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For Finlay and his parents, James and Lucy





Time and again, however well we know the landscape of love, and the little churchyard with lamenting names, and the frightfully silent ravine wherein all the others end: time and again we go out two together, under the old trees, lie down again and again between the flowers, face to face with the sky.


—“Time and Again,” Rainer Maria Rilke, Selected Poems, translated by J. B. Leishman







When I had finished my prayers and invocations to the communities of the dead, I took the sheep and cut their throats over the trench so the dark blood poured in. And now the souls of the dead came swarming up.… From this multitude of souls, as they fluttered to and fro by the trench, there came an eerie clamour. Panic drained the blood from my cheeks.


—Homer, The Odyssey, Book XI, translated by E. V. Rieu






part i


Five of Cups


 


WYKENFIELD, SUFFOLK




(Pop: 102. Industries: agriculture.) Picturesque and idyllic hamlet, on the south bank of the River Wyke, with a fine thirteenth-century church, dedicated to Saint Etheldreda, foundress of Ely Abbey (rood screen original; fragments of an early fresco, The Day of Judgment, north wall of nave). Observe the Tudor and mediaeval cottages (No. 29 in the Street of especial note) and the Green Man (overlooking village green and pond; exuberant half-timbering; the fine pargeting depicts a fox and goose). The Rectory (1814, an elegant example of its period) is adjacent to the village school (1879, undistinguished) and the Almshouses (in the cottage orné style, by a pupil of Nash, endowed by the Mortland family [q.v.]); all are worthy of inspection.





WYKEN ABBEY (one and a half miles to the north of the village; extensive grounds)





The convent was founded in 1257 by Isabella de Morlaix, heiress, cousin, and friend of Winifride of Ely (q.v.). To the anger of her powerful family, Isabella rejected marriage and chose the religious life, becoming Wyken’s first Abbess in 1258, at the tender age of twenty-two. The Abbey, under the protection of the monastery at Deepden, flourished until the fifteenth century, when its influence began to decline. By the time of the Act of Suppression less than a dozen nuns remained; they finally dispersed in 1538. Their lands were then confiscated by the Crown, passing to Sir Gervase Mortland, a henchman of Henry VIII, in recompense for his role in the vicious suppression of the Pilgrimage of Grace; much of the Abbey was subsequently destroyed. The remaining buildings were occupied by tenant farmers, being finally abandoned in the mid–nineteenth century. In 1919, they were saved from dereliction and restored by Henry Mortland, formerly of Elde Hall (q.v.), near Framlingham.


(Fair state of preservation to some parts of the mediaeval convent structures; extensive demolition, questionable additions, unsympathetic rebuilding, and modern excrescences elsewhere. The cloisters, refectory, and part of the Lady Chapel (thirteenth century) still remain. The moat that surrounded the nunnery enclosure has been drained. The Squint or hagioscope (c. 1450) in the south corridor is quaint, and unique in the county; the reasons for its irreligious placing are unknown. An underground passageway linking the convent to a small edifice in the adjacent Nun Wood is mentioned in diocesan documents of the fifteenth century; it attracted ecclesiastic controversy and was later razed to the ground. The ruins of a stone structure are still detectable, but its original purpose—possibly contemplative—remains obscure.)


Present owner: Mr. H. G. Mortland. Private house. Not open to visitors.


God showed me this place. When I first saw it, I knew it to be holy. I was weary from the journey, but I dismounted, and kissed the ground. The masons say they will begin building next Lady Day. I have advanced them a half-year’s wages. Tell me, Sister of my heart, was that unwise?


—The Letters of Isabella de Morlaix to Winifride of Ely, 1257–1301, edited and translated from the Latin, V. B. S. Taylor, 1913







[ one ]


Summer Maisie, 1967


When we first came to the Abbey, it rained for five days. Nonstop. I’d been warned that this could happen in England, in spring and in summer, but I hadn’t believed it. Every morning, we’d sit in silence at breakfast. Gramps hid behind his newspaper; my sisters fixed their eyes on their plates; my mother stared at air. I had to be propped up on three cushions to reach the table. Outside the windows was a wet, grieving world.


The laurels by the house hadn’t been cut back then, and they dripped dismal black tears. Beyond them, you could see a corner of the old cloister, with a gargoyle spouting rain from mouth and eyes. The lawn had reverted to pasture, and the grasses bowed their heads like a congregation of penitents. The English air was a thick, peculiar mauve. The wind keened: The ground under the beech avenue was littered with broken limbs. I could see a severed arm, a giant’s thighbone, and a terrible stump of a head, knotty and twisted round with ivy. It had two huge eyes. I knew they were watching all that grief seeping into the house. They were measuring the damp that fingered the walls and counting the drips from the ceilings—three buckets in that room alone. The wind gusted and moaned in the chimney. The windows rattled. “Well, children,” Stella said in a wry way that meant trouble, “there is no possibility of taking a walk today.”


She made the same remark, after the same interval of time, every day for five days. On the sixth day, she took to her bedroom and locked the door. We tried the usual remedies: flowers, fiction, and food. Julia took up a tray. Finn took her a bundle of books. I took her a bunch of bluebells (Hyacinthus nonscriptus), which Finn helped me pick in Nun Wood. We made a regular check: Three days later, they were still there outside the door.


The sun had appeared by then. Stella had refused to sleep in the large room she’d once shared with Daddy. Instead, she’d selected a mean little space on the attic floor, where the nuns’ dormitories once were. The long corridors there were hot, dark, and stuffy smelling. The water in the jam jar had evaporated; the bluebells had doubled up and died. The packet of cigarettes was unopened, the emergency tot of Jack Daniel’s was untouched, and the tiny triangular sandwiches had curled. Finn counted and checked the books. Six in total: Little Women, Mansfield Park, Jane Eyre, The Secret Garden, and Great Expectations were still there, but the sixth—I think it was Kidnapped—had gone. “Progress,” said Finn. She pressed her ear to the locked door, and we all listened intently. The air in this house is odd, as you know—it has a weighty, brooding quality, and we were more aware of it then, when we weren’t yet accustomed to it. So as we listened, it felt as though it listened right back—and that was weird.


After a while, Finn claimed she could hear the rustle of pages. A relief. We went off to explore. We investigated the library; it was a moth-eaten place then—even more so than it is now—and Gramps said that it used to be the nuns’ Lady Chapel. Where the fireplace is now, there used to be the altar—did you know? We tried the famous Squint—and found it worked with amazing efficiency. We didn’t notice what’s so odd about it—not that first time. Then we set off to map the gardens and the woods and the village and the orchards and the lake and Black Ditch—


“Did you hear the pages rustling?” Lucas asks, interrupting me just as I’m getting going. He looks up from his sketchbook, pencil poised. I steal a quick, squinty look at the page in front of him: twelve inches by fourteen, a satisfying, heavy-woven texture. There’s a maze of scribblings, of cross-hatchings, and those shadowings Lucas creates by smudging with his thumb. Out of these blacks and whites, I, Maisie, am being born.


I’m not supposed to look at my portrait while it’s in the making; Lucas catches my crafty glance and tilts the sketchbook away out of view. I consider his question. It’s hard to remember: It was over ten years ago. I was very little then. It’s momentous to lose your father. I didn’t truly realize that I had lost him: Every time a door opened, I expected him to walk in.


So in my memory, all the events of that first summer at the Abbey are flurried. They’re bright and distinct, like the images on playing cards, but if I try to look at them too closely, it makes me anxious. I feel that some are missing, or the conjuror dealing them has kept certain cards up his sleeve. He shuffles magnificently, the way Dan’s grandmother does—but there’s sleight of hand involved. Something tricksy is going on.


I concentrate on the locked door and the curling sandwiches. I can smell the musty scent of the Jack Daniel’s. Finn and Julia are crouching either side of me. A trapped fly buzzes at a window no one has opened in decades. I think I did hear a rustling sound eventually, and it might have been pages turning. Equally, considering where we were, and the nature of this house, the rustling could have had other origins. The nuns that once inhabited this place inhabit it still, I remind Lucas. They hang out in the upstairs corridors; they congregate on the stairs; their rosary beads clack and their skirts—yes—rustle. When you pass them, the sisters watch you in a pale, patient way, as if they’re waiting for you to join them—and they seem certain they won’t be waiting too long.


