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  For Deborah


  I have done nothing but in care of thee,


  Of thee, my dear one, thee, my daughter, who


  Art ignorant of what thou art, naught knowing


  Of whence I am …


  THE TEMPEST
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  NOVEMBER: THE RAIN


  Cappuccino. That New Age answer to driving one’s blues momentarily away. A few tablespoons of espresso, a froth of steamed milk, an accompanying and generally tasteless dash of powdered chocolate and suddenly life was supposed to be all in order again. What drivel.


  Deborah St James sighed. She picked up the bill that a passing waitress had slid surreptitiously onto the table.


  ‘Good Lord,’ she said and she stared, both dismayed and disgusted, at the amount she was going to have to pay. A block away, she could have ducked into a pub and acknowledged that importunate inner voice saying, What’s this chi-chi rot, Deb, let’s just have a Guinness somewhere. But instead, she’d made her way to Upstairs, the stylish marble-glass-and-chrome coffee shop of the Savoy Hotel where those who imbibed in anything beyond water paid heavily for the privilege. As she was discovering.


  She’d come to the Savoy to show her portfolio to Richie Rica, an up-and-coming producer employed by a newly formed entertainment conglomerate called L.A.Sound-Machine. He had travelled to London for a brief seven days to select the photographer who would capture for posterity the likenesses of Dead Meat, a five-member band from Leeds whose most recent album Rica was shepherding all the way from creation to completion. She was, he told her, the ‘ninth frigging photog’ whose work he’d seen. His patience, apparently, was wearing thin.


  Unfortunately, it gained no girth from their interview. Straddling a delicate gilded chair, Rica went through her portfolio with all the interest – and the approximate speed – of a man dealing cards in a gambling casino. One after another, Deborah’s pictures sailed to the floor. She watched them fall: her husband, her father, her sister-in-law, her friends, the myriad relations she’d gained through her marriage. There was no Sting or Bowie or George Michael among them. She’d only got the interview in the first place through the recommendation of a fellow photographer whose work had also failed to please the American. And from the expression on Rica’s face, she could tell she was getting no further than anyone else.


  This didn’t actually disturb her as much as seeing the black-and-white tarpaulin of her pictures grow on the floor beneath Rica’s chair. Among them was her husband’s sombre face, and his eyes – so grey-blue light, so much at odds with his jet-coloured hair – seemed to be gazing directly into hers. This isn’t the way to escape, he was saying.


  She never wanted to believe Simon’s words at any moment when he was most in the right. That was the primary difficulty in their marriage: her refusal to see reason in the face of emotion, warring with his cool evaluation of the facts at hand. She would say, God damn it, Simon, don’t tell me how to feel, you don’t know how I feel … And she would weep the hardest with the greatest bitterness when she knew he was right.


  As he was now, when he was fifty-four miles away in Cambridge, studying a corpse and a set of X-rays, trying to decide with his usual dispassionate, clinical acuity what had been used to beat in a girl’s face.


  So when, in evaluation of her work, Richie Rica said with a martyred sigh at the monumental waste of his time, ‘OK, you got some talent. But you want the truth? These pictures wouldn’t sell shit if it was dipped in gold,’ she wasn’t as offended as she might have been. It was only when he jockeyed his chair around prior to rising that her mild ember of irritation feathered into flame. For he slid his chair into the blanket of pictures he’d just created, and one of its legs perforated the lined face of Deborah’s father, sinking through his cheek and creating a fissure from jaw to nose.


  It wasn’t even the damage to the photograph that brought the heat to her face. If the truth be told, it was Rica’s saying, ‘Oh hell, I’m sorry. You can print another of the old guy, can’t you?’ before he heaved himself to his feet.


  Which is largely why she knelt, keeping her hands steady by pressing them to the floor as she gathered her pictures together, placing them back into the portfolio, tying its strings neatly, and then looking up to say, ‘You don’t look like a worm. Why is it you act like one?’


  Which – the relative merit of her pictures aside – is even more largely why she hadn’t got the job.


  Wasn’t meant to be, Deb, her father would have said. Of course, that was true. Lots of things in life are never meant to be.


  She gathered up her shoulder bag, her portfolio, her umbrella, and made her way out to the hotel’s grand entry. A short walk past a line of waiting taxis and she was out on the pavement. The morning’s rain had abated for the moment, but the wind was fierce, one of those angry London winds that blow from the south-west, pick up speed on the slick surface of open water, and shoot down streets, tearing at both umbrellas and clothes. In combination with the traffic rumbling by, it created a whip-howl of noise in the Strand. Deborah squinted at the sky. Grey clouds roiled. It was a matter of minutes before the rain began again.


  She’d thought about taking a walk before heading home. She wasn’t far from the river, and a stroll down the Embankment sounded lovelier than did the prospect of entering a house made tenebrous by the weather and rebarbative by the memory of her last discussion with Simon. But with the wind dashing her hair into her eyes and the air smelling each moment heavier with rain, she thought better of the idea. The fortuitous approach of a number eleven bus seemed indication enough of what she ought to do.


  She hurried to join the queue. A moment later, she was jostling among the crowd in the bus itself. However, within a short distance, an Embankment stroll in a raging hurricane looked decidedly more appealing than what the bus ride had to offer. Claustrophobia, an umbrella being driven into her little toe by an Aquascutum-outfitted Sloane Ranger several miles out of territory, and the pervasive odour of garlic which seemed to be emanating from the very pores of a diminutive, grandmotherly woman at Deborah’s elbow all joined forces to convince her that the day promised nothing more than an endless journey from bad to worse.


  Traffic ground to a halt at Craven Street, and eight more people took the opportunity of jumping into the bus. It began to rain. As if in response to all three of these events, the grandmotherly woman gave a tremendous sigh and Aquascutum leaned heavily onto the umbrella’s handle. Deborah tried not to breathe and began to feel faint.


