
[image: Image Missing]


[image: missing logo]

 

 

[image: missing logo]


Copyright © 2014 Johanna Lane

The right of Johanna Lane to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published in Great Britain as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 9631 3

Author photograph © Florence Montmare

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London 

NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the Book

For generations, the Campbells have lived happily at Dulough, an idyllic, rambling estate on the windswept coast of Ireland. But upkeep has drained the family coffers. Faced with the heartbreaking possibility of having to sell, John Campbell makes a very difficult decision; to keep Dulough he will turn the estate into a tourist attraction. He and his wife, daughter and son will move from the luxury of the big house to a small, damp caretaker’s cottage. The upheaval strains the already tenuous threads that bind the family, and when a tragic accident befalls them, long-simmering resentments and unanswered yearnings are forced to the surface. As each character is given a turn to speak, their voices tell a complex and fascinating story about what happens when the upstairs becomes the downstairs, and the legacy that remains when family secrets are revealed.
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Praise for Johanna Lane

‘A beautiful portrait of a family faced with unbearable loss’ John Burnside

‘Jewelled with shrewd insights into childhood… a book to admire’ Amit Chaudhuri


For my parents


… I regarded men as something much less than the buildings they made and inhabited, as mere lodgers and short-term sub-lessees of small importance in the long, fruitful life of their homes.

—Charles Ryder, Brideshead Revisited


AUTUMN


When they were little, the door to what was to have been the house’s ballroom remained locked. They would stand at the threshold, rattling the handle, first the girl, then the boy, turning it left and right, feeling a split second of give, a moment of hope that this time it might open, but it never did. Their father said that the key was lost, that the room was never finished, that no one had been up there since the house was built. But that was a lie.

When the girl was twelve, her mother plucked her out of boarding school in the city and brought her home. At the door to the ballroom, she slipped a key out of her pocket; the girl’s breath caught when it turned easily in the lock. In the vast, secret space, their furniture was doll’s house furniture. The mother unpacked the girl’s suitcase into a trunk at the foot of the bed, which was covered in a thick eiderdown. She had stolen it from the room below, the room she had shared with the girl’s father until the government took over the house and they moved to the small cottage down by the lake.

There was a knock at the door. The girl went to the bottom of the stairs and listened. Her father was on the other side. He whispered her name.

“Dad?”

“Is Mum there?”

The mother arrived, as if she’d glided across the floor. “What is it?”

“What are you doing?” the father asked.

The mother didn’t answer.

That night, the mother fell asleep long before the girl. She had driven to the city and back in one day, a ten-hour round-trip. The girl watched her sleep, her lips twitching at the corners every so often as if she were talking to someone in her dreams. There was no electricity in the ballroom, only candles, and though the one next to the bed still burnt, it gave out little light. It was such a contrast to the packed dorms of the boarding school that the girl couldn’t help but be afraid. As she lay there, her eyes wandered the darkness, where ghosts of her ancestors could materialize at any moment.

But the next morning was bright and clear. From their warm bed, the girl watched the sun arrive over the sea. The wind was already in the gardens, the tops of the trees bent as if they were straining to talk to each other and straining to hear. The island just beyond the shore was dark, sodden. It had rained during the night.

That first morning, as the mother slept on, curled up, knees to chin, the girl wondered whether her father would take her for a walk—to look for the deer, perhaps, or to climb up to their favorite place in the hills. She had been at boarding school only a week before her mother took her back. It had been her first time away from home. At night, she had thought about the house, about her old bedroom, about the kitchen, about the gardens, and about the island. Now she understood what “missing” meant.

The tray that was put outside their door half an hour later was the first of many. And, by the end of breakfast, without anything having been said, the girl knew she wasn’t going to be allowed downstairs that day. But she couldn’t have known that it would be almost a month before she would leave the ballroom at all.

After breakfast, the mother produced a history book, the exact same one the girl had been using at school. They lay on the bed, the sun leaking in the windows. The girl was reading aloud, but she soon sensed that her mother wasn’t listening. Before, the girl would have made up something funny, some sort of gobble-degook, so that when her mother realized, she’d laugh and tickle her and make her start again. But the girl knew not to do that sort of thing anymore.

They did an hour of history. Then, at the girl’s insistence, an hour of Irish.

When their lunch arrived, the mother realized that they had no proper table. They’d had their breakfast in bed, but lunch was not a meal to be had in bed, let alone dinner. She could see that the mother was angry with herself for not thinking of this before. “But look,” the girl said, and laid out a place mat on each side of the bed, then a knife, a fork, and a napkin. “Clever girl,” said the mother, smiling.

