach as the little dog tried to scrabble up onto the good sofa. ‘Down.’ When she settled at his feet, he fed her a morsel of cake. ‘I know I shouldn’t,’ he said. ‘But look at that face.’


We all looked at Cynthia’s face.


‘Is she …’ began Mother Morning. ‘Is she … different?’


‘I was wondering if you’d spot it,’ he said.


I looked more closely – and she did seem different. Her coat smoother, her eyes brighter. Not so stocky around the middle.


‘Here, girl,’ said Lawrence, fluttering his fingers down by the floor, but she wouldn’t go to him for back-scratches and paw-shakes the way she usually did.


‘She’d reached her teens, and everything was starting to fail,’ said Dr Roach, the faintest quiver in his voice. ‘I had to make a very difficult decision.’


He cleared his throat, straightened his waistcoat. A look passed between him and Mother Morning, and I knew they wanted to protect us from the truth, and the truth was death.


‘But here she is,’ said Mother Morning. ‘Bright-eyed, bushy-tailed.’


‘Here she is,’ said Dr Roach. ‘Almost one year old.’


A different dog, then. A new Cynthia.


‘What?’ said Lawrence.


William and I rolled our eyes at each other. ‘She just looks the same,’ I said.


‘What?’ Lawrence repeated, but we knew the truth was dawning.


‘It was the kindest thing,’ Mother Morning said to Dr Roach. ‘You were looking after her in the best possible way.’


‘Yes, the kindest thing,’ he said. ‘And it really is as if I have her still.’


The little dog leapt onto his lap, and he fondled her gingery ears. ‘I do hope I’ll be around long enough to look after her,’ he said. ‘Was I selfish to get her, at my age? Before I’d even lost the other one? Was I cruel?’


‘Not at all,’ said Mother Morning.


Dr Roach had been coming to Captain Scott once every two months for all our lives. He was in quite a few of our baby pictures, listening to our hearts or peering into our mouths or taking our blood, beaming in the background like a grandfather while we tried to grab Cynthia’s tail. He’d sit us on his lap and say, ‘Shall I have a look at you, my little rabbits?’ and we’d feel his hand cool at the back of our necks. When we were a bit older he’d let us tap his knees with the reflex hammer, holding dead still, then shooting a foot straight out to make us laugh. We knew he travelled around the country, visiting the other Sycamore Homes, but we didn’t like to think of sharing him with other children. As far as we were concerned, he was ours.


‘Can we take Cynthia out to the garden?’ asked Lawrence.


‘Be my guest,’ said Dr Roach. He needed a bit of time to chat to Mother Morning about our symptoms, our medicine, and to go over the notes from the last two months.


‘Cynthia! Cynthia!’ called Lawrence, fluttering his fingers again, but she didn’t seem to know her name, so he picked her up and carried her outside.


As we left the room, Mother Morning opened The Book of Dreams and Dr Roach took out his notebook and pen.


‘Let’s see what you’ve been getting up to in your sleep, eh?’ he called over his shoulder. He was always very interested in that; he’d told us once that he had a whole department of people studying our dreams, and then Mother Morning had said we shouldn’t let that piece of knowledge go to our heads.


The garden was alive with bees looping through the buddleia and the lavender, crawling in and out of the foxgloves. The mossy panes of the old glasshouse – dangerous and out of bounds – glowed bright green, lit from within. Lengths of wisteria drifted on the vines like feather boas, and clusters of saw-toothed pinks released the scent of cloves. In the vegetable patch the cabbages grew fat under the insect-proof mesh; without it, caterpillars would bore through their hearts, and wouldn’t that be a dreadful waste? Wouldn’t that make you weep? Birds landed on the broken glass at the top of the flint wall, perching there on the sharp bright edges and looking this way and that, too light to hurt themselves. Then they flew to the oaks and horse chestnuts and pecked at the seed balls we’d hung from the branches. We’d made them one Craft Day with Mother Afternoon, when she was teaching us the importance of being kind to wildlife – we’d grated suet and added it to poppyseeds and linseeds, oats and millet and maize, then squashed and pressed the mixture until the warmth of our hands made it stick together. And the birds really did love it, and they didn’t starve in the snow, and we knew that we were kind.


