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			Your novel seems sometimes like a child all your own & none of me.

			Emma Gifford to Thomas Hardy, 1874

			 

			 

			Nothing but the illusion of truth can permanently please, and when the old illusions begin to be penetrated, a more natural magic has to be supplied.

			Thomas Hardy, ‘The Science of Fiction’, 1891

			 

			 

			‘Who are you? Won’t you say

			Who you may be, you man so strange,

			Following since yesterday?’

			Thomas Hardy, ‘The Chosen’, 1922
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			The Going

			By ten to eight that morning he is already sitting at his writing desk with a shawl around his shoulders. It’s a Wednesday near the end of November and just beginning to rain, a damp wind rising.

			A quarter of an hour ago he woke from a dream in which he crawled across a deserted shore towards a cliff. At the top of the cliff stood a castle – shattered, perilous – which he had to reach. The cliff sides reared sheer and slippery, and every grain of the ashen sand glittered with menace, but he knew with the certainty peculiar to dreams that he was equal to the ascent. Though the dream was full of fear it was also tinged with desire, and with a defiance that came close to joy. He got out of bed with his heart beating hard, dressed hurriedly in the old trousers he likes to wear while working, and came straight to his study.

			Voices drift from the kitchen below, where Jane Riggs, the cook, is getting breakfast under way. Later there will be bacon sprinkled with brown sugar; toast, marmalade, tea. Later he will walk to the back gate to take stock of the clouds balled over the distant heath. Later again he will change into a clean shirt and his Norfolk tweeds. He will go down to meet callers. There are always callers.

			But for now, he will write.

			Not a sound comes from above. Emma must still be asleep in her attic bedroom. She won’t stir early when it rains; she hates the rain.

			He’s glad. After their quarrel yesterday (was it a quarrel? He sat gripping the arms of his chair, not saying much, simply trying to breathe while her rage and contempt broke over him) he doesn’t want to be troubled by the sight of her. He wants, in fact, to forget all about his wife. He’s irritably aware of her maid, Dolly, leaving the kitchen; the jig of the girl’s light footfalls tapping up the ser­vants’ staircase, along the landing, then on the attic steps beyond his study door.

			A sudden movement in the window catches his eye. Raindrops swell on the pane and plough down through his reflection. Despite the overcast day a glow is gathering in the sky, a nimbus of ghastly light trapped in its watery atmosphere, inflaming the sheets of plate-glass with red smears. He sees an elderly little man in a frayed shirt, half asleep, enclosed by peeling furniture. He seems to himself very small, very dry, very white. His features are worn and blurred and ruinous, the lips trembling, not so much from age as from an excess of introspection. Behind him stretches the room, streaked and stained, its faded coral walls distempered by the morning light. It’s crammed with paper of all sorts. Newspapers. Books. Periodicals. Heaps of paper: cairns, slipping ziggurats.

			Eight o’clock on a November morning, and he is an old man in ragged trousers, entombed by paper, with a rumbling stomach.

			He gets up and draws the curtains. Then he sits, pulls the shawl over his head, and selects a pen from his pen tray. He touches the plaque on his table which he likes to stroke for inspiration. Write, it says, and with mine eyes I’ll drink the words. The sensations of his dream still attend him: inchoate desire; an excitement, an apprehension of his own energies, that isn’t yet happiness, and offsetting these, that feeling of dragging through sand or ash, of having to make an immense effort, of being about to be knocked back by something or someone –

			He will go on, he will begin the climb.

			He turns to the poem he drafted a week ago. It’s a promising start, but it needs building out. Here, revealed in a burst of confidence, the sort of writer’s luck that can visit him even after all these years, is a house – a cottage, really, like the one in which he was born. A young boy is going up to bed. His father traps and sells birds for a living and the house is filled with cages. The boy hates his father’s trade, but this is how they have always managed. My business ’tis to earn, his father says, yours to be taught. Up the boy goes, groping for the dark stairs. As he goes, he runs his fingers over the cage wires. They make a sound like the strings of a harp. Harp-like, yes. The boy will escape this house, the darkness. He will find a different way. He will find freedom, but he won’t survive it. What about the birds? The birds will remain.

			He levers the lid off the inkwell, wets the nib of his pen. Like those in Babylon, he writes, Captive they sung.

			There is a loud clatter down the steps, followed by a frantic hammering at the door. It slams open before he can speak.

			He looks up, astonished. Dolly stands in the doorway, her collar askew. The servants know that they aren’t allowed to enter this room when he is working.

			‘Whatever is the matter?’ he asks.

			Slack Dolly. A girl so slovenly and easily distracted that he has to restrain himself from raising his voice at her. There are many girls, spirited, intelligent girls, languishing in service for want of a better start in life. Dolly isn’t one of them. She’s a servant by nature, ready to place her neck under any boot. Anger would be as wasted on her as on a dog or a cat. Em never notices Dolly’s shortcomings; or rather, she notices them, but is prepared to dismiss them. She probably expects Dolly to be even worse than she is.

			‘Sir, please come quickly. Miss’ess is terrible ill.’

			He moves his blotter half an inch to the side. For a few minutes he carries on writing. Dolly takes a step into the room. The transgression is so flagrant that he is lost for words. He merely says, ‘Your collar is crooked.’

			‘Yes, sir. Only, please come.’