  Anything – wind, rain, thunder or an encounter with all Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse – would be better than this. Another interview with Richie Rica would be better than this. As the bus inched forward towards Trafalgar Square, Deborah fought her way past five skinheads, two punk rockers, half a dozen housewives, and a happy group of chattering American tourists on her way to the door. She gained it just as Nelson’s Column came into view, and with a determined leap, she was back in the wind with the rain beating soundly against her face.


  She knew better than to open her umbrella. The wind would take it like tissue and hurl it down the street. Instead, she looked for shelter. The square itself was empty, a broad expanse of concrete, fountains and crouching lions. Devoid of its resident flock of pigeons and of the homeless and often friendless who lounged by the fountains and climbed on the lions and encouraged the tourists to feed the birds, the square looked, for once, like the monument to a hero that it was supposed to be. It did not, however, hold out much promise as a sanctuary in the middle of a storm. Beyond it stood the National Gallery where a number of people huddled into their coats, fought with umbrellas, and scurried like voles up the wide front steps. Here was shelter and more. Food, if she wanted it. Art, if she needed it. And the promise of distraction which she had been welcoming for the last eight months.


  With the rainwater beginning to drizzle through her hair to her scalp, Deborah hurried down the steps of the subway and through the pedestrian tunnel, emerging moments later in the square itself. This she crossed quickly, her black portfolio clasped hard to her chest, while the wind tore at her coat and drove the rain in steady waves against her. By the time she reached the door of the gallery, she was sloshing in her shoes, her stockings were spattered, and her hair felt like a cap of wet wool on her head.


  Where to go. She hadn’t been inside the gallery in ages. How embarrassing, she thought, I’m supposed to be an artist myself.


  But the reality was that she had always felt over-whelmed in museums, within a quarter of an hour a hopeless victim to aesthetic-overload. Other people could walk, gaze and comment upon brushstrokes with their noses fixed a mere six inches from a canvas. But for Deborah, ten paintings into any visit and she’d forgotten the first.


  She checked her belongings in the cloakroom, picked up a museum plan, and began to wander, happy enough to be out of the cold, content with the thought that the gallery contained ample scope for at least a temporary respite. A diverting photographic assignment may have been out of her reach at the moment, but the exhibitions here at least held out the promise of continued avoidance for another few hours. If she was truly lucky, Simon’s work would keep him the night in Cambridge. Discussion between them couldn’t resume. She would have purchased more time in that way.


  She quickly scanned the museum plan, looking for something that might engage her. Early Italian, Italian 15th Century, Dutch 17th Century, English 18th Century. Only one artist was mentioned by name. Leonardo, it said, Cartoon. Room 7.


  She found the room easily, tucked away by itself, no larger than Simon’s study in Chelsea. Unlike the exhibition rooms she had passed through to reach it, Room 7 contained only one piece, Leonardo da Vinci’s full-scale composition of the Virgin and Child with St Anne and the infant St John the Baptist. Additionally unlike the other exhibition rooms, Room 7 was chapel-like, dimly illuminated by weak protective lights directed upon only the artwork itself, furnished with a set of benches from which admirers could contemplate what the museum plan called one of da Vinci’s most beautiful works. There were, however, no other admirers contemplating it now.


  Deborah sat before it. A tightness began to curl in her back and to form a coiled spring of tension at the base of her neck. She was not immune to the excellent irony of her choice.


  It grew from the Virgin’s expression, that mask of devotion and selfless love. It grew from St Anne’s eyes – deeply understanding in a face of contentment – cast in the Virgin’s direction. For who would understand better than St Anne, watching her own beloved daughter loving the wondrous Infant she’d borne? And the Infant Himself, leaning out of His mother’s arms, reaching for His cousin the Baptist, leaving His mother even now, even now …


  That would be Simon’s point, the leaving. That was the scientist speaking in him, calm, analytical, and given to looking at the world in terms of the objective practicalities implied by statistics. But his world view – indeed, his world itself – was different from hers. He could say, Listen to me, Deborah, there are other bonds besides those of blood … because it was easy for him, of all people, to possess that particular philosophical bent. Life was defined in different terms for her.


  Effortlessly, she could conjure up the image of the photograph that Rica’s chair leg had punctured and destroyed: how the spring breeze blew at her father’s sparse faded hair, how a tree branch cast a shadow like a bird’s wing across the stone of her mother’s grave, how the daffodils he was placing in the vase caught the sun like small trumpets and furled against the back of his hand, how his hand itself held the flowers with his fingers curled tightly round their stems just as they’d been curling every fifth of April for the last eighteen years. He was fifty-eight years old, her father. He was her only connection of blood and bone.


  Deborah gazed at the da Vinci cartoon. Its two female figures would have understood what her husband did not, what no man ever could. It was the power the blessing the ineffable awe of a life created and brought forth from one’s own.


  I want you to give your body a rest for at least a year, the doctor had told her. This is six miscarriages. Four spontaneous abortions in the last nine months alone. We’re encountering physical stress, a dangerous blood loss, hormonal imbalance and—


  Let me try fertility drugs, she’d said.


  You’re not listening to me. That’s beyond consideration at the moment.


  In vitro, then.


  You know impregnation isn’t the problem, Deborah. Gestation is.


  I’ll stay in bed for nine months. I won’t move. I’ll do anything.


  Then get on an adoption list, start using contraceptives, and try again this time next year. Because if you continue to carry on in this fashion, you’ll be looking at a hysterectomy before you’re thirty years old.


  He wrote out the prescription.


  But there has to be a chance, she said, trying to pretend the remark was casual. She couldn’t allow herself to become upset. There must, after all, be no demonstration of mental or emotional stress on the part of the patient. He would note it on the chart, and it would count against her. A chance, she said again, far more calmly this time.


