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Go, his voice whispers to me through the house’s corridors and passages, from behind its green, musty overgrown windows, through cracks and skirtings: go.


What are you waiting for?


And I am going, going. Chased down, out of breath, of strength and I know the end is waiting for me there, just there, impatient behind the door. I take what is left to me of courage – mighty – to push it open, and now there I lie, curled on the tight bend of the stairs. The skirt is rucked up high on my thighs but I don’t pull it down. I gaze up, blind, into the world that has narrowed to enclose me and then to let me go.


Go, gone, then: at last.


Die in spring, that’s my recommendation. Violets in the mossy edges of the grass, the white narcissus-like stars, while the green is new and bright and the air smells – of heaven. I’d never had a garden before I came here, before Evan gave me one.


But it won’t be spring, it will be autumn – because my time is run out, the moment has come. And there he will be, Evan, standing – proud, shy, aloof – on the edge of it all, as he always does. He won’t take the drink they bring him on the tray: he will be standing very close to the rustling reeds beside the rising brown of the water, as if he’d like to step inside them, to walk away from it all and into the tide to meet me. His eyes will look sore with crying: he will rub at them and his guests will see, the others who’ve congregated on the lush autumn lawn for me, one by one they will turn and look at him and whisper their sympathy.


He might nod stiffly if approached. He’s grieving, they will think, of course they will: he’s the widower. I was the focus of his life, of his every effort, and everything he did was for me, perhaps they will say that. People do, at funerals. And in a sense, it will be true.


Will some of them turn away and say something different? Did anyone see, where all his pleasure and his pride really lay: in my suffering? I don’t think he’ll be afraid of that. He’ll invite them all, secure in the belief that if they did see or guess, guilt will silence them; in the knowledge that he knows more than they do, that he understood me better.


He will have an answer for every qualm, every question. The grieving lover, who didn’t see it coming. Except he did.


Evan, who knew, and made sure I didn’t, who watched it coming and watched me run in circles, tighter and tighter, trying to get away.


And Jamie. Where will Jamie be? In his father’s arms?


No, in Rose’s, because she might be heedless, thoughtless, irresponsible, but she’ll come, for me, and for my Jamie. Three years is a long time but she’ll still be my Rose, I’ve always held on to that, whatever happens.


And she’ll be holding on to him, my son, looking awkward – oh Rose, not like that, he’ll struggle. It’s the sister, they’ll mutter, eyeing her up openly. She’ll look older, of course. She’ll be brown from those years under a foreign sun, the long hair I used to comb will be bundled on the back of her head, her slim clever fingers – I don’t know if she’ll be strong enough. What does she know about babies, about small boys?


Jamie won’t be struggling, though. He will hold on tight, he’ll cling with his little hands – and I hope Rose will smile down at him as I used to, I hope that will come back to her, the memory of my face when I would take her and carry her for hours, my precious baby sister. There.


So they’ll watch her, they’ll mutter, ‘What kept her away all this time, too good for us, was she? Where was she when her sister needed her?’


I’d like to run in between them – see me, I am the fog that will drift up, cold and grey, on the autumn tide – shouting back, she didn’t know. She didn’t know. Leave her be, she would have come, if she’d known.


And will she ask questions, now she has come? Or will she let it lie?


I wonder if any of them will talk to her, the few, the dwindling few, who have anything to say. Will you, Lindsay and Annie, Martha and Gerald? Or will you look across at Evan, and let it lie, too?


And if she does begin to ask, what then? What will happen to my little sister, then?









Chapter One


Five days earlier


Ah, shit.


Rose stood very still under the vaulted girders of the airport, and recognised no one. Bright, at least: the late sun streamed down in broad shafts on the crowded concourse, which was just as well as she was under-dressed for an English October.


In Rome it had been ten degrees warmer, and raining. The plane had sat on the runway for forty minutes for some unspecified delay while she watched the rain through the small smeared window, watched it spatter up from the puddles that formed and ran into each other on the cracked concrete. And now here, unexpectedly, was sun.


There was a bottleneck where Rose stood, in the corralled space exiting the big Arrivals hall, and there was a blur of motion beyond it. Groups breaking apart and re-forming, coming up the ramp from some underground car park, a gang of lads with backpacks, a hen party with wheeled suitcases rumbling. Rose shivered, pale and goosepimpled under her tan, with every turn of the huge revolving door that brought them in and disgorged them.


Meet and greet.


It’s not for long, not forever, just the funeral, then maybe— but even as she turned, Rose felt the future slip away from her, uncertain. She didn’t know if he was the kind of man to come with a placard, but she supposed he’d know her. She could hardly remember him, although the last time she’d seen Kate, he’d been there. Two and a half years ago, she’d been home for a dental appointment, a day and a half, an Airbnb because they had no home any more. Kate had heard she was back and breathless on the phone with suppressed excitement had inveigled her to a pub near her flat. Rose had thought it was to meet the new boyfriend but it had been to tell her that she was pregnant.


‘He’s shy,’ Kate had whispered, gesturing to Evan at the bar, who had spent most of the time getting their drinks, then engaged in a conversation with someone on the next table. ‘And he thinks we should – you know. Make things up, or whatever, before—’ and then had told her. Evan had kept out of the way. Kate had bossed and chivvied him, in such high spirits Rose had even borne it when she leaned closer and whispered, behind Evan’s back, ‘And what about you? You mustn’t leave it too late.’


Kate. Kate.