Dead and gone eight hundred years—but that doesn’t stop them. Why don’t they rest in peace, the way the dead are supposed to? I wonder why they haunt me, when all the people I’d welcome being haunted by—my father, for instance—have never showed up once? “Oh, come on, Maisie,” Lucas says. “Stop this. It upsets everyone—and it’s tedious. There is no afterlife. No heaven, no hell, no underworld, no God, no devil, no angels, no demons, no ghosts… In particular, and for the umpteenth time, there are no spectral nuns. You’re a practical child. You know that perfectly well. Stop embroidering, and sit still.”


Lucas is an unbeliever. Much he knows. He speaks sharply, though, so I realize I’ve irritated him—Lucas is easily bored. To placate him, I sit as still as a harvest mouse (Micromys minutus), and after about fifteen minutes of silent work he relents. I knew he would. Lucas likes my stories. Everyone else at the Abbey is always too busy to listen. Not just now, Maisie, they say, backing away. But Lucas is an addict for information and I’m a good historian, so we make an excellent pair. Unlike Stella, I tell the truth; unlike Gramps, I stick to the point; unlike Finn and Julia, I don’t dodge round awkward corners and miss the best bits out. If you want to know about this house and this family—as Lucas certainly does—I’m the one to consult. I reveal secrets—and there are plenty of those. I may be a child, but I’m formidably observant, as Lucas knows. Tell it like it is, Julia says. And I do. I do. I do.


“So when did Stella recover?” Lucas asks in his usual lazy, teasing way. “Was Julia always beautiful? Was Finn always aloof? When did you first meet Dan? Who shot that lion in the library? Do you remember America? Do you like milk in your coffee or cream?” He yawns, then glances up, eyes narrowed, measuring my face and making me. Two quick lines, a smudge of the thumb. I like Lucas. He likes me. I think he prefers me to my sisters, though I could be wrong. Anyway, we understand each other, and we both find that restful. He gives one of his small smiles.


“Come on, Maisie,” he says in a coaxing way. “I want to know everything. Tell me more.”


I like being Lucas’s Scheherazade, and of course there’s no fear of his executing me when my stories end. There is the danger of boring him, though, and I’m always aware of it. So I’m careful never to give him what he wants. This is a lesson both my sisters ought to learn, and soon. Also, his questions are less innocent than they seem. I sometimes think he’s after some specific piece of information, though he’d never admit that. Today, I suspect, it’s the lowdown on Dan that he wants. So I decide to give with my right hand and hold back with my left—if you keep Lucas guessing, if you always stay one jump ahead of him, then you don’t lose his interest, I’ve found.


So I pretend to hum and hah, and juggle my memories. Then a memory does pop up, of its own accord, so I say that I’ll tell him about Dan’s grandmother, alias the wicked witch, alias the Munchkin (Julia’s nickname for her; it’s cruel, but she is very small).


“I’ll tell you about the time she told our fortunes, about the day she read the cards for us,” I begin. Then I hesitate. I can feel something cold and hard inside me, as if I’ve tried to swallow a pebble and it’s too big. It’s stuck in my throat; it won’t come up and it won’t go down.


Lucas is watching my face. His expression is kindly, though no one would describe Lucas as a kindly man. Sometimes I think he pities me, and I suppose there could be reasons to do so—stuck in this house with Gramps, who’s getting doddery, and Stella, who inhabits a planet far, far from here; plus two sisters who are both legendary creatures of beauty and intellect. People fuss over me, but they won’t listen. If the nuns didn’t speak to me, I’d be starved of conversation. I’m the girl in the corner, the one everyone ignores. I do not have breasts yet. Yes, I can see that in the pitying stakes I might score.


“Dan’s grandmother—and she told the cards for all three of you? Did you hear what she told Finn and Julia, too?”


“I did.”


“Was Dan also present?”


“He was.”


“How old would you have been?”


“Let’s see.…” I pretend to tot it up, though I know the answer perfectly well. I’m the afterthought in my family, the last-ditch attempt at a boy, so there’s a long gap between my sisters and me. I was almost seven, Finn almost fourteen, and Julia sixteen. “It was Julia’s birthday,” I say. “That’s why we went to see Dan’s grandmother. We were consulting the oracle. Birthdays are a propitious time to do it. There was also a full moon.”


“Powerful stuff.” Lucas makes another delicate smudge on his page. At this rate, I’ll be composed of shadows. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, says a familiar voice in my ear. For thou art with me, I answer silently.


“Sit still, Maisie,” says Lucas. “Stop wriggling about.” And he frowns.


Beside me, the Reverend Mother smiles. Isabella will be twentythree in a few weeks: She has glass green eyes and a precious rosary made of jade. Her responsibilities are many, but she always has time for me. Touching my arm, raising a finger to her lips, she glances at Lucas and then steals silently away. Lucas the unbeliever sees nothing. Outside the windows, the sun shines. It hasn’t rained in weeks. This is a golden summer, the best summer I’ve ever known. By the end of it I shall be translated, I feel certain. I’ll cease to be a girl and become a woman. I shall emerge from my chrysalis, my wings damp but lustrous, Maisie transformed!


Lucas waits an interval and then says: “Okay—it’s high summer. There’s a full moon. You go down to the village, and Ocean’s daughter tells the cards. And what did the old witch promise the three sisters, I wonder? A sweetheart? A legacy? A voyage? I bet it was a sweetheart. A tall, dark stranger. Like me.”


“None of those things.”


“An unusual fortune-teller,” he says in his dry way. His manner becomes businesslike, but I know I have his attention. It gives me a small, secret thrill. He angles the sketchbook so there is no possibility of my seeing it and says: “Now, Maisie, you can talk, but don’t move your head from that angle. The light’s perfect. Turn your face slightly to the left. Undo that top button.… Excellent. Clever girl. I’m all ears. Now, go on.”


I think, All ears and all eyes, too. Lucas has as many eyes as Argus, and if one of them should briefly close, the other ninety-nine remain alert and watchful. When dealing with Lucas, it’s advisable to remember this, so I do.


I try to relax into my pose. I try to concentrate and summon up the past. It’s cool here in Lucas’s improvised studio, and it is calm. This large room has a stone floor and a vaulted ceiling. It was built by Isabella in the thirteenth century and extended early in the fifteenth, when the Abbey was at the height of its renown. It was once the refectory, linked by passageways to the cloister and the main body of the convent, but those links disappeared at the time of the Reformation, so this part of the building is now islanded. It’s quiet and secluded. I can just hear the sound of Julia’s gramophone in the distance—she’s playing that Jefferson Airplane record again—but that’s only because she turns it up full volume. Apart from that alien thump and moan, the only sounds are England: the hum of bees, the rustle of elms, the bleating of this year’s lambs. They’re almost fattened: off to the abattoir any day now.


The refectory’s six tall, arched windows face away from the house, toward the fields, the orchards, and the valley below. In the past, Stella used to closet herself away in this room. She needed to find herself, she said, and this beautiful and tranquil space was just the place to do it. Yes, it was cold in winter, but for someone brought up in Canada, English winters held no fears. They were brief, it rarely snowed—no problem! Then Stella rediscovered English damp, East Anglian damp, which is all-pervasive, which creeps into your bones. Then she discovered just what happens here when the wind swings round to the east, when it howls in from Siberia and sweeps toward the Fens.


The evidence of all Stella’s searchings, all her short-lived vocations, is still here. There are the dried-up paints from the watercolorist spring; there’s the sewing machine from the dress designer summer; there’re the abandoned lenses from the photography period; and there’s the clapped-out typewriter from the short-story-writer phase. That was the longest of the vocations and the last. Maybe Stella has finally found herself (I wonder how you do that?). Maybe she’s given up looking. Either way, she avoids the refectory now.


Lucas has taken it over. He and Dan have just come down from Cambridge for the last time. They survived finals and arrived here, hideously hung over, the day after the Trinity May Ball. “It’s the last long vac,” Dan declared, “so let’s make it a memorable one.” Dan often stays at the Abbey now—he could stay with his father and grandmother in the village, but he prefers it here. He’s encamped in his usual room in the main house and will stay till the end of the holidays. Lucas has visited before, but never for long—he never stays anywhere long—so this protracted visit is surprising. I don’t think anyone exactly invited him, though I suppose Finn might have done. He’s here for an indeterminate period. It could be the remainder of the summer, it could be less, it could be more. Lucas never makes plans—or if he does, he refuses to communicate them: He simply arrives when he feels like it and departs without warning or farewell. I can accept this, because Lucas and I understand each other; but for Finn and Julia, it’s hard.


