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Praise


			Praise for The Wilderness

			‘Evocative, stunning and so beautifully written, the landscape of the wilderness smothers Anna as effectively as her marriage has always done. A powerful book about how the needs of men often consume the women and girls around them. I absolutely loved it’ Araminta Hall

			Praise for Look At Me

			‘With characters that are sharply observed with a beady eye for detail, this is a haunting study of family, grief, and loss’ Daily Mail

			‘This slender novel puts a fragile family under the spotlight with great effect’ Cathy Rentzenbrink

			‘Exquisitely written, with a beautiful balance between darkness and humour’ Joanna Cannon

		

	
		
			
By Sarah Duguid
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About the Book
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			‘This is the place they belong. Every sea otter, every dolphin and gannet is a part of this world that is a part of them: each belongs to the other’s history. And yet still, the girls know that the sea takes what it wants without fear of retribution – they’ve witnessed its violence’

			When Anna and David receive a phone call late one evening, their lives are upturned. Within minutes, they are travelling to the west coast of Scotland, preparing to care for two young sisters, tragically and suddenly orphaned.

			It’s a beautiful place, the heather is in bloom, the birds wheel above the waves, the deer graze peacefully in the distance. But the large granite house is no longer a home for the girls, and Anna knows she can never take the place of their mother. Then David invites his friend to stay, to ‘ease them through’ and Anna finds herself increasingly isolated, with everything she – and the girls – once knew of life discarded and overruled by a man of whom she is increasingly suspicious.

			The Wilderness is an acutely observed, deft and wry portrait of a marriage and a family in crisis, and wht it takes to move forward and live again.
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open water


			Isabella, the elder of the two girls, rows the boat. At her feet slumps a brown canvas rucksack containing several half-litre bottles of water, four chocolate bars, two homemade cheese sandwiches wrapped in foil and a Thermos flask filled with instant soup: they needed at least one thing that was hot. The rowing is hard work. Noticing her sister is losing strength, Sasha opens a chocolate bar, breaks it for them to share, but Isabella can’t let go of the oars, so instead Sasha feeds it to her in little chunks.

			‘Is that better?’ she asks when the chocolate is finished.

			‘A little,’ replies Isabella.

			‘More?’

			‘We need to conserve it.’

			Grey water. Grey sky. The horizon is nothing more than a distant, blurry line between all this grey. A small wave unravels; its white foam rolls away into nothing. The endless, gentle rhythm of the sea.

			Beneath them – could it be right underneath them? – the body dances with the current. Isabella can’t get the image out of her head: bouncing along the seabed, sending up spurts of sand and shells, twirling in the current, carried by the little whirlpool of energy pushing it onwards. Complete freedom. Isabella wishes it was her, swallowed up by the sea, returning to the comfort of a place she knows rather than being stuck out here shivering, worrying about being punished. How could they have been so stupid?

			The grey afternoon inches towards evening. Still rowing, exhausted, the girls spot a bright red helicopter heading towards them. Someone must have seen something. Are they searching for them, a couple of fugitive teenagers, or is it the missing adult playing around beneath them that they want? The helicopter turns towards the girls. Isabella pulls the oars as hard as she can. But then the helicopter turns away and, once again, there’s only water. They drift. The mist thickens. They’re lost. The helicopter switches on its searchlight. Its beam looks like a cylinder of glass filled with smoke.

			‘The fog is a punishment from God,’ says Isabella. ‘We’ll never be found now.’

			‘We’re lost,’ replies Sasha, beginning to cry. ‘And we can’t see anything. And no one is looking for us.’

			‘Stay strong,’ snaps Isabella. ‘We’ll be fine. This is a test and we’re going to pass it.’

			Isabella knows they’ll be fine because this is the place they belong. Every sea otter, dolphin and gannet is a part of this world that is a part of them: each belongs to the other’s history. Even though they’ve witnessed the sea’s violence – they know that it takes what it wants without fear of retribution – they also know it won’t do that to them. Sasha weeps. Isabella pulls defiantly on the oars. Her hair is misted with damp, cheeks sticky from the salt air. Sasha looks down at her cold feet. They must belong to someone else, because she is at home, sitting by the fire. Her mother has brought her a blanket and a hot chocolate, and is smoothing her forehead with a warm hand. Twilight deepens into night. Isabella pulls the oars into the boat. No point tiring herself out. The sea will do what it wants with them anyway. She rummages underneath the bench, hands a life jacket to Sasha, keeps one for herself. Together, they carefully unfold the boat cover, lay it across the damp floor to make a dry place to sit. They slide down on to it. Backs leaning against the bench, they hold on to one another and surrender. As long as there is no storm, they will gradually drift to shore, because everything washes up eventually.

		

	
		
			
geraniums


			Anna rubs at the kitchen window with her sleeve to make a porthole in the condensation through which she can look out at her geraniums and hydrangeas. The middle of summer: her garden’s best moment. She pours a glass of white wine and turns on the portable radio to wait for the news while she finishes peeling potatoes. Sammy, her grey Persian cat, slips around her ankles like a piece of silk thread.