There’d been one photograph of him – of Evan, small, stubbled, dark-eyed, very, very serious, at Kate’s shoulder after the baby was born – but when the time came she couldn’t find it again on her phone. She didn’t know if Kate had photographs of her, Rose, about the place because she hadn’t ever seen it. In her old flat there’d been several, one of the sisters hugging, an unusual moment because Kate was too no-nonsense for hugging.


Growing anxious, Rose looked around for the thousandth time, feeling the tide of guilt and grief that threatened to knock her off her feet, on to her suitcase, to just sob. To cry and cry and cry.


There was Facebook, of course, but Rose had stopped doing that, stopped looking, she’d told Kate that it was because social media was doing her head in, that people were leaving in droves, not just her, the digital detox. There had been only so many pictures of beaming babies she could take: Deb – her best friend in Italy and the most sensible person Rose knew after Kate – had said, confidently, ‘Is because she is an older mum. She know she won’t have any more, so—’ and had shrugged. Deb was the same age as Rose: thirty-four.


‘We probably count as geriatric too,’ Rose had said to that, closing the page.


After that, Kate had emailed the odd picture. Chatty emails, about how hard Evan was working, about gardening – but not for a while. Rose thought it had been months but when she looked back it had been more than a year, since the last one.


There’d been phone calls, although too often it would be when Rose was about to go in to a lesson or out to meet someone for drinks. Students, or Deb. Still, Rose remembered Kate had been worried about Evan working so much, but on the bright side she had Jamie, she had her longed-for baby. Pregnant at thirty-nine, just when it was almost too late and of course, as always, Kate was going to do it her way. Home birth, all that. There had been showdowns with the medical authorities. Rose had tuned out: it had been Kate, being Kate.


They were going their separate ways. It happened.


Not this, though, this didn’t happen. Shouldn’t happen. Dead at forty-one.


Rose hadn’t looked back at the emails. She was scared to, right at this moment, was the truth, she was scared to hear Kate’s voice, that kind chatty voice, just wanting the time of day and Rose hadn’t given it. Time would come when she could: people said that.


Her phone blipped and she pulled it out of her pocket in a hurry, she saw the Italian word and froze – but it was Deb. Arrivata??? it said. Rose tapped in, si, in answer, and sent it. Deb was a big bright breezy woman but she was terrified of flying. Rose knew she had been sure, this morning when she said goodbye, that they would never see each other again.


Admit it: she’d resented him, the man she was waiting for, hated him, even, Evan Lloyd, for taking Kate away from her. Evan, Kate’s man - lover, husband, now father of her child, all the things she couldn’t imagine Kate having - looking back nervously at the bar two and a half years ago, the small shy man who’d found her, uncovered her, married her swiftly, discreetly, without need of family fuss, given her the baby she’d longed for just in the nick of time; Kate, the big sister to whom, under normal circumstances she could have been the one to run if lost, if unhappy. Except that when eventually sulky Rose had decided she’d like a look at her big sister’s happy life after all and returned to the Facebook page, Kate, it seemed, had detoxed too. There were no endless pictures of the little family, Jamie and Kate and the stepdaughter, what was her name – shit, she’d better remember, Clara, Serena? – there was no Facebook page.


Evan. Kate’s husband, now her widower, because Kate was dead.


And then and there on the bustling airport concourse among the placards and the rumble of suitcase wheels Kate’s face was suddenly in her head, so vivid Rose had to squeeze her eyes closed. Kate pushing her glasses up her nose as a teenager, Kate frowning as she laid out Rose’s bank statements on the kitchen table when Rose had decided she ought to get a mortgage – that had never happened, although Kate herself had been a home-owner by twenty-three – Kate watering her windowboxes in the little first-floor flat in a sunny street in Brixton.


Jesus fucking Christ, thought Rose. If the fucking man doesn’t arrive soon I’m going to start snivelling right here in arrivals over my burst-open suitcases, self-pity or not.


‘Rose?’ Hesitant. Anguished.


The voice was behind her. She turned, ready to hate him all over again because this was his fault – and there he was.


It had been late, when Evan had called, a week earlier. Rose had scrambled out of bed, dropping the phone, groping for the bedside light, staring puzzled at the unknown number. Mumbling her name.


She hadn’t taken a sleeping pill. She was grateful for that, later.


‘I’m sorry, have I woken you?’ came the voice and she’d known, from the low, hopeless voice that this was something horrible. ‘It’s Evan. Evan Lloyd.’


For a second she didn’t know who that was, and then she did.


Evan didn’t tell her to sit down, though, as they were supposed to do, and she had found herself walking, in slow motion towards the window. ‘Evan,’ she repeated. ‘Is everything all right?’


Walking, as if to escape. That old cowardly instinct of hers, to run away. To stare out at the old wall and the pines and the cars moving on the big road below, the outside world, anything but to focus on the matter in hand. And afterwards it seemed to her that she felt Kate even then, even before he spoke the words, felt that warm strong tug and Kate telling her, turn round and pay attention. Telling her not to moon out of the window. Listen, Rosie, listen.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, and said it again, twice, three times, until his voice disintegrated and Rose barged in.


‘Is it – the—’ for a second she couldn’t remember the baby’s name, ‘Jamie? Is it Jamie?’


‘No, no,’ his voice rising, lost, and then she heard him make a ragged effort. ‘It’s not Jamie, Jamie’s – he’s fine – it’s Kate.’