  The doctor was not unsympathetic. There is, he said, next year. When your body’s had an opportunity to heal. We’ll look at all the options then. In vitro. Fertility drugs. Everything else. We’ll do all the tests we can. In a year.


  So dutifully she began with the pills. But when Simon brought home the adoption forms, she drew the line on co-operation.


  There was absolutely no point in thinking of it now. She forced herself to study the cartoon. The faces were serene, she decided. They seemed well defined. The rest of the piece was largely impression, drawn like a series of questions that would remain forever unanswered. Would the Virgin’s foot be raised or lowered? Would St Anne continue to point towards the sky? Would the Infant’s finger touch the Baptist’s chin? And was the background Golgotha, or was that a future too unsavoury for this moment of tranquillity, something better left unsaid and unseen?


  ‘No Joseph. Yes. Of course. No Joseph.’


  Deborah turned at the whisper and saw that a man – still fully dressed for the out of doors in a great wet overcoat with a scarf round his neck and a trilby on his head – had joined her in Exhibition Room 7. He didn’t seem to notice her presence and had he not spoken she probably wouldn’t have noticed his. Dressed completely in black, he faded into the farthest corner of the room.


  ‘No Joseph,’ he whispered again, resigned.


  Rugby player, Deborah thought, for he was tall and looked hefty beneath his coat. And his hands, clasping a rolled-up museum plan in front of him like an unlit candle, were square and blunt fingered and fully capable, she imagined, of shoving other players to one side in a dash down the field.


  He wasn’t dashing anywhere now, although he did move forward, into one of the muted cones of light. His steps seemed reverential. With his eyes on the da Vinci, he reached for his hat and removed it as a man might do in church. He dropped it onto one of the benches. He sat.


  He wore thick-soled shoes – serviceable shoes, country shoes – and he balanced them on their outer edges as he dangled his hands between his knees. After a moment, he ran one hand through thinning hair that was the slow-greying colour of soot. It didn’t seem so much a gesture of seeing to his appearance as it did one of rumination. His face, raised to study the da Vinci, looked both worried and pained, with crescent bags beneath his eyes and heavy lines on his brow.


  He pressed his lips together. The lower one was full, the upper one thin. They formed a seam of sorrow on his face, and they seemed to be acting as inadequate containment for an inner turmoil. Fellow struggler, Deborah thought. She was touched by his suffering.


  ‘It’s a lovely drawing, isn’t it?’ She spoke in the sort of hushed whisper one automatically uses in places of prayer or meditation. ‘I’d never seen it before today.’


  He turned to her. He was swarthy, older than he had seemed at first. He looked surprised to have been spoken to out of the blue by a stranger. ‘Nor I,’ he said.


  ‘It’s awful of me when you think that I’ve lived in London for the last eighteen years. It makes me wonder what else I’ve been missing.’


  ‘Joseph,’ he said.


  ‘Sorry?’


  He used the museum plan to gesture at the cartoon. ‘You’re missing Joseph. But you’ll always be missing him. Haven’t you noticed? Isn’t it always Madonna and Child?’


  Deborah glanced again at the artwork. ‘I’d never thought of that, actually.’


  ‘Or Virgin and Child. Or Mother and Child. Or Adoration of the Magi with a cow and an ass and an angel or two. But you rarely see Joseph. Have you never wondered why?’


  ‘Perhaps … well, of course, he wasn’t really the father, was he?’


  The man’s eyes closed. ‘Jesus God,’ he replied.


  He seemed so struck that Deborah hurried on. ‘I mean, we’re taught to believe he wasn’t the father. But we don’t know for certain. How could we? We weren’t there. She didn’t exactly keep a journal of her life. We’re just told that the Holy Ghost came down with an angel or something and … Naturally, I don’t know how it was supposed to be managed but it was a miracle, wasn’t it? There she was a virgin one minute and pregnant the next and then in nine months – because I suppose it was nine months even if it was a miracle – there was this little baby and she was holding him probably not quite believing he was real and counting his fingers and toes. He was hers, really hers, the baby she’d longed for … I mean, if you believe in miracles. If you do.’


  She hadn’t realized that she’d begun to cry until she saw the man’s expression change. Then the sheer oddity of their situation made her want to laugh instead. It was wildly absurd, this psychic pain. They were passing it between them like a tennis ball.


  He dug a handkerchief out of a pocket of his overcoat, and he pressed it, crumpled, into her hand. ‘Please.’ His voice was earnest. ‘It’s quite clean. I’ve only used it once. To wipe the rain from my face.’


  Deborah laughed shakily. She pressed the linen beneath her eyes and returned it to him. ‘Thoughts link up like that, don’t they? You don’t expect them to. You think you’ve quite protected yourself. Then all of a sudden you’re saying something that seems so reasonable and safe on the surface, but you’re not safe at all, are you, from what you’re trying not to feel.’


  He smiled. The rest of him was tired and ageing, lines at the eyes and flesh giving way beneath his chin, but his smile was lovely. ‘It’s the same for me. I came here merely for a place to walk and think that would be out of the rain, and I stumbled on this drawing instead.’


  ‘And thought of St Joseph when you didn’t want to?’


  ‘No. I’d been thinking of him anyway, after a fashion.’ He tucked his handkerchief back into his pocket and went on, his tone becoming more determinedly light. ‘I’d have preferred a walk in the park, actually. I was heading to St James’s Park when the rain began again. I generally like to do my thinking out of doors. I’m a countryman at heart and if ever there’re thoughts to be had or decisions to be made, I always try to get myself outside to think them or to make them. A proper tramp in the air clears the head, I find. And the heart as well. It makes the rights and wrongs of life – the yeses and the nos – easier to see.’


  ‘Easier to see,’ she said. ‘But not to deal with. Not for me, at least. I can’t say yes just because people want me to, no matter how right it may be to do so.’


