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  ›››This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find

  titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the

  forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing

  means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America
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  There goes Aggie again. Bang and crash and scrape all night. Where she gets the energy from I don’t know. The wrong side of eighty, she is. And she wants this room, my

  room. But she has a room. We all have our own place. A room apiece. And this is my room. She’s the eldest and she thinks it should belong to her because it’s the biggest;

  because it was Mother and Father’s room; because of the view from the window. I can’t be doing with it myself, the flatness, not any more. Little skin of land stretched tight as a sheet

  and the sky billowing. All that weight of sky and no relief. Yet it’s my room, fair and square.




  It must be sixty years of banging and crashing and scraping just to prove a point. More than sixty years! Childish I call it – and the carpet’s fair worn away. Bed under the skylight

  to catch the light? No, too draughty. In the low corner by the dressing-table with its pots and pots of old grease? No, too dark, too cramped. As if it matters! It’s the attic room, where the

  twins used to sleep, with a sloping ceiling and narrow skylight of grubby grimy glass – for it’s never cleaned. She doesn’t care to crane her neck just to see the blessed sky, she

  says, and so the glass is green with growing things, tiny things that live in the wet. And yet she bangs and scrapes. Evil old bitch. Shout what you like, loud as you like. She’ll

  not hear above the sound of her constant movement. One of these days you’ll go through the floor, Agatha!




  Even on Sundays. I said no relief. But if you strain your eyes, if the sky is perfectly clear, there is a kind of relief in the distant shine of the stone spire of the church in Witchsea beyond

  the dark bundles of trees and the odd roof. Just a faint glimmer, a tiny point on the horizon – but perhaps you can’t see it at all. Perhaps it’s one of those mirages, an image

  bounced off the tightness of the earth.




  And then there’s George. Poor baby George. Down there, below us all. Quite happy in a mindless, vegetable way. He is Agatha’s. Never could do anything right, that one. But she

  doesn’t help with him, hardly acknowledges his existence. She used to sing to him sometimes, those old songs, the ones Mother used to sing to us. But she doesn’t do anything for him any

  more. No more use than ornament big sister Agatha since she’s got old. I do not know what the twins think. The two of them – Ellen and Esther – are scarcely two at all but one and

  her reflection. And which is which? Mirror images they lean in when they walk, heads almost touching; one left-handed and one right. They walk in step; they talk often in unison. Ellenanesther.




  They’re young still – not seventy yet. They almost destroyed the house all those years ago, trying to pull down the wall between their rooms. They’ve got the smallest rooms

  because they match, long and narrow and dim with long windows facing out onto the fruit trees at the back. And they worked together, wordlessly, one each side of the wall, hacking and chipping

  until the house began to shake and creak. A crack slithered across my ceiling then – and it’s there still. Inching across even now in a storm, or when Aggie has a really big shake-up.

  And they’re left with a hole now. A two-brick-sized hole. They have their beds pushed against the wall, six inches apart, and when they lie down they can see each other’s faces. Just

  watch each other until they fall asleep at the same instant and dream, I suppose, the same dream.




  * * *




  ‘Stay away from that dyke. Whatever you do. You hear me?’ Every time he went away Father left us with this warning. And once he’d gone, like clockwork,

  we’d get up and do the chores. I did the laundry, the worst of the jobs – don’t ask me how that decision was made – and the baking; Agatha did the outside work, and fed and

  milked the cow; the twins cleaned the house and helped us if we asked them to. With all of us working hard, four strong pairs of hands – even the twins were quite capable as long as they

  worked together – the chores were done by dinner time. The chickens and the cow tended; the garden seen to; the beds aired and the floors swept. And then – except for wash days –

  there was the long afternoon.




  It was worst when it rained and blew. Then the sky would be full of whorls of rain and grit that flung and pelted against the walls that held us inside. Although I was quite content on those

  days because I was happy to be still. Sometimes I read an old newspaper of Father’s, sometimes, when it wasn’t too cold, I just sat, alone, in Father’s room gazing out of the

  window. Already I loved that room, loved the sweeping endless view and knew that here I’d be the first to see him coming back. A little dot at first, steadily growing into a long shape; a

  pony and trap; and then into Father. And then, once he’d become Father again, he’d arrive home. And whether it was joy I felt, or whether it was fear, I was not certain. Anyone that

  went away from here, I used to believe when I was small, ceased gradually to be themselves, became nothing but a tiny dot. And then nothing at all. Unless they came back, as Father always did.