			He shifts his papers about, closes the inkwell. Finally he shrugs off his shawl, rises, and begins to climb the attic stairs with Dolly following. As he does so he notes that a fine skin of dust dulls the splintered skirting. A cobweb shivers from the banister, brilliant and fresh. Another dereliction, but a remarkable thing in its way. He halts, points to it mutely, glances around, and finds to his surprise that Dolly’s lips are pinched as if she’s getting ready to spit at him.

			He takes the last three steps without haste, his irritation mounting. There’s a slanted batten door at the top, made of the same splintery wood as the stairs. Though it’s flung wide he knocks cautiously.

			‘She won’t hear ’ee, sir.’

			He goes in. He is stooped in the cramped vestibule to the loft that his wife refers to as her ‘boudoir’. The floorboards are stained black and the ceiling slopes meanly. It’s like stepping into a coal scuttle. He hasn’t come up here for weeks – months, perhaps. Now he stops, ambushed.

			He’s forgotten how dingy it is. There is no natural light; the air seems clotted. Everything is the colour of burnt potato. The door to Dolly’s room on his left is ajar, disclosing a wicker laundry hamper and a clothes horse where a pair of wet stockings is making a puddle. In the sooty darkness he picks out a sewing machine with some cheap stuff trapped under the needle. Over it all hangs the tang of distilled flowers, an artificial, exaggerated smell that he associates with womanhood itself. He has to will himself to continue down the corridor, past the two carpet sweepers posted at the end; to turn the corner and approach the brass lock of his wife’s bedroom.

			As soon as he crosses the threshold he recognizes that something is badly wrong. Emma is in her bed, wearing a nightgown he has never seen, embroidered with violets and fastened with a single button at the neck. Her hair is tossed about her face, except for a lone squiggle stuck to her forehead. She is moaning.

			‘Em, Em,’ he tuts. He sits on the mattress and puts his arms around her. He hasn’t touched her in many years, and through the fabric of her nightgown her flesh is unpleasantly hot. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asks. ‘Don’t you know me?’ But she doesn’t reply. ‘Call the doctor,’ he tells Dolly. ‘Get Dr Gowring.’ Dolly attempts to back out past him. When she reaches the door he does what he’s never yet done in the twelve months that she’s worked for them, and shouts. ‘Run!’

			In the silence following Dolly’s departure he studies Emma carefully. She’s no longer moaning. Her eyelids are half parted, but her lips are firmly shut. He brings his mouth to her flushed ear. ‘What’s this, Emmie? What is it?’

			But he knows what it is. She has never looked so aloof, so dismissive. Between his speaking to her and taking her in his arms, she has gone.

			How much time passes before Gowring arrives? It can’t be more than half an hour, forty minutes at most. In that time he becomes two people. One is here, sitting in the brown light that falls from the dormer window. It’s raining properly now, with an insistent drone like the murmuring of bees. This self sees the pane grow liquid; the bald glint as morning hardens upon the wall. The other self seems to hear, in the noise of the rain, the voice of someone muttering in a new language. Too late, says the voice. Too late now. It is finished. The china finials on the bedstead shine. Behind the open door, he thinks he sees a dark shape passing through.

			In his divided state he notices small things, ordinary things, which are, he realizes, part of the life of this room. An empty teacup haloed by stains. Two porcelain dogs with prim smiles. A chamber pot, winking its broad amber eye. They strike him as strange beyond words.

			‘Em,’ he whispers. ‘Why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you give me a sign?’ Laying her down on the bed he kneels, awkwardly – he, who has refused to kneel to anything for years now – on the bare floor. He bends his face to the sheet. A terrible sound is coming from the walls, from the low ceiling.

			At last he raises his head and sees Dolly staring at him with her knuckles in her mouth. Dr Gowring stands behind her.

			‘I came as quickly as I could,’ says Gowring. He is a country doctor of the old-fashioned sort, simply but reassuringly dressed in a black coat, with a high collar like a priest’s.

			‘She won’t answer me.’

			‘If I may,’ says Gowring. He goes to the bedside and makes a few swift, probing passes over Emma’s neck and breast. ‘I’m sorry. She is dead. Her heart has failed.’

			‘How can that be? She was complaining of her back lately.’

			Gowring has pulled up Emma’s nightclothes and is palpating her side. It’s an examination she would never have allowed in life. The skin of her belly is yellowish and sulkily puckered. ‘She has suffered some internal perforation, I’m afraid. I wish she’d let me take a look at her earlier.’

			Dolly begins to cry. He stares at her, with the sensation that he is seeing her for the first time. She’s a child still; she is only fourteen. ‘Dolly,’ he asks, ‘are your people from hereabouts?’

			‘Yes, sir. From Piddlehinton.’

			‘Pretty place, Piddlehinton. Some fine cottages there.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ She starts to cry harder.

			‘Have you had your breakfast?’

			‘No, sir.’

			‘Well, go to the kitchen and have it. Have mine. Please tell Mrs Riggs I shan’t be needing any.’

			Gowring tugs Em’s nightdress back over her hips. ‘I will have to conduct a proper examination shortly, but I won’t disturb her just now.’ He hesitates. ‘You have had a shock. Perhaps I should step outside for a moment.’

			‘That won’t be necessary.’

			Gowring dips his head in assent. ‘What arrangements would you like to make before the funeral?’

			‘Before? I don’t understand.’

			‘For the remains.’