  He directed his gaze back to the cartoon. He rolled the museum plan tighter in his hands. ‘Nor can I always,’ he said. ‘Which is why I head out for a tramp in the air. I was set on feeding the sparrows from the bridge in St James’s, watching them peck at my palm and letting every problem find its solution from there.’ He shrugged and smiled sadly. ‘But then there was the rain.’


  ‘So you came here. And saw there was no St Joseph.’


  He reached for his trilby and set it on his head. The brim cast a triangular shadow on his face. ‘And you, I imagine, saw the Infant.’


  ‘Yes.’ Deborah forced her lips into a brief, tight smile. She looked about her, as if she too had belongings to gather in preparation for leaving.


  ‘Tell me, is it an infant you want or one that died or one you’d like to be rid of?’


  ‘Be rid—’


  Swiftly, he lifted his hand. ‘I’m sorry. I should have recognized the longing. Dear God in Heaven, why are men such fools?’


  ‘He wants us to adopt. I want my child – his child – a family that’s real, one that we create, not one that we apply for. He’s brought the papers home. They’re sitting on his desk. All I have to do is fill out my part and sign my name, but I find that I just can’t do it. It wouldn’t be mine, I tell him. It wouldn’t come from me. It wouldn’t come from us. I couldn’t love it the same way if it wasn’t mine.’


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘That’s very true. You wouldn’t love it the same way at all.’


  She grasped his arm. The wool of his coat was damp and scratchy beneath her fingers. ‘You understand. He doesn’t. He says there’re connections that go beyond blood. But they don’t for me. And I can’t understand why they do for him.’


  ‘Perhaps it’s because he knows that we humans ultimately love something that we have to struggle for – something that we give up everything to have – far more than the things that fall our way through chance.’


  She released his arm. Her hand fell with a thud to the bench between them. Unwittingly, the man had spoken Simon’s own words. Her husband may as well have been in the room with her.


  She wondered how she had come to unburden herself in the presence of a stranger. I’m desperate for someone to take my part, she thought, looking for a champion to bear my standard. I don’t even care who that champion is, just so long as he sees my point, agrees and lets me go my own way.


  ‘I can’t help how I feel,’ she said hollowly.


  ‘My dear, I’m not sure anyone can.’ The man loosened his scarf and unbuttoned his coat, reaching inside to his jacket pocket. ‘I should guess you need a tramp in the air to think your thoughts and clear your head,’ he said. ‘But you need fresh air. Wide skies and broad vistas. You can’t find that in London. If you’ve a mind to do your tramping in the North, you’ve a welcome in Lancashire.’ He handed her his card.


  Robin Sage, it read, The Vicarage, Winslough.


  ‘The Vic—’ Deborah looked up and saw what his coat and scarf had hidden before, the white solid collar encircling his neck. She should have realized at once from the colour of his clothes, from his talk of St Joseph, from the very reverence with which he’d regarded the da Vinci cartoon.


  No wonder she’d found it so easy to reveal her troubles and her sorrows. She’d been confessing to an Anglican priest.


  DECEMBER: THE SNOW


  Brendan Power spun around as the door creaked open and his younger brother Hogarth entered the glacial cold of the vestry of St John the Baptist Church in the village of Winslough. Beyond him the organist, accompanied by a single, tremulous and no doubt utterly uninvited voice, was playing ‘All Ye Who Seek for Sure Relief’, as a follow-up to ‘God Moves in a Mysterious Way’. Brendan had little doubt that both pieces constituted the organist’s sympathetic but unsolicited comment upon the morning’s proceedings.


  ‘Nothing,’ Hogarth said. ‘Not a ginger. Not a git. And no vicar to be found. Everyone on her side’s in a real twist, Bren. Her mum was moaning about the wedding breakfast being ruined, she was hissing about getting revenge on some “rotten sow”, and her dad’s just left to “hunt that little rat down”. Quite the folks they are, these Townley-Youngs.’


  ‘Maybe you’re off the hook, Bren.’ Tyrone – his older brother and best man and, by rights, the only other person who should have been in the vestry aside from the vicar – spoke with guarded hope as Hogarth closed the door behind him.


  ‘No way,’ Hogarth said. He reached in the jacket pocket of his hired morning coat that, despite all efforts by the tailor, failed to make his shoulders look like anything other than the sides of Pendle Hill incarnate. He took out a packet of Silk Cuts and lit up, flicking the match onto the cold stone floor. ‘She has him by the curlies, she does, Ty. Make no mistake about it. And let it be a lesson to you. Keep it in your trousers till it’s got a proper home.’


  Brendan turned away. They both loved him, they both had their own way of offering consolation. But neither Hogarth’s joking nor Tyrone’s optimism was going to change the reality of the day. Come hell or high water – and between the two it was more likely to be hell – he would be married to Rebecca Townley-Young. He tried not to think about it, which is what he’d been doing since she’d first dropped by his office in Clitheroe with the results of her pregnancy test.


  ‘I don’t know how it happened,’ she said. ‘I’ve never had a regular period in my life. My doctor even told me that I’d have to go on some sort of medication just to get myself regular if I ever wanted a family. And now … Look where we are, Brendan.’


  Look what you did to me, was the underlying message, as was, And you, Brendan Power, a junior partner in Daddy’s own solicitor’s firm! Tsk, tsk. What a shame it might be to be given the sack.


  But she didn’t need to say any of that. All she needed to say, head lowered penitently, was, ‘Brendan, I simply don’t know what I’m going to tell Daddy. What shall I do?’


  A man in any other position would have said, ‘Just get rid of it, Rebecca,’ and gone on with his work. A different sort of man in Brendan’s own position might have said the same thing. But Brendan was eighteen months away from St John Andrew Townley-Young’s decision as to which of the solicitors would handle his affairs and his fortune when the current senior partner retired from the firm, and the perquisites that went with that decision were of the sort that Brendan could not turn from lightly: an introduction to society, the promise of other clients from Townley-Young’s class, and stellar advancement in his career.