A silence, like a deep, dark well, and Rose could hear her own ragged breathing. ‘Kate?’ a silence. ‘Kate? Is she – what—’


He said it, then, but she couldn’t hear, the words split something open, black rushed in with a roar and he had to say it again. ‘Kate’s dead.’


A ragged breath, she didn’t know if it was his or hers.


‘She died, Rose,’ he said, and she heard her own disbelief, her own denial in his voice, he sounded incredulous.


‘No,’ she said, ‘what? What? She can’t be, she was only—’ Only forty-one. ‘Was she in the car? Was it an – an accident?’ Kate driving in the middle of the night was an outlandish idea, a frightening one.


And he – Evan, whose name had meant so little to her before that night she had barely remembered it if asked – began to tell her. When he said that Kate had in fact been dead for four days – four days, four days, during which time Rose had been walking and talking and drinking coffee and grousing over glasses of cold Frascati to Deb about work or money or men – she had let out a great sobbing gasp. She heard his silence.


‘What day?’ She couldn’t fix anything in her head, time whirled around her.


‘Sunday night,’ he said, his voice very quiet.


‘I don’t understand,’ she said stubbornly.


He cleared his throat. ‘Early Monday morning, as a matter of fact, three ten in the morning—’


It took her a while to understand that it had not been an accident. Not in the car.


‘It was the weekend,’ whispering, desperate. ‘I should have understood how sick she was. The surgery was closed. I thought it could wait – she said she didn’t want to go to Casualty.’


‘Sick? She was sick?’ Thinking of all those stories, of children brought too late to Casualty, of meningitis, of sepsis. ‘What—’


‘We didn’t know,’ and something broke from him, he restrained it in time. ‘We didn’t know.’


The words struck against her like doom.


‘It all came on so fast,’ he said. ‘I – I – wanted to know what had happened,’ he said. ‘It was so sudden – she hadn’t been feeling well but we – she—’


‘She never liked doctors,’ Rose had said suddenly, remembering. Since – since. Doctors always brought bad news: Mum coming back pale-faced with her diagnosis. All those days and nights with Dad in hospital.


‘I wanted to get the results – the preliminary results of the post-mortem because otherwise – it made no sense. I wanted to know before I phoned you. Is that mad? Maybe I was wrong. I don’t know. And I didn’t – I couldn’t bear to—’


‘It’s all right,’ said Rose, numb, although it wasn’t. It wasn’t.


‘Will you come home?’ he said then, breaking in on her, breathless. ‘Will you come home, Rose?’


Standing there in front of her view of streetlights and Roman brick and the green velvet of the umbrella pines, she had thought he was asking her if she would come back for the funeral. She hadn’t known what he was asking.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I’ll come home.’









Chapter Two


Big emotional Italian Deb had burst into tears immediately, where Rose had stood, dry-eyed in front of her. They were in the park, above the city, and it was raining. You could cry and cry and cry and then what? You couldn’t cry for ever. Kate was going to be gone for ever.


‘Cancer? Cancer?’ Deb had a hand on each cheek, eyes wide in horror. Kate had come to see Rose only once in Rome, a weekend just at the beginning. ‘Like your mum?’


Rose said, ‘Mum died of cancer, yes.’ She felt dumb, stupid. ‘I don’t know what kind, Kate never – we never – I was twelve.’


‘Yes, I—’ Deb checked herself, looking stricken. ‘I’m so sorry.’


Rose felt something, a trembling. It had been so long ago. It had seemed to take up all her childhood, their mother’s dying: Rose had been barely a teenager when it finished. She didn’t think about it.


For the first time she wondered if Kate thought about it – about her. Kate had been twenty, Kate all through it the one herding her out of the way, taking her to school, sitting with her when she couldn’t sleep. She’d never talked to Kate about Mum since she died and now that made her feel as though she might be sick – but still she couldn’t cry.


‘Ovarian,’ Rose said. ‘That’s what the post-mortem said. It can go undetected – and some women—’ she stopped. ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘Deb, I can’t.’ Took a breath. ‘The funeral’s next week.’


Dad had died nine years after Mum, of drink. Kate had sewed her a beautiful black dress for his funeral, that she’d never worn, because she hadn’t gone. It had been that – and clearing the house – that had cooled things between her and Kate, turned them stiff and awkward. Kate wanting to keep everything and Rose wanting to throw it all away. Burn it. Kate firm and practical, Rose peevish and hysterical. And there was the beginning of the rift that Evan had wanted to heal.


It had been healing, quietly. It had. Jamie and Evan and a happy family.


She’d kept the dress: folded in tissue, it lay in the bottom of her suitcase on the wardrobe in her flat.


‘I’ve got to go back,’ said Rose, arms wrapped around herself.


‘Of course,’ said Deb, looking flustered and anxious. ‘The funeral – do you want me to come with you?’


‘No,’ said Rose quickly. The thought of nosy warm Deb among them, whoever them turned out to be, Deb asking why no one was crying, looking at sausage rolls and clingfilmed sandwiches with incomprehension. ‘The truth is, I don’t know how long I’ll have to stay on.’ She hesitated, uncomfortable. ‘I suppose someone’s got to help with the children, for – for a few days, at least.’ Not meeting Deb’s eye.


The rain seemed to have stopped but the air around them up here above the pollution was hung with a kind of sparkling moisture, pink and gold as if all the colours of the city were being refracted through it. Somewhere across the rooftops bells began to ring, one set off another and then the air was full of it. Leave here.