			‘Oh. I see.’ He takes Emma’s hand. It’s covered in raised veins, and is faintly warm. ‘She can’t stay up here. I’ll have her downstairs, with me.’

			‘In the dining room?’

			‘No, in my bedroom.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Perfectly. But she will need somewhere, something, to lie—’

			‘I’ll get Hannah and Holland to bring over a coffin. And I’ll have a word with your housekeeper about preparing . . . her.’

			‘Thank you.’ Most of what Gowring has said strikes him as meaningless; he’s replying automatically. He pauses. ‘Does she look right to you, Doctor? She doesn’t seem like herself, somehow.’

			Gowring has turned away from the bed and is assessing him.

			‘She seems so . . . indifferent,’ he persists.

			‘Mr Hardy. Were you planning on being alone here today?’

			‘I am usually alone.’

			‘I’ll ask Miss Hardy to come. It might be better to have a woman to supervise things. How does that sound?’

			‘My sister hasn’t been well either.’ He’s still holding Em’s hand. ‘Mary. Mary hasn’t been well. It would have to be Kate.’

			‘I’ll send your servant girl to Higher Bockhampton directly, before I make my examination. Come downstairs with me meanwhile. Come on. Let go now. That’s right.’

			They go down the attic steps, down the shuddering oak of the main staircase. Florence Griffin, who is the closest thing to a housekeeper Em would allow, waits at its foot, twisting her apron in her fingers.

			‘Oh, sir. This is a terrible day. And you’ve not eaten a bite. I’ve made up the drawing-room fire for ’ee. Will you have a cup o’ tea, at least?’

			‘Tea would be just the thing, Griffin,’ says Dr Gowring. ‘May I speak to you in the kitchen for a minute about what needs to be done? Excellent. Thank you. Now sit, Mr Hardy. Sit.’

		

	
		
			Kate

			He sits in the drawing room for what might be several hours, or only one. He can hear the hissing of water in the scullery, the distant chink of china and metal, and the steady, purposeful tread of feet on the stairs. The room, in spite of the rain, is too bright. This is his armchair, where he likes to read in the afternoons while making the occasional note on a lap tray. But he never sits here in the mornings. In the mornings he stays in his study and writes. He can’t imagine ever writing again. It’s inconceivable that he once did. That’s something that now belongs, like his early morning dream of the cliff, the shifting grey sands, to another life.

			Perhaps the coal isn’t catching as it should, because he’s frozen all over. He’s disturbed by a crawling sensation in his upper body like scabbing ice, or the grinding approach of neuralgia. He can hardly feel his fingers. One of Em’s cats appears in a silent slalom and bares its belly to the flames.

			He’s still sitting there, chafing his wrists and watching the rain spurt down the high windows, when Kate arrives. He picks out the jangle of the bell; Florence’s boots in the porch, the sliding of bolts. The two women linger in the hall for some time, speaking in low voices. He recognizes the words ‘last night’ and ‘fearful pain’. Though the Griffins are a Dorchester family and well known to his sister, Kate has rarely been welcome in this house since it was built.

			When he can’t bear their murmuring any longer he gets up and goes out to them.

			Beneath her upswept hair Kate’s face is flushed. She’s immaculately turned out, in a silk skirt with a high waist and a pleated jacket. He wonders if she always wears silk at eleven o’clock on a weekday morning. Or has she changed specially for this visit? She is younger than he is by sixteen years, but bolder and more outspoken – and she is more resilient, he thinks; she’s learned, as I never have, to rely only on herself.

			Kate casts her eye over the plaster reproduction of the Capitoline Venus, the cornices, the dado; the hall stand trailing Emma’s jaunty hats. ‘It’s lovely,’ she says with her usual asperity. ‘Very respectable. Really very nice.’

			‘You know I couldn’t ask you before. It was impossible. She wouldn’t have it.’

			‘Well, Tom, I’m sorry for your loss, of course. But I daresay it’s a relief also.’

			‘Will you come in now?’

			She wavers, then walks towards him resolutely, her skirts crackling, as if into an embrace. But he doesn’t open his arms. His gaze is fixed on her. She meets it without looking down.

			Florence clears her throat. ‘The doctor said, sir, to let Miss Hardy know when she gets here that everything’s ready upstairs.’

			‘What is it that you and Miss Hardy are to do?’

			‘Sir, we’re to wash – to wash Mrs Hardy ahead o’ the undertaker calling. And dress her.’

			‘I’ll do it myself, thank you, Flo,’ he says.

			Kate lets out an impatient tch. ‘Really? What’s this?’

			‘I’ll wash my wife.’

			‘Nonsense. There’s no one here to see but me.’

			‘It’s what I want to do.’

			‘Well, then.’ She flaps her hand angrily. ‘That settles it, doesn’t it? You’ve always done exactly as you wanted.’

			 

			As he climbs the attic stairs he has to pause and take hold of the rail. The cold is doubling in him, ripping through his chest. He wonders vaguely if he’s ill; if he has, after all, caught some chill. He doesn’t feel like himself at all.

			The little room looks unchanged, as dreary as before. Emma is stretched out on her bed with the sheet pulled over her face. There’s a bowl of soapy water on the bedside table; a sponge and flannel, and next to these, a silver-backed hairbrush.

			Once the bedroom door is closed he doesn’t go to her. Instead he is drawn by instinct to a small writing table under the window. It’s strewn with bits of paper. He stirs them with his fingers and dislodges a pencilled note, in Em’s squally handwriting.

