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			She knows they’re outside waiting. A crouched figure in the barn, knees pressed to the dirt. Another lingering by the field. They never come to the house but throw stones at the windows, trying to crack the glass into silver webs. The sound is like a dare to open the back door and shout at them to leave her alone. Instead Nettie hides in the pantry until it goes quiet, then edges out to listen. Nothing. Still gripping her apron, she sees her reflection repeated in the row of brass jugs, her back curved, her eyes pulled wide. Not so long ago she laughed at the kids who surrounded the farmhouse, but every week it happens and the parents do nothing.

			Sometimes they throw stones at her bedroom window when she’s still beneath the sheets and she goes down to the piano. Sat in her nightdress, she plays a sonata or something wilfully bright. Her fingers can no longer stretch an octave but she tries anyway, missing some keys and playing onwards, hearing the rest in her mind. It’s only when the last note dies that she begins to shiver, to stare at her arms mottled with age spots. 

			But today she is determined not to cower inside. She unlocks the door. The morning light is forceful and her eyes can’t adjust.

			‘Hello?’ she calls into the haze of white.

			When no shuffle or whisper answers, Nettie steps out. The chickens need feeding and already she can hear their clucking grow fevered. No movement disturbs the shadows of the barn, the kids hopefully gone, so she pushes on to reach the coop where the tub of grain is waiting. Despite herself, she can’t help smiling at their squabbles, gazing at Jemima’s blur of reddish brown. Her granddaughter named them after Beatrix Potter characters when she got the books one year for Christmas. Does she still like them? Difficult to say. Nettie reaches for an egg which she slips into her apron pocket. The next is warm and she dares cradle it for a moment. The chickens had full roam of the yard until last month when she found the lower rung of her gate kicked into a chaos of splintered wood, leaving a hole large enough for a bird to pass through. Really she needs to ask someone to fix the gate. To find a telephone number in those endless leaflets that are pushed through the door. The idea of someone helping makes her teeth grind, though. They never just do the job; they share their opinions or else stare straight at her. But she shouldn’t be proud, not if the chickens might get hurt. Maybe next week when her pension comes. 

			She’s retrieving another egg when there’s a scuffle ahead. For a long moment she peers into the barn’s darkness. No one is there and she returns to the chickens, shaking her head at her trembles. 

			But then the two figures are either side of her, close enough to show their young faces – the boy’s rampant freckles, the girl’s flat forehead. 

			She braces herself for the stones, almost willing them to throw the damn things. Maybe if they released their sharp little furies, she could be done with all this. But she just hears their laughing and a scrape of shoes on the concrete. Then a white light flares as a mobile phone is pointed at her. 

			‘What is it you want?’ Nettie asks. 

			She refuses to let them hurt the chickens, although she’s the one who drops the egg. It falls with a crack, yolk bleeding across the ground. 

			

			Soon they’ve run off and the yard is empty again. Maybe her daughter is right – she should move into a home. Away from this town, where she can be just another old biddy packed into an endless corridor of rooms. The thought makes her squirm – a schedule for every meal, never escaping the other men and women. No, if the chickens are free range, she can be too. She’s almost at the door when something nudges against her leg. It’s Rufus who has trotted over and is waiting for her to scratch beneath his chin. His fur is less soft these days, more bristles than hair. She touches the bristles on her own face and smiles to think of them matching.

			‘Hello, boy,’ she says, grateful he missed the kids.

			The dog slopes towards the house. He’s a long-time resident, almost thirteen years, and was also named by her granddaughter. Some days it seems her family is everywhere in the farmhouse. Everywhere and nowhere. She tries to be hopeful she’ll see them soon. 

			Back in the kitchen she wonders at the time. Church bells aren’t yet clanging so she places the remaining eggs in a box, careful not to let any slip, and finds the cloth bag she laundered yesterday. Sure enough it smells acceptably fresh. She’s never been fastidious about this sort of thing – not since she started a family and realised you couldn’t keep everything clean – but the other week a woman at the post office pointed out a stain on her blouse. Spilt something, have we? The words sit heavily in her now. She should try to make an effort. Getting old involves a battle to keep on caring, to push back the tide of complacency through a series of routines: rising at seven, making breakfast, picking up the stones or whatever glass might’ve been broken during the night.

			In the bedroom she notices a box by the mirror. A new prescription of spectacles – when did she get these? She puts them on and details of the room arrange themselves. On the window ledge sit photographs and trinkets from the fifties, when she and her sister collected china from jumble sales around Hackney. Some are clothed in dust. She wipes them, humming to remember the old tunes by Jerry Lee Lewis and The Stargazers that her mum used to play. They were nothing like the folk songs they’d listened to at school while learning the maypole, told off for the wrong steps. No – these songs required you to move your hips. They were scandalous really, but their mum said if they were going to dance, they should do it properly. After dragging back the settee she would show them the moves in the living room. Nettie now sways from side to side, but soon catches herself in the mirror and stops. Is that really her? Wrinkles spread like the contours of a map, rendering her a landscape of craggy features. Never mind, she tells herself, and ignores her trembling hands as she reaches for her lipstick. The jade earrings clip on and catch the light. They’re fake but no one would know. She used to take clothing seriously – deliberate over outfits, which shoes to pair with a yellow summer dress – but over the years she has seen how fashions change and go in circles, one generation laughing at the next. It feels silly to dress up and she shrugs if a blouse misses a button or clashes somehow, though she always wears gloves. Despite the warm day ahead, she finds her faux silk ones and pulls them on. 