‘Yes, well,’ said Deb, and out of the corner of her eye Rose saw her looking slightly stunned, wide-eyed. ‘I thought there was only one child.’


‘Jamie’s the baby,’ said Rose stiffly. ‘Well, two, is that a baby? He, her husband – he had a girl from his previous marriage, she’s—’ she cleared her throat, feeling like a fake and fraud, because of all the stuff she had no clue about. ‘I don’t even know how old she is.’ A slender watchful child, a girl with long straight hair cradling Jamie in her lap, but that was an almost two-year-old image. ‘Ten, twelve, something like that. She’s called Serena.’


‘Right,’ said Deb, and Rose could hear her trying to silence her alarm. ‘I’m sure you’ll – you’re quite right to—’


‘I’ll be crap at it,’ said Rose, and she felt heat in her cheeks, she felt the threat of the same tears of rage she’d spent her childhood spilling, not grief, anger, anger. ‘I’ll be shit, but there’s no one else. So I’d better go.’


‘You won’t,’ said Deb, ‘you won’t be crap.’


Rose stared out over the city. ‘How could it have happened?’ All of it was inside her still. ‘I can’t even iron properly,’ she said and the bells were stopping now, one by one, falling away. The city spread out, far off towards the horizon there was a break in the cloud where it turned pink and yellow and suddenly she couldn’t stand to look at it any more.


‘She was still breastfeeding him,’ she said, and Deb’s face was pale, and then, to stop seeing that picture, ‘Will you help me pack up the flat? I don’t know if – when I’m going to be coming back.’


‘It’ll be all right,’ said Deb, faltering. ‘You’ll come back.’


‘Only one way to find out,’ Rose said, trying to smile. The rain began again.


In the car they sat in silence, Rose upright in the passenger seat with her hands clasped round her handbag in her lap. For the moment small talk, at any rate, seemed impossible.


The sun was setting behind them as they headed east from the big white airport across bleak flatlands. Three years in the hot bright south, pink and yellow condominiums and noise and old ladies jabbering and the smell of coffee issuing from bars, and home all looked very green and very empty and very quiet. Houses dotted here and there, small and secretive, hidden away in clefts and corners and behind hedges. She’d forgotten that.


‘It must look very different,’ said Evan as they came on to a stretch of motorway, the flicker of streetlighting coming on in the dusk, keeping his eyes on the road. She darted a glance at him, then over her shoulder where the baby – almost two, Jamie – was asleep in his car seat, mouth just open, tearstains on his sore-looking cheeks.


Evan had been holding him when Rose turned and saw him and she must have let something show in her face – her fear, that looked like anger – because he had begun apologising stiffly, something about not having been to the airport before, and Jamie having to be woken. ‘We’re not airport people,’ he’d said, helplessly. Avoiding her eye. ‘Weren’t,’ rubbed his eyes, ‘we never even got away for a weekend together.’


It had overwhelmed her, the flat exhaustion on his face, the whole world of their life together she had known nothing about, the child asleep on his shoulder. Kate was dead – how – and she was angry and what was she doing here? She knew nothing. She knew how to teach English to teenagers, and that not very well. She was appalling at teaching the five year olds, they ran rings round her and grimaced and teased her and their parents thought she was—


She’d apologised. ‘I could have taken the bus, it was thoughtless.’


A sad, small smile. ‘With all that stuff?’ Gesturing at her suitcases in disbelief. ‘You wouldn’t have got to us before midnight, and the bus stops three miles from the house.’ Rubbing his forehead: he had bags under his eyes.


He was small and wiry, his eyebrows thick and dark and meeting in the middle over brown eyes, dark hair on the arm that held Jamie in place as he struggled. And then he sighed. ‘Let’s go, shall we? I don’t even know if I can find the car again.’


There on the echoing concourse with the people shoving past them Jamie wouldn’t look at her. Diffidently Rose had put a finger to his small clenched fist, and he’d shifted, pulling the hand away but she could see one eye now, blue under a silky fair wisp of hair, regarding her from his father’s shoulder. Feeling something ball up inside her as she met the steady look, the wet-lashed eye. Then he turned his face back into Evan’s neck.


‘He’ll – he’ll get used to you,’ said Evan now at the wheel, looking straight ahead still.


‘I should have come and visited sooner,’ said Rose.


‘You look a bit like her,’ gruffly. ‘That’s bound to help.’


Do I? Furtively Rose peered at herself in the wing mirror. She’d spent most of her life thinking no one could be less like her than her sister. The thing inside her balled tighter. I miss her. Too late.


Outside the sun was almost completely gone and the fields stretched grey and lunar to either side of them. ‘Where’s your—’ she checked herself. ‘Where’s Serena?’


‘She’s with a friend,’ said Evan, clearing his throat. ‘She didn’t want – she gets sick in the car. You’ll see her in the morning.’


Serena hadn’t wanted to come. ‘How – is she?’ asked Rose. Stupid question, of course: she realised she knew nothing about the previous marriage. Now was not the time to ask. There was a silence and then he sighed.


‘God knows,’ he said. ‘God knows.’ He cleared his throat again. ‘It’s always been her and me. She’s – used to that. I had to keep her, you see, I wasn’t letting anyone else – I told them all, a man can be the parent—’ he broke off. ‘The funeral’s on Friday. I told you that on the phone, didn’t I?’