			 

			Mrs Hardy must have Liq. Op. Sed. – which she knows to take.

			 

			He reads this prescription several times. He pushes it aside and uncovers a fragment of verse.

			Oh! Would I were a dancing child!

			    Oh! Would I were again

			Dancing in the grass of spring,

			    Dancing in the rain.

			Leaping with the birds a-wing

			Singing with the birds that sing.

			 

			It’s a bad poem, like all Em’s poems. Yet she thought, always, that she could write. Turning to the faceless shape on the bed he seizes the sponge, dips it in the bowl, and twitches back the sheet. Emma is completely naked, as he hasn’t seen her for perhaps thirty years. He stands without moving, holding the sponge aloft. Tepid water trickles down his sleeve.

			His wife’s body is small and puffy, sutured with deep creases and distorted across the belly and thighs by pitted pads of fat. Her shoulders, incongruously, are slung back like a horsewoman’s. He remembers her sitting at tea with the Owens two days earlier. The Americans made short work of the apple cake and cucumber sandwiches but there was a reproving stiffness about them, an undeniable tinge of dismay in the air. He’d noticed with distaste that Emma was hunched beside the pot as though whispering to it. She’d been in pain: more pain than she’d admitted.

			He brings the sponge up to her breasts, but he doesn’t know how to begin. He’s filled with shame at his own incompetence; at his reluctance to perform this strangely lover-like act. After a moment he sets the sponge down again and draws the sheet back up over her shoulders. Now only Emma’s head, with its scrawl of white, is visible. Her hair is tangled from her last night of sleep. He starts, with slow strokes, to run the brush along it, smoothing the strands on the pillow until they’re arranged around her face in a blown veil.

			He puts his finger to his cheek and is astonished to find that it comes away wet. He’s staring at its alien sheen when there’s a scuffing sound behind the door. ‘Who’s there?’ he says, striking at his tears with the back of his wrist. ‘Dolly? Is that you?’

			‘It’s me, Tom. I’m coming in, like it or not.’

			The door opens before he’s able to reply. When he sees his sister something gives way inside him and he starts to sob with a chill impersonal ferocity, in long jolts that shake his whole body.

			Kate takes the brush from his hand. ‘You foolish boy. Enough. It’s enough.’ She leads him back to the drawing room, spry and teacherly, admonishing by example. Once he’s seated she draws the armchair rug over his legs. ‘Don’t move. Rest your eyes. I’ll be as quick as I can.’

			He lowers his eyelids and discovers that he’s exhausted. But his exhaustion is unconnected with a need for sleep, just as his tears, arriving as if from nowhere, seemed to have nothing to do with natural sorrow. Perhaps this is how it will always be from now on: this absence of any familiar feeling; this divorce from himself. The light comes and goes behind his closed lids. The blood, pounding in his head, throws indecipherable patterns against the darkness.

			Presently Kate returns. He can hear her busying herself with the tea things and opens his eyes. Her sleeves are turned up to the elbow. She pours him a cup, helps herself to one. ‘This tea is stewed,’ she says. ‘And cold.’

			‘Kate, did she know? What did she know?’

			Kate regards him calmly. ‘Have you informed Miss Dugdale?’

			‘I haven’t.’

			‘Where is she?’

			‘She’s staying at the Fairhaven Hotel in Weymouth. She’s come down for the play. We were to go to it tonight.’

			‘Together?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You can’t go. You must put her off at once. Send a telegram – write it now.’

			‘I don’t know what to say.’

			Kate gives him her lean, difficult smile. ‘And you the writer. Here, I’ll do it.’ She takes a piece of paper and the pencil from the tray beside his chair and jots down a few lines.

			 

			Mrs Hardy passed away unexpectedly this morning. Family funeral. Please go home. Letter to follow.

			 

			He sucks in his breath. ‘This is unkind.’

			‘This is necessary. There will have to be a notice in the papers too.’

			‘Katie – will you?’

			‘Very well. But you’ll have to write that letter yourself.’ She starts to roll down her cuffs. ‘So. James Hannah’s men have come with the coffin. Everything’s been seen to. I gave them a shilling tip each. I trust that was right?’

			‘Whatever you think best.’

			‘What about the play? Will you cancel it?’

			He shakes his head.

			‘You’re not troubled by how that will look?’

			‘Em would have wanted it to go on as planned.’ He realizes that he hasn’t the slightest idea what Emma would have wanted, in this regard or any other.

			‘Good. That’s decided, then.’ His sister rises, short and solid, undiminished by the morning’s work. ‘I’d better get home to Mary. Her chest has been very bad again. I’ll stop at the post office and the theatre on my way. Would you like Henry to come and stay in the house tonight?’

			‘No. I’d rather be on my own with her.’

			‘Plus ça change. I’ll be back tomorrow.’

			‘Katie, wait. The Owens are here.’

			‘Oh, good Lord. Where?’ She glances at the ceiling, as if they might be concealed in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

			‘In town. They called on Monday. Miss Owen is bound to come as soon as she hears. Please hurry.’

			‘So I’m to have the freedom of the house at last, am I? There’s to be no more creeping over to ours on Sundays, as if your own kin’s a dirty secret?’ Seeing his stricken face, she relents. ‘I’ll be here.’ She hasn’t touched him since she arrived, but she takes his hand now. Her grip is surprisingly strong. ‘Tom, think about where you’d like to put her. Please think about a grave.’ She gives his fingers an urgent shake and rams the rug around his knees. He continues to sit beneath its dead weight, rubbing his arms, for a long time after she has left.