  Ellenanesther used to sit by the hearth playing with their peg dolls, whispering in their private language, lives for their toys. Their voices were soft, scarcely audible, like rustling leaves.

  But little words would catch in the air sometimes: omotheromothero; thebloodandthemudandtheholygoat; wetollthemdead. The hearth with its arch of brick pointing up the furred black chimney was the

  church and the lives of the peg dolls were played out before it – the pairings and multiplyings and deaths – and when their blunt legs snapped they were sent via the flames to Heaven.

  For Heaven was up that chimney.




  Agatha was the only one who liked to work in the afternoons, to work in the barn, forking the hay; splashing the brick floor clean; or outside in the garden hoeing between the rows of lettuces

  and beans, sending the weeds flying in muddy arcs. And once she’d tired herself out she’d go to Barley the brown cow and talk out her complaints about her lot – for Aggie was

  always complaining, always sighing – talk out her dreams. The animal would gaze calmly at her, past her, with wet brown pansy eyes, listening and blinking wisely her spiky lashes. And Aggie

  would doze sometimes, her ear against the warm tunnel of Barley’s back, hearing the comforting gurgling and churning – but these times were rare, for Aggie was really a doer, with no

  time for idling – or idlers.




  * * *




  Sometimes, on hot days, when scarcely a breeze blew across the flatness, we’d walk along the narrow dusty paths, gathering blackberries or sloes or mushrooms or sometimes

  just a bunch of wild bright flowers. We always walked in a little procession. Aggie first, the eldest: she was nearly six foot tall, gawky in her pinafore and endless length of black stockinged

  legs; me, Milly, behind, plumper and shorter and never as beautiful, with my tow-coloured hair in a long plait down my back; and Ellenanesther at the back, leaning in, heads almost touching, like

  reflections. Thus we would walk, and sometimes – solemn and silent but for the rustling of Ellenanesther – we would turn towards the dyke.




  We’d walk along the road beside the bank that was one side of the dyke. High above it towered, and behind it a wall of water, way above our heads. ‘If ever the bank gave way,’

  Aggie always used to say, looking back over her shoulder at us dramatically, ‘a twelve-foot wave would sweep the countryside, destroying everything. Us first!’ And we’d

  all shudder in delicious terror, imagining such irresistible destruction.




  And then we’d climb up from the road, up the steep side, and stand in a row along the top and watch the water. The sides were steep, dry and flakey at the top, a glistening chocolatey mud

  just above the water. Not much grew in this part of the dyke, save the occasional staunch bullrush, for the water flowed so swiftly. It was not clogged with life like the slower ditches and dykes,

  not like a friendly reedy willowy river bank. This water meant business. It was brown and opaque and the surface of it screwed up with the concentration of the rush it was in. It flowed away and

  away and away.




  It had taken Mother away.




  Father told me about the dykes once, when I was very little. He said that once this land was under water. He said the Romans dug ditches to drain the land for farming. And he said that later

  there were riots when it was done again, because people used to like the wet. They used to fish and catch the water fowl. They used to walk on stilts! But it was all drained. It must have been odd

  having the whole of your world changed like that. Having all the wet sorted from the dry. Over the years the land has blown away and sunk leaving these towering walls of water, of laboriously

  patched mud. They angle round the corners of ancient fields, some monstrous, some little more than ditches. We called this one Mother’s Dyke because it was the one that had taken our

  mother.




  From the way Father talked, it was almost as if he was afraid of the water. No, not afraid quite, more as if he didn’t approve of it. He admired the people who drained the land, controlled

  the flow of the water. He sometimes travelled to Holland on business, and he said the land there was just the same, flat and tame, managed by man. He said it was a Dutch engineer who had drained

  the land, in likeness of his own country, in the seventeenth century. Yes, Father approved of the straight lines, the corners, the distinction between the wet and the dry.