			The chicken is ready to come out of the oven when her phone beeps. A text message. David. He’ll be late home. She should eat without him. Irritated, she flips the channel on the radio to a station playing classical music. Notes ascend towards a high trill. She carves the chicken, puts a little of the meat on a plate, then wheels her hostess trolley out from the utility room. She plugs it in, puts David’s meal inside to keep warm.

			Her two sons and their girlfriends tease her about the hostess trolley. She defends herself – it’s very useful – and even though their teasing is not meant nastily, it does upset her. It makes her feel uncool and over-domestic, as if she has nothing better to do with her life than keep other people’s meals hot while they get on with the real business of living. More and more, it feels to her that living is something other people do. She’d assumed that the moment her sons left home, the real world would come back to her. She and David would do the things they hadn’t done when they were young because they were in such a rush to become adults. But it hadn’t happened. Still, she cooked meals, organised the house, worried over menus for lunches and dinners. All the things she’d always done. Often, these days, she feels bored. Even as a mother of small children, she’d never felt bored like this before.

			At the small table in the corner of the kitchen, Anna sits alone at a table set for two. Her eyes flicker over the room. Perhaps her sons and their girlfriends are right: she is old-fashioned. The arch-shaped panels of glass set into glossy, cream-coloured kitchen doors. The twisted brass handles haven’t been changed in thirty years. The hostess trolley is an ugly old thing – even she can concede that – but still, she likes it. It used to belong to her mother, and after all these years, it hasn’t once broken down.

			In the sitting room, two floral-printed chintz sofas sit either side of the fire. A neat pile of picture books is stacked on the glass coffee table beside Anna’s collection of succulents. The smaller plants, new to her collection, are housed underneath delicate glass domes to protect them while they grow. The largest one is almost three feet tall and stands in a polished brass urn beside the table. Very occasionally, she spritzes them with water. In return for her restraint, a vivid red or orange flower bursts out from one of them every couple of years, usually at night. She finds these rare flowers astonishingly beautiful; it takes real discipline not to flood the plants with water in the hope of more. When David does fling open the front door at nine-thirty, he throws his mac on to the chair in the hall, gives Anna a peck on the cheek, announces that he’s starving. He steps out of his polished black shoes and goes directly to the kitchen. Sliding around the tiled floor in socked feet, he fetches his plate from the trolley. From the end of the counter, where the old newspapers are piled up, he grabs the previous weekend’s colour supplement to read while he hoovers up the chicken. Plate clean, he dumps it in the sink, goes next door to collapse into the sofa while Anna scans the shelf of CDs. She chooses the soundtrack to Fiddler on the Roof, sits beside him, gently removing his feet from the coffee table. He rolls over towards her, his hand landing on hers. He keeps it there. His solid fingers curl around her palm. His hand feels warm and soothing.

			‘I forgot to mention,’ he says. ‘There’s a dinner on Saturday night for a new client.’

			‘But we promised Fiona we’d see her play.’

			‘We can see her another time.’

			‘It’s been planned for ages. I was looking forward to it.’

			Anna hesitates. She’d promised Fiona – girlfriend of her eldest son Matthew – months ago that she’d be at the concert. She doesn’t want to let her down, but if she stands her ground, this will become an argument. David’s work: the juggernaut that flattens her each and every day. David is about to respond when the phone rings. He answers the call while Anna goes to the kitchen. She opens a cupboard door to put the glasses away, setting off a cascade of old water bottles that fall on her head. They’re empty, it doesn’t hurt, but it’s a shock. She curses David under her breath. Why can he never part with anything, not even old bottles? His wardrobe is full of shoes and shirts he no longer wears. He has files of school essays from forty years back, childhood letters, old birthday cards. She gathers up the bottles and takes them outside, where she dumps them in the recycling bin. Why is everything always such a mess? She turns to go back inside but is halted by the sight of David in the doorway, trembling, tears rolling down his cheeks.

			‘Anna. Something terrible has happened.’

			By three in the morning, there is no point trying to sleep, so instead they order a minicab. At City airport, a janitor is still cleaning the floors, but the check-in desk is open. The assistant cheerily tags their bags, hands them their boarding passes for Inverness. David dabs at his swollen eyes with a tissue. Anna takes the passes, tends to David as if he’s a child. Does he have his coat? His phone? Wallet?

			On the plane, David barely speaks. Anna suggests he push his chair back, gets some sleep, but he ignores her, so she pulls her scarf around her as a blanket, turns her back on him to rest. Next thing she knows, she’s being woken by the attendant. The plane is about to land. Through the window, the single runway is like a sticking plaster of shiny black tarmac between a cold grey sea and damp hills.

			A long taxi ride across to the west coast, then a boat. They stand outside on the deck, breathing in clean, cold air, watching the land behind them disappear. Further out to sea, the waves swell and grow. Anna keeps her eyes fixed on the horizon to stop the nausea. David grips the railings. When they dock, a taxi takes them across the island to the next ferry. A much shorter journey this time. It’s not long before David sees his father, Michael, at the port, waiting for them beside Peter’s vintage Land Rover. It proves too much for him. A boy again, he sobs into his father’s shoulder, the wind knocking against the pair of them.