‘Yes, you’ll have to let me—’ but the glance he gave her silenced her.


‘It made Kate so happy, finding you,’ she said instead, the words coming from nowhere. ‘Having her family, you know, at last, I think she thought it would be too late.’ Feeling herself out on a limb in the dark because after the silence it felt like she was saying too much and besides she hadn’t spoken to Kate in more than a year and hadn’t seen her in three.


‘Do you think so?’ he said, the briefest glance at her and there was the sigh again, a long, broken sound. ‘Do you really? I wish I knew.’


And then neither of them said anything, muffled in hedgerows that opened out to more endless flat fields, passing through closed-up, dead-looking villages of ugly bungalows, then there was a scattering of travellers’ caravans, a dog ran across the road, abruptly Evan braked and turned and they were bumping down an unmade track, potholed gravel lit only by their headlights.


Through scrawny hedge to either side of them Rose glimpsed the gleam of something and she sat forward, peering through the glass of the side window, her back turned on Evan. There was a sliver of moon behind trees, an opening and a glimpse of an unearthly sort of landscape, flat and grey, glistening snail-trails she couldn’t identify dusted here and there with grasses leading to a dark horizon. Behind her there was the small sound of a window being lowered and a cool breath of the outside on the back of her neck and she smelled something distinct and strange and wild.


The sea. She could smell the sea.


She turned back, not knowing yet what the question was on her lips and he nodded to her, smiling at last, and the car came over what felt like a low bridge, round the brick side of something large and unlit and pulled up in a gloomy cluttered yard. Behind them Jamie stirred and began the syllable as if it had been running in his head all this time. ‘Mmm-ma-ma—’ Not yet crying. Rose felt her hand go up to him and as it did, time loosened, the future rearranged itself.


‘We’re here,’ said Evan, reaching a hand round and setting it on Jamie and abruptly he subsided, and was quiet, open-eyed. ‘We’re home.’









Chapter Three


I’ve got such plans. I know what we’ll do with that big dark back room, a fire burning and a long patchwork table in there and women sitting around it, talking. Telling our secrets.


There couldn’t be a more perfect house, could there? A sanctuary, a retreat. We’ll have book groups, we can sit in the green room looking out over the grass, there’ll be wine, there’ll be Evan rolling his eyes as he brings us something delicious from the kitchen.


Jamie interrupting us, Serena joining us, when she’s older. She’s got brains – she sees things. She just needs to learn to see through other people’s eyes and a book does that. If it’s any good. She needs to come out of herself. It must have been hard for her. It must have been terrible: I tell her, it happened to my sister, too. It happened to Rose. Of course I was older, I could process it. That’s what a psychotherapist would say, isn’t it? You’re older, you process it. Too young when you lose your mother and it’s like radiation, it gets into your bones where you can’t get it out again.


Will Serena like Rose? It’s hard to tell. They’re dark horses.


Rose woke from a dream of Italy, of Roman trees against a sunset, a man whispering to her, as Italian men did, as he passed. She stirred, frowned in her sleep.


And then abruptly she was awake. She didn’t know what had done it: she’d dreamed a sharp noise, a shout, but the house around her, dim and muffled, was quiet.


The room was very cold. The smell that had come in through the car window last night was in the air and she still couldn’t identify it, a damp briny smell, vegetable and mineral together.


She’d gone straight to bed the night before. They’d come in from the cluttered yard through one room smelling of smoke, then a dim kitchen, bumping against chairs, past a back staircase, into a hall she knew was big because of a change in the acoustic. She listened again now: perhaps that was it. Perhaps a chair scraping in the kitchen had echoed up here. The thought of the big strange house around her set up a vibration of panic – because it had felt vast in the dark, labyrinthine, big and untidy, damp and spidery and full of other people’s things. Rome was another world, unreal already, a holiday.


‘You’re sure you don’t want anything to eat?’ Evan had sounded helpless, pausing in the dim room they moved into after the smoky room, an untidy kitchen with a long window and what looked like a toolbox spilling its contents out on a table. So helpless that she had almost put out a hand to him there in the dark but something told her not to.


She’d told him, no, she just wanted to sleep and she had, she had wanted to get her head down and close her eyes before the strangeness of being here in the middle of nowhere with a man she didn’t know overwhelmed her.


Jamie hadn’t woken when they pulled up, and they’d left him there while they unloaded. She’d paused, something tugging at her, her part in this, and she’d set down the bag she was carrying and said, ‘Can’t I – couldn’t I—’


‘He’ll be fine,’ Evan had said gruffly. ‘Time enough to get to know them in the morning.’ Obedient, she’d moved off, following him through the cluttered yard, a smell of refuse there.


And now it was morning. She groped for her phone at the bedside table, the beaded lamp brushing at her. Seven. So early. But it can’t have been much past nine when she went to bed. She noted that there was no signal in the bedroom, and that her phone was almost out of battery. She got out of bed and immediately barked her shin against something hard.


Damn it. Damn the strangeness of it. Gingerly rubbing her shin she stood, and tried to orientate herself, and there it hung, the dress she’d never worn, on the back of the door. She had put it there in the dark, quickly, not wanting to look at it, at the painstaking darts and gathers, the tiny covered buttons. She looked away, now.