  Sometimes, disobediently, we would visit Mother’s Dyke. We would hold vigil, clamber up the bank to see the water. Sometimes one of us would think that she saw something beneath the

  surface, nudging up through the wrinkles. Aggie and I knew that by now she would be nothing but a skeleton, so that it would be a skull that would appear, the water rinsing through the empty eye

  sockets, maybe an eel threaded round, maybe green weed flowing out like hair. But Ellenanesther who were only babies when Mother died saw something like a sepia photograph, a calm sad-eyed

  dignified face, a sweet smile, a white hat; they strained to focus on it among the brown ripples but could never quite get it clear. Lucky they had each other, these two, for they filled the space

  a mother would have taken, and Mother – the photograph on the mantelpiece; the unfocused flowing face in the dyke – was just an idea.




   




  The longer she wasn’t there, the more of a mystery Mother became. She had been a lady, that much was clear. She had talked like a lady and she had many manners. Ways. Ways

  that weren’t common round here – at least our nearest neighbours, the Howgegos, didn’t possess them. Father insisted on manners though, and so she kept them up. But that

  wasn’t all there was to Mother. There was something bad and glamorous too, something that didn’t fit with her lady voice. Something that Father didn’t like to be reminded of, and

  that was the music and the songs. She had a piano, terribly out of tune, and rarely played, but still, a piano which gave the room an air. And she knew songs, really funny songs that would have us

  laughing and dancing on dark winter afternoons when Father wasn’t here. The thing that was not quite respectable about Mother was that her father had been a music-hall artiste, a

  real artiste although her mother had been a lady. ‘She married him for love,’ Mother explained once, sighing, ‘but it didn’t work. There was something in her, after

  all, that didn’t approve.’ And she had been confused. Her father’s world was exciting but wicked; her mother’s, dull but good. This was what we knew about the woman who had

  been our mother. Also that we had loved her. Also that she had gone.




  * * *




  Big sister Agatha. Scraggy Aggie. Agatha, bitch name, witch name. Pain. Standing in the kitchen, so proud, as if she knows it all. Remembers it all.




   




  ‘Remember the time,’ she says, ‘when our second cousin and his friend came to call? Home on leave. Heroes. And they spent two weeks cycling, and they came to

  call on us. Remember that time?’




  I shrug. But there’s no stopping her. And she stands still when she talks, at least, a far-off look in her eyes, making up memories while I get on with making tea.




  ‘And I was wearing my pink dress with the blue sprig – my prettiest – and a wide hat with a pink rose on the brim, just here . . .’ she looks at her ravaged reflection in

  the glass, ‘and I looked a proper picture. Roses in my cheeks, roses on my hat of palest pink. I was tall and straight. Slender. And they came to call on me, us . . .’




  ‘Oh no,’ I say, for we must get it right, ‘I remember that time too. I remember a stroll in the evening with the friend. It was evening, getting dark, and there were bats, and

  one nearly tangled in my hair, and I jumped and he steadied me with his arm. With his strong arm, soldier’s arm. Roger, I think was his name.’




  ‘Oh no dear, you’ve got it wrong. His name was Roderick, and it was me that he walked with. Impeccable manners too, and my arm that he steadied. He held my arm just

  above the elbow here, like this,’ and she demonstrates, a proud little smile on her face, ‘and he said how lightly I walked, how very . . . gracefully . . . I was tall and straight

  then, remember, slender.’




  ‘And you muddied your dress . . .’




  ‘I did no such thing. We walked together and the sun was setting and the sky was aflame and he said he’d come back . . .’




  ‘But he never did. Did he? Did he?’ I say, smashing eggs into a bowl. ‘And he walked with me too.’ Because he did. I remember. She will poach my memories. I have the room

  that she wants. She’s never forgiven me for taking that room, the biggest and the brightest and the best room and now she tries to take my memories instead. But they are my memories,

  it was my arm he steadied – not that I care, it was Isaac I always cared about – and as he grasped me the back of his hand brushed the side of my breast. I can feel it still. The back

  of his soldier’s hand against my breast, just at the side. A soldier’s hand, a hand that had held a gun, killed perhaps, the enemy, brushing against my breast.




  ‘I suppose you want some of this?’ I say, beating and beating the eggs, smashing the yolks to slivers, the whites to foam.




  ‘Since you’re doing it,’ she says, as if she couldn’t care less. ‘What was his surname then? Eh? If you know it all, go on, what was it?’




  ‘Get me some chives,’ I say. ‘Take the scissors and snip me some chives. You know and I know that we never knew it.’ I’ve got her there because it’s true, we

  never did. She goes off, bent grey witch, into the garden, spiked scissors in her bony hand.