			A summer ago, the same Land Rover had fetched them from the same ferry, but that time, Peter had been at the wheel. He took them back to a house full of life. When Peter drove, he could throw the Land Rover around as if it were a tiny sports car, but even though Michael has the same height his son had, he no longer has the solidity. He’s thin, with a slight shake, and translucent papery skin that shows up all the liver spots on the backs of his hands. He can’t conceal the strain it takes to heave the car out of its parking spot.

			As they drive across the moor, the flowering heather makes a delicate mauve blanket, broken only by pale grey rocks speckled with yellow lichen. Michael tells the story to David and Anna, going over it again carefully as if he still can’t make sense of it himself. He and Jerri were staying with Peter, Rachel and the girls. It was the second day. They were due to be there for a week to spend time with their grandchildren. He and Jerri offered to stay with the girls so that Rachel and Peter could have a day out on the mainland – they wanted to go to Glasgow. Rachel had some exhibitions she wanted to see. They’d do some shopping, have dinner, come home.

			‘That was how the day was supposed to be,’ Michael says.

			Before they left, the six of them had breakfast together. Rachel wore a dark grey woollen dress tied around the middle with a red silk scarf. Jerri told her how lovely she looked. Rachel and Peter hugged the girls goodbye, told them they’d be home around eleven, not to wait up. The rest of the day was normal. The sun was out. They spent the day by the water. The girls swam. They gathered shells, clambered through the rock pools. Jerri stopped them from going off in their kayaks because she couldn’t bear the worry. At five, they fetched wood to make a fire on the beach. They’d cook dinner down there. But then Jerri answered the door to two policemen, and everything stopped.

			In the distance, two deer graze. Their heads nod as they chew, antlers punching the air. The green bracken, flowering heather and bright blue sky tell of early summer, but when Anna opens the car window, she feels the bite of winter. She closes it again. The car rattles on. Finally, Michael cranks the wheel to the right and the rest of the world disappears. The granite house rises up in front of them, sitting on its gravel stage, nestled among glades of Scots pine and silver birch. To the front of it, the land slopes gently towards the flat, grey sea. To the back, where David parks, the landscape curves upwards to meet the sky, making the house appear to sit within a basin of air. David’s mother Jerri rushes out of the house towards her son. Anna has never seen Jerri like this before: frightened like a wild animal, hair wiry and messy, T-shirt stained. Jerri loops her arm through David’s, takes him off for a walk down to the shore, while Anna brings in the cases to take upstairs.

			In the hall, the handsome mahogany staircase leads upwards towards three arched windows, then bifurcates, giving two routes to the second floor, where another hall, lined with sets of antlers mounted on small hardwood plaques, leads to the bedrooms. Which order do the rooms come in? She can never remember. She tries the first door, peeks her head around, but is stopped from taking another step by the sight of Jerri and Michael’s suitcase. She gently closes the door, tries another, to find behind it a bright room with an antique brass bed and wallpaper handprinted with blue peacocks. She puts their cases by the bed.

			On her way back downstairs, she stops in the bathroom to claim a space for her wash things by the sink. It’s immaculately clean. Jerri’s presence, perhaps. Nothing like the last time she stayed, when every time she took a shower, she had to step her way around bottles of shampoo, tubes of exfoliator, home leg-waxing kits. One afternoon, Anna had spent an hour in the bath absorbed by a teenage beauty book left by the sink. Tips and techniques for pre-teenage girls: how to tweeze eyebrows; the difference between a Hollywood and a Brazilian, the benefits and drawbacks of each explained without restraint; what exfoliation achieves; recipes for detoxifying smoothies, and a discussion on whether they could help get rid of cellulite. There were fifteen pages on cellulite. Surely teenage girls found this advice difficult to reconcile with the long paragraphs that came later on self-confidence, on loving yourself, on being ‘who you are’.

			Back downstairs, Anna spots the tips of two heads just visible over the high back of a velvet sofa in the sitting room. She gathers herself, moves towards them. Fourteen and fifteen: terrible ages to lose your parents. She has no idea what to say.

			The girls are holding hands, staring into space. So clearly Rachel’s daughters. They have the same bone structure as their mother, the same hooded eyes: lids hanging heavy, half-covering the cornflower blue of their irises, the same air of melancholy. At the sight of Anna, Sasha begins to sob. Anna hugs her, crouching awkwardly on the floor. Isabella looks fretfully at Anna, as if she doesn’t want her there, but can’t exactly place the source of her dissatisfaction. It makes Anna feel like an intruder, and yet all the time, Sasha’s clammy hand clasps the back of her neck as if she never wants to let her go.

			‘Please. Anna. No. No. No.’ Jerri rushes into the sitting room. ‘They don’t want us fussing over them.’

			Anna scrambles up from the sofa, retreats towards the kitchen. ‘I wasn’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’ Anna turns to the girls. ‘I didn’t mean to . . . I just wanted to . . .’ Her voice drifts.

			‘Where is Uncle David?’ says Isabella.

			‘He’s coming,’ Jerri replies.

			‘I’m going to find him,’ Isabella says, running outside.

			It is obvious Jerri has been crying. Anna attempts a comforting touch to her shoulder, but Jerri retreats. ‘It’s their loss I feel the most,’ she says.

			‘But you’ve lost a child, Jerri,’ says Anna.