			

			Her farmhouse is on the edge of town but she’s glad of the walk, the rhythmic clack of her stick on the pavement. The clang of church bells has started and guides her along the main road that crosses the river and its string of ducks. She turns onto Middlebridge Street and listens for the next round, feeling the bells as if part of her own body. In the last couple of decades Romsey has grown, which must be a good thing. More traffic but also more jobs for the young. In the rest of the country local businesses are closing but here there’s a busy market place of shops, a Waitrose and a train into Southampton. Even if not everyone can afford the escalating house prices, there’s hope that more homes will be built. As she ambles past a cluster of thistles, seeds drift into the air, each a wish to be caught.

			It’s only when she reaches the cobbles of Corn Market that she hesitates. A man is standing by a Land Rover, looking at her. People always say women turn invisible as they age. That folk no longer notice them or whistle when they wear skirts. She now wishes she were invisible, like a breeze through the trees but high up, little noticed. She clutches her bag of eggs and tries to hurry past. 

			On entering the abbey grounds, she peers back. The man isn’t following and neither is anyone else. Women linger behind her, but they are waiting for someone in their group. Sometimes she is paranoid but then it’s always been hard to tell what exists in and outside the mind.

			

			The church is busier than usual and she sits near the back where the chairs are empty. The perfume of lilies tinges the air, making her cough. Some things are supposed to be sweet but just aren’t. When she and Harold married they had bunches of daffodils and bluebells, tied with string. The signing of the register was, in fact, over in the verger’s office. Is that right? Her mind spins with memories that won’t settle. She places both sandals on the floor to anchor herself until the dizziness subsides and her body weights the seat again. Maybe she’s thinking of someone else’s wedding, when she was playing the organ. Yes, that must be it. 

			The Sunday service is on forgiveness. Marianne is a good speaker. Not slick or dramatic like the previous vicar who moved on last year. A short woman with a blunt fringe, she sometimes looks hesitant and tends to fidget with the pages of the Bible on the pulpit. But her words are placed one after the other like careful schoolchildren, keen to impress. It’s this precision that has the churchgoers sitting up in their seats. Only the odd person slips a mobile phone from their pocket or glances around. From the stained-glass window an enthroned God watches. Nettie sometimes casts her eyes to meet his but never likes to look too long. 

			‘Forgiving others is a gift to them but also to ourselves. That doesn’t make it easy. Life can be long and we all throw stones to hurt others.’

			The words make Nettie shift, her thighs numb against the seat. 

			‘And forgiveness is never easy, no matter our age, faith or how wonderful we think we are!’

			Some people chuckle and Nettie follows suit, not wanting to be rude. Marianne continues with a passage from Corinthians and, as the woman’s voice softens, Nettie lets her thoughts drift. They turn, inevitably, to when Catherine might visit. She used to come most summers with the girls and they’d go for trips to the town’s swimming pool or just stay at the farmhouse, chasing Rufus or the chickens, getting bored, the occasional tantrum sending crayons flying across the floor. One summer they even took the train to the coast and tossed leftover chips to the gulls.

			Although they only live in London, their last trip was four years ago. The girls will be growing up, using all sorts of words and phrases they’d need to teach her. At the beginning of July Nettie had a surge of hope that left her breathless. But with every passing week the prospect of a visit becomes less likely. Schools are about to break for the holiday. Whenever the phone rings she wills the voice on the other end to be Catherine’s. It isn’t implausible – her daughter might announce they’re coming to stay in that haphazard way of hers. But the call is yet to come and the flip of the letterbox sets her heart tripping even though Catherine never writes letters. No one does these days. It’s just leaflets, the free newspaper, one time a horrible note unsigned and with no postmark, delivered straight through the door.

			Something tells her if she doesn’t see them this summer that’ll be it, the girls too old to want to visit their granny. She’ll be just another elderly woman who they pass in the street, embalmed in rose oil and spittle. Appalled at the thought, she clamps her hands on her cheeks, then knocks her knuckles against the bones harder and harder. No one notices – the sound softened by her gloves – but she stops herself. Perhaps she could ring Catherine again. But there’s no point in begging. That never helped anyone. 

			At the end of the service a queue forms to thank Marianne, who shakes hands with everyone, even the kids. A few people ahead of Nettie there’s a flash of white-blonde hair. It’s the girl who was throwing stones earlier – she recognises the flat forehead. Now she wears a smart jacket, her arms rigid at her sides. She’s just a child, Nettie tells herself, remembering how she was once a girl with her own personal crusades.