  And it was my knee he touched when we sat on a cushion of clover. Inside my skirt. It was my knee, never Agatha’s.




  She comes back with a handful of hollow green spines tangled with grass. ‘Chop them then,’ I say, cross, for she is a useless article in the kitchen, my sister Agatha.




  * * *




  It was a hot dry day and the muddy side of the dyke was cracked and pale where the water level had fallen. Aggie squatted, her hands clasped round her knees. She kept sighing.

  She was pale.




  ‘What’s up with you today?’ I asked.




  Ellenanesther sat down too, dangling their feet over the side, little black boots banging against the side, sending dried flakes into the water.




  ‘Something is wrong. I must have done something wrong.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Look.’ Agatha slid her hand inside her skirt between her legs, and when she brought it out her fingers were red and slick with blood. ‘And there’s pain here,’ she

  said, pressing her hand on her belly.




  ‘Are you cut?’ I asked, staring fascinated at Agatha’s scarlet fingers. Ellenanesther began to cry. Agatha wiped her fingers on the grass. ‘No. I don’t think so.

  It’s from my . . . a little yesterday, but more today.’




  ‘Have you told Father?’




  Agatha looked at me as if I was stupid. She snorted and stood up. She looked into the water for a moment. ‘Mother isn’t there,’ she said brusquely to Ellenanesther. ‘Dry

  your eyes.’




  * * *




  And there’s tea to get for George. My turn to feed him. Turns! That’s a joke! Monday: my turn; Tuesday: my turn; Wednesday: my turn. Every blessed day my turn.

  Except Sunday. Aggie’s supposed to feed him on Sundays, but I don’t know. Perhaps he doesn’t get fed at all. I really don’t know. He never says. She prefers animals to

  people – that’s what she says. That’s what she used to say. You’d think she’d have a bit more time for George in that case.




  We eat our omelette with the last of the bread and a cup of tea. There is no gin, which always makes me tetchy. Aggie chews, noisy as ever, with a far-away look in her eyes.




  ‘Brown!’ she says, suddenly, triumphantly. ‘We did know his surname, and it was Brown!’




  ‘Not Brown,’ I say, scornful. ‘Brown was never his name, that was . . .’ but I can’t remember. I must think, must say something or she’ll think she’s

  one up. And then it comes back, ‘Brown was Father’s partner! Pharoah and Brown or Brown and Pharoah, that’s it!’




  Agatha crashes down her fork. ‘Not enough salt,’ she says. ‘Always the same. Bland.’




  ‘Nothing to stop you doing it for once, the tea,’ I say. ‘Speaking of which, are you going to see to George?’




  ‘George?’ she says. ‘Oh George . . . Well I must get on, dear. I’ve a lot to see to this evening; the cow, the chickens . . . the playroom.’ She is quite

  mad. The cow is only bones in the barn. Aggie let her die. And I can’t remember what happened to the hens. And notice how she never calls it ‘my’ room, always the playroom, as if

  it belongs to all of us, as if she hadn’t got a room of her own, as if she’s deprived. ‘I can’t seem to get settled up there,’ she says, ‘I’m going to move

  the bed . . . when I’ve finished outside,’ and she goes off, martyred, to the barn.




  Well somebody had to have Father’s room. We had the house to ourselves after Father, and we had to organize it somehow. The house is a square house, an old house now. There are two big

  rooms downstairs: the sitting-room and the kitchen. There is a pump in the kitchen, and the stairs rise up from there. On one side of the landing, facing the back, there are the two narrow bedrooms

  that Aggie and I used to sleep in as children and where Ellenanesther sleep now. At the front is my room, the biggest and brightest, the best room. And then the attic is Agatha’s.




  But I cannot put it off any longer. I take a deep breath before going down to George’s room.




  * * *




  For a long time after Mother died we continued to go to church. Witchsea was nearly five miles away, too far to walk every week – Father insisted that we walked. Aggie

  thought it was humiliating to arrive on foot, just as if we were poor, but Father wanted to rest Pepper and anyway, he said, the exercise would do us good. About once a month we went and the

  evening before was spent in preparation. We used to bathe by the fire, Aggie and Ellenanesther and I, while Father kept out of the way, and then we’d twist each other’s wet hair in

  rags. We’d toss and turn all night trying to get our tight knotted heads comfortable, praying for a fine day, praying that something exciting would happen.