			‘He wasn’t a child,’ snaps Jerri. She begins folding towels on the kitchen table. Her gold wedding ring bangs against the wood as she works. She keeps her head down, folding and unfolding until the towels make exact squares. ‘I’m sorry,’ Jerri says after a moment. She sits down, pushing the pile of towels away from her so that they fall apart anyway, returning to the messy heap they were in before.

			‘Please don’t apologise,’ says Anna.

			‘The whole idea of this is so improbable, so impossible to comprehend, so sudden,’ Jerri says. She has barely finished the sentence when Sasha comes into the room to ask her grandmother, again, if she’s absolutely sure that the news is true.

			The next morning, Anna and David find Rachel’s mother, Tina, and stepfather, Gregory, knocking at the kitchen window. Their journey has been long. Los Angeles to London, sleeper train to Glasgow, taxi and boat the rest of the way. Tina is tired, jetlagged, emotional. She goes straight upstairs for a shower, leaving the rest of them to sit in silence until Jerri thinks to ask Gregory how Tina is coping.

			‘I don’t think it has sunk in yet,’ says Gregory.

			The door opens. It’s Tina, her head wrapped in a turban of towel, another wrapped around her like a peach-coloured mini-dress.

			‘There’s no hot water. I can’t rinse my hair,’ she exclaims.

			‘I’ll come up with some hot water from the kettle,’ Anna says.

			In the kitchen, she boils water, fills a large pan with it, then takes it upstairs to find Tina waiting for her in the bathroom. She sits by the bath, leans her head over the edge of it while Anna crouches beside her. Tina used to be a dancer. She still has the poise, the taut, lean frame, the perfectly straight shoulders. So slender that the muscles of her neck are visible, forming a series of strings that run from her collarbones to her jaw.

			‘Everything’s so old over here,’ says Tina.

			Anna scoops water from the pan with a cup and pours it over Tina’s hair, using her fingers to make sure she reaches all the shampoo.

			‘I always thought Rachel would come home one day,’ Tina says.

			‘It must be such a shock,’ says Anna, continuing to pour the water over her head until Tina stops, pulls away from her.

			‘Why did my daughter want to leave us and come here? Why did she want to leave us at all? There’s nothing here. Just sea and mist.’

			‘Peter told me the beach you live on in California is gorgeous.’

			‘I thought she would come home one day. Buy her own plot, build a house that actually worked by an ocean you could actually swim in.’

			Anna keeps scooping up water, pouring it over Tina’s hair, rinsing it through until the shampoo is gone.

			‘All that time I missed with her. All the time I’m going to miss with her. How does a car just flip and go into a tree on an empty road?’ Tina turns towards the mirror, uses the corner of the towel to dab at her ears, turns back to Anna. ‘How?’

			When she’s dressed, Tina joins Gregory downstairs in the library among the portraits of ancestors that aren’t really ancestors at all, surrounded by history that doesn’t belong to Rachel, but was preserved by her because she was given the house on the understanding that she would. The previous owner, a distant Scottish relative she’d never met, died without children, so left it up to her nieces and nephews to decide who the house should go to. No one wanted such a remote, run-down place – you’d spend a fortune renovating it, then never be able to live there – so they’d offered it to Rachel, who took that as a great compliment. She gave up her job as a trainee coffee buyer, moved from California to Scotland, and took out loans with the idea she might turn the house into a business: yoga retreats, fashion shoots, a film location. Repairing the roof took half of her budget, so the rest of the work had to be done on very little money. She polished up the old mosaic fireplaces herself, handwashed all the antique Kilim rugs, avoided a costly bill by dusting the old portraits off rather than sending them away to be professionally restored. Tina thought her daughter insane: first for taking the house, but worse, for tiptoeing around all this history. Surely she should do as she pleased. She was restoring it for them, paying for it all herself, doing all the work. What would the family do? Sue her for taking down some old portraits and shipping them off to the auction house? All these gloomy ancestors haunting them. Who in their right mind would preserve all that?

			Tina’s long arthritic fingers pull at the pearls resting around the neckline of her cardigan. She quivers with energy, like a greyhound. Her fingers dance nervously between the pearls at her neck, her black silk Alice band and her small pear-shaped diamond earrings. Jerri and Michael wordlessly tend to the fire. Then Jerri leans with her back against the wall, her legs out in front her. She clips her nails, then throws the clippings into the flames. Tina looks disgusted. She drinks her coffee, then follows Anna out of the room.

			‘I need to get out of the house. I need some air,’ she says. ‘Can we borrow a car? Go for a drive?’

			Neither Gregory nor Tina can drive a manual, so it’s Anna who takes the wheel of Jerri and Michael’s car. At the port, Tina grows frustrated, because she can’t understand anything the ticket man says. In the end, Anna has to lean over, shouting through the window, across Tina, so that they can buy a ticket and drive onto the ferry just before it leaves. As the journey progresses, the rocking of the boat makes Gregory feel sick. He leaves the car to stand outside, holding his face towards the water so it sprays him.

			‘Gregory doesn’t seem to care,’ says Tina.

			‘I think he does,’ says Anna. ‘He is very quiet, thoughtful.’

