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To Mum and Dad


Prologue




1905 

Gradually, Caroline returned to her senses. The numbness inside her head receded and she became aware of myriad thoughts, darting like caged birds, too fast for her to grasp. Unsteadily, she got to her feet. The child was still there, on the bed. A slick of fear washed down her spine. Part of her had been hoping that it would not be so; that somehow he would have gone, or better still never have been there at all. He had pulled himself to the far side of the bed, struggling to crawl properly on the slippery-soft counterpane. His strong fists grasped handfuls of it and he moved as if swimming very slowly across the expanse of teal-green silk. He had grown so big and strong. In another place, in another life, he would have been a warrior. His hair was midnight black. The baby peered over the bed and then turned his head to look at Caroline. He made a single sound, like dah; and although it was nonsense Caroline could tell it was a question. Her eyes swam with tears, and her legs threatened to fold again. He was real; he was here, in her bed chamber at Storton Manor, and he had grown strong enough to question her.

Her shame was a cloud she could not see through. It was like smoke in the air - it obscured everything, made it impossible to think. She had no idea what to do. Long minutes passed, until she thought she heard a footstep in the hallway outside the door. It sent her heart lurching, so all she knew, in the end, was that the baby couldn’t stay there. Not on the bed, not in her room, not in the manor house. He just could not; and neither must any of the servants, or her husband, know that he ever had been. Perhaps  the staff had discovered him already, had seen or heard something whilst she had been slumped, insensible, on the floor. She could only pray that it wasn’t so. She had no idea how long she had waited, her mind scrambled by terror and grief. Not long enough for the child to grow bored with its explorations of the bed, so perhaps not too long after all. There was still time to act, and she had no choice.

Wiping her face, Caroline went around the bed and picked the boy up, too ashamed to look into his eyes. They were black too, she knew. As black and inscrutable as ink spots. He was so much heavier than she remembered. She lay him down and took off all his clothes, including his napkin, even though they were coarsely made, in case they could somehow lead back to her. She cast them into the grate, where they oozed smoke and stank on the embers of the morning’s fire. Then she looked around, temporarily at a loss, before her eyes lit on the embroidered pillowcase at the head of the bed. It had fine, precise needlework, depicting yellow, ribbon-like flowers. The linen was smooth and thick. Caroline stripped the pillow bare and put the struggling baby into the case. She did this tenderly, her hands aware of her love for the child even if her mind could not encompass it. But she did not use it to wrap him in. Instead she turned it into a sack and carried the baby out in it like a poacher might carry rabbits. Tears wet her face, wringing themselves from the core of her. But she could not pause, she could not let herself love him again.

Outside it was raining heavily. Caroline crossed the lawn with her back aching and the skin of her scalp crawling, feeling the eyes of the house upon her. Once safely out of sight beneath the trees she gasped for breath, her knuckles white where they gripped the pillowcase shut. Inside, the child was fidgeting and mumbling, but he did not cry out. Rain ran through her hair and dripped from her chin. But it will never wash me clean, she told herself with quiet despair. There was a pond, she knew. A dew pond, at the far side of  the grounds where the estate met the rolling downs from which sprang the stream that flowed through the village. It was deep and still and shaded; the water dark on a cloudy day like today, matt with the falling rain, ready to hide any secret cast into it. She held her breath as the thought of it rose in her mind. It turned her cold. No, I cannot, she pleaded, silently. I cannot. She had taken so much from him already.

She walked further, not in the direction of the pond but away from the house, praying for some other option to present itself. When it did, Caroline staggered with relief. There was a covered wagon, parked in a green clearing where the woods met the lane. A black and white pony was tethered next to it, its rump hunched into the weather, and thin skeins of smoke rose from a metal chimney pipe in the roof. Tinkers, she thought, with a flare of desperate hope in her chest. They would find him, take him, move away with him. She would never have to see him again, never be faced with him again. But he would be cared for. He would have a life.

Now the baby began to cry as rain soaked through the pillowcase and reached his skin. Hurriedly, Caroline hoisted the sack back onto her shoulder and made her way through the trees to the other side of the clearing, further away from the house so that the trail would not point in that direction. It would seem, she hoped, that somebody coming along the lane from the south had left the child. She put him amongst the knotted roots of a large beech tree, where it was fairly dry, and backed away as his cries grew louder and more insistent. Take him and be gone, she implored silently.

She stumbled back into the woods as quickly and quietly as she could, and the baby’s cries followed her for a while before finally falling out of earshot. When they did, her steps faltered. She stood still, swaying, torn between continuing forwards and going back. I will never hear him again, she told herself, but there was no relief in this, in the end. It could not be any other way, but a chill spread through the heart of her, solid and sharp as ice, because there would  be no getting away from what she had done, she knew then; no forgetting it. It sat inside her like a canker, and just as there was no going back, she was no longer sure that she could go on either. Her hand went to her midriff, to where she knew a child lay nestled. She let it feel the warmth of her hand, as if to prove to this child that she was still living, and feeling, and would love it. Then she made her way slowly back to the house, where she would realise, hours too late, that having carefully stripped the baby she had then left him to be found in the fine, embroidered pillowcase. She pressed her face into her bare pillow and tried to wipe the boy child from her memory.




 ’Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs
 And vexes meditation with its strange
 And extreme silentness.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Frost at Midnight




1

At least it’s winter. We only ever came here in the summertime, so the place doesn’t seem quite the same. It’s not as dreadfully familiar, not as overpowering. Storton Manor, grim and bulky, the colour of today’s low sky. A Victorian, neo-Gothic pile with stonemullioned windows and peeling woodwork green with algae. Drifts of dead leaves against the walls and moss spreading up from behind them, reaching the ground-floor sills. Climbing out of the car, I breathe calmly. It’s been a very English winter so far. Damp and muddy. The hedgerows look like smudged purple bruises in the distance. I wore bright jewel colours today, in defiance of the place, in defiance of its austerity, and the weight of it in my memory. Now I feel ridiculous, clownish.

Through the windscreen of my tatty white Golf I can see Beth’s hands in her lap and the wispy ends of the long rope of her hair. Odd strands of grey snake through it now, and it seems too soon, far too soon. She was feverish keen to get here, but now she sits like a statue. Those pale, thin hands, folded limply in her lap - passive, waiting. Our hair used to be so bright when we were little. It was the white blonde of angels, of young Vikings; a purity of colour that faded with age to this uninspiring, mousy brown. I colour mine now, to cheer it up. We look less and less like sisters these days. I remember Beth and Dinny with their heads together, conspiring, whispering: his hair so dark, and hers so fair. I was cramped with jealousy at the time, and now, in my mind’s eye, their heads look like yin and yang. As thick as thieves.

The windows of the house are blank, showing dark reflections of the naked trees all around. These trees seem taller now, and they lean too close to the house. They need cutting back. Am I thinking  of things to do, things to improve? Am I picturing living here? The house is ours now, all twelve bedrooms; the soaring ceilings, the grand staircase, the underground rooms where the flagstones are worn smooth from the passage of servile feet. It’s all ours, but only if we stay and live here. That’s what Meredith always wanted. Meredith - our grandmother, with her spite and her hands in bony fists. She wanted our mother to move us all in years ago, and watch her die. Our mother refused, was duly cut off, and we continued our happy, suburban lives in Reading. If we don’t move here it will be sold and the money sent to good causes. Meredith a philanthropist in death, perversely. So now the house is ours - but only for a little while, because I don’t think we can bear to live here.

There’s a reason why not. If I try to look right at it, it slips away like vapour. Only a name surfaces: Henry. The boy who disappeared, who just wasn’t there any more. What I think now, staring up into the dizzying branches; what I think is that I know. I know why we can’t live here, why it’s even remarkable that we’ve come at all. I know. I know why Beth won’t even get out of the car now. I wonder if I shall have to coax her out, the way one must coax her to eat. Not a single plant grows on the ground between here and the house - the shade is too deep. Or perhaps the ground is poisoned. It smells of earth and rot, velvety fungus. Humus, the word returns from science lessons years ago. A thousand tiny insect mouths biting, working, digesting the ground. There is a still moment then. Silence from the engine, silence in the trees and the house, and all the spaces in between. I scramble back into the car.