  Early on Sunday we’d be up, Aggie and I vying for the mirror to see how our ringlets had turned out. Ellenanesther didn’t care, and anyway, they had only to gaze at each other. Then

  there were the chores to do and lunch to prepare and leave cooking slowly in the range. Father might have been very strict and very moral, but he didn’t hold with all that superstitious

  day-of-rest nonsense. He would wear his best suit, and we wore clean white muslin dresses and petticoats and white bonnets and gloves. It felt special, the whole family out together like that.

  Special but sad too, for there was a very obvious hole next to Father, a hole that I could never ignore. I used to walk behind it, concentrating on that space, conjuring a vision of Mother, the

  wideness of her skirt, the neatness of the back of her head, until I could almost hear the swish of her skirt on the road.




  We walked the five miles on the road which ran indirectly – following the seams of clay that threaded the low earth – to the village to keep our newly polished boots clean; but on

  the way home, if the weather was dry enough, we sometimes cut across the fields. When we were near enough to the village to see the spire our excitement would grow and our pace quicken. Any belief

  in God had been washed away with Mother – but Aggie and I longed for the congregation, for new faces, for other voices. There were plenty of young men there too, to stare at. Churchgoers, a

  cut above the Howgegos, who were out-and-out heathens.




  We were proud of Father too while others could see us, so smart in his Sunday suit, smart and sad and dignified. He was a businessman, important, dealing in crockery. He employed people; and in

  an area where work was scarce was a respected figure. We knew we made a handsome group, our father and his four girls, and would revel in the eyes of the congregation, and though as eager as anyone

  to have a good look round would appear aloof. At least Aggie would; tall and elegant, she had a way of tilting her chin that seemed to add to her inches. She knew the congregation must be full of

  young men who would set their caps at her when the time was right. Her future husband might even be there now, his eyes fixed longingly upon her.




  * * *




  Mush he eats. White mush. I don’t think it matters. I don’t think he tastes it. I don’t think there are any teeth left in his mouth. The rages have stopped

  anyway, mostly. White blubber, pale body, pale eyes blinking at the light I need to see. I think he prefers the dark. Hardly a flicker on his face. Impassive now. Pale fat lips open. Spoon it in,

  the white mush. Hold breath against the stench. Sometimes he swallows straight away. At other times gobs of it come back, white on his chin, and I scrape them off and push them back in. Think about

  something else.




  Think about – try not to think about – Father. All right, but try to go back to before. Remember him as he was, before. Smart. A smart man, a little stout, very fussy about his

  appearance. ‘Distinguished’ sounds like the right word, with thin brown moustaches, brown hair. He was, above all, respectable. He liked to be seen to do, liked us to do, the right

  thing. Did I love him? Impossible to remember. I hardly remember him before Mother died. Big hands he had, long fingers. Sometimes he’d pick us up, one of us, Aggie or me, and swing us round

  in terrifying swooping circles, feet flying out, till when he set us down we staggered, bumped into the furniture and made him smile.




  He was a good provider, that’s what Mother said about him. Certainly we always had money and after he died some complicated trust has kept us just above the bread line, kept the wolf from

  the door. Some complicated trust! But love? I don’t know. You never did know where you were with him. He was mild mostly and distant, but sometimes he would change suddenly, grow sharp teeth

  and pounce. Sometimes Mother was wary of him. Her movements would shrink when he came in, caged, cagey. She would stop singing. She knew so many songs, funny songs, and she sang well and danced and

  made us laugh and laugh. There was this song about Fashionable Fred, her joking name for Father – when he wasn’t there. It went something like . . . Of me you may have read,

  I’m Fashionable Fred, And no matter where I chance to show my face . . . I’m looked on as the cheese, and all the girls I please, I’m a model of elegance and grace .

  . . I don’t remember the tune, but Aggie does. That’s one thing she does remember properly, tunes. Like Mother in that way, Aggie, musical. Mother could have been an actress! But I

  never saw her sing and joke and dance around the kitchen when Father was about. She was quiet and demure then. Perhaps she was an actress.




  She was, well, sugar and spice and all things nice like in the nursery rhyme, like little girls are supposed to be made of and aren’t. She was warm and soft. I’ve never felt anything

  like that since, like the feeling when she picked me up and cuddled and stroked and soothed away the hurt. Maybe she was angry sometimes and sad. I try not to remember, and anyway, memory plays us

  tricks.