			‘No one can understand how I feel,’ Tina says.

			The ramp jolts as they disembark. They drive on a single-track road. Patches of brown grass the colour of cocoa sit flat against the hill, reminding Anna of wet hair. They pass the shard of an old castle; tall, rectangular, a broken tooth in the landscape. A little further along, where the road widens, they park. They stand in a row looking out to sea. The air is so cold you could smash it. Shafts of light beam through breaks in the cloud.

			‘God, I fucking hate this place,’ sighs Tina.

			They head towards the castle, but decide against walking up to inspect it. Too high, too far away. Instead, they take the gentler path along the lower edges of the cliff, admiring the ruin by looking up at it from the beach.

			Back in the car, they carry on. Not travelling anywhere in particular, windows open, enjoying the view of the sea, until Tina suddenly yells out for them to stop. She’s spotted something.

			‘Back up,’ she says.

			Anna reverses a hundred or so metres.

			‘There. Look. Park up,’ says Tina.

			Before Anna has turned off the engine, Tina is out of the car and standing underneath a tree. ‘This is it. This is the place.’

			Two black skid marks on the road curve towards the bank, leading to deep tyre tracks at the base of the tree. A jagged gash in the bark reveals the bright, creamy yellow flesh of fresh wood. Along the crack, small flecks of red paint: the colour of Rachel’s car.

			‘It has to be,’ says Tina. She searches for Gregory’s hand, dabs at her eyes with her sleeve. ‘The violence of it.’ She climbs the bank on to the moor, where the heather is flowering, gathers some stems of it, along with wild hyacinths, cottongrass, harebells. She lays the flowers at the base of the tree, then stands back, looks it over, returns to gather more. She goes back and forth, filling in the crack in the tree until it looks as if it’s been split open by an explosion of wild flowers.

			‘That’s better,’ she says.

			In the distance, the gulls circle over the sea. The road is empty. The wind has dropped. Silence. The three of them stand in front of the tree. Then Tina turns towards the car.

			‘Let’s go,’ she says. ‘I want to go back to the house and take a nap.’

			Tina doesn’t reappear after her nap but when Anna comes down in the middle of the night for a glass of water, she finds her standing in the dark at the window in the kitchen. ‘The stars are wonderful up here,’ Tina says. ‘It’s so quiet. I just made a pot of chamomile tea if you want some.’ It’s four in the morning. Anna doesn’t want tea. She’s tired, she wants to go back to bed, but she senses Tina’s need for company so accepts the tea, and stays. Tina suggests they go outside together because it’s such a still, clear night. She was too scared to go alone, but now that Anna is here, she’d like to admire the whole of the sky. They wrap up in blankets from the sitting room, drag a couple of kitchen chairs out. The sea rolls idly into shore. They listen to the call of birds – an owl, corncrakes, song thrushes. Tina talks about Rachel while Anna listens. They stay like this for an hour, maybe more, until the sun starts to rise and Tina begins yawning – the jetlag has caught up with her. She apologises for abandoning Anna – tells her she was enjoying the chat – but must go to bed, leaving Anna wide awake with nothing to do.

			Inside, Anna is reading at the kitchen table when she hears a knock at the door. An urgent tapping. She opens the door, nervously.

			‘Brendan,’ she says. ‘What on earth are you doing here? I had no idea . . .’

			‘It’s incredible up here,’ he says. ‘Wild.’

			‘David didn’t mention you were coming.’

			‘I thought I’d never find you. My phone died, and all I had was David’s instructions on a scrap of paper. I arrived last night but I missed the boat so I had to sleep in the car by the port then take the first ferry across this morning.’

			But Brendan didn’t even know Rachel and Peter, thinks Anna as she opens the door wider to let him and his small suitcase inside. He wants a coffee, which he insists on making himself – he doesn’t want to be any trouble – then drinks while inspecting the view. As the morning intensifies, sun dapples the kitchen, offering flirtatious little spots of warmth, which seem to work on Brendan because he turns to Anna and says, ‘David said it was remote and freezing cold up here, but actually it’s utterly charming.’

			Perhaps David had been trying to dissuade Brendan from coming because he knew Anna would worry about what Brendan might do. Anna has known Brendan long enough to know that he’s unpredictable, a little mad, not to everyone’s taste. They met at university, at a student party in a basement flat in Brixton. Brendan started talking to Anna. He was attentive to her, kept offering to fetch her things: ice from the kitchen for her drink, more vodka, a cigarette. He told her she was sexy – and intense, which she sensed wasn’t a compliment, coming from him. She wore a black skirt, a red and orange scarf, and he wondered out loud if the strait-laced way she presented herself was actually a foil for something wilder. Anna was embarrassed, told him to change the subject. Then David had joined their conversation. Neither of them knew him, but Anna shifted her gaze towards him because she was glad to have someone to break up Brendan’s focus on her. David had a fluent, confident way about him; a little boring, perhaps, but he spoke about his reasons for studying law so earnestly that eventually Anna found him endearing. Brendan might have mocked David if it wasn’t for his obvious vulnerability, and for the careful way he made sure to ask Brendan about himself. The three of them made an odd gang but somehow it worked, and carried on working because they all remained friends even though their paths parted dramatically once they graduated. After university, Brendan was far too intolerant of the world to find a normal job, whereas David liked the reassurance of corporate structure. Eventually, Brendan became a teacher at a private sixth form college that called itself progressive: pupils could smoke, wear their own clothes, lessons were optional. Brendan started out enthusiastically – this was the future! – but eventually he became cynical, contemptuous even, of the whole system. The kids were too louche, too easy within their own privilege. They didn’t try because they didn’t have to. He handed in his notice, went travelling instead, but after years of wandering, picking up work here and there, he felt completely lost. He returned home, moved in with Anna and David. It was Anna who had the idea that he should do a PhD in Anthropology. She thought teaching in a university might suit him. And now here he is, Anna thinks, the anthropology lecturer with an interest in the grieving rituals of remote Amazonian tribes, telling her she needs his help.