He’s not interested in creature comforts. He sleeps under an old army blanket, on a lumpy couch in the corner. He brews coffee on a paraffin stove. When he wants a bath, he swims in the river. When he wants food, which isn’t often, he comes up to the house, charms Stella, and raids the larder. Stella is a fine cook, and she thinks Lucas is a genius—an impression Lucas does nothing to discourage, I’ve observed. On the table over there, under a muslin fly protector, I can see her latest offerings to the artist-in-residence: a slice of Madeira cake and a lopsided, golden pork pie.


It’s had a bite or two taken out of it. Next to it, propped up on an easel, turned to face the wall, and hidden behind screens, is the portrait Lucas is supposed to be painting—his recompense for living here all summer scot-free. It’s a gigantic picture of Julia, Finn, and me, and Dan says it’s going to be Lucas’s magnum opus—for this year, anyway. It’s to be called The Sisters Mortland, which I consider a dull, stupid title. Lucas doesn’t seem to work on it very often—though he may work on it at night.


I’m not sleeping too well at night. Sometimes the nuns disturb me; sometimes it’s my dreams. And once or twice, when I couldn’t sleep, I’ve crept out of bed and come down to the garden, and I’ve seen the lights in here, blazing away. Lucas closes the interior shutters, but there are six bright slits striping the ground outside, like golden bars. It could be that these sketches of me are preparatory work for the portrait, or they may be unimportant, something he does to pass the time. I’d like to ask Lucas if they matter and why they might matter—but I know he won’t answer: He’s a secretive man.… It takes one to know one, as Bella likes to say: I’m a secretive girl.


I think they must be important, because Lucas says he plans to complete four drawings of me this year. I’m sure that’s an honor. It must mean that something about me interests him. The first drawing, Spring Maisie, was finished in the Easter vacation. Summer Maisie is the one he’s working on now; Autumn Maisie and Winter Maisie will follow in due course. I’m not allowed to see them until all four seasons are finished. I’m not allowed to inspect The Sisters Mortland portrait, either—and neither is Julia or Finn. I’ve tried several times to sneak a look, but I’ve always been thwarted. When he’s out, Lucas locks the windows and the door. He bought a new padlock for the purpose. “How paranoid can you get?” Julia says. Julia’s just returned from a year’s postgraduate study at Berkeley, California. It’s affected her clothes and vocabulary. “Paranoid” is now a favorite word.


“Come on, Maisie, you’re daydreaming,” Lucas prompts. “Talk to me. Your face is getting set and fixed. This won’t work if you look sulky. It’s all wrong.”


“I don’t sulk,” I reply. But I’ve heard the warning note of irritation, so I concentrate again. I’m beginning to wish I’d selected a different event to describe, but there’s no getting out of it now. That round, cold pebble is still stuck in my throat. I frown, Lucas waits, the pencil hovers, and—obedient to him as always—I walk back into the past.


I watch the three of us set off, that afternoon, for the village. We take the path through the woods, something we rarely do. Julia is wearing a new white dress; it has paper nylon Bardot petticoats that make the skirt stiff and bell shaped. It has broderie anglaise around the neck. She’s turned into a woman overnight, and she’s so blazingly beautiful that it hurts my eyes. My sister Finn is wearing old clothes as usual: ancient slacks, a crumpled blouse, and sandals. She’s slender and straight as a willow wand. I can tell what Julia’s thinking—she’s usually thinking about herself, so it isn’t too hard—but with Finn, I can’t. She’s intricate, like a knot I can’t undo.


My sisters stride ahead, arguing. I bring up the rear. I’m wearing brown linen shorts, chestnut brown Clarks sandals, and a white Aertex shirt that Finn’s long outgrown. I’ve been reading the “Famous Five” books in secret (they’re top of Stella’s list of forbidden literature) and, like the immortal George of Kirrin Island, I want to be a boy. I whistle to the dog only I can see—we were between dogs that summer, just as we are now. I put my hands in my pockets and scuff my shoes. I count the trees and name them as I pass. I think I am happy; happiness is catching. After a while, Finn and Julia stop arguing, and Finn—who has a very sweet voice—begins to sing, first a madrigal, then, jiving about and laughing, Elvis’s “Blue Suede Shoes.”


We come out of the wood, and the heat of the sun hits us. The valley below us is burning gold. The hedgerows are thick with elderberries; thirty elms march in a long line down the lane. The apples in the orchards are ripening; the wheat ripples. God has arranged forty-one cows in perfect formation in Acre Field. There are larks overhead, so high that I can’t see them, but I can hear them, piping alarm, filling the sky with nervous song. I breathe in the air of England; it’s buoyant in the lungs and lifts my heart. Finn takes my hand; even Julia is elated. We start dancing, running, and jumping down the hill.


At the bottom, as arranged, Dan is waiting for us. He’s grown tall since I last saw him—and that’s over a year ago, I realize. He used to come to the Abbey every day, but now he seems to avoid the place—if there’s a reason for this, I, as usual, have not been told. Even so, he and Finn remain close. She’s been to Dan’s house before, many times, but for Julia and me, this will be unknown territory—we’ve never got past the gate; Dan has always forestalled us and barred the way. We walk through the village. It’s silent in the afternoon heat. Thirteen hens peck on the verge.


Nothing’s changed here for centuries; I like that. Julia claims it’s a bore. The ancient crooked cottage in which Dan lives is the last house on the left, facing south, exactly four hundred paces beyond the duck pond. The front entrance is never used, so we troop round to the back, where it’s shady and the door stands open.


It’s an old, low doorway. Dan, Finn, and Julia have to bow their heads as they enter. I follow, and after the dazzle of the daylight, I’m blinded, in the dark.




[ two ]


The Boy in the Glass


This cottage has four rooms—Finn’s told me that much. Downstairs, the front room has to be kept spick-and-span because it’s used for wakes. Dan’s mother, Dorrie, was laid out in that room, wearing her white satin wedding dress and holding her white prayer book. The telegram of condolence Daddy sent is still kept there, Finn says. Dan’s grandmother framed it, and it hangs in state over a fireplace that’s never used.


That terrible death—Dorrie was only nineteen—occurred at the end of the war. Fourteen years seems a long time to leave a room unused, especially in a house as cramped as this one, but Finn says it’s the custom, and besides, Dan’s grandmother can be superstitious and pessimistic and always believes another death might be imminent, so it’s as well to be prepared. I’d have liked to inspect this funereal front parlor, and Daddy’s telegram, but that door is closed.


We are in the kitchen at the back, where the family cooks, washes, eats, and lives. Narrow stairs lead up to the two bedrooms above—they have to accommodate Dan’s father, grandmother, and Dan. Before we came, I asked Finn where they all slept in that case, and Finn said Dan slept in his father’s room, where else? When I pressed the point, she became flushed and angry. She said I was a nosy brat, that it was none of my business; that not everyone racketed around in a great barn of a place with twenty bedrooms. Twenty bedrooms most of which are unfurnished, mouse infested, and unusable, I could have replied. But I didn’t. I saw my questions could be hurtful to Dan and that Finn was protecting him. Even so, I’m curious. Dan is tall, and his father is a giant, though a gentle one. Do they sleep in the same bed, I wonder—the marital bed, where poor Dorrie once lay—and, if so, do they sleep side by side or head to toe?


I’m also curious about washing facilities—basically, apart from the kitchen sink, there aren’t any—and I’m very curious about lavatories. Finn says there’s an outdoor WC in the garden, beyond the pigsty, and it’s perfectly serviceable. Every estate cottage in the village has this arrangement—I do know that much—but I’ve never been in any of the cottages: The village women don’t like us; they whisper behind their hands when we pass; they call us the “weird sisters,” which is rude. So I’ve never experienced the joys of peeing in a little stone shed. I’ve been planning to visit Dan’s on this occasion, but Finn’s read my mind and she’s already intervened. I’m not to pee during this visit. I’m not to want to pee or even consider peeing. The privy is off-limits. A visit there would be humiliating for Dan and perilous for me; it would incur punishment. I know Finn’s punishments. They’re implacable, immediate, and painful. So I’m not going to risk it.


“I’ve made tea,” says Dan’s grandmother when we’ve been in the room ten seconds.