			 

			At the close of the day he douses the lamp before entering his room. Groping for the bed, he can just make out the low shape of the open coffin at its foot. For an instant he doesn’t know where he is. The dark closes over his head like water. He feels breathless panic at the finality of it and begins to undress by rote, hurriedly, discarding trousers, shirt, vest, drawers. Once they are on the floor he works his way into his nightshirt, eyes shut tight out of an instinctive modesty. He keeps his woollen socks on and is glad of them when he slips under the covers. There’s no fire. It’s laid out as usual, but no one has lit it. He decides to let it be. He knows that he can’t set foot outside the bed again.

			‘Goodnight, Em,’ he says.

			He doesn’t think he’ll sleep. Instead, enclosed by clammy linen, shivering fitfully, he plays a game he used to play as a boy. He’s stretched out on the heath behind Thorncombe Wood with his hat over his face. Sunlight prickles his lids between the gaps in the straw. I am stopping here. I’ll be a child forever. I won’t grow up. All around him the earth is sparsely grassed and fragrant with thyme. A treble wind calls through the thorn. Peewits rise from the low gorse, their wings phosphorescent against a trailing cope of cloud.

			 

			When he comes back to himself he finds that it’s dawn. There is scattered birdsong, the calling of the wind, and beyond the glass an air so blue that it seems arterial.

			Emma is in the room with him, lying in plain view. She doesn’t look the way she used to. Her hair is loose about her shoulders and her heavy chins are creaseless. Even her brows have relaxed their appearance of perpetual severity. Though she no longer looks old, she doesn’t look as she did in her youth either. She has become a new Em, ageless and unfamiliar.

			‘Emmie,’ he breathes. He’s filled with a simple yearning for her to be as she once was. He reaches over the blankets to touch her, but she’s too far away. At the same time he’s aware of the theatricality of the gesture, and that this moment – his outspread hands, the shattering light, the wind oozing thinly across the fields outside – is one that he has marked for his personal use. Getting out of bed, he approaches the coffin bare-legged. He’s shaking as he kisses her left cheek, then the right. He kisses them several times, country fashion. He puts his lips to hers. ‘Speak to me, Em.’

			Of course she doesn’t speak. His yearning gives way to relief.

			Once he’s dressed he starts along the passage to his study. Like a dog going to its kennel, he thinks. What he’ll do there, he doesn’t know.

			 

			‘I have rarely, if ever, been so shocked as I am at this news,’ says Miss Owen.

			The Owens are seated at the gate-leg table in the drawing room, just as they were three days before. They are down from the Lakes on one of their regular expeditions to Dorset, having left behind their high-ceilinged house, their stables and walled garden and servant problems, and their many signed editions of his books – supposedly to see the town players perform The Trumpet-Major, but really, he knows, in pursuit of him. They are called Rebekah and Catharine but always refer to each other, in their silvery New York accents, as Bett and Tat. Bett has a manner so insistent that it might be considered overbearing. Tat, the elder, is mostly silent.

			There’s a pot of tea on the table, arranged by Kate; cups, saucers, spoons. It’s the wrong pot. They are the wrong cups, the wrong saucers, the wrong spoons. Kate has used the wrong cloth.

			‘I simply can’t rid my mind of the thought that Tat and I were the last persons to see Mrs Hardy alive,’ Miss Owen adds.

			‘Outside of the household,’ says Kate.

			Miss Owen inclines her head slightly; straightens a teaspoon. ‘I was almost never so shocked in my life, Miss Hardy. We called on her on Monday, you know. We were so looking forward to the play, though as you can imagine we wanted to visit dear Mrs Hardy first.’ She fixes him with her alert, knowing eyes. ‘The servant said she was not well and wasn’t seeing anyone, but I wrote on my card, “Will you not see us?” And soon, and very slowly, she came into the drawing room, saying how glad she was to see us and that she wouldn’t have seen anyone else. She would give us tea. She was no worse for seeing us, but better, I think. Only the pain came on now and then.’

			‘Yes,’ he says, stroking the tablecloth. It has an ugly pattern of red roses with cruel thorns: a wedding present from Em’s sister Helen. Em never used it. ‘She was in some pain.’

			‘We begged her over and over to see a doctor,’ Miss Owen says.

			He looks up. ‘I don’t recall that.’

			‘It was before you joined us. She didn’t think that you would come.’

			He stares at Miss Owen’s black fur tippet and knows that he is in the presence of one of nature’s predators. It will track him down, however well he tries to hide. It will never be deflected. ‘I was at work,’ he says.

			‘Indeed.’ She bares her teeth gravely. ‘We did wonder if the play would be called off. But our chauffeur came with a report that he’d seen a placard in town saying that there would be no postponement of the performances. Naturally we are planning to attend on both nights.’

			Kate gets up. ‘Perhaps you’d like to pay your respects to Mrs Hardy now.’

			‘Why, certainly,’ says Miss Owen. ‘We’ve known her well, I may say uncommonly well, for twenty years.’

			‘And two months,’ murmurs Tat.

			The quiet once their feet have passed overhead is more complete than any he has ever known. The rain has cleared and a thin sun reaches into the room, fingering the chill old keys of the piano, like a skull’s brown teeth; the terrifying roses, the mess of crockery on the table-top.