Beth is staring at her hands. I don’t think she’s even looked up yet, looked out at the house. Suddenly I doubt whether I’ve done the right thing, bringing her here. Suddenly I fear that I’ve left it too late, and this fear gives my insides a twist. There are sinews in her neck like lengths of string and she’s folded into an angular shape in her seat, all hinges and corners. So thin these days, so fragile looking. Still my sister, but different now. There’s something inside  her that I can’t know, can’t fathom. She’s done things that I can’t grasp, and had thoughts I can’t imagine. Her eyes, fixed on her knees, are glassy and wide. Maxwell wants her hospitalised again. He told me on the phone, two days ago, and I bit his head off for suggesting it. But I act differently around her now, however hard I try not to, and part of me hates her for it. She’s my big sister. She should be stronger than me. I give her arm a little rub, smile brightly. ‘Shall we go in?’ I say. ‘I could use a stiff drink.’ My voice is loud in such close quarters. I picture Meredith’s crystal decanters, lined up in the drawing room. I used to sneak in as a child, peer into the mysterious liquids, watch them catch the light, lift the stoppers for an illicit sniff. It seems somehow grotesque, to drink her whisky now she’s dead. This solicitude is my way of showing Beth that I know she doesn’t want to be back here. But then, with a deep breath, she gets out and strides over to the house as if driven, and I hurry after her.

Inside, the house does seem smaller, as things from childhood will, but it’s still huge. The flat I share in London seemed big when I moved in because there were enough rooms not to have to peer through drying laundry to watch the TV. Now, faced with the echoing expanse of the hallway, I feel the ridiculous urge to cartwheel. We dither there, drop our bags at the foot of the stairs. This is the first time we’ve ever arrived here alone, without our parents, and it feels so odd that we mill like sheep. Our roles are defined by habit, by memory and custom. Here, in this house, we are children. But I must make light of it, because I can see Beth faltering, and a frantic look gathering behind her eyes.

‘Stick the kettle on. I’ll dig out some booze and we’ll have tipsy coffee.’

‘Erica, it’s not even lunchtime.’

‘So what? We’re on holiday, aren’t we?’ Oh, but we’re not. No we’re not. I don’t know what this is, but it’s not a holiday. Beth shakes her head.

‘I’ll just have tea,’ she says, drifting towards the kitchen. Her back is narrow, shoulders pointing sharply through the fabric of her shirt. I notice them with a jolt of unease - just ten days, since I saw her last, but she is visibly thinner now. I want to squeeze her, to make her be well.

The house is cold and damp, so I press buttons on an ancient panel until I hear things stirring, deep pipes complaining, water seething. There are rank ashes in the fire grates; there are still tissues and a sweetly rotting apple core in the waste-paper basket in the drawing room. Encroaching on Meredith’s life like this makes me feel uneasy, slightly sick. As if I might turn and catch her reflection in the mirror - an acid grimace, hair tinted falsely gold. I pause at the window and look out onto the winter garden, a mess of leggy plants falling over, unpruned. These are the smells I remember from our summers here: coconut sun cream; oxtail soup for lunch, no matter how hot the weather; sweet, heavy clouds from the roses and lavenders around the patio; the pungent, meaty smell of Meredith’s fat Labradors, panting their hot exhaustion onto my shins. So different now. That could have been centuries ago; it could have happened to someone else entirely. A few raindrops skitter onto the glass and I am a hundred years away from everything and everyone. Here, we are truly alone, Beth and I. Alone, in this house again, in our conspiracy of silence, after all this time in which nothing has been resolved, in which Beth has pulled herself apart, a piece at a time, and I have dodged and evaded it all.

 



First we have to sort, to make some order of all the layers of possessions, of the items that have gathered into drifts in corners. This house has so many rooms, so much furniture, so many drawers and cupboards and hiding places. I should feel sad, I suppose, to think of it sold; the line of family history down the years to Beth and me, breaking. But I don’t. Perhaps because, by rights, everything should have gone to Henry. That was when it all  got broken. I watch Beth for a while, as she lifts lace handkerchiefs out of a drawer and piles them on her knee. She takes them out one by one, studying the patterns, tracing the threads with her fingertips. The pile on her knee is not as tidy as the pile in the drawer. There’s no point to what she’s doing. It’s one of those things she does that I can’t understand.

‘I’m going for a walk,’ I announce, rising on stiff knees, biting back irritation. Beth jumps as if she’d forgotten I was there.

‘Where are you going?’

‘For a walk, I just said. I need some fresh air.’

‘Well, don’t be long,’ Beth says. She does this sometimes, as well - talks to me as if I’m a wilful child, as if I might run off. I sigh.

‘No. Twenty minutes. Stretch my legs.’ I think she knows where I’m going.

I follow my feet. The lawn is ragged and lumpy; a choppy sea of broken brown grasses that soak my feet. It all used to be so manicured, so beautiful. I had been thinking, without thinking, that it must have got out of hand since Meredith died. But that’s ridiculous. She died a month ago, and the garden shows several seasons of neglect. We have been neglectful of her ourselves, it would seem. I have no idea how she coped before she died - if she coped. She was just there, in the back of my mind. Mum and Dad came to see her, every year or so. Beth and I hadn’t been for an age. But our absence was understood, I think; it was never tested too hard. We were never pestered to come. Perhaps she would have liked us to, perhaps not. It was hard to tell with Meredith. She was not a sweet grandmother, she was not even maternal. Our great-grandmother, Caroline, was also here while our mother grew up. Another source of discomfort. Our mother left as soon as she could. Meredith died suddenly, of a stroke. One day ageless, an old woman for as long as I can remember; the next day no longer. I saw her last at Mum and Dad’s silver wedding anniversary, not here but in an overheated hotel with plush carpets. She sat like a queen  at her table and cast a cold glare around the room, eyes sharp above a puckered mouth.

Here’s the dew pond. Where it always was, but it looks so different in winter colours. It sits in the corner of a large field of closely grazed turf. The field stretches away to the east, woods to the west. Those woods would shed a dappled green light onto the surface; a cool colour, cast from branches that fidgeted and sang with birds. They’re naked now, studded with loud rooks clacking and clamouring at one another. It was irresistible on hot July days, this pond; but with the sky this drab it looks flat, like a shallow puddle. Clouds chase across it. I know it’s not shallow. It was fenced off when we were children, but with a few strands of barbed wire that were no match for determined youngsters. It was worth the scratched calves, the caught hair. In the sunshine the water was a glassy blue. It looked deep but Dinny said it was deeper even than that. He said the water fooled the eye, and I didn’t believe him until he dived one day, taking a huge lungful of air and kicking, kicking downwards. I watched his brown body ripple and truncate, watched him continue to kick even when it seemed he should have reached the chalky bottom. He surfaced with a gasp, to find me rapt, astonished.

This pond feeds the stream that runs through the village of Barrow Storton, down the side of this wide hill from the manor house. This pond is etched in my memory; it seems to dominate my childhood. I can see Beth paddling at the edge the first time I swam in it. She stalked to and fro, nervous because she was the eldest, and the banks were steep, and if I drowned it would be her fault. I dived again and again, trying to reach the bottom like Dinny had, never making it, and hearing Beth’s high threats each time I popped back into the air. Like a cork, I was. Buoyant with the puppy fat on my chubby legs, my round stomach. She made me run around and around the garden before she would let me near the house, so I would be dry, so I would be warm and not white, teeth chattering, requiring explanation.

Behind me, there are distant glimpses of the house through the bare trees. That’s something I’ve never noticed before. You can’t see it through summer trees, but now it watches, it waits. It worries me to know that Beth is inside, alone, but I don’t want to go back yet. I carry on walking, climbing over the gate into the field. This field, and then another, and then you are on the downs - rolling Wiltshire chalk downland, marked here and there by prehistory, marked here and there by tanks and target practice. On the horizon sits the barrow that gives the village its name, a Bronze Age burial mound for a king whose name and fame have passed out of all remembrance: a low, narrow hump, about the length of two cars, open at one end. In summer this king lies under wild barley, bright ragwort and forget-me-nots, and listens to the endless rich chortling of larks. But now it’s more brittle grasses, dead thistles, an empty crisp packet.

I stop at the barrow and look down at the village, catching my breath after the climb. There’s not much movement, a few ragged columns of chimney smoke, a few well-swaddled residents walking their dogs to the postbox. From this lonely hill it seems like the centre of the universe. This populous village! Coleridge pops into my head. I’ve been doing the conversation poems with my year tens. I’ve been trying to make them read slowly enough to feel the words, to absorb the images; but they skim on, chatter like monkeys.