I can feel Finn’s eyes on my face. “Maisie won’t have tea, just a small glass of water,” she says hastily.


“Yes, please, water, Mrs. Nunn,” I say, well drilled. Tea makes me pee.


We all stand around the table, waiting politely for Bella Nunn to sit down first. My eyes are beginning to adjust to the lack of light now, and the room is taking shape before me. It is every bit as strange and marvelous as Finn promised, and it’s spectacularly dirty. But then Dan’s grandmother “does” for us at the Abbey and I’ve seen her cleaning methods, so this is no surprise. There are rolls of sluts’ dust on the cracked linoleum, the sink is full of unwashed dishes, and the table feels greasy. Julia’s worrying about her white frock, I can see that; her face is rigid with disdain. She hesitates before sitting down—the chairs are sticky—and with one slow, appalled glance takes in the spread on the table. There’s a plate of fatty ham, sliced thickly and attracting bluebottles; there’s lettuce, already doused with salad cream. There’s a dish of beetroot and a slice of pie I recognize—purloined from Stella’s larder and one week old. Slabs of bread and marge, a dry-looking, unnaturally yellow cake, and a slippery heap of hard-boiled eggs decorated with sprigs of wilting parsley. In the center is a pink blancmange in the shape of a castle, surrounded by a moat of tinned tangerines. It’s three in the afternoon.


“Oh, Mrs. Nunn, you’ve gone to so much trouble,” Julia says in a faint voice. “You really shouldn’t have bothered. We’ve only just had lunch.”


“Rubbish, I’m starving. This looks delicious,” says Finn with a glare.


My eyes flick up to the doorway, where Dan is still standing. I catch on his face an expression of misery and shame so acute that I’m shocked to the heart. He turns away and examines the yard outside with studious interest, as if he’s never seen it before. I notice for the first time that although it’s the holidays, he’s wearing his best suit, the one bought when he won a place at the grammar school. He’s long grown out of it. A good two inches of shirt cuff are visible. The shirt, a white nylon one, is freshly washed. His lace-up shoes are brilliantly polished. He’s been shorn. Last time I saw him he had a Brylcreemed teddy-boy forelock; but I think his school objected. Now there’s been a violent haircut, a short back and sides that make him look like a Borstal boy. There’s a rash on his neck. Finn says he’s begun shaving, but if so, the process has gone awry.


“Gran made the cake specially. Won’t you sit down, ladies?” he says, turning back to us but not looking at us—and I realize it’s the first time he’s spoken since we met in the lane. His voice has altered as cruelly as his appearance: Its pitch is uncertain, and his vowels have been ironed. I think he’s practiced this terrible remark and the wooden gesture that accompanies it. He’s tried to scrape Suffolk out of his voice; he’s killed off that odd, graceful Romany lilt that he learned from Ocean as a child, a lilt you could hear when he was excited or pleased. What is left is a sad amalgam: his grandmother’s odd Cockneyish intonation mixed with grammar school genteel. I think maybe he’s trying to imitate his village friend Nicholas Marlow (now at Winchester) or possibly Nick’s mother, she who occupies the Old Rectory, she who runs the Women’s Institute, she who could patronize God, Julia claims.


Bella Nunn places a large brown teapot on the table. She sits. We all sit. I accept huge helpings of hard-boiled eggs, pie, ham, Heinzsmothered lettuce, and beetroot, all foods I loathe. It pains me to eat animals. The beetroot bleeds. I fix my eyes on my bleeding plate, which is a Queen Elizabeth II coronation plate—Bella is a staunch monarchist and very keen on the royals. It’s heraldic, gilded, and chipped.


I think: Oh, Dan, what has happened to you?


It was I who saw Dan first. No one in my family will ever accept that. They say I was far too young to remember. They say it’s just another of my tedious tales. Finn, who’s very jealous of her bond with Dan, is especially caustic about my claims. Julia, who can’t stand him and never could—or so she likes to pretend, anyway—says, “God, Maisie, you’re such a little fantasist, you know. Who gives a toss who saw him first anyway? He’s the Munchkin’s apprentice. He’s her familiar. He comes with the Abbey, the same as she does. He’s always been around.”


This isn’t true. I saw Daniel on the day of Daddy’s funeral—and that isn’t something I’d forget, is it? Am I likely to be confused?


It wasn’t a funeral as such, of course—though I didn’t understand that then. My father was a hero. At nineteen, he was flying Spitfires. He survived the Battle of Britain but later died in New Mexico, United States of America, where we’d gone, at Stella’s insistence, to cure his lungs. He came back with us on the boat to England, packed in a small urn that was inside a reinforced box labeled not wanted on voyage in Stella’s hand. When we arrived at the Abbey, or “the ancestral dump,” as Gramps dolefully calls it, the urn lived on the chest of drawers in Stella’s room; it stayed there for months. There was a great to-do about the urn, and where it should be put, and what ceremony was appropriate. First it was to go in a niche in the church, next to umpteen other illustrious Mortlands. A stone was to be carved by one of Stella’s artist friends (almost all Stella’s friends are artists of a kind).


Then, no, a memorial window would be more in keeping, a window that would match the one opposite it, erected to the memory of a great-great Mortland uncle who died valiantly in some distant, forgotten war. Then it was to be the churchyard; then a special enclosure in Acre Field—a place Daddy always loved as a boy. Then it was the bluebell wood, because Stella claimed that his eyes, which we’ve all inherited, were precisely that shade of blue. And finally, when Gramps kicked up a fuss and said no son of his was going to end up where the blasted dogs got buried, it was the church again, but the budget had shrunk, so the stone shrank, too, and the great carved baroque statement of Stella’s imagination became a small, neat, rectangular pigeon-hole. It reads: guy mortland, dso, dfc. 1920–1955.


On the great day when the urn would be put in its final resting place, we processed to the church: first Gramps and Stella, then Julia and Finn, then Bella Nunn and me. Bella, caretaker of the Abbey in our absence abroad, had been promoted. She was now housekeeper, cleaner, confidante, and nursery nurse. Bella had been devoted to my father, so she was there to pay her respects—also to be my warder, to make sure I didn’t ruin the ceremony by fidgeting or sniffling or shaming the family in any way, however small.


In the church, we sang Daddy’s favorite hymn: “We plow the fields and scatter the good seed on the land…” Then came some prayers from the rector and a very long poem, read by Stella, composed by Stella, and “polished” by some distinguished literary man, another of Stella’s friends. The man of literature had promised to be there, but unavoidable business detained him in London. The villagers had been invited, but Gramps was so upset, he wrote the wrong date on the black-bordered cards; besides, it was harvesting time, so everyone was working and no one came. The church was empty, echoey, and cold; the pews were very uncomfortable. I was a chubby sort of toddler, and my legs were too short to reach the hassock, let alone the floor. Bella smelled of mothballs and kept my hand imprisoned tight in hers. I sat beside her tiny person and tried to remember Daddy, as Gramps said I should. But the memories would slip and muddle, and I could snatch only glimpses: arms held out, the smell of his skin, the time he coughed blood into his handkerchief and Stella cried. I may have imagined the last incident. I may have imagined all of it. I was only one and a bit when he died.


After a while I grew bored. I stared at Bella’s curious shoes—stout and black, with scarlet laces. I stared at Bella’s coat, trimmed with some dead animal fur that was rufous and snarled. I stared at her rings—numerous—and her jet necklaces—several strands. I stared at her wonder of a hat, which had the eye of a peacock’s tail feather stuck in its black band. I fiddled with my prayer book and stretched and wriggled, until Bella, losing patience, gave me a sharp pinch on the hand. I fell still and silent; I lifted my eyes and looked round the church. I examined the Day of Judgment painting, in which jeering devils pitchfork a crowd of naked people over a precipice into the red fires of hell. I examined the marble Mortland Crusader, asleep on his tomb, and the brass plaque commemorating a Tudor wife: It had been polished so often, her head was erased. I inspected the memorial window to the great-great-uncle of the unknown war, then looked at the window nearest to me, the one that would have been Daddy’s memorial window, had not money become tight in recent years.