			‘Thank you, Vicar,’ she says when she eventually reaches Marianne. ‘That was a lovely service.’

			‘Thanks for coming, Annette.’ The woman smiles to reveal a capped tooth that’s overly white, and a silence stretches. When Marianne first arrived in this parish, Nettie thought they might be friends, the sixty-something woman unmarried and maybe wanting company. It seems Nettie’s forgotten how to make friends, though, she strains to think of the necessary steps. The offer of tea, perhaps, but the woman is already looking past her to the church that needs clearing. Nettie moves along and rests her stick against the bench, to dig in her purse for change. Marianne leaves the collection plate in the shadowy entrance so no one need feel embarrassed, maybe she does it for Nettie’s sake. As she drops in a fifty-pence piece, her gloves feel dirtied by the money and she wipes them on her skirt. It’s only when she’s outside that she remembers the eggs. They were meant as a gift for the vicar – a first step to getting to know each other. But Marianne is nowhere to be seen, so Nettie steps back into the glare of daylight. 
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			She’s almost home when she sees him: a young man stood by her gate. For a second she stops. The day’s heat has risen and she feels damp along her collar. Her mind must’ve turned heady too because for a moment the man is Harold and he’s forgotten his keys. They’ll go inside and he’ll tease her about the mess of breakfast dishes. I don’t know how they got here, she’ll claim, the burglars must have been hungry. It’s not him though. Of course it isn’t. The man is about to leave – hitching a large rucksack onto his back – when he catches her eye. There’s something unnerving about how he blocks the gate.

			‘Is this your place?’ he asks. 

			‘Perhaps.’

			He raises an eyebrow before glancing across the yard. ‘One of your chickens was wandering in the road.’

			Sure enough, Peter is scratching about with rumpled feathers. 

			‘Oh.’ Nettie clutches her stick. ‘He must’ve flown over the coop. Thank you so much.’

			‘I was worried he’d cause an accident.’ He wipes sweat from his brow and a feather clings to his finger. ‘You’ll want to fix your gate. What happened?’

			‘I’ll take care of it. Not to worry.’

			He smiles but doesn’t move. Perhaps in his mid-thirties, he has a ruddy face with hair combed in a side parting. His denim shirt is unpressed so its collar curls upwards and his rucksack bulges in all directions, the straps straining against a metal cup. ‘Do you have an outdoor tap?’

			‘Why do you ask?’

			‘It’s a hot day.’

			She hesitates, tempted to lie and be rid of him. ‘I do. You can help yourself.’ 

			He walks into the yard and, without asking, heads for the rear of the house. Affronted, Nettie wonders what to say before realising: he’s spotted a bucket which he uses to block the hole in the gate. 

			‘Good thinking,’ she mutters, wondering why she’d not thought of it herself. As he runs the tap Peter squawks. God knows how it would’ve felt to find him hurt on the road. She winces as the man fills his cup. ‘Would you like to come inside for a minute?’ she asks, hoping he’ll say no. ‘I could fetch you a glass of water.’

			‘A tea would be nice.’ He gives her a well-practised smile which pushes his cheeks out, lines creasing in great arches. It’s an actor’s face, full of emotion, with grey eyes that shine like marbles. ‘Thank you muchly.’

			Inside, he walks past the Aga and runs a finger along the length of the table. He’s the first visitor to have been in the house for some weeks. Who was the last? Nettie can’t recall. She puts down the box of eggs then takes off her gloves, leaving them on a pile of newspapers. Seeing the room through his eyes, she’s conscious of the unopened post strewn about, the used teabags plump in the sink. The man nudges the rusted dog bowl with his boot but says nothing.

			She wonders which cups to serve tea in. Her wedding china waits on the shelves but she opts for the set bought for the grandkids. They’re sturdier, with a nicely painted Moroccan print. As she fills the kettle Nettie expects him to sit but he doesn’t. He’s not tall but wide with an odd button sewn onto his shirt. In heavy-soled boots he walks over to look at the shelf of wedding china, then the brass jugs below, smoothing his hair in a reflection. 

			‘Where are you from?’ she asks to break the silence.

			‘I spent most of my childhood up north, in various places.’

			‘And what brings you to Romsey?’ 

			‘I’m taking a career break. I’ve been staying in London for a while and …’

			He’s distracted, eyeing the sitting room. For a second she expects him to drift inside to look around and she flushes to realise she’s let a complete stranger into the house. What if he refuses to leave? She’d tell the police what exactly? That she invited him in for tea. Then helped him pack her silverware into a suitcase. Tied her own wrists together with rope. But he stays where he is and motions to the photographs on top of the fireplace. ‘Is that Cate? Cate Ravenscroft?’

			‘Catherine, yes!’ Nettie says. ‘You know my daughter?’

			He gives a bemused smile. ‘She was the one who recommended this area to me. She said the Hampshire countryside was worth a visit.’

			Nettie’s head lightens. Her daughter hasn’t discarded her after all, telling this man about the town. ‘How do you know Catherine?’

			‘How do I know her?’ he repeats.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Ah. Well, I’m not sure it’s my place to say.’