  The opportunities promised by Townley-Young’s patronage had prompted Brendan to involve himself with the man’s twenty-eight-year-old daughter in the first place. He’d been with the firm just short of a year. He was eager to make his place in the world. Thus, when, through the senior partner, St John Andrew Townley-Young had extended an invitation to Brendan to escort Miss Townley-Young to the horse and pony sales of the Cowper Day Fair, it had seemed too much a stroke of good fortune for Brendan to demur.


  At the time, the idea hadn’t been repellent. While it was true that even under the best of conditions – after a good night’s sleep and an hour and a half with her make-up and her hair curlers and her very best clothes – Rebecca still tended to resemble Queen Victoria in her declining years, Brendan had felt he could tolerate one or two mutual encounters with good grace and the guise of camaraderie. He counted heavily on his ability to dissemble, knowing that every decent lawyer had a bit of dissimulation in his blood. What he did not count on was Rebecca’s ability to decide, dominate and direct the course of their relationship from its very inception. The second time he was with her, she took him to bed and rode him like the master of the hunt with a fox in sight. The third time he was with her, she rubbed him, fondled him, skewered herself on him and came up pregnant.


  He wanted to blame her. But he couldn’t avoid the fact that as she panted and bobbed and bounced against him with her odd skinny breasts hanging down in his face, he had closed his eyes and smiled and called her God-what-a-woman-you-are-Becky and all the time thought of his future career.


  So they would indeed be married today. Not even the failure of the Reverend Mr Sage to appear at the church was going to stop the tide of Brendan Power’s future from flooding right in.


  ‘How late is he?’ he asked Hogarth.


  His brother glanced at his watch. ‘It’s gone half an hour now.’


  ‘No one’s left the church?’


  Hogarth shook his head. ‘But there’s a whisper and a titter that you’re the one who’s failed to show. I’ve been doing my part to save your reputation, lad, but you might want to pop your head into the chancel and give a bit of a wave to reassure the masses. I can’t say what that’ll do to reassure your bride, though. Who’s this sow she’s after? Are you already having a bit of stuff on the side? Not that I’d blame you. Getting it up for Becky must be a real treat. But you were always one for a challenge, weren’t you?’


  ‘Stow it, Hogie,’ Tyrone said. ‘And put out the fag. This is a church, for God’s sake.’


  Brendan walked to the vestry’s single window, a lancet set deeply into the wall. Its panes were as dusty as was the room itself, and he cleared a small patch to look out at the day. What he saw was the graveyard, its cluster of stones like malformed slate thumbprints against the snow, and in the distance, the looming slopes of Cotes Fell that rose cone-shaped against a grey sky.


  ‘It’s snowing again.’ Absently, he counted how many graves were topped by seasonal sprays of holly, their red berries glistening against the spiked, green leaves. Seven of them that he could see. The greenery would have been brought this morning by wedding guests, for even now the wreaths and sprays were only lightly sprinkled with snow. He said, ‘The vicar must have gone out earlier this morning. That’s what’s happened. And he’s caught somewhere.’


  Tyrone joined him at the window. Behind them, Hogarth ground his cigarette into the floor. Brendan shivered. Despite the fact that the church’s heating system was busily grinding away, the vestry was still unbearably cold. He put his hand to the wall. It felt icy and damp.


  ‘How are Mum and Dad doing?’ he asked.


  ‘Oh, Mum’s a bit nervous but as far as I can tell, she still thinks it’s a match made in heaven. Her first child to get married and glory-to-God he’s hopping into the arms of the landed gentry, if only the vicar’ll show his face. But Dad’s watching the door like he’s had enough.’


  ‘He hasn’t been this far from Liverpool in years,’ Tyrone noted. ‘He’s just feeling nervous.’


  ‘No. He’s feeling who he is.’ Brendan turned from the window and looked at his brothers. They were mirrors of him and he knew it. Sloped shoulders, beaked noses, and everything else about them undecided. Hair that was neither brown nor blond. Eyes that were neither blue nor green. Jaws that were neither strong nor weak. They were all of them perfectly cast for potential serial killers, with faces that faded into a crowd. And that’s how the Townley-Youngs reacted when they’d met the whole family, as if they’d come face to face with their worst expectations and their most dreaded dreams. It was no wonder to Brendan that his father was watching the door and counting the moments till he could escape. His sisters were probably feeling the same. He even felt some envy for them. An hour or two and it would be over. For him, it was a lifetime proposition.


  Cecily Townley-Young had accepted the role of her cousin’s chief bridesmaid because her father had instructed her to do so. She hadn’t wanted to be part of the wedding. She hadn’t even wanted to come to the wedding. She and Rebecca had never shared anything other than their relative positions as the daughters of sons on a scrawny family tree, and as far as Cecily was concerned, things could have pretty much stayed that way.


  She didn’t like Rebecca. First, she had nothing in common with her. Rebecca’s idea of an afternoon of bliss was to crawl round four or five pony sales, talking about withers and lifting rubbery equine lips to have a sharp look at those ghastly yellow teeth. She carried apples and carrots like loose change in her pockets, and she examined hooves and scrotums and eyeballs with the sort of interest most women give to clothes. Second, Cecily was tired of Rebecca. Twenty-two years of enduring birthdays, Easter, Christmas and New Year’s on her uncle’s estate – all in the name of a spurious family unity that absolutely no one felt – had ground to gravel whatever affection she might have harboured for an older cousin. A few exposures to Rebecca’s incomprehensible extremes of behaviour had kept Cecily at a safe distance from her whenever they occupied the same house for more than a quarter of an hour. And third, she found her intolerably stupid. Rebecca had never boiled an egg, written a cheque or made a bed. Her answer for every little problem in life was, ‘Daddy’ll see to it,’ just the sort of lazy, parental dependence that Cecily loathed.