When the lunch things had been cleared from outside the door, the mother declared that they needed exercise. They waltzed around and around until the girl was panting more than she had in hockey practice. The floorboards creaked underneath their feet and she imagined falling through to her parents’ old room while the guide was in the middle of a tour. She could hear people murmuring below; what would they make of the noises above?

That was the first day. On the second, the father came to the door again, early.

“Is Mum asleep?”

“Yes,” the girl whispered back.

“Can you see the key anywhere?”

“It’s under her pillow. Haven’t you got another?”

“I’m afraid not.” An intake of breath. “Don’t worry, I’m sure she’ll be better soon.”

“Will I have to go back to school then?”

“Don’t you want to?”

“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully.

The girl had wanted to go to boarding school. She was tired of having no friends her own age, of having nothing to do, of the endless sea, and of the way her mother had grown strange. But school was all opposites: Where she had had space, now she was confined, where she had sleep, now she woke at the crack of dawn, where she had no friends, now there were too many girls, too much talk.

When the mother came to the girl’s history class a few days earlier, her eyes seeking her daughter’s, the girl had rejoiced. An afternoon away, perhaps with her grandparents; would they let her curl up and sleep? But the girl and the mother had lunch at a restaurant in town, just the two of them, and after, the mother had swung the car north, away from school, towards the country, towards home. The girl hadn’t dared to ask how long she would be back for—or why.

At the beginning, she wasn’t afraid in the ballroom. Until the summer, they had been taught at home, mostly by the mother but sometimes, always more interestingly, by the father. The girl was used to settling down to some geography or history or French after breakfast. The mother would leave them work by their cereal bowls and disappear into the gardens, with a promise that she’d return mid-morning.

But soon the days began to run into each other; there was nothing to mark them as different from the ones that went before. They slept, they washed, they ate the meals the housekeeper prepared for them. Boarding school had already accustomed the girl to very little privacy, but using the chamber pot was something she never got used to, though the mother retreated gracefully to the other end of the room when the girl went behind the screen. She learnt to do the same and took solace in the fact that it was removed from outside the door late at night, which suggested that it was the father and not the housekeeper who performed this task.

The girl remembers when the snow began, flakes settling into the windowpanes, muffling everything outside, even the wind. The tourists were gone by then and it was just the sound of her father and the housekeeper moving about below, shutting up the house, covering the beds in dust sheets, rolling up the rugs, storing away quilts no one ever slept under. The girl missed the sound of the visitors, the guide herding them from room to room, story to story. Surely, when the house was finally locked for winter, the father would say that they had to leave, too?

It was after the snow that the mother began to talk about the girl’s brother as if he were still with them. One morning, as the girl did her lessons, her mother said, “I’d like you two to have this finished by lunch.”

The girl’s heart jumped. But it was a tiny word, two—a slip of the tongue, perhaps.

Then, a couple of afternoons later, the mother said, as she absentmindedly leafed through a textbook, “Can one of you tell me whether we’ve done this already?”

From that day onward, the brother joined them for morning classes. He never slept with them, he didn’t need the warm water to wash his face in the mornings, he’d no use for the chamber pot, but he was always there for lessons. And the girl came to accept his presence. Or rather, she came to accept that the mother felt him beside them as she stumbled through a sum or conjugated avoir and être. He was never expected to do any written work, to produce anything, and the mother never asked him a direct question, but sometimes, when she asked, “What’s the capital of Peru?” or “What’s the population of Ireland?” the girl would study the mother’s face intently in the silence before she answered, to see whether the mother was listening to him, whether she could hear a faint “Lima” or “The whole of Ireland or just the Republic?” surfacing, drifting in through the window, muffled by the waves.

After the move, the family had lived off a cold roast for days. Her brother had been angry at the chunks of meat that appeared everywhere, in sandwiches, in gravy, or simply, unashamedly cold, with potatoes and carrots, night after night. Now the girl regretted laughing at him when he’d taken a bite and run to the bin to spit it out. He’d opened the desolate fridge and stared into it for a while, as if better food might magically appear if he just stood there long enough. She should have found him something else to eat.

One day, as the snow drifted across the windowpanes, the mother flipped through “Rivers” until she got to “Glaciers.”

“I’ve done that,” the girl said gently, careful to say “I” instead of “we.”

“But you didn’t do it properly, did you?”