			Suddenly he’s angry. His rage is like a muscle, a thing so vital he can feel it labouring inside his chest. He doesn’t know if he’s angry with the Owens, or himself. Or with Em, for making him endure this meeting alone. How did you manage to give me the slip again, Emmie? You were always one for abrupt exits. Whenever we had callers you didn’t particularly want to see you’d be gone, just gone. You’d stay for a bit and then you’d be off, up to that attic of yours. Well, you’re not leaving me now. You’re not.

			‘Oh, Mr Hardy. I can’t believe it.’ Miss Owen is back, her sister close behind. They stand there with their hands raised as if in surrender: circumspect, watchful, hungry. ‘Having seen her I can believe it even less. She was so marked a personality no one could bump into her in the street without saying, “I met Mrs Hardy today.” We would like to see her laid to rest.’

			‘Bett and I have decided to defer our return to Belmount,’ says Tat.

			‘Where,’ asks Miss Owen, ‘will the interment be? Will you take her home to Cornwall?’

			‘This is her home,’ he says. ‘She’ll be buried in Stinsford. In our family plot.’

			Miss Owen lowers her hands solemnly. ‘We shall be there.’

			He laughs – a short, wild laugh. ‘Come if you wish. But don’t flatter yourselves that she cares. It was her favourite trick, to vanish without a word.’

			He doesn’t go with Kate as she sees them out to their car. When she reappears her manner is clipped. ‘Whatever made you speak in that way to the Owens? Tom, please. Remember who, remember what, you are.’

			‘I don’t seem to know myself, Katie.’

			‘Here’s a reminder.’ She pulls a piece of newsprint out of her pocket.

			‘What’s this?’

			‘Your notice in today’s Times.’

			He takes it from her, though he scarcely wants to.

			 

			MRS THOMAS HARDY

			ob. 27th November 1912

			Mrs Emma Hardy, wife of Mr Thomas Hardy, the poet and novelist, died at Max Gate, Dorchester, on Wednesday after a very short illness, aged 72 years.

			Born Miss Emma Lavinia Gifford, younger daughter of the late Mr John Attersoll Gifford, originally of Plymouth, she was married to Mr Hardy at St Peter’s, Paddington, in 1874. Her uncle, Dr Edwin Hamilton Gifford, Canon of Worcester and afterwards Archdeacon of London, officiated at the private ceremony.

			In their early years together, when Mr Hardy was establishing his career, Mrs Hardy often assisted her husband by writing to his dictation and making fair copies of his manuscripts.

			Mrs Hardy had lived with Mr Hardy at Max Gate since 1885, when they first took up their residence there in what was then a new house. To the end of her life she was an energetic gardener and a lover of animals, a staunch humanitarian, and a generous sponsor to the labouring families of her parish. She is mourned by her husband, his brother and sisters, and her niece.

			 

			‘A “staunch humanitarian”?’

			‘Show me a lady who isn’t,’ says Kate.

			He looks over the notice again. It’s more apt than anything he could, in his bewildering oscillations between numbness and fury, have composed. Kate has even swallowed her pride and put in the Giffords. ‘This is very good. Thank you.’

			‘Do you really mean to have her next to Mother and Father?’

			‘It’s her proper place.’

			‘She would have hated it.’

			‘Then she should have lived.’

			Kate’s face gives nothing away. She has their mother’s hooded dark eyes and canted jaw. It is a guarded, peasant’s face, like his own. ‘I am glad every day that I’ve never married,’ she says.

		

	
		
			The Haunter

			The messages of condolence begin to arrive in that afternoon’s post. At first there are only a few, from local families and Emma’s clergy friends. The Bankeses at Wolfeton House, the Wood Homers at Bardolf Manor. The Leslies at Came Rectory. The Bartelots in Fordington. He carries the letters to his desk and drops into his chair. He strokes them gently, hopelessly. He will have to reply, but he can’t for the moment see how. His head is full of wind, a roaring rush, obscuring thought. He sits, feeling the truth of that noise bearing down on him. He has lost the ability to write. He’s suspected this since yesterday: that in the half-hour when he knelt at Emma’s deathbed, some essential part of him fled with her. Now he’s sure. Language has left him.

			He folds his hands, though he abandoned the habit of prayer long ago. What am I praying to? He presses his palms together: hard, harder, but the words won’t come. At last he rests his cheek on the table-top and lets the roaring take him.

			When he wakes the room is dark. The servants haven’t called him. The study door is shut fast, the kitchen below utterly still. The roar in his ears has died down. There’s a foreign quality to the silence, as if a familiar engine has come to a halt. It could be nine o’clock; it could be midnight. It comes to him that he’s forgotten, for the last two days, to wind the house clocks.

			He gets to his feet. A rinsing white light pours through the window. Black bars lie over the carpet and the bookcases, where his father’s violin, propped in a corner, makes a darker shape. But in that instant he feels indefinably free, as if he were an unfettered soul, let loose among the living. So this is all I had to do, he thinks, to escape the world. I just had to stop attending to things.

			He knows it isn’t true. He must leave this room, and make his way down the corridor to his bed. He must put on flesh.

			Not yet – oh, not yet. He’s a ghost, eager and expectant, as he crosses the threshold and finds himself entering the realm of the dead. Emma is lying in her coffin, her hair spread on a pillow, lapped by violet shadows.