The air is biting up here - it parts around me like a cold wave. My toes have gone numb because my shoes are soaked through. There are ten, twenty pairs of Wellington boots in the house, I know. Down in the basement, in neat rows with cobwebs draped around them. That one horrible time I didn’t shake a boot out before putting a bare foot inside, and felt the tickle of another occupant. I am out of practice at living in the countryside; ill-equipped for changes in the terrain, for ground that hasn’t been carefully prepared to best convenience me. And yet when asked I  would say I grew up here. Those early summers, so long and distinct in my mind, rising like islands from a sea of school days and wet weekends too blurred and uniform to recall.

At the entrance to the barrow the wind makes a low moan. I jump two-footed down the stone steps and startle a girl inside. She straightens with a gasp and hits her head on the low ceiling, crouches again, puts both hands around her skull to cradle it.

‘Shit! Sorry! I didn’t mean to pounce on you like that . . . I didn’t know anybody was in here.’ I smile. The wan light from the doorway shines onto her, onto golden bubble curls tied back with a turquoise scarf, onto a young face and an oddly shapeless body, swathed in long chiffon skirts and crochet. She squints up at me, and I must be a silhouette to her, a black bulk against the sky outside. ‘Are you OK?’ She doesn’t answer me. Tiny bright posies have been pushed into gaps in the wall in front of her, snipped stems neatly bound with ribbon. Is this what she was doing in here, so quietly? Praying at some half-imagined, half-borrowed shrine? She sees me looking at her offerings and she rises, scowls, pushes past me without a word. I realise that her shapelessness is in fact an abundance of shape - the heaviness of pregnancy. Very pretty, very young, belly distended. When I emerge from the tomb I look down the slope towards the village but she’s not there. She is walking the other way - the direction I came from, towards the woodlands near the manor house. She strides fiercely, arms swinging.

 



Beth and I eat dinner in the study this first night. It might seem an odd choice of room, but it is the only one with a TV in it, and we eat pasta from trays on our knees with the evening news to keep us company, because small talk seems to have abandoned us, and big talk is just too big yet. We’re not ready. I’m not sure that we ever will be, but there are things I want to ask my sister. I will wait, I will make sure I get the questions right. I hope that, if I ask the right ones, I can make her better. That the truth will set her free.  Beth chases each quill around her bowl before catching it on her fork. She raises the fork to her lips several times before putting it into her mouth. Some of these quills never make it - she knocks them back off the fork, selects an alternative. I see all this in the corner of my eye, just like I see her body starving. The TV pictures shine darkly in her eyes.

‘Do you think it’s a good idea? Having Eddie here for Christmas? ’ she asks me suddenly.

‘Of course. Why wouldn’t it be? We’ll be staying for a while to get things sorted, so we may as well stay for Christmas. Together.’ I shrug. ‘There’s plenty of space, after all.’

‘No, I mean . . . bringing a child here. Into this . . . place.’

‘Beth, it’s just a house. He’ll love it. He doesn’t know . . . Well. He’ll have a blast, I’m sure he will - there are so many nooks and crannies to explore.’

‘A bit big and empty, though, isn’t it? A bit lonely, perhaps? It might depress him.’

‘Well, you could tell him to bring a friend. Why don’t you? Call him tomorrow - not for the whole of Christmas, of course. But some of the working parents might be glad of a few extra days’ grace before their little home-wreckers reappear, don’t you think?’

‘Hmm.’ Beth rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t think any of the mothers at that school do anything as common as work for a living.’

‘Only riff-raff like you?’

‘Only riff-raff like me,’ she agrees, deadpan.

‘Ironic, really, since you’re the real thing. Blue blood, practically. ’

‘Hardly. Just as you are.’

‘No. I think the nobility skipped a generation in me.’ I smile. Meredith told me this once, when I was ten. Your sister has the Calcott mien, Erica. You, I fear, are all your father. I didn’t mind then and I don’t mind now. I wasn’t sure what mien meant, at the time. I thought she meant my hair, which had been chopped off short  thanks to an incident with bubblegum. When she turned away I stuck out my tongue, and Mum wagged a finger at me.

Beth rejects it too. She fought with Maxwell - Eddie’s father - to allow their son to attend the village primary school, which was tiny and friendly and had a nature garden in one corner of the yard: frogspawn, the dried-out remains of dragonfly nymphs; primroses in the spring, then pansies. But Maxwell won the toss when it came to secondary education. Perhaps it was for the best. Eddie boards now, all term long. Beth has weeks and weeks to build herself up, shake a sparkle into her smile.

‘We’ll fill up the space,’ I assure her. ‘We’ll deck the halls. I’ll dig out a radio. It won’t be like . . .’ but I trail off. I’m not sure what I was about to say. In the corner, the tiny TV gives an angry belch of static that makes us both jump.

 



Almost midnight, and Beth and I have retired to our rooms. The same rooms we always took, where we found the same bedspreads, smooth and faded. This seemed unreal to me, at first. But then, why would you change the bedspreads in rooms that are never used? I don’t think Beth will be asleep yet either. The quiet in the house rings like a bell. The mattress sinks low where I sit, the springs have lost their spring. The bed has a dark oak headboard and there’s a watercolour on the wall, so faded now. Boats in a harbour, though I never heard of Meredith visiting the coast. I reach behind the headboard, my fingers feeling down the vertical supports until I find it. Brittle now, gritty with dust. The piece of ribbon I tied - red plastic ribbon from a curl on a birthday present. I tied it here when I was eight so that I would know a secret, and only I would know it. I could think about it, after we’d gone back to school. Picture it, out of sight, untouched as the room was cleaned, as people came and went. Here was something that I would know about; a relic of me I could always find.

There’s a tiny knock and Beth’s face appears around the door.  Her hair is out of its plait, falling around her face, making her younger. She is so beautiful sometimes that it gives me a pain in my chest, makes my ribs squeeze. Weak light from the bedside lamp puts shadows in her cheekbones, under her eyes; shows up the curve of her top lip.

‘Are you OK? I can’t sleep,’ she whispers, as if there is somebody else in the house to wake.

‘I’m fine, Beth; just not sleepy.’

‘Oh.’ She lingers in the doorway, hesitates. ‘It’s so strange to be here.’ This is not a question. I wait. ‘I feel like . . . I feel a bit like Alice in Through the Looking Glass. Do you know what I mean? It’s all so familiar, and yet wrong too. As if it’s backwards. Why do you think she left us the house?’

‘I really don’t know. To get at Mum and Uncle Clifford, I imagine. That’s the kind of thing Meredith would do,’ I sigh. Still Beth hovers, so pretty, so girlish. Right now it’s as if no time has passed, as if nothing has changed. She could be twelve again, I could be eight, and she could be leaning in to wake me, to make sure I’m not late for breakfast.

‘I think she did it to punish us,’ she says softly, and looks stricken.

‘No, Beth. We didn’t do anything wrong,’ I say firmly.

‘Didn’t we? That summer. No. No, I suppose not.’ She flicks her eyes over me now, quickly, puzzled; and I get the feeling she is trying to see something, some truth about me. ‘Good night, Rick,’ she whispers, using a familiar tomboy truncation of my name, and vanishes from the doorway.

 



I remember so many things from that summer. The last summer that everything was right, the summer of 1986. I remember Beth being distraught that Wham! were breaking up. I remember the heat bringing up water blisters across my chest that itched, and burst under my fingernails, making me feel sick. I remember the dead  rabbit in the woods that I checked up on almost daily, appalled and riveted by its slow sinking, softening, the way it seemed to breathe, until I poked it with a stick to check it was dead and realised that the movement was the greedy squabble of maggots inside. I remember watching, on Meredith’s tiny television, Sarah Ferguson marry Prince Andrew on the twenty-third of July - that huge dress, making me ache with envy.