Last night Evan had led her round a galleried landing, not quite dark because a glass cupola rose above the big hall and the pale diffuse light revealed outlines here and there, a balustrade, cornices, the height at which they crept around the big echoing hall. He had paused in front of one of the doors they passed so abruptly she bumped against him and he said, curt as he shifted away, ‘Bathroom.’ They stopped at the last door, where the gallery ended and when he pushed it open she saw there was a light on at least in there, someone must have turned it on for her or he must have thought ahead. A little Tiffany-shaded bedside lamp with beads hanging from it, it hardly illuminated anything but a corner of a faded blue bedspread: with a pang she recognised the light from Kate’s old flat, one of the first things she’d bought for it.


She’d turned to say goodnight, but he had already taken three steps back away from her, mumbling something about the morning and she had been too tired even to make an answer.


There was a big window, shuttered, on the wall opposite the bed. Rose groped her way across the room in the light coming through the cracks and when she got to the window fumbled with the big iron latch across the shutters. She felt a cold marshy draught, then it swung down with a squeaky rasp that made her hold her breath, and turn. Behind her the shutters creaked ajar.


No sound – well, not quite. There was a far-off sound, a rushing, like water, from somewhere beyond the glass. But the house was quiet. So Jamie slept this late, at least, Rose thought, turning back to survey her room, illuminated by the shaft of light that fell between the shutters. The bed she’d slept on – soft and lumpy at once, her back reminded her with a twinge – was covered with a cover of faded blue velvet, crumpled pillows. Around it wallpaper so old and bleached-out it could have been original, a pale greenish striped and curlicued design puckered with damp here and there and in a corner above the window beginning to peel down away from the wall.


They must have still been sorting it out, thought Rose, perplexed, putting her hand to the wall and feeling it powdery with something, not dust, chalky and damp, something like mould – because although Kate liked old stuff she liked things bright and clean, too, she liked order and efficiency. The money from Kate’s flat couldn’t have gone far enough, they must have taken another mortgage, they must have been doing it piecemeal— Rose shifted and saw something she recognised. A writing desk she remembered from Kate’s flat, a roll-top with little drawers and pigeonholes, her pride and joy, she’d sanded and restored it and it had sat in the sitting room of her tiny flat, the last place she’d lived.


Crossing to it Rose pushed at the rolled shutter, but it was locked: so were the little drawers. Something crept at her back; Rose shivered in the draught and turned back to the window. Carefully folding back the shutters so as not to repeat the clatter of the latch for a second the morning light dazzled her, she must be facing due east because it was the actual sunrise happening right in front of her. She shaded her eyes with a hand and saw it through the wavy old glass as if she hadn’t seen the sun come up, it seemed to her, ever before.


Except for a single dead tree, distinct and incongruous as a branched sculpture far out on the flat, there was nothing but marsh and sea, grey-green and silver, between her and the horizon. Between her and the fiery sun it was all water and light: it was like being on the edge of the world.


It was so beautiful for a moment it filled her head, everything else in there displaced, all the unease, all the questions. He’d brought her here. He’d brought Kate here.


And there on the floor by the bed were her bags, two bulging suitcases that represented her whole life. A week ago she’d had a job, a flat. Two weeks ago Kate had been still alive – and then it all flooded in and she sat down against the suitcases in the cold room and put her face in her hands.


Rose knew why Kate wouldn’t have told her. She knew. Kate never said anything that wasn’t positive. Don’t worry people. Not even her husband? The father of her child? Manage. Keep your surfaces clear and your windows washed. Bake and sew, keep busy, craft classes, childbirth classes, yoga.


Don’t worry Rose, out there behaving like a nitwit, casually foolish about relationships, a student barely out of his teens here, a married man there. She hadn’t known he was married, of course, but that just made her more stupid. Rose, fancy free: don’t burden her.


Kate wouldn’t have told her there was something wrong, until she was sure. Rose could imagine her own side of the conversation: panic, truculence, insisting Kate went to the doctor so she, Rose, wouldn’t have to worry. If only they’d had that conversation. If only Kate had phoned.


Rose should have phoned her. Sitting there on the cold, dusty floor holding on to her suitcases like they were going to save her, Rose flushed, angry, guilty,


And then, as clear as if she could hear it, she knew what Kate would say to that. Yes, you should, but you didn’t. Impatient, kind. Grow up, Rose.


Her eyes were still dry. She held it at bay.


She realised she’d been waiting for someone to tell her, as if this was a job, how long the contract was for.


Then she heard a sound. There was a sound.


By the time she pulled jeans on, a jumper over the T-shirt she’d been sleeping in, and got out on the landing the house had gone quiet again. She pushed open the door Evan had indicated as the bathroom, and realised she hadn’t peed since she got off the plane last night.


Sitting, taking in the dingy room that smelled of ancient damp carpet, where a Victorian radiator sat rusting under a big window so beaded with condensation between thick ancient curtains she couldn’t see out, unable, for the life of her to see Kate in this house before realising she hadn’t locked the door (lazy, used to living alone) – the sound came again. A babble, not quite words, tremulous, rising. After a moment’s panic she thought: Jamie, of course. She wasn’t used to the sounds children made.


No one knows, though, do they? How to be a parent. Till they have to. And flushing, running the tap – all sounds loud in the echoing house, a great gushing chain-pull cistern, the clank and gurgle of pipes – she hurried out on to the landing to see Evan emerging on the opposite side holding the baby. Jamie.


She walked towards them, holding out her arms and Evan put Jamie into them. Easy as that.