			‘Emmie, I’m sorry. I was afraid last night. I thought you would still be angry with me. I’ve been the worst fool all day. Do you forgive me?’

			The collar around her neck is stiff and ends in a fussy ruff. She would never have worn such a thing of her own free will.

			He’s balanced on the lip of an abyss. If he takes another step he will fall. The fall will be endless. He lowers himself onto the edge of the bed, absorbing the emptiness of the moment, in which death reverberates. This isn’t the beginning of grief but something worse, an absence without form or meaning, a chaos in which everything that was once certain is cancelled. Wherever she’s to be found now, it isn’t here.

			* 

			The late Friday post brings a letter from Gosse.

			 

			17 Hanover Terrace, London

			28th November 1912

			My dear friend,

			I can’t begin to tell you how sorry Nellie and I were to read your dreadful news in today’s Times. A long marriage is an awful thing, as awe-inspiring as anything in nature, a mountain or a desert, and its extinction as unimaginable – well, what I mean to say is simply this: such a loss leaves a terrible rift in the fabric of the world. One does not know how to address it properly.

			You will forgive my clumsiness of expression I hope. I know you two had your difficulties, as all married people do. I remember the afternoon Benson and I spent with you both in September when he was down from Cambridge, and how vivid Mrs Hardy was. She spoke, I recall, mostly of horticulture. She charmed me very much.

			Nellie joins me in sending you our sincerest love, and in urging you to come and see us when you feel able.

			Yours most affectionately,

			Edmund Gosse

			 

			Did Emma charm Gosse? He finds this hard to believe. He sees Edmund leaning towards her during lunch, his glimmering wire spectacles and thrusting moustache: the picture of strained earnestness, like someone standing in a perpetual high wind. Arthur Benson, used to better things from the Magdalene Buttery no doubt, chewed every mouthful of his mince cake twenty times, as if it might contain shot. The meat was slightly ripe. And Emma – Emma, bafflingly, was talking about onions and roots and rose trees.

			He watched her in the state of habitual terror with which he now always awaited her pronouncements. A giant paper flower, some fantastic old tea party favour, squatted at her breast. Her hair was heaped and padded like a small ploughed field. She spoke in a hurried squeak, explaining the correct way of setting a rose bush to Gosse, who kept his chin manfully uplifted. ‘My,’ he marvelled, and ‘Oh I see,’ and, ‘Really, even in this cold autumn weather? Even if there’s frost?’

			Emma let out an elfin shriek. ‘Yes, in autumn, by moonlight,’ she said. ‘That’s the best time to do it, if a frost-wind has severed your two souls.’ She laid her spotted hand on Gosse’s arm.

			He knew for a fact that she’d never planted roses.

			 

			‘My dear Gosse,’ he begins.

			 

			This is a wretched business indeed. The suddenness of it. Emma’s death was absolutely unexpected by me, the doctor, and everybody. I have reproached myself –

			 

			He breaks off, strikes out the last three words, makes another attempt.

			 

			I reproach myself for not having guessed there might be some internal mischief at work. But I blame myself very much for something else also.

			 

			He doesn’t know if he can go on. The horror of it is there, bulging behind the paper.

			 

			It would be affectation to deny the differences between us. The day before Emma died we exchanged bitter words. It was the worst falling-out we’d ever had. In the course of this argument she said things to me which I won’t easily forget. And now, you see, I can’t go to her as I’d like, and ask her if she spoke from the heart. I wonder if you and Nellie have ever –

			 

			He puts his pen down. He can’t ask what he wants to ask. Was what happened to us usual? Does it happen to all husbands and wives, must we all end up as enemies to each other? He wants to say: Help me. Please help me, I have lost myself. I hated her, at the end. I hated her for standing in the way of my desires; simply for being there. Simply for living in the same house with me and breathing the same air I breathed. At moments I even wished her dead. But now that she’s gone I feel it’s not really she who’s died. I am dead. How can that be?

			It’s past four o’clock when he makes his way downstairs. A green light slants across the hall from the drawing room. The empty room is frigid, with the cold that recently seems to pervade everything. There’s no sign of tea. He drops Gosse’s letter onto his tray, intending to finish it later. The blinds are half lowered, and he goes to raise them.

			From the window he has an uninterrupted view of the garden. It’s sunk in an early evening mist, its lumpy grass and pines set too close together. In the distance he sees the ragged blue outline of Came Wood, and closer to home the wall of hazel he planted more than twenty years ago when the house was built, and in the lacy shadow of that wall, somebody.

			Somebody is in the walk, advancing with slow, deliberate steps towards the Druid stone at the top. He can make out, quite distinctly, the deeper shadow of a head and hat above the low-lying vapour. He stops, his hand on the blind-cord, and becomes breathless, as if he’s suddenly found himself treading a high rope.

			When he leaves the house he is still under the spell of its strange hush. Though it’s so quiet here, the far-off wood with its sycamores shouldering oak, its stout ivy-spun elms, appears to moan, as if the crowded branches were rubbing each other into wounds. But here – here there is silence; here there’s no human or inhuman sound.