I remember making up a dance routine to Diana Ross’s hit ‘Chain Reaction’. I remember stealing one of Meredith’s boas for my costume, stumbling and stepping on it: a shower of feathers; hiding it in a distant drawer with dread in the pit of my stomach, too scared to own up. I remember reporters and policemen, facing each other either side of Storton Manor’s iron gates. The policemen folded their arms, seemed bored and hot in their uniforms. The reporters milled and fiddled with their equipment, spoke into cameras, into tape recorders, waited and waited for news. I remember Beth’s eyes pinning me as the policeman talked to me about Henry, asked me where we’d been playing, what we’d been doing. His breath smelt of Polo mints, sugar gone sour. I told him, I think, and I felt unwell; and Beth’s eyes on me were ragged and wide.

In spite of these thoughts I sleep easily in the end, once I have got over the cold touch of the sheets, the unfamiliar darkness of the room. And there’s the smell, not unpleasant but all-pervading. The way other people’s houses will smell of their occupants - the combination of their washing soap, their deodorant and their hair when it needs washing; their perfume, skin; the food they cook. Regardless of the winter, this smell lingers in every room, evocative and unsettling. I wake up once; think I hear Beth moving around the house. And then I dream of the dew pond, of swimming in it and trying to dive down, of needing to fetch something from the bottom but being unable to reach. The cold shock of the water, the pressure in my lungs, the awful fear of what my fingers will find at the bottom.




Leaving 


1902 

I will remain steadfast, Caroline reminded herself firmly, as she watched her aunt Bathilda covertly through lowered eyelashes. The older woman cleared her plate with methodical efficiency before speaking again.

‘I fear you are making a grave mistake, my dear.’ But there was a glint in her aunt’s eye that did not look fearful at all. More righteous, in fact, more self-satisfied, as if she, in spite of all protestations to the contrary, felt victorious. Caroline studied her own plate, where the fat had risen from the gravy and congealed into an unappetising crust.

‘So you have said before, Aunt Bathilda.’ She kept her voice low and respectful, but still her aunt glared at her.

‘I repeat myself, child, because you do not appear to hear me,’ she snapped.

Heat flared in Caroline’s cheeks. She nudged her cutlery into a neater position, felt the smooth weight of the silver beneath her fingers. She shifted her spine slightly. It was laced into a strict serpentine, and it ached.

‘And don’t fidget,’ Bathilda added.

The dining room at La Fiorentina was excessively bright, closed in behind windows that had steamed opaque with the vapours of hot food and exhalation. Yellow light glanced and spiked from glass and jewellery and polished metal. The winter had been long and hard, and now, just as spring had seemed poised to flourish with a tantalising week of bird song, crocuses and a green haze on the park trees, a long spell of cold rain had settled over New York City.

Caroline caught her reflection in several mirrors relayed around the room, her every move amplified. Unsettled by such scrutiny, she blushed more deeply. ‘I do listen to you, Aunt. I have always listened to you.’

‘You listened to me in the past because you had to, as I understand it. Now, as soon as you perceive yourself old enough, you disregard me entirely. In the most important decision you will ever make, at this most crucial juncture, you ignore me. Well, I am only glad my poor dear brother is not alive to see how I have failed his only child.’ Bathilda heaved a martyr’s sigh.

‘You have not failed, Aunt,’ Caroline murmured, reluctantly.

A waiter cleared their empty plates, brought them sweet white wine, to replace the red, and the pastry trolley. Bathilda sipped, her lips leaving a greasy smudge on the gilt rim of the glass, and then chose a cream-filled éclair, cut a large piece and widened her mouth to accommodate it. The floury flesh of her chin folded over her lace collar. Caroline watched her with distaste and felt her throat constrict.

‘You have never made me feel dear to you,’ Caroline murmured, so softly that the words were lost beneath the throng of voices and eating, drinking, chewing, swallowing. Smells of roast meat and curried soup clung to the air.

‘Don’t mumble, Caroline.’ Bathilda finished the éclair and dabbed cream from the corners of her mouth. Not long. Not much longer, Caroline told herself. Her aunt was a fortress, she thought, angrily. Balustrades of manners and wealth around a space inside - a space most commonly filled with rich food and sherry. Certainly there was no heart there, no love, no warmth. Caroline felt a flare of defiance.

‘Mr Massey is a good man, his family is respectable—’ she began to say, adopting a tone of calm reason.

‘The man’s morals are irrelevant. Corin Massey will make you a common drudge. He will not make you happy,’ Bathilda interrupted.  ‘How could he? He is beneath you. He is far beneath you, in fortune and in manners - in every station of life.’

‘You’ve barely even met him!’ Caroline cried. Bathilda shot her a censorious look.

‘May I remind you that you, also, have barely even met him? You may be eighteen now, you may be independent from me, but have I earned no respect in raising you? In keeping you and teaching you—’

‘You have kept me with the money my parents left. You have done your duty,’ Caroline said, a touch bitterly.

‘Don’t interrupt me, Caroline. Our name is a good one and would have stood you in good stead here in New York. And yet you choose to wed a . . . farmer. And move away from everything and everyone you know to live in the middle of nowhere. I have indeed failed, that much is clear. I have failed to instil respect and good sense and propriety in you, in spite of all my efforts.’

‘But I don’t know anybody here, Aunt. Not really. I know only you,’ Caroline said, sadly. ‘And Corin is not a farmer. He’s a cattle rancher, a most successful one. His business—’

‘His business? His business should have stayed in the wilderness and not found its way here to prey upon impressionable young girls.’

‘I have money enough.’ Caroline tipped her chin defiantly. ‘We will not be poor.’

‘Not yet, you don’t. Not for another two years. We’ll see how well you like living on a farmer’s income until then. And we’ll see how long your wealth lasts once he has his hands upon it and finds his way to the gaming tables!’

‘Don’t say such things. He is a good man. And he loves me, and . . . and I love him,’ Caroline declared, adamantly. He loved her. She let this thought pour through her and could not keep from smiling.

When Corin had proposed to Caroline, he had said that he’d  loved her from the first moment of their meeting, which was at a ball a month previously - the Montgomery’s ball to mark the beginning of Lent. Since her debut, Caroline had envied the enjoyment that other girls seemed to derive from such functions. They danced and they laughed and they chatted with ease. Caroline, when forced to enter the room with Bathilda, found herself always at a disadvantage, always afraid to speak in case she caused her aunt to correct her, or to scold. Corin had changed all that.

 



Caroline chose her fawn silk gown and her mother’s emeralds for the Montgomery’s ball. The necklace was cool and heavy around her neck. It covered the slender expanse of her décolletage with a glow of gold and a deep glitter that sparked light in her grey eyes.

‘You look like an empress, miss,’ Sara said admiringly, as she brushed out Caroline’s fair hair, pinned it into a high chignon on her crown and braced one foot on the stool to pull up the laces of her corset. Caroline’s waist was a source of envy to her peers, and Sara always took careful pains to pull it in as far as she could. ‘No man in the room will be able to resist you.’

‘Do you think so?’ Caroline asked, breathlessly. Sara, with her dark hair and her ready smile, was the closest thing Caroline had to a true friend. ‘I fear that they will be able to resist my aunt, however,’ she sighed. Bathilda had seen off more than one cautious suitor; young men she deemed unworthy.

‘Your aunt has high hopes for you, miss, that’s all. Of course she cares a great deal who you will marry,’ Sara soothed her.

‘At this rate, I will marry nobody at all, and will stay forever here listening to her disappointment in me!’

‘Nonsense! The right one will come along and he will win your aunt over, if that is what he must do to have you. Just look at you, miss! You will bedazzle them, I know it,’ Sara smiled. Caroline met Sara’s eye in the mirror. She reached over her shoulder and grasped the girl’s fingers, squeezing them for courage. ‘There now. All will  be well,’ Sara assured her, crossing to the dresser for face powder and rouge.

Caroline, every scant inch the demure, immaculate society girl, descended the wide staircase into the incandescence of the Montgomery’s ballroom. The room was alight with precious stones and laughter; ripe with the fragrance of wine and perfumed hair pomade. Gossip and smiles rippled around the room, passing like Chinese whispers; alternately friendly, amused, and vicious. Caroline saw her dress appraised, her aunt derided, her jewels admired, frank glances cast over her, and comments passed in low voices behind delicate fingers and tortoiseshell cigarette holders. She spoke little, just enough to be polite, and this at least was a trait her aunt had always approved of. She smiled and applauded with the rest when Harold Montgomery performed his party piece: the messy cascading of a champagne magnum into a pyramid of glasses. It always splashed and overflowed, wetting the stems which then stained the ladies’ gloves.