			‘Why not?’

			He laces his fingers. ‘It’s a bit delicate.’

			Despite the questions itching in her, she gestures to the tea. ‘Shall we drink it in the garden?’

			‘Sounds like a good idea,’ he says, then, ‘I’m James, by the way.’

			‘Oh.’ She stutters. ‘I’m Annette.’

			‘Can I call you Nettie?’

			

			In the yard he takes his time peering at the barn, then over at the open stretch of field. The tray heavy in her arms, she wonders if he’s oblivious to how the cups tinkle against their saucers, the milk jug threatening to topple. As she edges into his eyeline he says nothing except, ‘Is that your field?’ She doesn’t answer, instead focusing on not tripping in the long grass of the back garden. Where once waited a design of roses and other blooms, now creeps a mass of green that rises in all directions, the pond water thick with algae and weeds. The only plant she regularly tends to is the oleander whose pink buds require plenty of water, and pruning every summer. Even at a distance she can smell their oily perfume, imagine the tingle of their leaves on her skin. 

			James is still behind her. What is he doing – inspecting the place? She wants to ask what he’s up to but he’s soon jogging in front to wipe dead leaves from the table. ‘Let me help.’ He takes the tray, then lifts the teapot lid to inspect its colour. Really that’s her job as host and she bristles as he goes to pour.

			‘I’ll do that,’ she says.

			The teapot is already raised but he puts it down again, before turning the handle to her. ‘Of course – where are my manners?’

			After Nettie pours the tea, they sit in silence beneath the pale blue sky. It seems he’s waiting for her to begin but he’s the one who should be explaining himself. A fly suckles on the milk jug and Nettie steers it away. 

			‘It’s nice that my daughter has a friend,’ she says. 

			He thinks for a moment. ‘Families are never easy, are they?’

			‘I suppose not.’ She frowns. ‘Won’t you tell me how you know her?’ 

			James sighs. ‘Catherine and I both struggle with the same addiction,’ he says carefully. ‘In fact, I’m sleeping above a pub tonight and know that’s a terrible idea.’

			‘You mean, you both struggle with drink?’

			‘Exactly. We go to meetings together in London. Supposedly anonymous ones but, well, you must know what she goes through.’

			‘Oh yes,’ she says. In actual fact she wasn’t aware her daughter was still in AA. Really she should be proud. In her forty-odd years Catherine has stuck to little else. ‘How is she?’

			He turns back to the garden so only insects answer with their hissing wings. They sit in silence and she’s grateful when Rufus trots over.

			‘What a handsome chap,’ he says. As he kneels down to scratch the dog she takes the chance to study him – how he’s closely shaved, though with the occasional patch forgotten as if he was impatient to be finished. His fingers trail over Rufus’s belly, a bare stretch of skin. ‘I’ve heard about you too.’

			‘So Catherine talks about me?’

			With a knee still on the ground, James peers up. ‘I know things have been difficult between you. I’ve been trying to help her. Some people aren’t good at accepting help, though.’ He begins rubbing Rufus again. There’s something painful about the neat lines in his thinning hair. She pictures him dragging the comb. ‘Are they?’

			‘I suppose not.’ 

			James sits back again and pours himself more tea. It would be sensible to phone Catherine and ask about this fellow but she doesn’t want to leave him here alone and, besides, what if her daughter refuses to talk to her? She gazes at the overgrown garden, the honeysuckle that sprouts curling tendrils year after year. The sprigs of white cow parsley that sway and merge like ghosts. 
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			She sits on her bed and clasps her hands together. Prays that Harold is safe in Heaven. It’s been over twenty years since she last saw him and felt his warmth against her. Although the farmhouse has changed, often it feels like he’s still here, in the light reflected in a window pane, or woven into the fabric of their old quilt. When you’re ill, you’re ill, Harold had said. None of us last for ever. Now she herself is growing tired, aches spreading, and yet there are things she still wants to do. The more she thinks of Catherine, the more determined she is to enjoy her granddaughters for a final summer. 

			A creak from downstairs interrupts her prayers and she wonders what Harold would think of her guest. Maybe she should be praying to keep herself safe.

			James is still in the house despite it being almost five o’clock. Who knows how this has happened. Granted she, at first, wanted him to stay longer but he’s remained tight-lipped about Catherine, so why doesn’t he leave? Instead the man has been playing with Rufus, walking around the garden, seemingly lost in his thoughts although she has no clue what these are. He does look worn, his clothes grubby and she’s not had the heart to turn him onto the street yet. 

			On making her way downstairs, she sees his rucksack has moved further into the hallway. She could nudge the thing back to where it had been. But it’s hard to be irked by this rucksack, which slumps against the wall. She knows how it feels. The tin cup saddens her too – its basic design like something from the army, hanging from the strap all on its own. 

			

			Singing is coming from the kitchen, his voice higher than she’d expect – alto maybe – and the words those of ‘Edelweiss’, ‘Small and white, clean and bright, you look happy to meet me …’ She pads through and sees his silhouette hunched over the sink. He’s washing up the tea cups along with her breakfast dishes. 