			For centuries, before he and Emma came, no one had built or planted on this spot. Theirs was a virgin garden, they thought, a bold slash of brown and a brick perimeter in the ancient earth. Then, as the foundations of the house were dug, the builders uncovered a stone from a henge, and near it three skeletons in oval pits. The crown of each head touched the maiden chalk at one end, their tucked toes the other, like chicks in eggs. There were urns at their feet. Two of the bodies had metal circlets clasped around their skulls. One was a woman, from whom he himself had removed the bronze-gilt fibula that had fastened the fillet across her brow.

			He’d erected their home on a graveyard. He’d believed that he could escape his past and build the world afresh. But he was always too alone, too remote from life. He was a person who had dwindled to a ghost in his prime, surrounded by all that unwinking newness.

			To be a ghost forever – or, better, never to have been born at all. Instead of carrying this wasting flesh, to become ever more incorporeal, invisible, transparent – yes, he could imagine that. To have his intrusion into the world concluded like this, by being absorbed back into this anonymous clay, curled around a pitcher, letting the day perish in which he was born: that would be something –

			He’s reached the hazel walk. Nobody is waiting. Beyond it lie the old turnpike road and raw rolls of churned-up farmland; a sagging field gate, the mist condensing on its bars like silver buttons ranged in a row. He turns and is startled by the house: its savage redness, the witch’s hat of its slate turret.

			His wife is standing in the porch, calling his name.

			 

			‘I saw her.’

			He has run up to the front door, his heart thrashing. But there is no Emma; there’s only Kate. She is bare-headed and carries a carpet bag. Her fingers tighten on the handles. Common sense and superstition are at war in her, as they are in him. ‘You couldn’t have.’

			‘It was just for a moment. But I did.’

			‘Don’t be foolish. It was me you saw.’

			‘You, yes, but first I saw her.’

			‘Come inside, will you?’ Kate draws him into the hall. She’s arrived full of business, vigorously practical, and is unprepared for enormity. She peers over his shoulder into the dining room, takes in the dust on its surfaces, the stale, furtive smell. ‘Why, there’s no fire laid anywhere. Where are the maids? Have you eaten anything?’

			He remembers now. ‘They’ve gone to Genge’s to buy clothes for the funeral. I gave them a holiday until six o’clock. I had some bread and jam this morning. I haven’t been hungry.’

			Kate relaxes visibly into her educated self. The drawing-room door is open wide, as it was when he rushed out. ‘Jam is not food. Tomorrow, Tom. Are you ready?’

			‘No. I don’t think I ever will be.’

			‘What orders have you given Jane for dinner?’

			‘None that I can recall. Mrs Riggs has been fixing my dinner for a good while now. I’m sure she knows what to do without being told.’

			‘I think you’ll find she doesn’t.’

			‘Then Flo will have given them to her.’

			‘I very much doubt it.’ She looks him up and down, wrinkles her nose. ‘When did you last bath?’

			‘This morning.’

			‘Liar. I’d like you to have a proper wash this evening. I’ve made up my mind. I’ll be staying for a bit.’

			‘What about Mary?’

			‘Henry can look after her for a spell. They’re only a few miles away and if I’m needed I can run back.’ She is working herself up to the main point. ‘He’s all set for tomorrow, any rate. Mary won’t manage it. But you know what she’s like. She has no hard feelings towards Emma.’

			‘I’m sorry. The whole thing was uncivilized – that it went on so long. I wish it could’ve been mended.’

			‘Civilized, uncivilized. I’m really not certain what that means.’ She stalls, then decides to say what she wants to say. ‘Emma was jealous.’

			‘Jealous? Of whom? Not of you and Henry, surely. Of Mary?’

			‘Yes. You’ve always loved her best of all of us. Of anyone.’

			‘That’s not true. It’s just that she’s nearest to me in age.’

			Kate holds up an admonitory hand. ‘Oh, please. Don’t deny it. Now, tell me what I have to do to get the hot water going.’

			 

			The business of drawing the bath is slow and awkward. Since he didn’t think to ask the servants to pump water before he gave them the day off, the roof tank is empty. When she hears this Kate rolls her eyes, hauls the copper onto the range, and sets off for the ­scullery with a jug.

			There’s no bathroom in the house. He usually washes in the hip bath in his room. But his sister draws the line at carrying jugfuls of warm water upstairs. ‘I’m not your servant, Tom Hardy,’ she says. ‘You’ll bath here in the kitchen, as you did at home. Go and fetch that tub. There’s plenty of time till the girls get back.’

			After a lot of toing and froing the bath is finally filled. He stands beside it, naked and alone, unable to get in. The water slants blackly, a Stygian pool. The kitchen is quiet except for the tick-tick of the cooling range. The air smells of fat, of old pastry and of something less comforting: rotting peelings, or drains. One of the stone flags is cracked. This is a part of his house he doesn’t often see; this smut, this shabbiness. It’s the back of things. He’s become skilled at avoiding the back of things.

			He steps into the tub and enters the water cautiously, bracing himself against the bath’s tin sides. Once he’s sitting he examines his partially submerged legs. He’s never been robust, but this evening they seem to him particularly repugnant. They are the limbs of a working man who hasn’t done a day’s physical labour in his life. His shins are a narrow dull ivory, with a corded vein rumpling the surface of the left one. He begins to wash, running the bar of soap over his stomach and thighs, across the back of his neck, and under his armpits. At last he visits his testicles, cupping them in his hand, but doesn’t look down.

			Then he hears it: the heavy tread of a woman’s foot, somewhere on the joists above. It’s not Kate. It’s someone slower, older.
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