The room was stuffy and hot. Caroline stood up straight, sipping sour wine that lightened her head and feeling sweat prickle beneath her arms. Fires blazed in every grate and light poured from hundreds of electric candles in the chandeliers, so bright that she could see red pigment from Bathilda’s lips seeping into the creases around her mouth. But then Corin appeared in front of them and she barely heard Charlie Montgomery’s introduction because she was captured by the newcomer’s frank gaze and the warmth of him; and when she blushed he did too, and he fumbled his first words to her, saying, ‘Hello, how are you?’ as though they were two odd fellows meeting over a game of whist. He grasped her hand in its embroidered glove as if to shake it, realised his mistake and dropped it abruptly, letting it fall limply into her skirts. At this she blushed more, and dared not look at Bathilda, who was giving the young man a most severe look. ‘Sorry, miss . . . I, uh . . . won’t you excuse me?’ he mumbled, inclining his head to them and disappearing into the crowd.

‘What an extraordinary young man!’ Bathilda exclaimed, scathingly. ‘Where on earth did you find him, Charlie?’ Charlie Montgomery’s black hair was as slick as oilskin, flashing light as he turned his head.

‘Oh, don’t mind Corin. He’s a bit out of practice at all this, that’s all. He’s a far off cousin of mine. His people are here in New York but he’s lived out west for years now, in Oklahoma Territory. He’s back in town for his father’s funeral,’ Charlie said.

‘How extraordinary,’ Bathilda said again. ‘I never thought that one should have to practise one’s manners.’ At this Charlie smiled vaguely. Caroline glanced at her aunt and saw that she had no idea how disliked she was.

‘What happened to his father?’ she asked Charlie, surprising herself.

‘He was on one of the trains that collided in the Park Avenue Tunnel last month. It was a right old mess,’ Charlie said, pulling a face. ‘Seventeen dead, it’s now reported, and nigh on forty injured.’

‘How dreadful!’ Caroline breathed. Charlie nodded in agreement.

‘They must run the trains with electricity. Automate the signals and remove the opportunity for sleepy-headed drivers to cause such tragedies,’ he declared.

‘But how could a signal work with nobody to operate it?’ Caroline asked, but Bathilda heaved a gentle sigh, as if bored, so Charlie Montgomery excused himself and moved away.

Caroline searched the crowd for the stranger’s bronze-coloured hair, and found herself sorry for him - for his bereavement, and for his fumbling of her hand in front of Bathilda’s flat, unforgiving eye. The shocking pain of losing close family was something she could sympathise with. She sipped absently at her wine, which had gone warm in her hand and was making her throat sore. And she felt the emeralds press into her chest, felt the watery fabric of her gown on her thighs, as if her skin suddenly longed to be touched. When  Corin appeared at her side a minute later and asked her for a dance, she accepted mutely, with a startled nod, her heart too high in her throat to speak. Bathilda glared at him, but he did not even look up at her to notice, giving her cause to exclaim: ‘Well, really!’

They danced a slow waltz, and Caroline, who had wondered why Corin had chosen a dance so slow, and so late in the evening, guessed the reason in his unsure steps, and the tentative way in which he held her. She smiled uncertainly at him, and they did not speak at first. Then he said:

‘You must please excuse me, Miss Fitzpatrick. For before, and for . . . I fear I am not an accomplished dancer. It has been some time since I was lucky enough to attend such a function as this, or to dance with someone so . . . uh . . .’ He hesitated, and she smiled, lowering her gaze as she had been taught. But she could not look away for long. She could feel the heat of his hand in the small of her back, as if there was nothing at all between her skin and his. She felt naked suddenly; wildly disconcerted, but thrilled as well. His face was deeply tanned, and the sun had lingered in the hair of his brows and moustache, tinting them with warm colour. His hair was combed but not brilliantined, and a stray lock now fell forward onto his brow, so that she almost reached out to brush it back. He watched her with light brown eyes, and she thought she saw a startled kind of happiness there.

As the dance ended and he took her hand to escort her from the floor, her glove snagged against the roughened skin of his palm. On impulse, she turned his hand over in her own and studied it, pushing her thumb into the callous at the root of each finger, comparing the width of it to her own. Her hand looked like a child’s in his, and she drew breath and parted her lips to say this before realising how inappropriate it would be. She felt childlike indeed, and she noticed that he was breathing deeply.

‘Are you quite well, Mr Massey?’ she asked.

‘Yes . . . I’m fine, thank you. It’s a little confined in here, isn’t it?’

‘Come over to the window, you will find the air fresher,’ she said, taking his arm to steer him through the crowd. The air was indeed close, heavy with sweat and breathing, thick with smoke and music and voices.

‘Thank you,’ Corin said. The long casement windows were shut against the dead cold of the February night, but that cold radiated from the glass nevertheless, providing an area of cool where the overexerted could find relief. ‘I’m not used to seeing so many people under one roof all at once. It’s funny, how quickly and completely a person can become unaccustomed to such things.’ He hitched one shoulder in a shrug too casual for his evening coat.

‘I have never left New York,’ Caroline blurted out. ‘That is, only for my family’s summer house, on the coast . . . I mean to say . . .’ but she wasn’t sure what she meant to say. That he seemed foreign to her, a figure from myth almost - to have gone so far from civilisation, to have chosen life in an untamed land.

‘Would you not like to travel, Miss Fitzpatrick?’ he asked, and she began to understand that something had started between them. A negotiation of some kind; a sounding out.

‘There you are, my dear.’ Bathilda bore down on them. She could spot such a negotiation from quite a distance, it seemed. ‘Do come along, I want to introduce you to Lady Clemence.’ Caroline had no choice but to be led away but she glanced back over her shoulder and raised her hand in slight salute.

 



‘Don’t be ridiculous, girl!’ Bathilda broke into her thoughts and returned her to the present, and the lunch table at La Fiorentina. ‘You are acting like a lovesick schoolgirl! I, too, have read Mr Wister’s novel, and it has clearly filled your head with romantic notions. I can think of no other reason why you would choose to marry a cow-boy. But you will learn that The Virginian is a work of  fiction and bears little relation to the reality of it. Did you not also read of the dangers, and the emptiness, and the hardships of the frontier land?’

‘It’s not like that any more. Corin has told me all about it. He says the land is so beautiful you can see God’s hand in every blade of grass . . .’ At this Bathilda snorted, inelegantly. ‘And Mr Wister himself acknowledges that the wild era he described is no more. Woodward is a thriving town, Corin says—’

‘Woodward? Who has heard of Woodward? What state is it in?’

‘I . . . do not know,’ Caroline confessed, pressing her lips together resentfully.

‘It is in no state at all, that’s why you do not know. No state of the Union. It is uncharted land, full of savages and uncouth men of all kinds. Why, I heard there are no ladies to be found west of Dodge City at all - only women of the worst kind. No ladies! Can’t you imagine how godless a place it must be?’ Bathilda’s chest swelled within the confines of her burgundy gown. A flush mottled her face all the way to her hairline, where her steel-coloured hair was gathered into a soft bouffant. She was moved, Caroline realised, incredulously. Bathilda was actually moved.

‘Of course there are ladies! I’m sure such accounts are exaggerated, ’ said Caroline.

‘I don’t see how you can be so sure when you know nothing. How can you know anything, Caroline? You’re just a child! He would tell you anything to get such a fine and wealthy wife. And you believe every word! You will leave your home and your family and all your prospects here. To live where you will have no name, no society and no comfort.’

‘I will have comfort,’ Caroline insisted.

 



A week after the ball, Corin had taken Caroline to the skating pond in Central Park, along with Charlie Montgomery and his sister Diana, who gave them a tactfully wide berth. It was late in  February and the sky was an odd yellowy-white against which the spiralling snowflakes at first looked black, then turned pale against the bare trees before they reached the ground.

‘As a boy I was always half afraid to skate here. I kept waiting to fall through the ice,’ Corin smiled, taking small, cautious steps more akin to walking than skating.

‘You needn’t have worried, Mr Massey. They drain most of the water out at the beginning of the winter, to be sure that it freezes right through,’ Caroline smiled. The cold was biting. It reddened their cheeks and hung their breath in ragged white clouds around them. Caroline tucked her gloved hands into her coat pockets and skated a large, smooth circle around Corin.

‘You’re very good at this, Miss Fitzpatrick. Much better than I!’