			‘You needn’t do that.’

			The singing stops. ‘My dad always does it straight away, you see. Otherwise the dishes gather like a mobilising army.’ He chuckles to himself.

			‘All right, well – thank you,’ she says.

			‘My dad likes an army metaphor. Or is that a simile?’

			It’s her cue to ask about his family but she doesn’t know where the conversation will lead. What will be its end point.

			‘Don’t worry, Nettie.’ He turns with a smile. ‘I’ll be on my way soon.’

			She loosens her hold on the stick, realising her palm is sore. ‘You’ll be all right above the pub?’

			‘Ah, well I was going to ask you about that. I …’ He stops mid-sentence and peers through the window. Someone is in the yard and Nettie moves to the door, ready to lock it at the sight of kids. But it’s Marianne, holding a newspaper above her head. It’s spotting with rain and the smell of wet soil wafts in as Nettie opens the door.

			‘Come in,’ she says.

			Dressed in faded jeans and a T-shirt, Marianne smiles but hovers in the doorway. ‘I just popped by to see if you were all right.’

			Her tone makes Nettie grimace. The woman visits every now and then but as – she supposes – part of her duties to the parish. Now she’s getting wet on Nettie’s account, the newspaper turning soggy.

			‘Please, come in for a minute.’

			She edges in and begins, ‘We didn’t speak much after the service and—’ 

			‘Hello,’ says James. He stands by the sink, still holding a teacup that drips water onto the floor. For a second, Nettie thinks Marianne will ask him to explain himself. An unknown man in her house. But she steps forwards and extends a hand to shake his. 

			‘Hi there,’ she says, smiling. She wipes hair from her forehead. The woman doesn’t hide her wrinkles under make-up. She has a masculine face beneath her blunt-cut fringe, her only concession to being the fairer sex is a clip stuck in her hair. But now she seems self-conscious around James, who must be at least twenty years younger than her. ‘Just here for a visit?’

			‘Yes, I had a stroke of luck today.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘It turns out I know Nettie’s daughter.’

			‘That’s nice.’ Marianne hasn’t met Catherine although might’ve heard about her; it’s hard to know exactly how much the townspeople talk. ‘How is she getting on these days?’

			‘Fine,’ says James.

			‘She’s very well,’ chimes in Nettie.

			He smiles at her like they’re in on something together and she ignores him. She wants to talk to Marianne alone to discuss the idea she had yesterday: a summer fete in the town park. Stalls like they had a few years back – face painting and the like, with fun, jangly music. And those machines that spin the pink fluffy stuff, the name of which she can’t recall, that her granddaughters love. She can picture them running around shrieking with hair whipped across their faces.

			But James is talking to Marianne about AA meetings and the woman listens, nodding along as he blathers about how much one person relies on the next. 

			‘And Catherine is a valued member,’ he says. ‘She—’

			‘Candy floss!’

			‘Sorry?’ says Marianne.

			‘I didn’t mean to interrupt,’ she says, flushing and pulling a chair to sit down. ‘I just thought we might put on a summer fete.’

			Marianne wipes her eyes. ‘A fete? Well …’

			‘I can help organise it, of course.’

			‘We can talk about it another time soon.’ She glances at James who smiles. ‘Anyway, have a nice dinner you two,’ she says, gesturing to the box of eggs on the table.

			‘He’s not staying.’

			Marianne is taken aback, which makes Nettie flush even deeper. Whatever hope she had of them being friends is shrinking with every second. ‘Well, I suppose he could.’

			James chuckles. ‘That’s very kind.’ He lays the tea towel on the side and she waits for him to say no, to ask Marianne for a lift into town. But he picks up another teacup. ‘I could stay for some dinner. No hurry, is there?’

			

			After Marianne has gone – claiming too many emails to join them – Nettie puts on a saucepan of water. Although steam clouds her glasses she stays by the hob. She’s not sure about this man. Why hasn’t he left yet? The eggs rattle against the spoon and she takes a breath before lowering them into the water. He’s sat at the table reading the newspaper. ‘Awful about this drought in South Africa. All those kids suffering.’

			‘Truly awful, yes.’

			‘But there’s nothing to be done.’

			‘We can send money to charity.’

			‘Have you done that?’ He raises an eyebrow as she goes silent and focuses on the pan. An egg cracks and white spills out, turning into a stretched line that quivers and bubbles. She’s been meaning to send money but keeps forgetting. Or maybe she hasn’t been, maybe she is simply a spoilt old woman who wants the few pounds for herself. 

			Although light-headed, she manages to lay the eggs on toast, ignoring his offer of help.

			‘These are fresh?’ he says as she puts down the plates. ‘Oh goodie.’

			She frowns. Picking up his cutlery, he looks like a young man ready to go to war, hair neatly parted and his back straight. But the world has changed around her and she’s not sure what things mean any more. His grey eyes shine in the light. ‘Aren’t you going to sit down?’ he asks after swallowing.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Don’t worry, Nettie. I’ll be on my way soon. Then you’ll be rid of me.’