Chapter Four


When Kate had come to see her in Rome they’d shared Rose’s crap sofa bed, Kate fussing but not complaining. Suggesting this and that: a tablecloth, more tea towels, a shade for the light. Three years ago. Before Jamie – even before Evan, or at least, she hadn’t mentioned him.


She had mentioned babies, bringing Rose a cup of tea where she sat propped up on pillows with last night’s make-up still on. Sleeping on a sofa bed at your age; Rose knew what Kate was thinking. ‘It’s just I’d like to see you settled,’ Kate said, perching beside her. ‘Don’t you think Mum would? And I wish I’d—’ wistful then, ‘well, anyway.’


Invoking Mum. It always rubbed Rose up the wrong way, Kate speaking for Mum, Kate who had known Mum seven whole years longer than Rose and therefore was the expert.


How could two daughters be so different? Dad – drunk – would say he was sure one of them must have come from the milkman. Peering balefully as if he couldn’t work out which of them he wanted to disown.


Kate had not gone to university because Mum had been ill and then Dad was off the rails, had stayed close to home and worked as a legal secretary: she had saved enough for a deposit on a mortgage by the time she was twenty-three. Bought her own small flat in a nice modest bit of South London while Rose flitted from job to job after graduating.


Kate’s life was so full of activities, she didn’t allow for any suggestion that it might not be all she wanted, but Rose saw why she was single, even if Kate didn’t. The activities were yoga and stitch and bitch, knitting and patchwork, old-school, worthy, useful, and dominated by women. And if there had been any men, Kate did give something off, competence, or an eye for failings, that would have made plenty of men nervous. She, Rose, had managed a couple of boyfriends at least, although lowering your standards did tend to guarantee that.


Kate had just always been there, solid, uninteresting, good-humoured, reasonable, good at sorting life out. And now Rose would never know what she’d been thinking, all that time.


Kate’s visit to Rome, Rose knew, had been an attempt to restore things between them after the shitstorm of Dad’s lingering, unpleasant death – Kate had gone every week to mop him up, Rose had walked out the first time he called her a little bitch, and had got a six-month job in Paris. By the time she got back, he was dead.


But every time Rose started to explain herself, defend herself – not that anyone asked – it came out wrong, it came out angry and defensive. And the only defence in fact that she had was that Kate was so good at everything there was no space for any contribution from Rose. Nothing she did could look as selfless or honourable, or even as competent. Kate restacked the dishwasher after her and cleaned her loo. There had been moments, in the soft Roman rain falling through the roof of the Pantheon, of quiet but in the end the trip had been, at best, an uneasy truce.


And then, six months after that visit, Kate had the man, and then the baby. Rose had come back, and had met them in that pub.


This is Evan, he builds eco-houses. If she’d imagined the man for Kate, he might well have done something like that, but he wouldn’t have been Evan. He’d have been the lone man who goes to yoga or knitting, meek, eccentric, a wearer of vegan shoes.


Rose had always thought she was the interesting one: in the aftermath of Kate’s death it seemed not so, it seemed the opposite of the truth. All that had been unknowable about her big sister was magnified now she wasn’t there, would never be there again to ask. What did you think? What was it like? Rose could see her there in her neat bright little flat over her patchwork, could see her that last time, after they’d got back from the pub and said goodnight to Evan, Rose tucked up on that other sofa bed under a clean crisp ironed duvet with a glass of some ancient liqueur she’d forced out of Kate. She could see Kate laying the stitching down a second in response to something Rose had said and just looking off into the distance.


She couldn’t remember what it was she’d said, not the minute after she’d said it probably. And now she’d never know.


They were in the kitchen. The toolbox she’d glimpsed last night was still there on the long-scarred pine table, along with newspapers. A high chair was clipped to one end of it. There was a stainless steel sink heaped with dishes and a long rather beautiful, very grubby window over it, through which a thin sun shone. Rose gazed at it, and the pale clean English sky she’d forgotten about.


Along one wall were rows and rows of servants’ bells, some with faded labels still beneath them, hand-painted. MORNING ROOM, read one. Surreptitiously Rose extracted her phone: No service.


‘The house is amazing,’ Rose said. And it was. The ceilings – almost all of them with patches of damp, some with lath showing through where plaster had fallen away – must be twenty feet high. It was another world, an old world of servants’ parlours.


Evan still hadn’t shown her around – would he ever? He didn’t seem the type, already – Rose hadn’t been outside, but she’d seen enough just walking downstairs, through the big hall with its worn dark red turkey-carpet, past the bare wood of the back stairs. She’d come down the big staircase very gingerly, because she’d been carrying Jamie. She was fairly sure she’d never even held a child before beyond passing Deb’s niece to its mother in Italy.


A kettle was gurgling on an ancient solid fuel stove, one of those great ranges, grubby-looking and as old as the house. There was a baby’s bottle on the side, and a box with a picture of a baby on it. Rose was surprised by Jamie’s weight: gingerly she shifted him to her hip and he clung to her sleeve but didn’t wriggle.


‘The house?’ said Evan, glancing round the room. ‘It’s an interesting place. Kate— it was going to be Kate’s project. We liked the peace and quiet.’


‘Yes,’ said Rose uncertainly. Really? She’d never known Kate live anywhere but a city, although she did love nature. Had loved. There had been walking holidays in places like Greece, looking for wildflowers among elderly hikers. She leaned down to peer at the box, feeling Jamie move with her, like she’d seen baby monkeys do, clinging. ‘I’m no expert,’ she said, straightening with a rueful half-laugh, ‘but I don’t think he needs baby milk any more.’