‘My mother used to bring me here all the time. When I was a little girl. I haven’t skated in a while, though. Bathilda does not care for it.’

‘Where is your mother now?’ Corin asked, circling his arms clumsily to keep his balance. Snow had gathered on the brim of his hat, giving him a festive look.

‘My parents died. Eight years ago,’ Caroline said, skating to a halt in front of Corin, who also fell still. ‘There was an explosion at a factory, as they were travelling home one evening. A wall collapsed and . . . their carriage was trapped beneath it,’ she told him, quietly. Corin put his hands out as if to hold her, but then let them fall again.

‘What a tragic misfortune. I’m so sorry,’ he said.

‘Charlie told me about your father, and I’m sorry, too,’ Caroline said, wondering if he noticed the similarity, as she had, in the nightmarish, claustrophobic way in which they had both lost family. She looked down at her skates. Inside them, her toes were going numb. ‘Come, Mr Massey; let’s move on before we cleave to the ice!’ she suggested, holding out her hand to him. He took it,  smiling, then grimaced as she towed him along, wobbling like a toddler.

They drank hot chocolate in the pavilion, once the ice had become so crowded with skaters that steady progress was nigh on impossible. From their table by the window they watched young boys darting recklessly between the adults. Caroline realised that she hadn’t been feeling the winter weather as she normally did. Perhaps being close to Corin was enough to warm her - it seemed to make her blood run more quickly than ever before.

‘You have the most extraordinary eyes, Miss Fitzpatrick,’ Corin told her, smiling bashfully. ‘Why, they shine like silver dollars against the snow out there!’ he exclaimed.

Caroline had no idea how to reply to him. She was not used to compliments, and so she looked down into her cup, embarrassed.

‘Bathilda says that I have cold eyes. She laments that I did not inherit my father’s shade of blue,’ she said, stirring her chocolate slowly.

But Corin reached out a finger and lifted her chin, and she felt his touch like an electric charge. ‘Your aunt is quite wrong,’ he declared.

 



His proposal came a scant three weeks later, as the ice began to melt in the parks and the washed-out sky took on a deeper hue. He called upon her on a Tuesday afternoon, knowing he would find her alone, it being her aunt’s custom to play bridge with Lady Atwell on that day. As Sara ushered him into the room, colour poured into Caroline’s face and her throat went dry, and when she rose to greet him her legs were soft and uncooperative. A potent cocktail of joy and terror seemed to undo her whenever she saw him, and it grew stronger every time. Words vanished from Caroline’s mind, and as Sara closed the door she smiled a tight, excited smile at her mistress.

‘How kind of you to call,’ Caroline managed at last, her voice trembling like her hands. ‘I trust you are well?’

Instead of replying, Corin turned his hat around in his hands, began to speak but faltered, hooked a finger into his collar and tugged as if to loosen it. Caroline clasped her hands together to still them, and waited, watching him in astonishment. ‘Won’t . . . won’t you sit down?’ she offered at length. Corin glanced at her and seemed to find some resolve at last.

‘No, I won’t sit down,’ he declared, startling Caroline with the gruffness of his tone. They faced each other for a long moment, at an impasse, then Corin crossed the room in two large strides, took Caroline’s face in his hands and kissed her. The press of his mouth was so shocking that Caroline made no move to stop him, or to move away as she knew she ought. She was struck by the unexpected softness of his lips, and the heat of him. She could not breathe, and dizziness confounded her even as a peculiar warm ache began in her stomach.

‘Mr . . . Mr Massey . . .’ she stammered when he pulled away, still holding her face in his hands and studying her with quiet urgency.

‘Caroline . . . come away with me. Marry me,’ he said. Caroline could scarcely find the words to answer him.

‘Do you . . . do you love me, then?’ she asked at last. Her pulse jumped up in panic as she waited for his answer, for the words she so longed to hear.

‘Do you not know? Can’t you tell?’ he asked, incredulously. ‘I have loved you since the first moment I met you. The very first moment,’ he murmured. Caroline shut her eyes, overwhelmed with relief. ‘You’re smiling,’ Corin said, brushing his finger over her cheek. ‘Does that mean you will marry me, or that you’re laughing at me?’ He smiled anxiously, and Caroline took his hand in hers, pressed it to her face.

‘It means I will marry you, Mr Massey. It means that . . . I want nothing more than to marry you,’ she breathed.

‘I will make you so happy,’ he promised, kissing her again.

 



Bathilda refused to announce the engagement between her niece and Corin Massey. She refused to help her assemble her trousseau, buy clothes for travelling, or pack her leather trunks for the journey. Instead, she watched her niece neatly folding away new tailoreds, gored skirts and embroidered shirtwaists.

‘I suppose you consider yourself emancipated, to act so disastrously. Quite the Gibson Girl, I’m sure,’ she remarked. Caroline made no reply, although the barb stuck because it was near to the mark. She rolled her jewellery into a blue velvet fold and tucked it into her vanity case. Later, she sought Bathilda out in their spacious house in Gramercy Park, finding her seated in a ray of spring sunshine, so startlingly bright it stripped years from the woman. Caroline asked again for her engagement to be announced. She wanted it to be done properly, officially, as it ought to be; but her request fell on deaf ears.

‘It’s hardly to be celebrated,’ Bathilda snapped. ‘I’m only glad I shan’t be here to have to answer questions about it. I will be returning to London, to stay with a cousin of my dear late husband’s, a lady with whom I have always shared great affection and regard. There is nothing to tie me here in New York, now.’

‘You’re going back to London? But . . . when?’ Caroline asked, more meekly. Unhappily, she realised that in spite of the rift between them, her Aunt Bathilda represented her only family, her only home.

‘Next month, when the weather is more clement.’

‘I see,’ Caroline breathed. She linked her hands in front of her, wound the fingers tightly together and squeezed. Bathilda looked up at her from the book she was ostensibly reading, her gaze  tempered with something almost aggressive. ‘Then we shall not see each other much from now on, I suppose,’ Caroline murmured.

‘Indeed not, my dear. But that would have been the case even if I had remained in New York. You will be far beyond the distance I could comfortably have travelled. I will give you my address in London, and of course you must write to me. And I dare say you will find company enough on the farm. There will be other farm wives in the vicinity, I am sure,’ she said, smiling faintly as she returned to her book. Caroline’s lace collar seemed to choke her. She felt a jolt of fear and did not know whether to run to or from Bathilda.

‘You have never shown me love,’ she whispered, her voice fearful and tight. ‘I do not know why you should be so surprised that I run after it when it is offered to me.’ And she left the room before Bathilda could scorn this sentiment.

So Caroline married with nobody to give her away and no family to represent her. She chose a gown of diaphanous white muslin, with a wide yoke of lace ruffles across the bust and crisp frills at the neck and cuffs. Her hair was piled high on her head and held with ivory combs, and pearl drop earrings were her only jewels. She wore no make-up, and her countenance, as she took a last look in the glass, was somewhat pale. Although the weather was not warm, she carried her mother’s silk fan on her wrist, fingering it nervously as she travelled to a small church on the Upper East Side, close to where Corin had lived as a boy. Sara the maid sat alone on the bride’s side; and as she entered the building, Caroline longed to see her parents there. Corin wore a borrowed suit and tie, his hair combed neatly back and his cheeks freshly shaven, the skin soft and slightly raw. He fidgeted with his collar as she began her approach along the aisle, but then he met her anxious gaze, and he smiled and fell still as though naught else mattered. His mother and two elder brothers were in attendance, solemn as the couple made their vows before the minister. Mrs Massey still  wore her mourning dress, and although she welcomed her new daughter-in-law, her grief was too fresh for her to feel truly glad. It was another wet day, and the church was quiet and dark, smelling of damp brick dust and candle wax. Caroline did not mind. Her world had contracted to include nothing but the man in front of her, the man taking her hand, the man who looked at her so possessively and spoke with such conviction as he made his promises. With their hands joined before God, Caroline felt such an irresistible surge of elation that she could not contain it, and it spilled from her in a storm of happy tears that Corin gathered on his fingertips and kissed away. With him she would start her real life at last.

But to his new wife’s dismay, Corin packed and made ready to leave New York the following day.