			‘Will you show me the house?’ asks Brendan. ‘While everyone’s still asleep.’

			Brendan follows Anna, admiring the panelled hall leading to the south-facing rooms at the front of the house. In the library, the best room in the house, Brendan examines the rows of old books while Anna examines him, the way his hair curls around his neck. He hasn’t gone at all grey, his hair still the rich dark brown it always was – does he dye it? – but his skin is beginning to fold at the meeting point between ear and cheek.

			Together, they poke through the shelves, sliding books out to take a closer look, opening drawers to peek inside. Brendan doesn’t tell her off for snooping as David might have done. Instead, he laughs when she pulls out a packet of condoms from behind a book. Only two left out of five. To whom do they belong?

			‘Jerri and Michael,’ says Brendan, and they both fall about laughing. It’s a relief to Anna. She hasn’t laughed in days.

			‘There’s a particular style these kind of people have,’ Brendan says, walking around the mismatched sofas and armchairs. ‘Look at this!’ He points to a photograph of a woman standing beside a bull. The bull has a ring through his nose, a rosette attached to his bridle and a benign, pathetic expression. The woman holding his rope looks startled.

			‘I think they’re in love,’ says Anna.

			‘Funny kind of love. The bull looks terrified of her,’ says Brendan.

			‘But there’s something about his expression that looks so benign; he’s imprisoned and yet he’s not tormented,’ says Anna.

			‘He’s no fool. It’s all going to end with him in the sausage factory, and he knows it.’

			Upstairs, Anna shows Brendan the little door up to the attic and the servants’ rooms, where, if you stand on tiptoe, you can see the views out over the water through the tiny windows. She shows him where the floorboards in the corner have been discreetly carved with initials and dates; little acts of rebellion, of selfhood, that Brendan admires.

			‘Let’s go and wake David,’ Anna says.

			But when they get to the room, they discover that David is already awake. ‘I thought you were coming tomorrow,’ he says to Brendan.

			‘I would have called,’ Brendan replies, ‘but my phone ran out and I didn’t have a charger. I didn’t think you’d mind.’

			‘I don’t mind,’ replies David. ‘I’m just surprised.’

			David takes him downstairs and, as the rest of the household awakes, he introduces Brendan to them. Anna’s worries about Brendan’s presence are unfounded. Jerri puts her arm around him, tells him how grateful she is for coming all this way for Rachel and Peter.

			Over the next few days more and more people turn up. On the day of the funeral, there are hundreds of guests. They come from all over Britain, as well as Rachel’s family from California, friends from France, Italy, Australia. Some of them gather in the house beforehand, others go straight to the church. On the day, Anna is late to pick up her boys from the ferry because so many of the guests keep stopping her to ask questions: where should they park? Can they leave their bags at the house? Does she know the number for a taxi service? When she finally makes it out of the house and arrives at the ferry, her two boys – she shouldn’t call them boys, really they’re men – are already waiting for her. They haven’t brought their girlfriends. She’d hoped they wouldn’t, but had left it up to them. Both boys all to herself for two nights! Matthew wears a black windbreaker, holds a suitcase on wheels. He appears neat and together, whereas Andrew is sitting on a rusted mooring bollard, brown hair flopping into his face, looking as if he didn’t sleep much the previous night. Matthew inherited David’s steadiness, followed him into a career in the law, whereas Andrew strained against life, even as a baby. He was the child she always worried about, the one sent home from school for misbehaving, the child who wouldn’t get invited back to friends’ houses. She always found herself defending him, because she loved him so much and could see the vulnerability in him that others couldn’t. But in spite of all his difficulties, somehow he managed. He got a degree, then found a job in a tech company doing something Anna doesn’t understand, even though he has explained it to her several times. Something about algorithms, user-driven content, platforms.

			They get in the car and drive straight to the church, leaving their bags in the boot. They sit in a pew close to the front, Anna between them. Matthew puts his arm around her shoulders, and she feels herself relax for the first time all week. In front of them, the girls are seated together, between their grandmothers. Isabella to the left, Sasha to the right, her head and shoulders two inches below her sister’s. They sit rigidly, wearing the stiff navy-blue coats with brass buttons Anna was sent to buy for them because they possessed no smart clothes.