It was made of clear leaded glass, set in panes. In the pane nearest to me, I saw a marvelous boy. He had wild black hair, black eyes, a straight nose, a wide mouth, and white, white teeth. He was wearing a small gold earring. His expression was one of ferocity and accusation. He was disembodied, without neck, trunk, or limbs. Having appeared, etched on the glass, he disappeared. He manifested, at intervals, three times. “I’ll kill that boy when I get him home,” Bella muttered as we were leaving. We were in the churchyard, and the boy, still ferocious but now with a body, neck, arms, and legs, had just reappeared from behind a gravestone. “I’ll tan his hide,” she said when she spotted him in the lane, dangling from the branches of an elm. He made a final manifestation when we were back at the Abbey. Suddenly there his face was, pressed to the library window, staring fiercely through the glass. Stella was handing round tiny sandwiches, Gramps was pouring sherry, Julia and Finn were playing on the lionskin rug, Bella was making up the fire. Only I saw him. The library is on the first floor; there is a thirty-foot drop from the window to the flagstones. The boy and I stared at each other for several minutes. Something was troubling him. He lifted a grubby hand and rubbed his eyes. Then I blinked, and he was gone.


That was Dan. I now know that he must have climbed a drain-pipe to reach that window, though Dan claims he flew. And I’ve recently discovered why he was troubled—though he insists I imagined the tears. But such details don’t matter. My view of Dan was fixed from that day onward. He’s the boy in the glass. And although he’s now greatly changed in most respects, to my eyes he is still the wild boy for whom I felt an instant affinity—the boy who’s forever on the outside, looking in. Whenever I meet him, I want to say: Admit him now! Open the window! Unlock the door!




[ three ]


Ocean’s Daughter Tells the Cards


More blancmange, Miss Julia? I know you’re partial to it,” Bella says, heaping a great spoonful on her plate before Julia can say a word. Julia, whose loathing of blancmange is well known by all present, including Bella, can barely suppress a shudder. Bella, not without malice by any means, gives her a merry glance. Her small black eyes flash with amusement. “Swallow down that tea, girls,” she says. “And Maisie, you’ll have to have a sip. I’m starting with the leaves.”


“Can’t we have the crystal ball, Mrs. Nunn?” I say—I’ve been eyeing the ball longingly all through tea. It’s on the dresser, veiled in a white silk handkerchief.


“No, we can’t. Not first, anyways,” Bella replies. “There’s a right order and a wrong order. First it’s the leaves, then it’s the crystal, then the cards.”


There’s no arguing with Bella, who is both bossy and stubborn. Also short-tempered: If we rub her the wrong way, there’ll be no fortune-telling at all—and we want Bella to tell our fortunes passionately, even Julia, who pretends it’s all hokum. Bella has the Gift; she’s told us this so often, and Dan has told us this so often, that we all believe it. The Gift comes down from Bella’s Romany ancestors. “Some people inherit a house, or a hunchback,” Bella will say to me. “Some people inherit a dukedom, or that himofilia, like them Russian princes. I inherited the Gift. How many children did Ocean have?”


“Fourteen,” I’ll answer. I’m well rehearsed.


“And how many got the Gift?”


“Only you. You were the one.”


“I was the one,” Bella will say beadily. “So watch out, Maisie. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. I see through walls and doors.”


Now, she pours an inch of black tea into a cup and passes it to me. It’s thick with leaves. I sip it carefully, under Finn’s watchful gaze. I’ve promised Stella and Gramps that I’ll describe the witch’s den in great detail, so while Julia chokes down her blancmange, and we all wait for her to finish, I survey the room.


I already love it. I love its darkness and glitter. I admire the scarlet roses Bella has painted on the beams. I admire the mirrors framed in shiny tin that hang in the deep window recesses, hinting at and distorting the outside world. I like the many knickknacks, and the spangled ribbons strung from the dresser hooks, and the shiny brass pots, and the cushions on the bench by the black-leaded stove. They’re covered in flowers and stripes and spots, scarlet and yellow, sunflower orange, leaf green and raspberry pink; there’s one that I especially covet, sewn with tinselly stars. Best of all, and right next to me so I can inspect it closely, I like the ancestral wall.


It’s set up like a small altar, with a shelf trimmed in scarlet flannel and a night-light candle glimmering away beneath the photographs, so the people come alive. There in the center, in pride of place, is Bella’s mother, Dan’s great-grandmother, the fabulous Ocean Jones. She’s sitting on the sepia steps of a wooden caravan—the kind of caravan I’ve never actually seen but aspire to live in. It has a curved roof, huge wheels, a stovepipe chimney, and painted shafts for the shaggy piebald pony that’s grazing nearby. In the doorway, in full Romany fig, is Ocean herself. No question about it: She’s superb. First, she’s fat; second, she’s craggy; third, she has dark, dark eyes that are fixed on the beyond. She’s wearing long embroidered skirts, several layers of them, a waistcoat, a billowing blouse, umpteen necklaces (that’s where Bella gets it from), and a head scarf trimmed with coins, fixed low upon her brow. Her white hair—which she never cut, just as Bella claims never to have cut hers; it is very bad luck—is worn in a plait as thick as a horse’s tail. It hangs over her shoulder all the way to her waist. She’s wearing a man’s boots and holding a man’s pipe—and there are men in the photograph, standing either side at the foot of the steps, but they’re dwarfed by Ocean’s presence. There’s no doubt who rules this clan, I think. It’s the first time I’ve understood the word Finn’s used of Ocean: matriarch.


Ocean died in 1949, when Dan was four—I know that, Bella’s told me often enough. She foretold her own death and prepared for it with care. In those days, the Gypsies still came to this part of Suffolk every year, often at harvesttime, when there was casual work to be had. They made their encampment in bender tents down by Black Ditch and sometimes remained there through the winter. Then they moved on. North, south, east, west: England was theirs. They’d visit cities—they’d always done stints in cities, Bella says—but they preferred to sleep in fields, under stars. They went as far north as Yorkshire, where people were tight, and as far south as Dorset, where they had a more liberal hand. They attended fairs the length and breadth of the country. They made pegs and patchwork, tools and ornaments, which they sold. They picked hops in Kent, dug potatoes in Lincolnshire, collected scrap iron everywhere, and had an annual pitch in London’s East End. Bella nearly married a pearly king, she says, a king so charming, so gifted with the gab, that he could wind her around his little finger. She met him at Epsom, on Derby Day. He had thirty thousand pearl buttons on his king’s suit. The Eye of God was emblazoned on the back of his jacket; there was a sun and moon on his lapels. Bella took one look and fell. But Ocean didn’t like the cut of his jib, so in the end Bella saw sense and married Dan’s grandfather instead. Dan’s grandfather was a steady man, just as Dan’s father is—and, Bella says, a steady man is what a woman needs.


It had been Ocean’s wish that she might die here, down in the fields by Black Ditch. She was particularly devoted to Wykenfield and had many friends here, not to mention a daughter, namely Bella, who’d married out but of whom Ocean remained fond. It wasn’t to be. She gathered the ninety-six members of her immediate family around her and died, on the stroke of midnight, near Scunthorpe (a location that could be improved on, I feel). According to Roma custom, the caravan was burned only when the male head of the family died, but in Ocean’s case—in view of the Gift, her willpower, and the force of her personality—an exception was made. This very caravan, torched within hours of Ocean’s death, was, in a sense, her funeral pyre.


There is no photograph of that great event, alas. I have to make do with pictures of Ernest Jones, Ocean’s husband, one of the legendary Gypsy Joneses and therefore distinct from more common or garden people who bore that name, Bella’s explained. I peer at clusters of Oceanic daughters, trying to pick out Bella among her swarming sisters. And I stare at Ocean’s wild boy-children, with their bare feet, ragged clothes, and swaggering princely good looks. I can’t really believe they belong in this century, but then all these pictures were taken before the war, and—Gramps says—prewar is another world. Where are these princes now? I wonder. Are they still alive? Are they still Romany? Are they still traveling? I hope so. I look at their unshorn curls, thin limbs, and black-eyed gaze: Any one of them could be the Daniel I thought I knew, the Daniel I mourn.