‘We will have our wedding night in our home, in the house that I have built for us; not here in a place still sorrowing for my father. I came for a funeral, and I didn’t bank on finding a wife,’ he smiled, kissing her hands. ‘I’ve got to sort a few things out, get the house ready for your arrival. I want it to be perfect.’

‘It will be perfect, Corin,’ she assured him, still unused to addressing any man by his first name alone. His kisses burned into her skin, made it hard to breathe. ‘Please let me come with you now.’

‘Give me a month, that’s all, my sweetheart. Follow after me four weeks from today and I will have everything ready. You’ll have time to say goodbye to all your friends, and I’ll have time to boast to all of mine that I have married the most beautiful girl in the whole of America,’ he said; and so she agreed even though his departure felt like the sky growing dark.

She called upon some of her old classmates to bid them farewell, but generally found them either occupied or not at home. Eventually, she understood herself persona non grata, so she spent the four weeks at home, suffering the uncomfortable silence between herself  and her aunt, packing and repacking her luggage, writing letter after letter to Corin, and gazing out of the window at a view now dominated by the newly constructed Fuller Building - a wedge-shaped behemoth that towered nearly three hundred feet into the sky. Caroline had never imagined that man could build so high. She gazed at it, felt diminished by it, and the first doubts crept into her mind. With Corin gone, it almost seemed as though he had never been there at all, that she had dreamed the whole event. She turned the wedding ring on her finger and frowned, fighting to keep such thoughts at bay. But what could have been so terrible that he could not have taken her with him straight away? What had he to hide - regret for his hasty marriage to her? Sara sensed that she was troubled.

‘It won’t be long now, miss,’ she said, as she brought her tea.

‘Sara . . . will you stay a moment?’

‘Of course, miss.’

‘Do you think . . . do you think it will be all right? In Oklahoma Territory?’ Caroline asked, quietly.

‘Of course, miss! That is . . . I do not rightly know, never having gone there. But . . . Mr Massey will take good care of you, I do know that. He would not take you anywhere you would not wish to go, I am sure,’ Sara assured her.

‘Bathilda says I will have to work. Until I come into my money, that is . . . I will be a farmer’s wife,’ she said.

‘That you will, miss, but hardly the common sort of one.’

‘Is the work so very hard? Keeping house and all? You do it so well, Sara - is it so very hard?’ she asked, trying to keep her anxiety from sounding. Sara gazed at her with an odd mingling of amusement, pity and resentment.

‘It can be hard enough, miss,’ she said, somewhat flatly. ‘But you will be mistress of the house! You will be free to do things as you see fit, and I am sure you will have help. Oh, do not fret, miss! It may take you some while to grow accustomed to such a different  kind of life to the one you have had, but you’ll be happy, I am sure of it.’

‘Yes. I will be, won’t I?’ Caroline smiled.

‘Mr Massey loves you. And you love him - how could you not be happy?’

‘I do love him,’ Caroline said, taking a deep breath and holding Sara’s hand tightly. ‘I do love him.’

‘And I’m so happy for you, miss,’ Sara said, her voice tightening, tears springing in her eyes.

‘Oh, please don’t, Sara! How I wish you were coming with me!’ Caroline cried.

‘I wish it too, miss,’ Sara said quietly, wiping her eyes with the hem of her apron.

When a letter from Corin did finally arrive, speaking words of love and encouragement, urging her to be patient for a little while longer, Caroline read and reread it twenty times a day, until she knew the words by heart and felt galvanised by them. When the four weeks were up, she kissed Bathilda’s florid cheek and tried to see some mark of regret in her aunt’s demeanour. But only Sara went with her to the station, sobbing inconsolably beside her young mistress as the bay horses trotted smartly along busy streets and avenues.

‘I don’t know how it will be without you, miss. I don’t know that I’ll care for London!’ the girl wept; and Caroline took her hand, winding their fingers tightly together, too full of clamouring feelings to speak. Only when confronted with the locomotive, which spat steam and soot with great vigour and filled her nose with the tang of hot iron and cinders, did she finally feel that she had found some other thing in the world as glad as she was to be making the journey. She shut her eyes as the train eased forwards, and with its loud, solemn cough of steam, her old life ended and her new one began.
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My mother’s brother, my Uncle Clifford, and his wife Mary, want the old linen press from the nursery, the round Queen Anne table from the study and the collection of miniatures that live in a glass-topped display case at the foot of the stairs. I’m not sure if this is what Meredith meant when she said her children could take a keepsake, but I really don’t care. I dare say a few more things will find their way into Clifford’s lorry at the end of the week, and if Meredith would be outraged, I will not be. It’s a grand house, but it’s not Chatsworth. There are no museum pieces, apart from a couple of the paintings perhaps. Just a big, old house full of big, old things; valuable, perhaps, but also unloved. Our mother has asked only for any family photographs I can find. I love her for her decency, and her heart.

I hope Clifford is sending enough men. The linen press is enormous. It looms against the far wall of the nursery: acres of French mahogany with minarets and cornicing, a scaled-down temple to starch and mothballs. A set of wooden steps live behind it, and they creak and wobble beneath me. I pull stiff, solid piles of linens from the shelves and drop them to the floor. They are flat, weighty; their landings make the pictures shake. Dust flies and my nose prickles, and Beth appears in the doorway, rushing to discover what havoc I am wreaking. There is so much of it. Generations of bed sheets, worn enough to have been replaced, not worn enough to have been thrown out. It could be decades since some of these piles have been disturbed. I remember Meredith’s housekeeper puffing up the stairs with laden arms; her cracked red cheeks and her broad ugly hands.

Once I’ve emptied the press I am not sure what to do with all the  piles of linen. It could go to charity, I suppose. But I’m not up to the task of black-bagging it all, heaving it down to the car, taking it in batches into Devizes. I pile it back up against the wall, and as I do my eyes catch on one pattern, one splash of weak colour in all the white. Yellow flowers. Three pillow cases with yellow flowers, green stems, embroidered into each corner in silk thread that still catches the light. I run my thumb over the neat stitching, feel how years of use have made the fabric watery soft. There is something in the back of my mind, something I know I recognise but can’t remember. Have I seen them before? The flowers are ragged looking, wild. I can’t put a name to them. And there are only three. Four pillowcases with every other set but this one. I drop them back onto a pile, drop more linen on top. I find I am frowning and consciously unknit my brow.

Clifford and Mary are Henry’s parents. Were Henry’s parents. They were in Saint Tropez when he disappeared, which the press unfairly made a great deal out of. As if they had left him with strangers, as if they had left him home alone. Our parents did it too. We often came here for the whole of the school holidays, and for two weeks or even three, most years, Mum and Dad would go away without us. To Italy, for long walks; to the Caribbean to sail. I liked and feared having them gone. Liked it because Meredith never checked up on us much, never came outside in search of us when we’d been gone for hours. We felt liberated, we tore about like yahoos. But feared it because, inside the house, Meredith had sole charge of us. We had to be with her. Eat our dinner with her, answer her questions, think up lies. It never occurred to me that I didn’t like her, or that she was unpleasant. I was too young to think that way. But when Mum got back I flew to her, gathered clammy handfuls of her skirts.

Beth kept me extra close when our parents were away. If she walked ahead, it was with one hand held slightly behind her, long fingers spread, always waiting for me to take hold of them. And if I  didn’t she would pause, glance over her shoulder, make sure that I was following. One year, Dinny built her a tree house in a tall beech on the far side of the wood. We’d hardly seen him for days and he’d forbidden us to spy on him. The weather had been fitful, wind dimpling the surface of the dew pond, too fresh to swim. We’d played dressing up in a spare bedroom; built castles of empty flowerpots in the orangery; made a den in the secret hollow centre of the yew topiary globe on the top lawn. Then the sun came out again and we saw Dinny wave from the corner of the garden, and Beth smiled at me, her eyes alight.

‘It’s ready,’ he said, when we reached him.

‘What is it?’ I demanded. ‘Go on - tell us!’

‘A surprise,’ was all he would say, smiling shyly at Beth. We followed him through the trees, and I was telling him about the den in the topiary when I saw it and was silenced. One of the biggest beech trees, with a silvery smooth trunk and bark that wrinkled where its branches forked, like the crook of your elbow or the back of your knee. I’d seen Dinny climb it before, with a few practised swings, to sit amidst the pale green leaves far above me. Now, high up where the tree began to spread, Dinny had built a broad platform of sturdy planks. The walls were made from old fertiliser bags, bright blue, nailed to a wooden frame and belling in and out like boat sails. The route up to this fortress was marked by knotted rope loops and chunks of scrap wood, nailed to the tree to form an intermittent ladder. In the hung silence I heard the enticing rush of the breeze, the rustling snap of the tree house walls.