  Even today – the morning of her wedding – Daddy was seeing to it in finest form. They’d done their part, obediently waiting for the vicar in the ice-floored, snow-speckled north porch of the church, stomping their feet, with their lips turning blue, while the guests rustled and murmured inside among the holly and the ivy, wondering why the candles weren’t being lit and why the wedding march hadn’t begun. They’d waited for an entire quarter of an hour, the snow making its own lazy bridal veils in the air, before Daddy had stormed across the street and pounded furiously on the vicarage door. He’d returned, his usual ruddy skin gone white with rage, in less than two minutes.


  ‘He’s not even home,’ St John Andrew Townley-Young had snapped. ‘That mindless cow—’ this was his manner of identifying the vicar’s housekeeper, Cecily decided ‘—said he’d already gone out when she arrived this morning, if you can believe it. That incompetent, foul little …’ His hands formed fists in their dove-coloured gloves. His top hat trembled. ‘Get inside the church. All of you. Get out of this weather. I’ll handle the situation.’


  ‘But Brendan’s here, isn’t he?’ Rebecca had asked anxiously. ‘Daddy, Brendan’s not missing as well!’


  ‘We should be so lucky,’ her father replied. ‘The whole family’re here. Like rats who won’t leave a sinking ship.’


  ‘St John,’ his wife murmured.


  ‘Get inside!’


  ‘But people will see me,’ Rebecca wailed. ‘They’ll see the bride.’


  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Rebecca.’ Townley-Young disappeared into the church for another utterly freezing two minutes, and came back with the announcement, ‘You can wait in the bell tower,’ before he set off again to locate the vicar.


  So at the base of the bell tower they were waiting still, hidden from the wedding guests by a gate of walnut balusters that was covered by a dusty, foul-smelling, red-velvet curtain whose nap was so worn that they could see the lights from the church chandeliers shining through. They could hear the rising ripple of concern as it flowed through the crowd. They could hear the restless shuffling of feet. Hymnals opened and shut. The organist played. Beneath their feet in the crypt of the church, the heating system groaned like a mother giving birth.


  At the thought, Cecily gazed speculatively at her cousin. She’d never believed Rebecca would find any man fool enough to marry her. While it was true that she stood to inherit a fortune and she’d already been given that ghoulish monstrosity, Cotes Hall, in which to retire in connubial ecstasy once the ring was on her finger and the register was signed, Cecily couldn’t imagine how the fortune itself – no matter how great – or the crumbling old Victorian mansion – no matter how distinct its potential for revival – would have induced any man to take on a lifetime of dealing with Rebecca. But now … She recalled her cousin just this morning in the loo, the noise of her retching, the sound of her shrill, ‘Is it going to be like this every goddamned morning?’ followed by her mother’s soothing, ‘Rebecca. Please. We’ve guests in the house.’ And then Rebecca’s, ‘I don’t care about them. I don’t care about anything. Don’t touch me. Let me out of here.’ A door slammed. Running footsteps pounded along the upstairs passage.


  Preggers? Cecily wondered idly at the time as she carefully applied mascara and smoothed on some blusher. She marvelled at the idea that a man might actually have taken Rebecca to bed. Lord, if that was the case, anything was possible. She examined her cousin for tell-tale signs of the truth.


  Rebecca didn’t exactly look like a woman fulfilled. If she was supposed to blossom with pregnancy, she was adrift somewhere in the prebudding stage, somewhat given to jowls, with eyes the size and shape of marbles and hair permed into a helmet on her head. To her credit, her skin was perfect, and her mouth was rather nice. But somehow, nothing really worked together, and Rebecca always ended up looking as if her individual features were at war with themselves.


  It wasn’t really her fault, Cecily thought. One ought to have at least a titbit of sympathy for someone so ill-favoured by looks. But every time Cecily tried to dig up one or two empathetic – if ephemeral – stirrings from her heart, Rebecca did something to quash them like bugs.


  As she was doing now.


  Rebecca paced the tiny enclosure below the church bells, furiously twisting her bouquet. The floor was filthy, but she did nothing to hold her dress or her train away from it. Her mother did this duty, following her from point A to point B and back again like a faithful dog, with satin and velvet clutched in her hands. Cecily stood to one side, surrounded by two tin pails, a coil of rope, a shovel, a broom and a pile of rags. An old Hoover leaned against a stack of cartons near her, and she carefully hung her own bouquet from the metal hook that would otherwise have been used to accommodate its cord. She lifted her velvet dress from the floor. The air was fusty in the space beneath the bells, and one couldn’t move in any direction without touching something absolutely black with grime. But at least it was warm.


  ‘I knew something like this would happen.’ Rebecca’s hands strangled her bridal flowers. ‘It’s not going to come off. And they’re laughing at me, aren’t they? I can hear them laughing.’


  Mrs Townley-Young made a quarter-turn as Rebecca did the same, bunching more of the satin train and the bottom of the gown into her arms. ‘No one’s laughing,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry yourself, darling. There’s simply been some sort of unfortunate mistake. A misunderstanding. Your father will put things right straightaway.’


  ‘How could there be a mistake? We saw Mr Sage yesterday afternoon. The last thing he said was, “See you in the morning.” And then he forgot? He went off somewhere?’


  ‘Perhaps there’s been an emergency. Someone could be dying. Someone wishing to see—’


  ‘But Brendan held back.’ Rebecca stopped pacing. Eyes narrowing, she looked thoughtfully at the west wall of the bell tower, as if she could see through it to the vicarage across the street. ‘I’d gone to the car and he said he’d forgotten one last thing he’d wanted to ask Mr Sage. He went back. He went inside. I waited for a minute. Two or three. And—’ She whirled, began her pacing again. ‘He wasn’t talking to Mr Sage at all. It’s that bitch. That witch! And she’s behind this, Mother. You know she is. By God, I’ll get her.’