Lawrence found a stick and threw it for Cynthia, and soon she got the idea. He couldn’t throw it very far, but she bounded away across the grass, faster than we’d ever seen her, and returned moments later to drop the stick at Lawrence’s feet and stare at him until he threw it again.


‘Can I have a go?’ said William, and of course Lawrence handed him the stick straight away because that’s just how he was.


William drew back his arm and said, ‘Are you ready, girl? Are you ready?’ and Cynthia’s whole body tightened with anticipation, and then he flung his arm forwards and off she shot – except he hadn’t thrown it. He laughed his head off, and then he did the trick again. And again.


‘Come on, William, let her have it,’ I said.


‘Okay, okay. It was just a joke.’ He hurled the stick with all his might, and it disappeared into the fernery.


Cynthia raced after it, plunging into the lush fronds; we saw them shaking as she searched back and forth, back and forth.


‘Where is it, eh girl?’ said William, jogging over. Lawrence and I followed more slowly; he’d been sore in his joints, and I was still feeling some weakness, experiencing a few flutters in my heart. Sometimes the Bug affected us more than our brother. I did my best not to dwell on the flutters; our real parents had both died from heart attacks at a young age, and I knew from The Book of Knowledge that any extra strain, especially when emphasised by ill health or disease, may prove too much.


‘You’re really a bit thick, aren’t you?’ William was saying as we came up behind him. We could see that Cynthia had shaken loose one of our sacrifices to the garden gods – a tiny bird’s skull threaded onto a length of long grass and hung inside the green core of a fern. ‘It’s right here, idiot.’ William picked up the stick and waved it at her – and then he stamped on her hind paw. The noise she made sounded almost human.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ said Lawrence.


‘She hurt herself,’ said William. He crouched down and patted her, soothed her, and she buried her snout in the crease of his hip.


‘She didn’t hurt herself.’ Lawrence pushed past me to get to Cynthia, but William picked her up and said, ‘You’re all right, girl. No harm done.’


‘Vincent, you saw that, didn’t you?’ said Lawrence.


They were both looking at me, waiting for me to reply.


‘I … I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘I think she must have hurt herself.’


‘Why do you always take his side!’ said Lawrence.


‘There are no sides,’ said William. He held Cynthia up to the gazing ball, and she growled at her warped reflection, then wriggled free and ran off.


‘I’ll tell Mother Morning,’ said Lawrence.


‘I’ll say it was you.’


‘Vincent will back me up.’


‘Stop it, both of you!’ I said. ‘Cynthia seems fine. Let’s leave it at that.’


We came back inside through the Laundry so we could clean the soles of our shoes rather than dirtying the whole place. At our feet, crawling up through the drain in the floor, was a cockroach. I didn’t say anything, but Cynthia began to sniff at it, and then William noticed. He nudged it with the tip of his shoe.


‘You know what I think?’ he said. ‘I think if I told Vincent to eat that, he would.’


‘Don’t be horrible,’ said Lawrence.


‘You would, though, wouldn’t you, Vincent?’


‘No!’


‘We should get back,’ said Lawrence. ‘They’ll be ready for us.’ He always tried to keep to the rules; he felt safer that way.


‘Sure. As soon as Vincent finishes his elevenses.’ William picked up the cockroach and held it out to me. Its slick thorax glinted, and it moved its hair-thin feelers, trying to get its bearings.


And I took the thing from my brother.


And even as Lawrence grabbed my arm and said Don’t, don’t, I closed my eyes, put it in my mouth and swallowed.


After that, we went upstairs to our room and undressed to our underpants so Dr Roach could examine us. He had the softest hands – small and pink, cool but never cold.


‘Let’s have a look at my last little Captain Scott rabbits, then,’ he said.


Lawrence’s face fell.


‘What’s the matter, old chap?’ said Dr Roach.


I knew what was coming because Lawrence had voiced it many times over the years.


‘That we’re the last,’ he said. ‘What happens to all the other orphans at risk of the Bug? Do they just die?’


‘Of course not,’ said Dr Roach. ‘I’m as disappointed as you are that we can’t bring more children to the Homes, but the previous government withdrew funding, and the new lot won’t reinstate it.’


Lawrence gave a half-smile, and I knew he was still worrying – he always had the softest heart. William and I teased him for it in private. I’m ashamed of that now.