The girl looked at her, confused.

“You were too busy swimming this morning, isn’t that right? You traced your drawing from the book instead of doing what I asked you to do. Your younger brother”—she held up the picture he’d done at the time, which must have been tucked into the pages of the textbook—“did it properly.”

The mother was replaying something that had happened almost half a year earlier, the morning after they’d moved out of the big house.

That evening, when the father came to the door, the girl wanted to tell him that she couldn’t stay up in the ballroom much longer, that she was ready, now, to go back to school. Perhaps he heard something in her voice, because for the first time he asked if she was all right. What could she say other than yes, forcing herself to sound as if she meant it, as she looked up at her mother standing right there beside her?

One freezing morning, the mother stopped getting out of bed. She turned away, cocooning the duvet more tightly around them, when they heard the housekeeper leave the hot water outside the door.

The girl had become used to the modulation of the father’s knocks, usually a soft tap designed not to upset the mother, but sometimes more urgent if he wanted to ask her a question. On this day, when they hadn’t eaten their breakfast, then their lunch, he tried calling through the door, first the mother’s name, then the girl’s. The girl wanted to respond but didn’t believe her voice would reach; she felt weak, as if her mother was passing her lethargy on as they lay there. His knocks were loud and firm. One, then another, then again and again. The girl went to the door.

“Enough,” was all he said.

Yes, the girl thought, enough.

“Can she come to the door?” he asked.

The girl went over to the mother’s form, curled like a question mark under the quilt.

“Dad says, ‘Enough.’”

The mother stirred. “What?”

The girl repeated the word.

A hum came from the mother, a low hum, like some of the boys in the girl’s class did to annoy the teacher, but then the mother’s hum turned into something else, something louder, which turned into a sob, and then another and another, until she was gulping in great lungfuls of breath.

The girl ran to the door.

“What’s that?”

“It’s Mum.”

She didn’t wait for his answer but went to the bed and curled herself around her mother’s back to try to make her stop.

At first, the girl thought he had done what she expected him to do, which was to take away their uneaten lunch, as he had their untouched breakfast. Some minutes passed before she heard the first crash, a crash that sent her knees suddenly into the mother’s back so that she shot forwards, her body straightening, her head jerking from the pillow. Someone, it must have been the father—although it seemed impossible to the girl that he was capable of it—was breaking the crockery from their uneaten meal off the door. She could decipher the sharp smash of china and the dull thud of food—an apple, perhaps; then liquid: milk, coffee, soup. And then a more shocking noise, someone crying. A someone she knew was him.

When he had gone, she remained in bed with the mother, long past the point it gave the girl any comfort. It dawned on her that they had been playing a sort of game, a game that had been designed by the mother, yes, but a game that the father had agreed to play, too. That afternoon it became clear that he didn’t want to play anymore but didn’t know how to stop.

The following morning, the girl managed to get her mother as far as the windows. They watched the wind whip up the waves around the island. The snow had gone, as if it was determined to leave in time for Christmas, as if it was needed elsewhere. The lawn underneath looked damp and sickly.

Someone new came to the door. It was the girl’s grandmother, from the city. The mother rose slowly at the sound of her own mother’s voice. She approached the door on unsteady legs, and though the girl tried to hear, she couldn’t catch everything that the older woman whispered. The mother came back to bed. It was the first time the girl’s grandparents had visited since the tourists came, and the girl wondered where they would sleep. There was no space in the cottage for them. Would an exception be made—would they sleep in the house below, in a show bed, under a show bedspread, even though it all belonged to the government now? She imagined her grandparents in their pajamas, returning from the bathroom, having to step over the blue velvet ropes that kept the visitors to one side of the room.

That evening, they ate for the first time in two days and the girl understood it was the bargain that had been struck between her mother and her grandmother. There were tiny envelopes next to their dinner plates, each neatly labeled with their names. The mother opened both. “Vitamins,” she muttered under her breath, and handed the girl’s to her.

“Why?”

“Your grandmother’s very health-conscious.”

The girl tried to swallow it with her milk but it was too big and it got caught in her throat. For a moment, she struggled for air. The mother put her hand under the girl’s mouth and clapped her on the back, hard. The girl spat out the pill.

“Jee-sus,” the mother said.

“I’m sorry, Mum.”

She looked her daughter in the eyes, more intently than she’d done in months, and said, “Oh, darling, I didn’t mean you. I meant I was angry with my mum.”

That the girl’s grown-up mother could be angry with her more grown-up mother was a revelation.