‘What do you think?’ Dinny asked, folding his arms and squinting at us.

‘It’s brilliant! It’s the best tree house ever!’ I exclaimed, bouncing urgently from foot to foot.

‘It’s great - did you build it all by yourself?’ Beth asked, still smiling up at the blue house. Dinny nodded.

‘Come up and see - it’s even better inside,’ he told her, moving to the foot of the tree, reaching up for the first handhold.

‘Come on, Beth!’ I admonished her, when she hesitated.

‘OK!’ she laughed. ‘You go first, Erica - I’ll give you a boost to the first branch.’

‘We should give it a name. You should name it, Dinny!’ I chattered, hoisting up my skirt, tucking it into my knickers.

‘What about the watch tower? Or the crow’s nest?’ he said. Beth and I agreed - The Crow’s Nest it would be. Beth hoisted me onto the first branch, my sandals scuffing welts into the powdery green algae, but I could not reach the next handhold. My fingertips crooked over the rung Dinny had nailed into the tree, so close, but too far for me to hang on safely. Dinny joined me on the first branch, let me step on his bent knee until I could reach, but from there my leg would not stretch to the next rung.

‘Come down, Erica,’ Beth called at length, when I was red and cross and feeling close to tears.

‘No! I want to go up!’ I protested, but she shook her head.

‘You’re too little! Come down!’ she insisted. Dinny withdrew his knee, jumped down from the tree, and I had no choice but to obey. I slithered back to the ground and stared in sullen silence at my stupid, too-short legs. I had grazed my knee, but was too disheartened to be excited about the sticky worm of blood oozing down my shin.

‘Beth, then? Are you coming up?’ Dinny asked, and I sank inside, to be left out, to miss out on the wonderful tree house. But Beth shook her head.

‘Not if Erica can’t,’ she said. I glanced up at Dinny but looked away again quickly, squirming away from the disappointment in his eyes, the way his smile had vanished. He leant against the tree, folded his arms defensively. Beth hesitated for a while, as if unable to choose her next words. Then her hand reached out for me again. ‘Come on, Rick. We need to go and wash your leg.’

Two days later Dinny fetched us back again, and this time the trunk of the beech tree was riddled with rungs and ropes. Beth smiled calmly at Dinny and I flew to the bottom of this ramshackle staircase, staring up at the floating house as I started to climb.

‘Go carefully!’ Beth gasped, sucking the fingertips of one hand as I missed my footing, wobbled. She followed me up, frowning in concentration, careful not to look down. A loose curtain of bags marked the doorway. Inside, Dinny had arranged plastic sacks stuffed with straw. There was a wooden crate table, a bunch of cow parsley in a milk bottle, a pack of cards, some comics. It was quite simply the best place I had ever been. We painted a sign, to put at the foot of the ladder. The Crow’s Nest. Trespassers will be Persecuted. Mum laughed when she read it. We spent hours up there, adrift in whispering green clouds with patches of bright sky sparkling overhead, eating picnics, far away from Meredith and Henry. I worried that Henry would ruin it when he came to stay. I worried that he would crash through our magical place, mock it, make it seem less magnificent. But by happy, happy chance, it turned out that Henry was afraid of heights.

In my head Henry is always bigger than me, older than me. Eleven when I was seven. It seemed an enormous gap at the time. He was a big boy. He was loud and bossy. He said I had to do what he told me. He buttered Meredith up - she always preferred boys to girls. He went along with her on the rare occasions she came out to the woods, and more than once helped her make a nasty scheme a reality. Henry: a fleshy neck with a receding chin; dark brown hair; clear blue eyes that he would narrow, make ugly; pale skin that burnt across the nose in summer. One of those children, I see him now, who is a grown-up in miniature rather than a child, who you can look at and know, at once, what they will look like as an adult. His features were already mapped; they would grow, but not develop. He wore himself in his face, I think, charmless, obvious. But this is unfair. He never got the chance to prove me wrong, after all.
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Eddie still has the face of a child, and I love it. A nondescript boy’s face, sharp nose, tufty hair, kneecaps standing proud from skinny shanks in his school shorts. My nephew. He hugs Beth on the platform, a little sheepishly because some of his classmates are on the train behind him, banging on the glass, sticking up their fingers. I wait by the car for them, my hands puckered with cold, grinning as they draw near.

‘Hey, Eddie Baby! Edderino! Eddius Maximus!’ I call to him, putting my arms around him and squeezing, pulling his feet off the ground.

‘Auntie Rick, it’s just Ed now,’ he protests, with a hint of exasperation.

‘’Course. Sorry. And you can’t call me Auntie - you make me feel a hundred years old! Sling your bag in the back and let’s get going,’ I say, resisting the urge to tease him. He is eleven now. The same age Henry will always be, and old enough for teasing to matter. ‘How was your train ride?’

‘Pretty boring. Except Absolom locked Marcus in the loo. He screamed the place down - quite funny really,’ Eddie reports. He smells of school and it starts to fill the car, sharp and vinegary. Unwashed socks, pencil shavings, mud, ink, stale sandwiches.

‘Pretty funny, indeed! I had to go in and see the head a fortnight ago because he’d shut his art teacher in her classroom. They pushed a block of lockers against her door!’ Beth says, voice loud and bright, startling me.

‘It wasn’t my idea, Mum!’

‘You still helped,’ Beth counters. ‘What if there’d been a fire or something? She was in there for hours!’

‘Well . . . they shouldn’t have banned mobile phones then, should they?’ Eddie says, smiling. I catch his eye in the rear-view mirror and wink.

‘Edward Calcott Walker, I am appalled,’ I say lightly. Beth  glares at me. I must remember not to conspire with Eddie against her, not even over something tiny. It can’t be him and me against her, even for a second. She resents my help already.

‘Is this a new car?’

‘New-ish,’ I tell him. ‘The old Beetle finally died on me. Wait until you see the house, Ed. It’s a monster.’ But as we pull in and I look at him expectantly, he nods, raises his eyebrows, is not impressed. Then I think the manor might only be the size of one wing of his school - smaller than his friends’ houses, perhaps.

‘I’m so glad it’s school holidays again, darling,’ Beth says, taking Eddie’s bag from him. He smiles at her sidelong, slightly abashed. He will be taller than her eventually - he reaches her shoulder already.

I tour Eddie around the grounds while Beth settles down with his report card. I take him up to the barrow, skirt the dreary woods, arrive at the dew pond. He has found a long stick somewhere and swishes it, beheading the weeds and dead nettles. It’s warmer today, but damp. Flecks of drizzle in the breeze, and the empty branches knocking overhead.

‘Why’s it called a dew pond? Isn’t it just a pond?’ he asks, smacking the edge with his stick, crouching on supple, bony legs. Ripples fly out across the surface. The pockets of his jeans bulge with pilfered treasures. He’s like a magpie that way, but they are things nobody would miss. Old safety pins, conkers, bits of blue and white china from the soil.

‘This is where the stream starts. It was dug out a long time ago, to make this pond as a kind of reservoir. And dew pond because it traps the dew as well, I suppose.’

‘Can you swim in it?’

‘We used to - Dinny and your mum and I. Actually, I don’t think your mum ever went all the way in. It was always pretty cold.’

‘Jamie’s parents have got this wicked lake for swimming in - it’s  a swimming pool, except it’s not all chlorine and tiles and all that. It’s got plants and everything. But it’s clean.’

‘Sounds great. Not at this time of year, though, eh?’

‘Guess not. Who’s Dinny?’

‘Dinny . . . was a boy we used to play with. When we came here as kids. His family lived nearby. So . . .’ I trail off. Why should talking about Dinny make me feel so conspicuous? Dinny. With his square hands so good at making things. Dark eyes smiling through his fringe, and his hair a thatch that I once stuck daisies into while he slept, my fingers trembling with suppressed mirth, with my audacity; to be so close and to touch him. ‘He was a real adventurer. He built a fabulous tree house one year . . .’
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Two sisters. One
heartbreaking secret.
And a past that
cannot stay buried,