			When the caskets are carried in, the girls barely move. A bamboo coffin for Rachel, with wild flowers spilling down the sides. Peter’s has a cloth of Murray tartan draped across it. As the coffins pass the girls, Tina puts her arm around Sasha, while Jerri holds Isabella.

			The girls don’t go to the wake. They stay in their rooms while everyone else mills about in the downstairs of the house. Brendan builds a campfire on the beach and a group of them, including David, Matthew and Andrew, sit around it, drinking whisky and telling stories. David gets drunk, too drunk, which makes Tina cross. It’s disrespectful. What is it with the British and alcohol? Why do they need to drink so damn much? Gregory helps David to his feet, puts an arm around his waist. Brendan takes the other side, Anna walking behind them. They climb the stairs, but David loses his footing. The three of them almost topple, but at the last moment, Brendan grabs the banister, steadies them. Upstairs, they help David on to the bed. Anna pulls off his shoes.

			‘Where have all the years gone?’ David mumbles.

			‘Just sleep,’ says Gregory.

			‘I’m not even in my own body.’

			‘You need to sleep, buddy,’ says Gregory.

			David rolls on to his side and passes out.

			A few days after the funeral, when everyone has left, Anna, David and the two sets of grandparents sit around the kitchen table, turning the pages of the will. Anna knows what is coming, because fourteen years ago, she and David agreed to be the legal guardians of the girls. A brief discussion that Anna can barely remember, except to point out that the chance of ending up having to actually care for the girls was so unlikely – odds akin to winning the lottery – there was no point in refusing.

			Silently, Anna is hoping for a reprieve. Perhaps Rachel found someone more suitable, someone younger, a godmother or the parent of one of the girls’ friends. In her chest, her heart hammers. The pages keep turning until, finally, Anna sees her signature alongside David’s – legal guardians. It hits her with a violence that astonishes her.

			David begins to speak. They’ll need time to work out some practicalities: schools, living arrangements, packing up the Scottish house, when Tina stops him: ‘I’d like to take the girls home. I don’t want them here in Scotland. We have space in California. We’re by a beach. It’s warmer. I want to take the girls home with me.’

			Anna exhales. But from the rest of the group: silence.

			‘Tina isn’t being deliberately difficult,’ says Gregory. ‘It’s just that there were always plans that ultimately Rachel would come home, along with Peter and the girls. We had identified a plot for them. The plan was . . .’

			‘But Rachel did love the islands,’ says Michael.

			‘She missed the sunshine. She said that one day she would come home. She often felt lonely,’ says Tina.

			Jerri spills her coffee, angrily dabs at the stain with a tissue from her pocket.

			‘She very much made a home for herself here,’ says Michael.

			‘This is very overwhelming for Tina,’ says Gregory. ‘This whole thing. It’s a lot to take in.’

			‘For everyone,’ snaps Jerri. ‘It’s overwhelming for everyone.’ She turns to address Tina directly. ‘But for the girls, their memories, their lives, I don’t think it’s a good idea that we start splitting things up. I understand it’s hard for you, that you’re upset, but . . .’

			‘Upset?’ Tina hisses.

			Gregory stands up, raises his arms. ‘It’s important we all stay calm.’

			‘My granddaughters can’t stay here in this place, in this house. The heating’s no good, the bathtubs are stained with rust, the floors creak, nothing works, it’s cold, these weird gargoyles everywhere. What on earth was she thinking? It’s remote, stormy, misty. They don’t even go to school. They can’t be home-tutored without Rachel. She was committed, but who’s going to do that? This cannot be permanent.’ Tina breaks down into sobs, buries her face in her hands. ‘I want to have them home. I need someone at least to be on my side.’

			 ‘We’re just trying to work this thing out,’ Gregory says. ‘No one’s on anyone’s side.’

			‘We need a compromise that suits everyone,’ says Michael.

			‘Scotland is not where my granddaughters belong. I’m the next of kin. And I can decide. I want to take my little girls home,’ says Tina.

			Tina leaves the room, followed by Gregory. The back door opens, then slams shut, and they’re gone.

			‘She can’t do that,’ whispers Jerri.

			‘Rachel chose the guardians. Anna and David,’ says Michael. ‘It’s in black and white.’

			‘She could challenge it,’ says David.

			‘Tina can’t just take them away,’ says Jerri. She is standing, pacing the room. ‘What a selfish woman. Why on earth would she do this to everyone? To Rachel? To Peter? To us? To the girls? She barely knew the girls. She wasn’t a grandmother. She didn’t visit from one year to the next. She’s all but a stranger. Rachel and Peter died together. Rachel loved it up here. The girls love it here. They don’t want to be dragged away like this.’

			‘David and I were talking about him retiring,’ says Anna, tentatively. ‘It would be a lot of work for us. If Tina wants to take them, I have no objection.’

			Three shocked faces turn towards her.

			‘Anna,’ hisses David.

			Anna is in tears now. ‘What about my own life?’

			‘We don’t have a choice,’ replies David.

			‘But there’s always a choice.’

			‘We agreed to it. There’s a contract.’

			‘But you’re a lawyer.’

			‘I can’t do that to my brother.’

			Anna wants to say: ‘But he’s dead and I’m not.’

			‘You two are the right couple,’ says Jerri. ‘You’re stable, solvent, the girls know you both.’