Evan half turned from her, rubbing at his face fiercely as if trying to erase something. ‘Right,’ he said indistinctly, his shoulder still facing her. ‘She was – Kate was feeding him herself, you see, even though he’s almost two. I told her she needed to wean him—’ and he sighed, shakily. ‘I thought it might be better – the teat, you know, more like her—’


‘It’s all right,’ said Rose suppressing the thought that came to her, the image of Kate’s head bent over her baby, because if she didn’t – well. Rose wasn’t the one should be crying. She spoke firmly, reassuring. ‘I can see why.’


Jamie was heavy against her now, a thumb in his mouth and his head against her chest. Her shoulders were beginning to ache.


‘It was an old rectory,’ said Evan, abruptly. ‘Belonging to the water board, because of the weir.’


‘Ah,’ said Rose, ‘yes. That’s the noise.’ She had stopped hearing it, but as he said it there it was, all the time.


‘It’s back there,’ said Evan, gesturing towards the kitchen window and the yard beyond it. ‘We’ll have to—’ correcting himself, ‘we always said we’d have to be careful when Jamie’s a bit bigger. There’s water everywhere. It comes up around the house with the tide.’


‘What about – is it Serena? Your daughter?’


‘She can swim,’ said Evan, passing a hand over his eyes. ‘I taught her myself when she was tiny.’


Something in his voice steered her away from the subject. ‘A rectory – you mean, like a vicarage? So there’s a church?’


‘The church subsided, there’s bits of it left over towards the weir. But they must have built this place on sounder ground, or something, because it’s safe enough.’


So far Rose had only seen what she’d glimpsed from the bedroom window: reeds and marsh, a scrubby wind-blown hedge, something that looked like the parapet of a little bridge. ‘Subsided?’ she said. The thought was vaguely unsettling, the idea of a whole church being absorbed into this wide flat landscape.


‘There was a very high tide, coinciding with a big storm,’ Evan explained, weary, but turning back to face her at last. On her shoulder Jamie let out a little sound, half a sob, half hiccup, stretching a small hand at the sight of his father’s face. Evan didn’t seem to see, his face blank with tiredness. ‘The church collapsed and bit by bit was washed away or sank into the mud. It’s almost all mud, you see.’


‘You haven’t been sleeping,’ said Rose, ‘have you?’ She wasn’t used to being the one who was in control, or sensible, or monitoring others’ wellbeing beyond staying away from anyone with a cold. It was the weirdest feeling, a kind of stirring of Kate in her. Evan just shook his head, not so much in confirmation as dismissal.


‘Look,’ she said, gaining courage. ‘You go back to bed, why don’t you? I mean – Jamie seems all right with me for the moment, doesn’t he? I can—’ she looked around the kitchen which seemed to contain hardly anything food-like, and swallowed the qualm, ‘I can get him some breakfast, you know, make myself a bit at home.’ He stared at her, swaying slightly, his eyebrows knitted and dark and said nothing.


For a moment his tiredness was gone and he seemed to be observing her with a kind of calculation that she didn’t understand.


And then he sighed, and something extraordinary happened. He smiled.


‘You are like her,’ he said. ‘After all.’









Chapter Five


Rose didn’t remember what words Kate had used to tell her that Mum was dying. At twelve, she certainly hadn’t registered the detail beyond cancer, that had gone too far, that had spread. And when she should have been grieving, she had been only angry.


Mum had always been a stiff, capable person, not demonstrative, a hard worker. Kate had a bit of that – a lot of that. But she tried to understand people, at least. Mum wasn’t into that, it was her way or no way, and she hadn’t told anyone about the lump until it was too late. Rose had gleaned that much from overhearing adults’ conversations, as she hid under a trestle they’d laid against the wall in the village hall where they’d had the wake, the over-sized damask tablecloth hanging down to conceal her. Beyond it she could hear Dad getting steadily drunk. She’d been a small twelve but still too big for that kind of behaviour, gangly little legs up by her ears under there in the dust but she didn’t care, let them drag her out.


She’d heard Kate calling for her, plaintive, at one point and had taken satisfaction in keeping to her hiding place. Kate had been nineteen. She had a car: she was one of them.


Evan had bumped off down the drive in the car.


God, I was a little shit. Watching Evan go, Jamie heavy against her, that was what Rose thought while also thinking how old and knackered the car looked and remembering Kate’s little shiny car, one of those that looks like it’s a toy with big goggling headlights and a jaunty rear end. The car bumping away from her now down the road was about fifteen years old, a stripped-out orange estate, bare metal on the back and a scrape down one side.


She could hear the clamorous rush of the water, beyond the bins and shed and tangle of undergrowth that enclosed the yard. Jamie looked asleep when she squinted down at him: he felt asleep, inert as a sandbag, but when she’d made a move to lower him into the cot – Evan had showed her where that was, a room on the corner of the house opposite to hers containing the cot, a chest of drawers and a narrow bed that was obviously being slept in – he had stiffened immediately and clung with that monkey instinct.


Evan had shrugged apologetically. ‘He doesn’t like to be left,’ he said. But he made no move to help her.


‘That seems natural,’ she’d said, settling him back against her again (his eyes drooping immediately shut, his thumb planted back in his mouth) while also wondering how – when, if – she would be able to get to the loo again, or make a cup of tea. If there was any tea.
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