  Cecily found this an interesting twist in the morning’s events. It held out the tantalizing promise of diversion. If she had to endure this day somehow in the name of the family and with one eye fixed on her uncle’s will, she decided she might as well do something to enjoy her act of sufferance. So she said, ‘Who?’


  Mrs Townley-Young said, ‘Cecily,’ in a pleasant but determined-to-discipline voice.


  But Cecily’s question had been enough. ‘Polly Yarkin.’ Rebecca said the name through her teeth. ‘That miserable little sow at the vicarage.’


  ‘Vicar’s housekeeper?’ Cecily asked. This was a twist to be explored at length. Another woman already? All things considered, she couldn’t blame poor old Brendan, but she did think he might have set his sights a bit low. She continued the game. ‘Gosh, what’s she got to do with anything, Becky?’


  ‘Cecily, dear.’ Mrs Townley-Young’s voice had a less pleasant ring.


  ‘She pushes those dugs into every man’s face and just waits for him to react to the sight,’ Rebecca said. ‘And he wants her. He does. He can’t hide it from me.’


  ‘Brendan loves you, darling,’ Mrs Townley-Young said. ‘He’s marrying you.’


  ‘He had a drink with her at Crofters Inn last week. Just a quick stop before he headed back to Clitheroe, he said. He didn’t even know she’d be there, he said. He couldn’t exactly pretend he didn’t recognize her, he said. It’s a village, after all. He couldn’t act like she was a stranger.’


  ‘Darling, you’re working yourself up over nothing at all.’


  ‘You think he’s in love with the vicar’s housekeeper?’ Cecily asked, widening her eyes to wear the guise of naïveté. ‘But, Becky, then why is he marrying you?’


  ‘Cecily!’ her aunt hissed.


  ‘He isn’t marrying me!’ Rebecca cried out. ‘He isn’t marrying anyone! We haven’t got a vicar!’


  Beyond them, a hush fell over the church. The organ had stopped playing for a moment, and Rebecca’s words seemed to echo from wall to wall. The organist quickly resumed, choosing ‘Crown With Love, Lord, This Glad Day’.


  ‘Mercy,’ Mrs Townley-Young breathed.


  Sharp footsteps sounded against the stone floor beyond them and a gloved hand shoved the red curtain aside. Rebecca’s father ducked through the gate.


  ‘Nowhere,’ He slapped the snow from his coat and shook it from his hat. His nostrils flared. ‘Not in the village. Not at the river. Not on the common. Nowhere. I’ll have his job for this.’


  His wife reached out to him but didn’t make contact. ‘St John, good Lord, what’ll we do? All these people. All that food at the house. And Rebecca’s condi—’


  ‘I know the bloody details. I don’t need reminding.’ Townley-Young flipped the curtain to one side and gazed into the church. ‘We’re going to be the butt of every joke for the next decade.’ He looked back at the women, at his daughter particularly. ‘You got yourself into this, Rebecca, and I damn well ought to let you get yourself out.’


  ‘Daddy!’ She said his name as a wail.


  ‘Really, St John…’


  Cecily decided this was the moment to be helpful. Her father would no doubt be rumbling down the aisle to join them at any time – emotional disturbances were a special source of delectation to him – and if that was the case, her own purposes would best be served by demonstrating her ability to be at the forefront of solving a family crisis. He was, after all, still temporizing on her request to spend the spring in Crete.


  She said, ‘Perhaps we ought to phone someone, Uncle St John. There must be another vicar not far.’


  ‘I’ve spoken to the constable,’ Townley-Young said.


  ‘But he can’t marry them, St John,’ his wife protested. ‘We need to get a vicar. We need to have the wedding. The food’s waiting to be eaten. The guests are getting hungry. The—’


  ‘I want Sage,’ he said. ‘I want him here. I want him now. And if I have to drag that low church twit up to the altar myself, I’ll do it.’


  ‘But if he’s been called out somewhere …’ Mrs Townley-Young was clearly trying to sound like the voice of perfect reason.


  ‘He hasn’t. That Yarkin creature caught me up in the village. His bed hadn’t been slept in last night, she said. But his car’s in the garage. So he’s somewhere nearby. And I’ve no doubt at all as to what he’s been up to.’


  ‘The vicar?’ Cecily asked, achieving horror while feeling all the delight of an unfolding drama. A shotgun wedding performed by a fornicating vicar, featuring a reluctant bridegroom in love with the vicar’s housekeeper and a frothing bride hellbent on revenge. It was almost worth having to be chief bridesmaid just to be in the know. ‘No, Uncle St John. Surely not the vicar. Heavens, what a scandal.’


  Her uncle glanced her way sharply. He pointed a finger at her and was beginning to speak when the curtain was drawn to one side once more. They turned as one to see the local constable, his heavy jacket flaked with snow, his tortoiseshell spectacles spotted with moisture. He wasn’t wearing a hat, and his ginger hair wore a cap of white crystals. He shook them off, running a hand back over his head.


  ‘Well?’ Townley-Young demanded. ‘Have you found him, Shepherd?’


  ‘I have,’ the other man replied. ‘But he’s not going to be marrying anyone this morning.’
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  ‘What did that sign say? Did you see it, Simon? It was some sort of placard at the edge of the road.’ Deborah St James slowed the car and looked back. They’d already rounded a bend, and the thick lattice of bare branches from the oaks and horse chestnuts hid both the road itself and the lichenous limestone wall that had been edging it. Where they were now, the roadside’s demarcation consisted of a skeletal hedge, denuded by winter and blackened by twilight. ‘It wasn’t a sign for the hotel, was it? Did you see a drive?’