  Ellenanesther don’t remember at all. They were only babies when she died, just one year old, just staggering. They would have died too if it hadn’t been for Aggie and me. Only little

  girls ourselves we were but we’d already half taken over from Mother before she left us. We copied her and chopped up food for Ellenanesther and kept them clean. We didn’t have much of

  a heart for playing with them though, and they soon turned in upon themselves, leaning in, muttering in a language that only they could understand. Pretty they were, prettier than Aggie, for her

  good looks were more serious; and prettier, certainly, than myself.




  We seemed to manage all right, and once Father had decided that we could, he shut himself out. There was some talk of getting a woman in from the village to keep an eye on us, but it never came

  to anything. He did not like us to see anyone. As time went by he became more and more insistent that we should not, should never see anyone from the outside. He would always ask. His first

  question would always be, ‘Who have you seen? Has anyone been here?’ and we always answered ‘No’. And usually that was true. Apart from this obsession with keeping us apart

  from the world he was very little involved with us. His life was his work and whatever else he spent his time doing when he was away from home. In the winter he’d stay away for days. We never

  knew quite when he’d be back. He’d eat his breakfast silently before he left, and bid us be careful as he went, rubbing our heads, one, two three, four, and mind the dyke and he’d

  be off. We’d hear Pepper’s hooves and the squeak of the wheels and he’d be gone. Sometimes he stayed away a week or two, in town, sometimes he went further, abroad even, on

  business, and left us for weeks. I minded at first, missed him, though really we managed just as well without him. Later we were grateful when he stayed away.




  I used to spend hours watching for his return, never believing until I saw him that he would, for after all Mother never did.




  When he did come home it made a change. Aggie would go out and feed and groom Pepper while I made more of an effort with tea than usual. He would bring back groceries. We enjoyed unpacking them;

  tight brown bags of flour and sugar, and tea to decant into the caddy; bacon and currants and cheese; and sometimes for a treat, humbugs or toffee or, best of all, tiger nuts for us to chew. Twice

  a year there were clothes too, dresses made in the town. We chose the stuff from little square sample books which he borrowed and brought home for us to see. How I longed to go into town, or at

  least to the village, myself, on a weekday when there was a shop or two open, to go and buy something myself. But Father had forbidden it.




  For a long time I tried to talk to him, ask him about his business, his friends in town. But he didn’t take me seriously, would make some flippant remark, maybe pat me on the head. I

  wanted to know about his work. I never understood quite what he did, but he would sometimes bring home the crockery and the tiles that he dealt in. The kitchen walls are lined with Dutch tiles that

  Father said were very old, even then. They are blue and white with pictures of shepherds and sheep and children playing on them. Mother liked them. Clean and bright she said they were, nice in a

  kitchen – I think they were the only thing she liked about the house. Now, those that are left on the walls are grimy and cracked, and the stuff between them has rotted away into black

  softness. The crockery Father brought home was mostly blue and white too. Mother arranged the plates on the dresser in the kitchen: a big oval plate for meat with a ship sailing across it

  surrounded by curls of waves and clouds, and smaller plates with different pictures on them. On ordinary days we used the blue-and-white crockery, but Mother had another tea-service. It had been

  her grandmother’s and so it was very old and precious. It was fragile, creamy, with tiny yellow roses, and the edges of the plates and saucers, the rims of the cups and the milk-jug were

  traced with gold. It was so old that the surface was covered with a fine crazing of cracks, like hairs. Flimsy, Father thought it, but Mother cherished it. Just sometimes she’d unpack it from

  its wrappings of paper and we’d drink tea from the frail cups. The tea used to taste extra delicious to me, as if some of the gold from the rim had come off on my lips. Mother crooked her

  finger like a lady when she drank tea from one of her grandmother’s cups. After she left us, Aggie and I still got the tea-set out sometimes, just to wash and dry the cups, just for the

  elegant feel of it. Sometimes when Father came home I’d set it out to try and remind him, make him think of Mother – but if he noticed, he never said. I wanted him to talk to me, to

  talk about Mother, but he hardly mentioned her. Only sometimes I would see him gazing at her photograph, a strange expression on his face.
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