			She grimaces but says nothing. It’s quiet then, with just the clink of cutlery. Her taste buds have weakened in the past couple of years and she grinds salt liberally over the eggs. He has none on his and she wonders if he’s being polite. He takes small mouthfuls as though he’s savouring the meal, something Catherine never did. Always eating too much, especially pudding, making herself sick as a child. Nettie tried to teach her portion control but it obviously didn’t work. 

			Without asking, James rises to fetch each of them a glass of water. She sips it gratefully, the salt stinging her mouth.

			‘We’ve been talking about my family,’ she says, picking up the earlier conversation. ‘What about yours?’

			‘Mine?’

			‘Yes. Are you married? With a family?’

			His fork stops in the air. ‘Once, yes.’

			It’s like he’s paralysed as his face stiffens and she feels bad for saying the wrong thing. He’s quiet for another moment before he pushes a piece of toast into the yolk. Her own swallows become work-like and she refuses to think of how Harold chided her for being a slow eater. Sometimes the memories feel like a rising tide she must build a wall to contain. 

			James finishes the toast and presses a finger into a crumb on the table. ‘I confess, Catherine has been a help to me,’ he says and pulls his shoulders back. ‘I don’t know what I would’ve done without her actually.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it.’

			‘Although she won’t accept any credit, of course.’

			‘No?’

			‘I try to tell her but …’ He lays his hands on the table. ‘She has her ways, doesn’t she? Her complete inability to accept friendship when it’s offered.’ A daze takes him then and she doesn’t dare look into his eyes. They’ve turned overly dark like water down a well. 

			

			In the dining room she picks up the telephone and starts to dial Catherine’s number to ask about this man – but is it 776 or 667 on the end? She always knew it by heart, her daughter in the same flat for the last eight years. Now it’s been scrambled, her mind letting her down. 

			‘I’ve done those dishes,’ James calls from the hallway.

			‘That’s kind of you,’ she manages, placing the phone in its cradle.

			The tin cup rattles as he picks up his rucksack and begins to leave. She knows the pub is no place for him; Catherine would certainly struggle with the waft of ale, the taunt of clinking glasses. ‘I have a spare bedroom,’ she hears herself say and instantly regrets the words.

			He turns, surprised. ‘You do?’

			‘It’s nothing special.’

			‘It’d be terrific to stay here.’ He swings off his rucksack so easily she’s suddenly aware of his bulk. ‘How very kind.’

			Upstairs she pulls on the sheets but can’t reach the far corner. No one has stayed in the spare bedroom since the girls. The sheet jumps free of the mattress and she gives up. 

			He appears behind. ‘I’m ever so grateful.’

			‘You’ll have to finish the bed,’ she says, no longer bothering to be polite.

			He steps back and waits until she’s in the hallway before entering the room, appraising the space. ‘It must be your socialist values, eh? Letting me stay like this.’

			She feels unsteady as she walks into her own room. That he knows about her past makes her wonder how much Catherine has told him of their family. The trunk is locked but she finds the key in her bedside drawer. Inside is the shotgun Harold persuaded her to buy for shooting pheasants: a bizarre pastime she could never get used to. She puts it underneath her bed, shuddering at the rattle of trigger against wood. It’s just a silly precaution. Something to help her sleep. Through the wall she hears him move around, almost as though he’s calculating the dimensions of the room. In the morning she’ll find out exactly what he knows about Catherine.

			

			Once she’s in bed with her spectacles off, the room blurs and she tries to imagine Harold in the shadows. It’s too dark in the room, though, with no streetlight this side of the house. Instead an image floods: her in the car with Catherine, the two of them arguing, hedgerows shooting past as her daughter gripped the wheel. She didn’t want to talk about her dad. I can’t bear to hear his name, she’d shouted over and over. He’s now in Heaven, Nettie tells herself, isn’t he? The doubt weighs on her chest as she lies beneath the cold sheet.

			At some point she wakes. It’s quiet in the room but something must have disrupted her sleep. She strains to hear, remembering her visitor, and gets up to check. The shotgun is heavy in her hands and makes her feel like a child play-acting or someone in a television show. No one is on the landing, the door to the spare room closed, and she almost returns to bed. But through her window she sees the barn doors are open. Did she leave them that way? Usually she checks before bed but maybe she forgot this evening. It takes her a while to get outside and she pulls her dressing gown tighter, fingers clamped on the gun, before she calls out to the thick dark of the barn. ‘Hello?’ 

			There’s no response and she can’t see any movement, so she closes the doors with a scrape of metal, prompting a cry from the chickens. 

			Inside she finds James sitting in the living room in her armchair. Only a weak moonlight comes through the window, rendering him a mass of shapes. He doesn’t notice her at first. He’s staring at an object on the table. As she switches on the light he blinks, the scene coming into focus for them both. 

			‘Jesus,’ he says, face flushed. It’s a bottle of her gin that waits unopened on the table.