When it became obvious that the mother wasn’t going to come down on her own and that the father didn’t have it in him to do what he should, someone—one of the government people, perhaps—phoned the police.

There were so many feet on the stairs that morning that the girl wondered if it was a special winter tour group. When they approached the door to the ballroom, the mother picked up the girl’s hand and hid it in her own.

“The guards are here.” The father barely got the words out before a soft local voice called through the door.

“I need to speak to”—the guard paused to confirm the girl’s name—“Katherine, please, Mrs. Campbell.”

The mother sat completely still, her eyes willing the girl to do the same. The girl could feel the heavy weight of the guards’ presence; surely the mother would have to give in now?

“I’m obliged to tell you that what you’re doing is against the law.” It was a man now, harder-voiced.

The mother was still, listening, her head tilted back in defiance.

“I’m all right,” the girl called out.

No one answered.

“Am I to understand that it is not your intention to come out, Mrs. Campbell?” he said.

The mother gripped the girl’s hand more tightly.

For a while, there was silence outside the door again. The father went to his study to have a last look for a second key; even as he did this he would have known he was stalling. There had only ever been one. It had been in his safe, a safe he thought his wife hadn’t known about. When he finally returned to announce that his search had been fruitless, he was very grateful that the house was closed for the winter—that there were no tourists to witness what happened next.

This is the girl’s last memory of her mother before she was taken back to Dublin to get better:

They haven’t moved from the bed. The mother has her arms around the girl, covering her ears, muffling the sound of the others’ approach. A drill outside, five short bursts, screws falling to the floor. And a sixth, longer this time, the old hinges unwilling to break. The girl wonders if the house is protecting them.

Then a terrible sound, the sound of a crowbar forcing the door open, a deep groan in the wood, and a whoosh of fresh air. The first face the girl sees belongs to the female guard. It contorts in disgust at the stale smell of the room. The others enter slowly. The mother is lifted from the bed by the father. The girl is amazed that he can carry her so easily in his arms, her knees hooked over his elbow, her head resting on his shoulder. The girl takes her grandmother’s hand and the guards move in silently behind, touching no one, bringing up the rear. It’s as if the whole thing had been choreographed, as if they’d learnt their roles in advance.

Down the never-finished ballroom stairs, the wood rough and splintery; down the main staircase, carpeted now by the government in a lush green; past the stain where the tapestry of the hunt used to hang; and into the hall, the darkest room at Dulough, where the housekeeper and her husband are waiting. Mrs. Connolly opens the front door and Marianne is carried outside, into the watery winter light.


THE SPRING BEFORE


Philip

Dulough faced the Atlantic in the west and backed onto the Poison Glen in the east. It lived by the winds. In the dark, Philip could hear them straining at the windowpanes, trying to force their way in. It was easy to imagine the crash of glass, the furniture tipped over, his clothes whirling about the room like dancing ghosts. He would have slept with the light on if he could, but his father said that it was too expensive.

Fifteen doors opened onto the landing: Philip’s, the bathroom, the loo, the upstairs drawing room, his father’s study, and nine other bedrooms. His parents’ was the biggest, his the smallest. Seven went unused; though there was furniture in each, the beds hadn’t been slept in for a long time. His father kept them closed to preserve the heat. When Philip did sneak in, the air was different from that of the lived-in rooms—unbreathed, damp. A final door led to the third floor, but he and his sister weren’t allowed up there.

Dulough was a castle, even though it had been built hundreds of years after people stopped building real castles. The house’s turrets shot up into the wet sky and a faded pink rose sprawled over the front door. Philip said that the rose looked like the house’s mustache. When the blinds in the upstairs rooms were down, the house did have a sleepy, human look about it.

To the west, a waterlogged lawn ran from the front door to the top of the cliffs, which dropped away to the sea. A tall island, not far from the shore, housed a church and the remains of Philip’s ancestors; at low tide it could be reached by foot. The lawn was bordered by rhododendrons, the only plant to thrive at Dulough, the only one that needed to be culled each year so as not to swallow up the rest. A kitchen garden had been planted behind the house and beyond that a formal garden. The creation of Philip’s mother, a relative newcomer to Donegal, it was a perfect rectangle, with tightly clipped hedges, a paved floor, and a statue dead center. To the east were the hills. They were steep and tall and dark, with ragged grass, and boulders left at precarious angles by a retreating glacier thousands of years earlier. There were waterfalls, too, which began invisibly at the top of the valley and became streams that made fissures in the earth before suddenly disappearing underground again. The red deer lived in the hills, high up in summer but coming down, close to the house, in winter. Though he always watched, Philip could go for weeks without seeing them.