I’m wondering where the photographs are of Bella’s Suffolk family—it’s tribal, too. There are still four Nunns, vaguely related, in the next village; there are fifteen (Finn and Dan counted once) in the churchyard here. But there’s no image of that steady man Bartholomew Nunn, Bella’s late husband, or of poor Dorrie, her only child. There’s no picture of Joe Nunn, Dan’s father, either. (Dorrie married a cousin; as Gramps says darkly, there’s a lot of interbreeding around here.) In fact, I realize, there’s virtually no evidence of Dan’s father in this room at all; it’s Bella’s domain. True, there is a framed certificate that states Joseph John Nunn won the East of England Annual Suffolk Horse Ploughing Match eight years running—I know this is a great achievement: Dan’s told me so. And there is a shotgun on a rack on the far wall, and that’s probably his or Dan’s—but it could be Bella’s. I know she both shot and snared rabbits as a girl, and unlike me, she has no respect for animals; they’re walking food, that’s all. If a chicken gets old or broody, she dispatches it with an ax: Chip-chop and into the pot, she cries. I once saw Bella decapitate one of Stella’s chickens, and I can’t forget it. Blood spouted from the severed neck; the headless chicken flapped round the yard for two long minutes. Her name was Miranda. She ate corn from my hand.


Dan clears his throat. “Better get a move on, Gran,” he says in his awful new voice. And with an air of great ceremony, he produces a packet of cigarettes and hands it round. He’s blushed scarlet, and his hand is trembling slightly. I wonder who the Woodbines are supposed to impress—Finn, presumably?


Julia gives them a look of immeasurable pity. “No, thank you, we don’t smoke,” she says in her prissiest voice.


“Oh tosh,” says Finn, taking one.


Leaning across the table, Dan strikes a match and holds it out to her. For a second I see it flare in Finn’s astonishing eyes. She and Dan exchange a look. It is like a knife, that look. It cuts them off from the rest of us; it hacks out a huge space in which they’re completely alone. I feel shocked, though I don’t exactly know why. I feel as if I’ve peeped through a keyhole, opened a locked door, and spied on the forbidden. It’s the way you feel when you look down the Squint—and I don’t like it. It makes me nervous, so I start to think about peeing, which I mustn’t do. I think Julia notices the power of that glance, too, but Bella is the only one to react. She gives one of her small, tight, malicious smiles.


Bluish smoke curls in the air about the table, so it seems to shimmer. The stove is well stoked. The fug in the hot room intensifies. I’m beginning to feel a little faint and breathless—I expect it’s the excitement. After rising to her feet, every inch Ocean’s daughter now, Bella fetches the crystal and the cards.


Bella likes ceremony, and now that I’m older I can see that there was some theater, some fairground razzamatazz, involved. There needed to be a degree of buildup, so she played with us to begin with, examining our palms, tracing the lines on them, shaking her head, muttering, and giving enigmatic frowns.


“Now, here’s a husband and a half,” she says, turning Julia’s palm this way and that. “Well, who’d have thought it! You’re a dark one, and no mistake,” she cries, examining Finn’s. “Roses all the way for you, my darling,” she says quickly, clasping mine. “See that cross on the palm? Pure luck, that is. All your life through.” Neither Julia nor Finn has a palm cross. I feel proud. I crease up my hand so the cross mark deepens. No doubt about it, the lucky mark is there!


Next it’s the tea leaves. We each have to swirl our cup around, then tip the liquid dregs into a special white china bowl. We pass the cups to Bella for her inspection. Again, she makes a great palaver of it, turning them this way and that—and it’s then, or so I decide afterward, that something starts to go wrong. Either Bella can’t read the leaves or she dislikes what she sees in them. She keeps picking up the cups and putting them down, and comparing them, and then comparing them again, until I think I’ll die of suspense. “Unclear,” she says finally. “They won’t speak. They’re resisting me. We’ll try the crystal. Where’s the birthday princess? You’re first, Miss Julia. Come up here.”


She and Julia go into a huddle at the end of the table. I’m beginning to feel hot and sick from all the horrible food. I can still taste sulfurous eggs and beetroot and blancmange. I want some fresh air. If I were less in fear of Finn’s wrath, I might suggest a visit to the stone shed in the garden, but I don’t dare. I try to fix my eyes on the Ocean photographs and the altar to the dead, but the images are starting to swim about and merge. The back door is still wide open, but no air seems to be entering. Bella is muttering and sighing; Dan has lit another cigarette, and the acrid smoke drifts across the table. It’s aiming itself at me, and I can’t understand why it does that, because the atmosphere is still and clammy and there isn’t the least draft.


“Well, miss, you’ll get everything your heart desires,” I hear, and Julia, looking flushed and triumphant, returns to her chair.


Next it’s Finn’s turn. She bends over the crystal, and her hair falls forward like a veil. It’s very frustrating: All I can see is Finn’s thin brown arm and her mane of corn gold hair—unlike Julia’s, it could do with a comb. I fidget about, but no matter how I try, Finn’s been positioned so the crystal is invisible. I can’t even see Bella’s face, though I can hear her in an indistinct way. She’s been muttering and murmuring for an age, and she seems to be getting agitated. Something is happening, certainly. The room feels darker and hotter, and there’s a vibration, a perturbation, in the air. It’s like the plucking of a string, like the reverberations afterward. It’s the way the nuns announce their presence in the corridors—and I know I’m not imagining it because when I look at Dan, I can tell he’s sensed it, too: He’s paled.


“I see a sacrifice,” Bella says, the words suddenly clear in the midst of the mumbo-jumbo. She sounds bewildered, or possibly afraid. She murmurs something indistinguishable—I think she’s lapsing into Romany; then she makes an odd humming sound. It’s like listening when Gramps tunes the wireless, half a sentence, two notes of music, snatches of song—all those voices concealed in the airwaves! But Bella is homing in on one particular station, I can sense it, and suddenly it comes through, loud and clear. “The second shall be first,” Bella pronounces in anguished tones. Then she loses the wavelength, or maybe there’s interference, for she pushes Finn away and covers her ears. Finn looks at her uncertainly—I don’t think she’s enjoying this—and Bella rallies. “And a great deal of travel,” she says in a hollow voice. “I see a journeying. Many seas to cross, but safe harbor in the end.”


“Book your passage now,” Julia whispers as Finn sits down. Julia smiles—she’s always envious of Finn, and I know she’s delighted that Finn’s future sounds less promising than her own. Finn ignores her. Her face is set. Did she even hear Julia? Did she see anything in the magic crystal? I long to know, but I can’t ask: It’s my turn.


“Now you, my little darling,” Bella says, and I stand up. The sickly feeling at once intensifies. I position myself by Bella’s chair. It all feels dreamlike. Bella makes me lean across the table so the crystal is hidden from Finn and Julia and only we can see it. She wipes it with the white silk handkerchief—very thoroughly, as if she’s polishing a doorknob—then flicks the silk away. I look at her face, which seems odd, not like Bella’s usual face at all. Her eyes are half-closed and rolled back so the whites are showing. She keeps cocking her head, as if someone’s whispering in her ear. I look at the crystal. “Deep, deep,” Bella murmurs. “Look deep into it, Maisie, right into its heart.”


I look and I look. I’m expecting to see a scene from my future, very small, but like a film. The crystal is going to show me a story—or perhaps a face. Maybe I’ll see the man I’m going to marry, I think, because when I stop being a boy I suppose I will marry—what else is there to do? Maybe it will show me my future children. I’d like to see them. I’d like lots, like Ocean. If I’ve got to have them, I want a tribe.


I start wondering if my children will inherit my eyes, as Dan inherited Ocean’s. I start hoping they will, because then Daddy will live on forever. But although I’m looking closely, and concentrating hard, all I can see is my own reflection, a wavering Maisie. Around me, inside me, there’s glass, clear glass, with a curious flaw deep in my crystal heart. This flaw is tear shaped. It’s large. I find it has a hypnotic effect, that flaw. I stare, and I discover it can alter shape and formation like a cloud. I watch, and I see that it’s swelling, gathering up other clouds and absorbing them. It’s getting larger and thicker. The whole crystal is beginning to mist over and cloud up, until all I can see is one whirling white spherical swirl.


Finn stands up. I think it’s Finn. I hear her chair scrape back. She says: Maisie, what’s wrong? Dan, stop this. Maisie isn’t well. I hear this distinctly, and at that point—though I know it’s forbidden—I reach out to touch the crystal. It flies up to meet my grasp; then it plummets. I can hear the distant sound of smashing glass.


Before I know it, I start falling, too. I fall a very long way and land outside, in the small dark yard at the back of the cottage. I’ve landed in a curious position, with my head between my knees. Julia and Finn are fussing about somewhere, and Dan’s brought me a glass of water. I drink it down thirstily in one great, reviving swallow. My stomach gives a heave and up it comes, all that bleeding beetroot and fleshy pink blancmange.