			‘You don’t want any of that,’ is all she can think to say. Then: ‘What are you doing up?’ 

			‘I couldn’t sleep.’ He fixes his eyes on the gun which she has hooked under her arm, pointed just shy of him. ‘A nice weapon there. What is it? A Purdey?’ 

			‘I’m not sure.’ She’s embarrassed to be holding it, aware he must be frightened. But he only stretches and yawns. ‘Haven’t had a proper night’s sleep for months. No reason to shoot a man, is it?’

			She lets her arm go limp, the shotgun dropping as he ambles past, back upstairs to bed. 
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			I

			November 1966

			

			The floor of King’s Cross station was covered in marks. Tar-like smears from suitcases, the pricks of high heels and puddles streaked with reflected light from the tobacconist. Nettie tried not to get flustered. She was several minutes late to pick up her sister, but it was all right. Edith would understand and she resisted reaching into her handbag for the box of pills that nestled in the pocket. 

			A stream of November air carried leaves through the door and she scuttled past, eyes fixed on the floor. To look up would be to see the faces stare back – it felt in those haphazard moments people saw her for what she was, not what she presented to the world: the half smile, hair ironed of its frizz, overly tall but dressed fashionably enough. No, she was caught unaware. Glimpsed like an odd creature fleeing the daylight.

			Luckily Edith was standing where they’d arranged to meet, by the florist. She was dressed in a pale blue trench coat and had her hair pinned back. From beneath her white kitten heels curled a leaf – she’d been outside already. Checking bus times, presuming that Nettie wouldn’t know them despite the fact she was the one who still lived in London. There was no point in being annoyed, though. Her sister was here for a whole weekend. 

			‘Edie!’ she called, her voice overly loud. Nettie had barely spoken all afternoon in the factory, the machines chattering in the place of human conversation. 

			‘Hello, Annette.’ Her little sister gave a tight smile. She was not yet thirty but appeared older than last time she visited. Sometimes Nettie longed to buy a camera just to keep her sister’s face young, a box of pictures always there to look at. 

			As she leant in for a hug Edith asked, ‘Where’s your coat? It’s freezing.’

			‘I’m too hardy to bother with one!’ Nettie joked, noticing how her cardigan had expanded with the rain, wet and bulging. In truth she’d left the factory in such a whirl she’d not remembered her mac. 

			They made for the exit with Nettie insisting she carry the suitcase. Her sister’s job as a secretary in the military saw her travel across Europe, to places Nettie needed to look up in the library. She did try to be pleased for Edith, three years her junior but with a passport of stamps and her own leather suitcase which their mum used savings to buy. 

			At the bus stop a queue had formed of people wrapped in coats and scarves, stamping their feet on the pavement to keep warm. 

			‘We’ll get a taxi,’ said Edith. ‘Otherwise you’ll freeze.’

			‘No, it’s too far.’

			‘Don’t be silly, I’ll pay.’

			Seeing her sister about to step into the road, Nettie hoped the gesture was right as she stuck out her own arm. Sure enough a black cab pulled up and she clambered inside, then grimaced at the people left out on the pavement.

			

			Leaving the city centre, they passed the factories and scrubland of the East, the silhouettes of towers rising like fists. Darkness soon claimed the streets and Nettie looked forward to reaching her flat, where fairy lights dangled above the window. She’d put on the electric fire and cook a proper tea. The casserole recipe was one she’d practised the week before. She’d even pretended her sister was there, imagining what they’d discuss over sherry. It was good to have a list of questions ready. Usually Edith’s visits were dominated by trips to see their mum or aunts, who asked about nonsense things like the weather and price of bread. Their mum was busy that night and would see them the next day for lunch. She’d sounded strange on the phone, her voice overly breathy, but Nettie needn’t worry about that yet.

			‘How long has it been?’ she asked despite knowing the answer: eleven months. It was expensive to travel from West Berlin so her sister’s trips weren’t as frequent as either of them would have liked. Mostly they exchanged letters, though recently Edith’s were slow to come and half the length of her own.

			They arrived at Nettie’s building which was down a leafy side street in Bethnal Green. The exterior wasn’t much to look at but inside, on the top floor, Nettie had filled her flat with prints she’d cut from magazines: catwalk models dressed by Yves Saint Laurent and Barbara Hulanicki; geometric ‘op art’ prints from exhibitions she’d not visited but would have if she could stomach the crowds. She had a picture of Eleanor Marx too, one she hung proudly in the middle as if this suffragette was as appealing as any film star. 

			‘You don’t have photographs of me,’ said Edith, feigning surprise. 

			‘I do.’ In fact the picture of her sister and mum was reserved for her bedroom after her ex commented on Edith being ‘so small and pretty like their mum’. Since then she stared at the photograph in bed before she went to sleep, wondering if she actually belonged to this family. It was an unhealthy habit and she tried to focus, instead, on getting through the texts she bought second-hand: Das Kapital and Trotsky’s The Revolution Betrayed. She’d long been interested in socialism after growing up in the East End – asking her mum about the lines of workers who were so poorly dressed, the flashy car parked outside the factory – but it was only in the last couple of years that she’d started attending meetings and reading the books. They would fill her up, plug the gap, she was sure – if only she absorbed every word.