A deep lake bordered the avenue that ran for two miles from the main road, branching off first at the servants’ entrance and ending at the front door of the big house. And it was along this avenue that the moving men from Donegal Town came that morning in early April.

“Are we taking yourself as well?”

Philip opened his eyes. They stood, their hands already clasped under the iron bed, as if they really would take him with them. The shock of having two strange men in his room made him forget what he had been dreaming about. He hadn’t forgotten what day it was, though; they were going to move from the big house to the cottage that had been built for them down by the lake, next door to the Connollys. He sat up, but he didn’t want them watching him get out of bed. He was in his pajamas. They wore overalls streaked with dirt. The one who’d spoken to him wore a royal blue fisherman’s cap the same color as the overalls. The men were older than his father; they had deep lines in their faces. Like valleys, Philip thought. He imagined tiny glaciers settling into their skin, the ice cracking and expanding. They had been doing glaciated valleys in geography. That was what he had been dreaming about: ice and—

“Up you get there,” the man in the cap said. “There’s a good lad.”

Philip pushed the covers back as the men stared down at his striped pajamas. The man with the deeper wrinkles, the one who hadn’t said anything, stood aside for Philip to reach his feet to the floor and put on his slippers. By the time he stood up, they had the bed lifted in the air. Philip made for the door, tying his dressing gown tightly around him as he went. At the threshold, he stopped and turned back to the men, wondering what he should say to them. “Thank you” was what came out, but he was fairly sure it wasn’t the right thing.

In the bathroom, Philip looked out the window above the basin. He could see all the way down the valley. It was cold. When he’d finished brushing his teeth, he said, “Ha”—hard, into the air. His breath came out in a puff, misting the windowpane. Sometimes, in the middle of winter, he and Kate would go for days without having a bath, the thought of stepping from warm water into cold air too much for them. He tried again to remember the dream he’d been having before the men came and took his bed. It was about Dulough and the ice age, but he couldn’t remember the details. He looked around the bathroom. Would they come in here? There was nothing for them to take. Everything was bolted to the floor. But he slid the lock over just in case, wondering whether his mother had told the men that they could come into his room while he was still asleep.

The loo flushed next door. It was Kate.

“Did they take your bed?” he asked, letting her in. “They took mine. They woke me up.”

“I didn’t know they’d come already.” Kate sat down on the edge of the bath. “Are you nearly finished?”

Philip looked closely at her. “You’ve got stuff in your eyes. Here.”

He handed her the cloth and she passed it over her face, drops of water catching in her hair. Then he dipped it back in the basin and rubbed it over his own, taking care to delve into the corners of his eyes. It felt nice for one part of his body to be completely warm. Kate gave him a towel.

“Will you get my clothes from my room? They might still be there.”

“But I’m not dressed, either.”

“Will you just check they’re gone then? Please.”

He was eight and she was twelve. Sometimes, if he got the tone of his voice right, she would play big sister.

When Kate had given him the all clear, he went back to his room. His bed was gone and there were four rusty indentations on the carpet where the casters had dug in. He put his toe into one of them and twisted it around. His bedside table was gone too, as was the chair where he put his clothes. Only his wardrobe remained: There it stood, towering over the room now that everything else had disappeared. He opened it. Trousers, a shirt, and a jumper lay folded on the bottom shelf. The rest of his things had already been boxed up and taken down to the new cottage at the edge of the lake. He put on his clothes quickly. They were damp. It was always damp in Donegal, even in the middle of summer. Most mornings he draped his clothes over the electric heater in the corner of his room, but there was no time for that today, and besides, the heater was gone. His room looked too big without the furniture to fill it up. The carpet, which was the color of the grass on the tennis court, now looked as big and wide as the tennis court itself.

His room looked out over the back of the house, where hens scratched about in their run and sometimes laid eggs for his breakfast. Further out, at the beginning of the valley, was the barn. It was made of corrugated iron that had long ago begun to rust; sunlight and rain trickled freely through the holes in the walls and roof. It was where Francis kept the winter fodder for the deer and the fertilizer for the gardens. In behind the hay, an ancient Overland car decomposed. When they were younger, Kate and Philip used to sit up in the front seat, taking turns driving to Dublin—or, when their mother taught them about the Ottoman Empire, Constantinople. When a wheel gave way and the car lurched dangerously to one side, Francis told their parents not to let them play there.