As usual, Dr Roach chatted away while he worked: his granddaughter, who was our age, wanted to be a doctor, and he was trying to dissuade her because there were too many in the family already, and she needed to understand that once you were a doctor, you were a doctor for life – no escape. She simply wasn’t cut out for it, he said. Didn’t have the right character. He wasn’t in the business of crushing dreams, but better to find out earlier rather than later, didn’t we think? Before one took the wrong path?


These questions didn’t require answers either. While Mother Morning watched from the doorway, he moved his stethoscope over our bare chests and backs, looked in our ears and our eyes, and then we lay down and he pressed on our stomachs, felt all around our necks, took our blood. He always took Lawrence’s first, to get it over with; Lawrence hated needles. On the ceiling, I noticed, a water stain had spread. It looked like the outline of some unknown country. Every time it rained it spread a little more, but there was no money to fix the roof.


Dr Roach asked us if the dizziness and nausea had resolved, even though he had already chatted to Mother Morning about our symptoms, we knew.


Almost, we said, pleased with ourselves; we hated having to disappoint him with our poor health.


Any headaches, fever, breathing problems?


No, we said, even more pleased with ourselves.


What about fearfulness? What about nightmares?


We shook our heads.


‘And still some joint pain for you, Vincent?’ he said.


‘Joint pain for Lawrence,’ Mother Morning reminded him. ‘Weakness and occasional insomnia for Vincent, along with a fluttery heart, and a bit of bruising for William.’


‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Let’s see this bruising.’


William lifted his arm to show Dr Roach the black blotches underneath.


‘Any pain?’


‘No.’


‘Excellent, excellent,’ he said, and turned to my bed. ‘Vincent, what about this weakness still hanging about? That’s no good, old chap, is it? All right, I want you to push as hard as you can against my hand. Resist me. Resist. Hmm. Now the other way.’


‘Cynthia hurt her hind paw,’ said Lawrence.


‘What?’ Dr Roach dropped his hand, and I was pushing so hard I lurched to the side. ‘Why didn’t you say? Cynthia! Cynthia!’ The little dog appeared from under Lawrence’s bed, and the doctor fell to his knees and checked her paws. ‘Which one was it? Which one?’


We realised he was asking us, not Cynthia.


‘Back right,’ said Lawrence.


Gently Dr Roach lifted the paw, felt it all over, checked for blood. Moved it backwards and forwards. Then he came and sat on my bed and called her to him, and she ran across the room without limping. ‘How do you mean, she hurt it?’ he said.


‘Oh,’ said Lawrence, and I caught his eye, gave the tiniest shake of my head. ‘I’m not sure. We just heard her yelp.’


‘But you knew which paw she’d hurt.’


‘Oh,’ said Lawrence again, then faltered.


‘She was licking that one,’ I said. ‘There must have been a sharp stone. Maybe some thorns.’


Something quivered inside me. Moved its hair-thin feelers.


Dr Roach stared into Cynthia’s eyes as if expecting her to speak – but Cynthia wasn’t telling. He sighed. Opening his bag, he handed a box of glass ampoules to Mother Morning. Injections this month, then. ‘One each morning,’ he said, ‘in the gluteal muscle.’


Lawrence’s face fell once more.


‘Don’t you want to feel better, old chap?’ said Dr Roach. ‘I really think this will help. We must keep trying.’ He had to leave us then, he said, as he was flying to Dresden for an important conference – often he travelled abroad, sharing his work with other doctors in the hope of curing the Bug.


The following day, after we’d told her our dreams, Mother Morning took three ampoules from the box and snapped their glass necks. She drew the medicine into the syringes while we lay on our sides and pulled down the waistbands of our pyjama bottoms, baring our hips for her. Right before she pushed in the needle she said, ‘Just a little sting coming now,’ so the pain would not take us by surprise. Then she went to the Kitchen and made our breakfast, and we went to do Morning Exercise, and when we came inside to the Refectory we found mugs of cocoa waiting for us on the long pine table where we always sat, and William poured loads of sugar into his, and Lawrence none at all. They both drank theirs scalding hot while I waited for the skin to form on mine. Because we weren’t the same. We weren’t.
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