			She got tea ready as Edith wandered about. By the record player waited a pile of songs she’d chosen the night before – the Lesley Gore track ‘You Don’t Own Me’ left on top. Maybe they’d have an evening of chatting politics – she’d show how much she cared. 

			‘I have something for you,’ her sister said and went to open her suitcase. She brought out something wrapped in tissue paper. ‘Sorry it’s late.’ 

			It was a belated birthday gift – a dress covered in cream beadwork that was like nothing Nettie had ever worn. Usually she went for bright colours – long-sleeved turtlenecks, corduroy dresses. Things she considered fun. She held this dress between pinched fingertips.

			‘I realise it’s not your usual thing,’ Edith said, reaching to feel the hem. ‘But isn’t it sophisticated?’ 

			‘It really is.’

			‘You could wear it tonight,’ she said. ‘We’re going out, aren’t we?’

			Surprised, Nettie turned to the window. Night had fallen and it was entirely black, while inside the casserole simmered on the hob. But her sister was already at her suitcase again, pulling out an outfit of her own. 

			‘Of course,’ said Nettie. ‘That’s what I was thinking too.’

			

			The place was two doors down from the building where her socialist meetings were held. Countless times she’d seen men linger outside and hurried past, glimpsing the stairs that plunged into the basement. Dance halls were where the factory girls met their friends or even a date for the following weekend; they’d never appealed to Nettie except on the odd occasion when a band she liked was playing and she’d stand at the side, leaving if it got too busy. At the doorway Nettie tugged down the dress, such an unlikely gift. Usually her sister gave her perfumed lotions or a pair of slippers. It was an image she cultivated – that of the eccentric spinster. She’d started carrying around library books and stopped denying that on a Friday all she wanted was to put music on at home, swaying around as she ate gherkins from the jar. But now she was in this dress and this dance hall, as if her sister was willing her to be different.

			The man waved them past, music throbbing as they descended to the basement. A Stones record was playing, though one she wasn’t familiar with. The crowd sang along – mostly men in their twenties whose foreheads glistened with sweat beneath the low ceiling, their feet shuffling about in no obvious pattern. Something white was streaked on the floor – perhaps talcum powder to help them grip.

			‘What is this dance?’ Edith asked. 

			‘The Mod, I think.’ 

			Lingering on the final step Edith took off her coat. Wearing a starched blouse with a brown skirt and nylons, she looked like a woman from a magazine. Maybe not Vogue or a fashion one but a mail order catalogue for woman professionals. It was the way she stood, pulled up tall in her kitten heels. 

			They headed for the drinks stand. Apart from a few couples, the floor was dominated by men in a circle, dressed in suits that looked nothing like what you’d wear to an office. Shirt tails hung over trousers, ties overly short and black. A single woman was twisting her knees and laughing in a mini-skirt that rode up her thighs. Edith looked around her. 

			‘What a place,’ she said, clutching her coat.

			Nettie hid her smile. At least she’d have something to say on Monday morning. The glove factory was less than a mile from where she’d been born in Whitechapel and wasn’t a bad place to work. The girls joked that the gloves were worn by cheating spouses to cover wedding rings – an idea they liked as it gave them a chance to talk about their own boyfriends. Nettie pretended not to listen as she walked around assessing the garments. That she was in charge of quality control filled her with grim humour – it was an odd title for someone whose life seemed full of unfinished stitches and edges waiting to fray.

			Nettie ordered them Coca-Colas and resisted gulping the syrupy drink. 

			‘Is this what young people do now?’ Edith asked, watching the crowds dance. 

			From the ceiling hung a lone mirror ball that cast reflections across a face, an exposed leg or a motorbike jacket slung in the corner. The sisters were soon pushed towards the back wall which felt damp against their elbows, and Edith stepped from someone’s path. No doubt she’d later insist on bathing before bed, the water in the pipes waking the neighbours. West Berlin was no less dirty but she’d have her ways of coping, her circles of female friends including a woman named Greta she mentioned. They never spoke about men. When their mum asked, Edith said no man quite matched the one in her head and there was no point in settling. Nettie might’ve said the same thing if anyone asked. And so the three of them sat together at cousins’ weddings, their mum pleased to have the company and Nettie feeling the same. But being in this basement was like watching life pass around her, the unknown friends and couples something to be glimpsed through the smoke.

			‘Shall we dance?’ Nettie asked.

			‘If we must.’

			They shuffled from the wall and, although at first careful not to bump against the group of men, their bodies soon loosened. No one seemed to care or watch and even the Coca-Cola tasted better, their fingers sticky around the glasses. The next song was by Small Faces and Nettie grinned that she knew the words: yeah yeah, it’s all or nothing for me. A man was coming over too. He tapped Edith on the shoulder and for a second Nettie hoped he was trying to get past Edith to talk to her. But no, he spoke to her sister, who gave a shrug in response.
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