I feel restored immediately. It’s shaming to be sick in public, but I don’t care—I feel cleansed. Julia’s moaning in disgust, of course, and worrying about her new white dress; she keeps a safe distance, but Finn and Dan are more practical. Finn fetches a bowl of water and a cloth, and Dan cleans me up. “There you are, Maisie,” he says. “Clean as a whistle. And your color’s coming back. Always better out than in.” I’m grateful to him for being so cheerful and businesslike, but I’m worrying about the crystal. I know I smashed it. “Don’t you fret about that,” Dan whispers. “Accidents happen. Plenty more where that came from. There’s another nine in the kitchen cupboard. Gran likes to keep a good supply.”


His old voice has returned. He gives me a hug, and I find that comforting—but I’m not certain I believe him. However many replacements Bella may have, I’m sure it’s bad luck for everyone present when a crystal gets smashed. Dan lifts me up and carries me into the kitchen to say good-bye to Bella. He’s reassuring and hearty—but he can’t meet my eyes.


“Better call it a day, I think, Gran,” he says as we reenter, with Finn and Julia crowding in behind us. But it’s too late. There are shards of glass all over the linoleum, the teapot’s upset and smashed, but Bella is still seated at the table, and she’s spread out the tarot cards. She doesn’t look up when we enter, she’s so concentrated. She’s moving them this way and that, feverishly fast, picking them up, slapping them down, altering the arrangement. The cards are very powerful—even more powerful than the crystal: Bella’s explained this many times. I stare down at the table from my vantage point against Dan’s strong, broad shoulder. I love these cards, with their beautiful enigmatic pictures, but you have to be skilled and wise to read them. What they seem to say and what they’re actually saying can be opposite things.


Bella’s using the Rider-Waite deck, her favorite. She’s using the Celtic Cross spread. I can see some of the Major Arcana: I see the Lovers, I see the Tower (a dangerous card). I see the Hanged Man—I’m sure it was those cards, though I was looking at them upside down. The Empress is reversed; the Tower is reinforced by—oh, calamity!—the Five of Cups. Then Bella brings her fist down, smack, on the table. She spreads her fingers, gathers up the cards, then sweeps them on the floor, all seventy-eight of them. They tumble down in a flurry of colors, spinning this way and that. When they land, they all land facedown. All of them, every single card in the pack, facedown—except for one.


We stare at that one card in silence. I can sense that Finn and Julia are spooked. I can feel the tension in Dan. I feel odd and light and unworried. I listen to the world outside. I can hear a tractor in the distance. A child cries for its mother. My hearing’s so acute. I can hear the elms growing. I can hear the larks singing half a mile away in Acre Field.


Finn bends down and, before Bella can stop her, reaches out to the one card that’s facing upward. “Don’t touch it—oh, Finn, don’t,” Julia whispers, but Finn ignores her. She flips the card over, so we can’t see that frightening picture anymore. Then she rises, turns back to Dan—and that look happens again. For one second, I think he’ll have to kiss her; but he doesn’t.


Finn takes me in her arms. “Come on, Maisie,” she says gently. “You’re tired. It’s time to leave.”


At that point, Bella recovers. I can see her making a huge effort. She cranks herself up. She becomes brisk and rings down the curtain. She stops being Ocean’s daughter. She reverts to Dan’s gran, chief meddler and general factotum at the Abbey. She says it’s time for Dan to get cracking with the brush and dustpan. She says she could do with forty winks. She says we’ve worn her out; she says that’s more than enough jiggery-pokery for today and more than enough hocus-pocus.…


“I blame that pie,” she says, regarding me sidelong. “I had my doubts about the pie from the start.” She gives my arm a sharp pinch. And sends us home.


There, the nuns are waiting for me: I see them clearly for the first time. Welcome, Sister, says Isabella, and she lets me hold her rosary. Five decades of jade beads, single silvers for the Paternoster, mined in the Orient and powerful with prayers.


Made for my hand: Each bead fits snugly in that cross on my palm.




[ four ]


Mixed Doubles


My hour is up.


“Well, well, well,” Lucas says, putting down his pencil. Lucas has been listening intently to this episode in our history, but I’m not sure he’s understood it—or enjoyed it. This may be because, being an unbeliever, he doesn’t take such events seriously—a mistake, in my view. But I suspect he disliked one aspect of it. It was unwise to have mentioned that look, I feel. Sometimes I think that Lucas, for all his gifts and alleged genius, is jealous of Dan. They’re friends, but there’s an edge to that friendship that I don’t understand.


They met up in their first Michaelmas term at Cambridge, when they had rooms on the same staircase at Trinity, and they’ve been like brothers ever since. Julia moved on the fringes of their set while she was at Newnham, but she was a year ahead of them and never as close a friend as Finn has become. Lucas and Dan adopted Finn the second she arrived at Girton. They became famous as the “gang of three,” as the “Unholy Trinity”; they became inseparable. So Lucas must be envious of Dan rather than jealous, I decide. He’s certainly envious of Dan’s glorious ancestors, and who wouldn’t be? I am.


“Just one card remained face-up?” he says, closing the sketchbook before I can sneak a look at it. “I think I can guess which card that was.”


“I’m sure you can,” I reply with irony. I dislike it when people underestimate my stories—it’s presumptuous, precipitate, and irritating. So I tell him that, true to the card’s prediction, my pet hamster died the following day. In fact it was two weeks later, but the cards can see a long way—years—into the future, and I feel a little adjustment is perfectly fair. In any case, as I know but suspect Lucas doesn’t, the Death card doesn’t indicate a death—or not of the obvious kind. That would be a very crude, immature, foolish reading, Finn says. The point is, we experience deaths all the time. There’s the death of love, for instance; the death of hope or innocence—and the death of the heart. It can be these kinds of death that the card indicates. Shall I tell Lucas that? I decide I won’t. Stories require symmetry and a good firm ending. “His name was Hamish, and he died in agony,” I add. (Not strictly true, either. He just keeled over. Hamsters do.)


Lucas says that is truly extraordinary, that he has a new respect for Bella and her powers, etc., etc., but I can tell he’s only humoring me. People are always humoring me; it’s very tiresome indeed. “That’s enough for now,” he adds, glancing at his watch. “I’m going for a swim. This time tomorrow, okay?”


“I can’t come tomorrow,” I remind him. “We’re all going to Elde. We’re going to see the Viper. It’s the annual visit. I told you. We’ll be out all day.”


Lucas gives a shrug. He’s preoccupied by something, and besides, he’s not interested in the Viper or our family crises—money means nothing to him. “The day after, then,” he says indifferently. “Run along now, Maisie, there’s a good girl.”


I’m told to “run along” a dozen times a day. “That’s fascinating, Maisie,” Gramps said this morning when I was explaining prime numbers to him. “Tell me later, darling. The test match will be on in a minute. Run along now—I expect Stella could do with some help in the kitchen, don’t you?”


And he was right: Stella did need my help. Stella values my assistance; she likes to know where I am; she likes me by her side. I skinned the tomatoes for her—dip them in boiling water and watch their skins shrivel, watch them curl. I skinned eighty-seven expertly and told Stella the story of Marsyas, who was flayed alive by Apollo. Stella had a headache; she seemed anxious and tired.


“That’s such a cruel story, Maisie,” she said, looking at her watch. “I’ll finish those, darling. It’s time you went down to the refectory. You mustn’t keep Lucas waiting. Run along.”


Now, Lucas stands in the refectory doorway, watching me leave. I’m supposed to go straight back to the house; that is the rule. But I told Stella that Lucas would be drawing me for two hours, not one—so I have sixty minutes of freedom. Three thousand six hundred seconds—the nuns don’t approve. They shake their heads; they make tut-tutting sounds. Little girls shouldn’t lie—and to lie to their mothers… Is there no end to this rebelliousness, this wicked guile?


I creep past them, averting my eyes. I make for the house, and then, when I’m past the cloister wall, so I’m sure Lucas can’t see me, I double back. I have a plan. This house and this garden are so ancient, they have centuries of secret routes—and that knowledge is useful on occasions like this. There is only one path to his studio, as far as Lucas knows. It is flanked either side with huge, impenetrable walls of yew, and it’s made of gravel. It leads directly from the cloister to the refectory, where it opens out into a small courtyard, also graveled. It then continues on, through the old convent gateway to the fields outside the nunnery’s enclosure. It crosses a deep ditch, where the moat once was, and descends to the valley and village below. So anyone approaching his hideout from either direction will be seen or heard—or so Lucas believes. He always keeps one ear cocked for the telltale crunch of foot-steps on gravel. Well, he won’t hear them today.