The cushions that used to line the wide sill had been taken by the men and so Philip jumped up and stood in the recess. He had a better view of the valley than ever and he wondered why it had never occurred to him to try this before. Now he could see the mountains in the distance. The one with a summit like a boiled egg with the top lopped off was Mount Errigal, the highest mountain in Donegal, behind it was Muckish, or Dooish, he wasn’t sure. He liked those names and wondered if they had been picked by children. If they had, what sort of adults had allowed such a privilege?

He jumped down from the sill and landed with a thud on the carpet. What would he do today? What was he supposed to do today? Surely there would be no lessons with his mother this morning, and he couldn’t imagine what would happen in the afternoon. Usually, after he and Kate had lunch with Mrs. Connolly in the kitchen, they would go for a walk—if it was fine. Lately they’d been taking geography walks with their father, who would point out the features of the valley. Philip loved these afternoons. He saw much less of his father than his mother, despite the fact that his father’s study wasn’t far at all from the door to the upstairs drawing room where he and Kate did their morning lessons. When it rained, they would read books by the fire, curled up next to their mother. Kate was always the first to become restless, to walk to the window, to watch the water streaming down it, to suggest that they lived in the most boring place on earth. Their mother, Marianne, used to say, “Only boring people are bored,” but lately she had given up and taken to ignoring Kate as best she could. Philip was glad of this. He didn’t like feeling that it might have been better had they been born somewhere else—that there was a world sliding by without them.

It looked misty outside, but today there would be nowhere to read. Slumping onto the floor, his head banged against the bottom of the windowsill and then he banged it again, on purpose, for no good reason at all.

He sat there until his backside began to ache and he thought he’d better get up. He told himself that when he wanted to come back and look at Muckish and Dooish, he could. It was still his room. Dulough was still their house. Their father had told them so in his study after Christmas. He’d come to an arrangement with the government: Tourists would visit Dulough and the money they paid would fix the things that needed fixing, like the roof and the chimneys. It was very expensive to keep such a big house going and they didn’t have the money to do it on their own anymore. Philip thought that Francis could have fixed things, but he didn’t say it. The decision had been made.

On the landing it was surprisingly quiet. Philip had expected to see men everywhere, but aside from his feet creaking the same old floorboards that had creaked all his life, there was no sound. He wandered into the upstairs drawing room just in case he and Kate had been left some schoolwork to do. His mother would often leave them elaborate notes, assigning chapters to read, suggesting how long it might take them to do a certain lesson, how she would be back at a certain time (sharp!). But of course the drawing room was empty now, too. The long mahogany table where they did their work had left indentations in the carpet like the ones in his bedroom. The sofa with the sagging rose-patterned covers was gone, as was the sideboard that held all the board games and the old Meccano set. In the bay window, the wicker chair where his mother sat in the evenings had vanished too. The only thing left was the huge gilt-edged mirror, still hanging precariously above the fireplace. Philip looked up and saw himself reflected back, a scrawny boy in a green woolen jumper and blue corduroy trousers. He wondered if the mirror was being left behind for the tourists. With a bit of luck, he thought, it might squash one of them.

Above the main stairs, there was a long stain on the wall where the tapestry of the hunt had been. The hall was as dark as always, the only light coming in through the stained glass window at one end. Even on bright days, it was a gloomy, slightly frightening place, and on days like this, when the grayness seemed to have come down from the sky and settled on everything, he didn’t like to be there at all. Ordinarily he took the servants’ staircase, which began outside his bedroom door and went directly down into the kitchen. As the house didn’t have servants anymore (except for Mrs. Connolly, who wasn’t really a servant), he had never met anyone on the back stairs and considered them his territory.

Dulough’s front door was big and heavy. It would have taken two Philips standing side by side with their arms stretched out to span its width. He stood on the ends of his toes, reached the latch, and put all his weight into pulling it towards him. Day filled the hall. The gravel swept in a semicircle around the front door; it was filled with chairs, tables, sideboards, beds (he could see his own), cupboards, bedside tables, armchairs, sofas, the wicker chair from the upstairs drawing room, and a rolled-up carpet. It was as if the house had taken a great breath and spat out its insides.

Each piece of furniture had a label that said either “Cottage” or “Dublin” in his mother’s writing. He checked the labels on his things carefully; he was relieved to see that they all said “Cottage” on them.
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A beautiful portraif —
of a family faced with
unbearable loss’ ™
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