			‘You’re what they need,’ says Michael.

			‘You wouldn’t be on your own, Anna,’ says Jerri. ‘Life will change a little, but you’ll be well supported.’

			‘There’s Peter’s life insurance,’ says Michael.

			Anna finds herself hissing at them all: ‘We’re too old!’

			‘They’re already teenagers. It’s only a few years,’ says Jerri. ‘You’ll bring the girls to London. You won’t have to stay up here.’

			To everyone else, it seems simple, but to Anna, it’s as if she’s been handed down a death sentence of her own. When Tina comes back from her walk with Gregory, she is calmer. ‘We’d like to compromise,’ says Gregory. ‘We’d like visitation rights. Summers with us in California. Every other Christmas, too.’

			‘Agreed,’ says David.

			That night, as Anna lies in bed, she feels the same fierce, panicked hammering within her chest. What of her own life? Her boys are grown and gone. David had begun to talk of retiring. She doesn’t want to die doing a pile of laundry. She wants to live, to be alive. She longs to go travelling, to take a train right the way through China or across Australia, or go on a horse safari with David somewhere hot and remote. These are the things she wants to do, not balling socks and washing dishes for the rest of her life.

			The next morning, Anna avoids everyone in the kitchen, retreats to the library. Alone, the room’s stillness is all hers. The sweet smell of wood smoke. Mist conceals the view over the fields rolling towards the water in the distance. She stands at the window, tries to get lost in the haze outside. Anna must put her own life aside while Rachel is free as a wisp. Is she mocking Anna from wherever she is? Anna presses her hand flat against the cool stone of the wall. ‘I mustn’t think like this,’ she whispers to it. ‘I mustn’t lose my head.’

			It’s agreed that Jerri and Michael will stay on at the house, while Anna and David return to London to make arrangements for the move. In London, Anna feels better. She doesn’t even mind the polluted air. She gulps down tinny breaths of it as she walks from the park towards the department store. She feels more human, more alive, among all this activity than she ever could stuck up on that island. Shops, cars, people, buses. The city is an outpouring of human endeavour, a miracle that pulls together so seamlessly all the contradictions of modern life. On the other side of the street, a fight breaks out between a taxi driver and a cyclist. The cyclist thumps the roof of the taxi, yells, then swerves down a side street, vanishing before the taxi driver has the chance to get his window down to yell back. All the driver can do is shout into the air: you cunt. The word hits Anna like a punch in the face. The driver shakes his head, winds his window back up, drives on. David says the city feels like an assault after three weeks of such quiet, but it’s an assault that Anna needs.

			At the shop, Anna deliberates between soft pink or primrose yellow sheets. Do teenage girls even care what colour sheets they sleep on? Do girls these days like pink? Would they loathe her for pink sheets? Feel infantilised, patronised, reduced to a stereotype? In the end, she calls her friend Avery, who tells her to stop worrying so much. Just get the cheapest set. So Anna chooses the yellow. Cheerful, but gender neutral, and a full five pounds cheaper than the pink.

			Walking home, Anna tries to envisage the girls in London but can’t. Cooped up, imprisoned in what will to them feel like a very small house. They’ve only ever known wide open, empty spaces: huge horizons, the sea, acres of woodland to roam. Girls can’t roam London without a care in the world. Something would happen to them. Men would approach them. They’re too naive. They’ve not been prepared for the world. And if something does happen to them, it will be Anna who is to blame. But worse than that, Anna knows she’ll find the relationship difficult. She’s spent enough holidays up at the house to witness the way the girls are. They are unconstrained by the usual rules of life. The last time Anna visited she witnessed them disappearing off into the woods for hours, or up to the attic rooms. They would appear at mealtimes, then disappear again. They followed each other around like shadows. Anna observed the way they communicated without talking: a glance could mean their departure from the table, or that the other needed the salt, or the water jug, or didn’t like the food. No matter how hard she tried, Anna never managed to decipher it. It made her wish she had a sister – but glad she’d only had sons. If she’d been the girls’ mother, she would have wanted to know exactly what they were doing in the woods? Why they couldn’t sit still? What was going on inside their heads? And yet Rachel was so patient with it all. She never intruded on this intense female relationship, this great mystery playing out in front of her. She allowed the silent push and pull of feminine communication – like an underwater current – to happen in its own way.

			Back at home, Anna pushes the two single beds together to make one large double. David said the girls prefer to share not just a bedroom, but also a bed. Anna tears open the cellophane wrapper, shakes out the new sheet. Her heels on the stripped-back floorboards puncture the silence as she swiftly makes up the bed. She needs the double duvet from the wardrobe, but it’s locked. She tries the key. It’s stuck. She rattles at it, then yanks it far too hard, bringing the whole thing out of its socket, flinging the key across the room.

			When she’s finished with the sheets and duvet, she smooths the covers to make them neat and creaseless. She arranges the two blue writing journals David bought for the girls at the end of the bed. Brendan suggested them. He said writing down their feelings would help the girls to ‘process’. Anna wasn’t so sure he was right. She didn’t believe in the redemptive power of self-expression. Pain doesn’t just go away because you write it down. But she does as she’s told and leaves the notebooks.
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