The sisters who founded this convent were devout—so devout that they chose to renounce all contact with the outside world. But I’m not the only rebellious one. Some of their number must have rebelled, too, or been less devout than they appeared, because the nuns constructed secret entrances to their enclave—and two of those entrances, or perhaps exits, still remain. One is in the corner of the Lady Chapel, now the library, built into the paneling and leading to a flight of hidden stairs. The other is in the far corner of the cloister—and it’s this one I make for now.


I pause, just to check no one’s looking for me or watching, though it’s only midday, so I’m sure I’m safe from alarm for a while. Stella will be in the kitchen, making lunch for the tribe. Gramps will be in the library, listening to the test match. Bella will have finished making beds and brushing dust under the carpets; she’ll be on her way back to the village by now. I climb up onto one of the buttresses, which gives me a view of the whole house and the gardens below. This south front of the convent is three stories high; it has twenty-one windows, twenty-one eyes. They sparkle darkly. Those in the library, where I saw Dan materialize that day, are wide open. I can just hear that measured male voice that punctuates English summers: “And D’Oliveira steps up to the crease,” it says. That’s Gramps taken care of. No sign of Stella, and little danger from that quarter until the clock strikes one. Stella’s making tagliatelle for lunch today. She’ll be fully engaged ironing out sheets of pasta and feeding them through her latest acquisition, a fiend of a machine. Or she’ll be reading at the kitchen table, as she likes to do while pots simmer. It’s Jane Austen at the moment: Mansfield Park for the twenty-fourth time.


I look down at the gardens: I have plans for these gardens. Apart from the vegetable and soft-fruit section—looked after by Stella and Joe Nunn and flourishing—they’re in a state of disgraceful neglect. In my mind, there’s a pergola—I’ve already selected the roses to climb on it; there are wildflower meadows, an arboretum, and a parterre. I’m going to be a Horticulturist—and for that you need vision. A kind of double vision, perhaps. When other people look at the Abbey gardens, all they see is untamed nature, roses reverting to briars, bridal swathes of bindweed, seedlings in the paving, and so on. My eyes are more clear-sighted: I see an orderly Eden. I shall start to create it this summer—next week, maybe. Soon.


Meanwhile: Where are Julia and Finn? Answer: Safely occupied on the old rutted grass tennis court, below me. They’re playing a game of mixed doubles with Dan and his friend Nicholas Marlow. Nick is a junior doctor at a London hospital now. He has a week’s leave and is staying at the Old Rectory with his parents, but he spends most of his free time here. He is partnering Julia. Dan is partnering Finn.


The match shouldn’t take long in that case, and its outcome is inevitable, I decide. I assess the players: Nick plays a strong, reliable club game. Julia has a vicious serve and a mean backhand; she is fiercely competitive. Dan has moments of erratic brilliance but, unlike the others, has never had tuition—and it shows. Finn can run like Atalanta; she’s extremely agile and graceful, so I love to watch her, but her motivation is nonexistent. It’s just a game, she says haughtily: Who cares who wins?


Julia cares, for one. As I watch, she powers down one of her unkind topspin serves, aimed at Finn’s unreliable backhand. To my surprise—I can scarcely see the ball, and on this court the bounce is always unpredictable—Finn gets her racket to it. She hits a lob—probably by accident, but it could be intentional, with Finn you never know—and it’s a stroke of great delicacy. The ball sails upward in a slow, high, lovely curve. It sails over Nick at the net and over Julia, who stretches for it but misses. It’s bound to go out, I think, but it doesn’t. At the very last moment it appears to hesitate, to redirect. It lands on the newly painted baseline with a puff of white. “Love–fifteen,” shouts Dan.


“Good shot, Finn,” calls tall, dark-haired Nick Marlow. He’s wearing traditional whites; he’s more sporting a partner than Julia prefers. Julia scowls at the sun and says nothing. She’s readying herself to serve again, this time to Dan.


I look at Dan, who stands on the baseline waiting to receive. His manner is nonchalant. Dan has been transformed by Cambridge, where he had a brilliant, much envied career. He plans to become a great film director. He no longer looks awkward or gauche, and he’s handsome again—oh, that Romany rock-star look, Julia says in a cold, dismissive way, but I don’t care what Julia thinks or pretends to think. To my eyes, Dan is one of Ocean’s princelings again. He has grown his black hair long, so its Gypsy unruly locks touch his collar. He’s playing tennis in a white cotton shirt and torn blue jeans. He’s tall, tanned, muscular, and strong. He’s not wearing sneakers, and his brown feet are bare. He looks at ease, capable of anything—and his voice has changed again, too. The Suffolk has disappeared totally, but the vowels are no longer painfully ironed. It’s now impossible to place him. You can’t put him in one of those English pigeonholes of region or education or class, as some people (the Viper, for instance) like to do. If you didn’t know about his Roma ancestry, you might guess he’d been born Irish and blessed with Irish charm. If you did, Dan would never reveal that you were wrong.


Julia scowls at him, raises a golden arm, tosses the ball high, and smashes it down the center line. Dan doesn’t move his racket. “Foot fault, I think, Julia,” he calls in a lazy, provocative tone. Julia proceeds to double-fault twice. When she loses her temper, her game becomes more aggressive and her aim less accurate. Things aren’t always the way I imagine they are, I remind myself, and—occasionally, not often—I read situations wrongly. Maybe this match will take longer than I’d anticipated—and maybe its outcome isn’t so certain after all.


I watch my long-limbed sisters for a few seconds more, then remember my plan. I have fifty minutes of freedom left: I mustn’t waste time. I jump down from the buttress and wriggle under a great tangled arch of brambles in the corner below it. I’ve hollowed out a little crawl space here, and it’s not too prickly. Only one scratch: I lick the beading blood on my hand. Six feet in, I reach the part of the cloister wall that’s now crumbling, where the door and the secret stairs must once have been. A wicked part of the Abbey: I hang by my hands over a steep drop, where the moat was. Then I let go. I fall ten feet, land on soggy ground, and roll over like a parachutist—no harm done. I creep along the length of the old moat, a deep ditch that follows the outer line of the cloister walls. I’ve made a good, well-trodden path here, concealed by long grass, elder bushes, and a tangle of hawthorn. Finally, I reach my perfect espionage point, a huge black yew (Taxus baccata) planted by my father as a boy. No one’s clipped it since he died.


It’s a good twelve feet thick and fifteen high. When I lie down under its black branches, I’m invisible—and I have an uninterrupted view of the refectory, its windows, and its door. I lie there, in heat and darkness. The scent of the yew is pungent. Yews grow well in graveyards, Bella says. They like the rich graveyard food. In the distance, a shotgun fires. Someone’s after rabbits or pigeons; someone’s on the hunt, on the prowl.


When I was little, Stella taught me that poems could cure nervousness. It’s the concentration that’s involved. The boy stood on the burning deck, / Whence all but he had fled, I chant. I move on to the intricacies of Hiawatha. I begin my favorite section, “The Ghosts.” Its rhythms soothe:




Then the shadows ceased from weeping,


Ceased from sobbing and lamenting,


And they said, with gentle voices:


“We are ghosts of the departed,


Souls of those who once were with you.


From the realms of Chibiabos


Hither have we come to try you,


Hither have we come to warn you…”





Lucas emerges at last. He has a rolled-up towel under his arm—so it was true, he did intend swimming. He steps out onto the gravel and lifts his face to the sun. I think how thin and sharp and hungry he looks, with his unkempt hair and his narrow, alert face. His odd tawny eyes are set too close together; he resembles a hawk or a kestrel—and, as they are, he’s solitary. Lucas avoids the others. He likes to be alone. He likes to hunt alone, too—or so I think. I’d like to know what he hunts and why.


He closes the heavy refectory door, and—yes—padlocks it. He puts the key in the pocket of his old, paint-stained trousers and turns down the path to the valley below. He passes under the huge arch where the nunnery gates once stood. The high boundary walls that once supported this arch have crumbled away, and there’s now only a plank over the moat ditch. Lucas strolls across it and disappears out of sight. I wait exactly five minutes and twenty-eight lines more.
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