  Her husband shook off the reverie in which he’d spent much of the long drive from Manchester Airport, half-admiring the winter landscape of Lancashire with its subdued blend of moorland russets and farmland sage, half-brooding over the possible identification of the tool which had cut a thick electrical wire prior to its being used to bind together the hands and the feet of a female body found last week in Surrey.


  ‘A drive?’ he asked. ‘There might have been one. I didn’t notice. But the sign was for palm reading and a psychic in residence.’


  ‘You’re joking.’


  ‘I’m not. Is that a feature of the hotel you’ve not told me about?’


  ‘Not that I know.’ She peered through the windscreen. The road began to slope upwards, and the lights from a village shimmered in the distance, perhaps a mile farther on. ‘I suppose we haven’t gone far enough.’


  ‘What’s the place called?’


  ‘Crofters Inn.’


  ‘Decidedly, then, the sign didn’t say that. It must be an advertisement for someone’s line of employment. This is Lancashire, after all. I’m surprised the hotel isn’t called The Cauldron.’


  ‘We wouldn’t have come had it been, my love. I’m becoming superstitious in my advancing years.’


  ‘I see.’ He smiled in the growing darkness. Her advancing years. She was only twenty-five. She had all the energy and the promise of her youth.


  Still, she looked tired – he knew she hadn’t been sleeping well – and her face was wan. A few days in the country, long walks, and rest were what she needed. She’d been working too much in the past several months, working more than he, keeping late hours in the darkroom and going out far too early on assignments only marginally connected to her interests in the first place. I’m trying to broaden my horizons, she would say. Landscapes and portraits aren’t enough, Simon. I need to do more. I’m thinking of a multi-media approach, perhaps a new show of my work in the summer. I can’t get it ready if I don’t get out there and see what’s what and try new things and stretch myself and make some more contacts and … He didn’t argue or try to hold her back. He just waited for the crisis to pass. They’d weathered several during the first two years of their marriage. He always tried to remember that fact when he began to despair of their weathering this.


  She pushed a tangle of coppery hair behind her ear, put the car back into gear, and said, ‘Let’s go on to the village, then, shall we?’


  ‘Unless you’d like to have your palm read first.’


  ‘For my future, you mean? I think not, thank you.’


  He’d intended it as nothing. From the false brightness of her reply, he knew she hadn’t taken it that way. He said, ‘Deborah …’


  She reached for his hand. Driving, her eyes on the road, she pressed his palm to her cheek. Her skin was very cool. It was soft, like the dawn. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘This is our time together. Don’t let me mess it about.’


  But she didn’t look at him. More and more, at tense moments she wasn’t meeting his eyes. It was as if she believed that the act of doing so would give him an advantage she did not want him to have, while all the time he felt every single advantage between them was hers.


  He let the moment pass. He touched her hair. He rested his hand on her thigh. She drove on.


  From the palm reader’s sign, it was little over a mile into the small village of Winslough, which was built along the acclivity of a hill. They passed the church first – a Norman structure with crenellation on its tower and along its roofline and a blue-faced clock permanently displaying the time as three twenty-two – then the primary school, then a row of terraced houses facing an open field. At the peak of the hill, in a Y where the Clitheroe Road met the west-east junctions leading to Lancaster or to Yorkshire, Crofters Inn sat.


  Deborah idled the car at the junction. She wiped at some condensation on the windscreen, squinted at the building, and blew out a sigh. ‘Well. It’s not much to speak of, is it? I thought … I was hoping … It sounded so romantic in the brochure.’


  ‘It’s fine.’


  ‘It’s from the fourteenth century. It’s got a great hall where they used to hold a Magistrate’s Court. The dining room’s got a timbered ceiling, and the bar hasn’t been changed in two hundred years. The brochure even said that—’


  ‘It’s fine.’


  ‘But I wanted it to be—’


  ‘Deborah.’ She finally looked at him. ‘The hotel’s not the point of our being here, is it?’


  She looked back at the building. In spite of his words, she was seeing it through the lens of her camera, weighing each area of composition. How it was situated on its triangle of land, how it was placed in the village, how it was designed. She did it as a second-nature response, just exactly like breathing.


  ‘No,’ she said at last, although she sounded reluctant. ‘No. It’s not the point. I suppose.’


  She drove through a gate at the inn’s west end and stopped in the car park behind it. Like all the other structures in the village, the building was a combination of the county’s tan limestone and millstone grit. Even from behind, aside from white woodwork and green window boxes that were filled with a motley array of winter pansies, the inn bore no truly distinguishing features and no adornments. Its most significant distinction seemed to be an ominous portion of concaved slate roof that St James earnestly hoped wasn’t over their room.


  ‘Well,’ Deborah said again with some resignation.


  St James leaned towards her, turned her to face him, and kissed her. ‘Did I mention I’ve been wanting to see Lancashire for years?’


  She smiled at that. ‘In your dreams,’ she replied and got out of the car.


  He opened the door, feeling the cold, damp air lap against him like water, smelling woodsmoke and the peaty odours of wet earth and decomposing leaves. He lifted out his bad leg and thumped it to the cobbles. There was no snow on the ground, but frost rimed the lawn of what would otherwise be a seasonal beer garden. It was abandoned now, but he could imagine it filled with summertime tourists who came to walk on the moors, to climb the hills, and to fish in the river that he could hear but not see, coursing noisily some thirty yards away. A path led towards it – he could see this as well since its frosty flagstones reflected the lights at the rear of the inn – and although the inn’s property clearly did not include the river, a boundary wall had an access gate built into it. The gate was open and as he watched, a young girl hurried through it, stuffing a white plastic bag into the over-size anorak she was wearing. This was neon orange, and, despite the girl’s considerable height, it hung down to her knees and drew attention to her legs which were encased in enormous – and decidedly muddy – green Wellingtons.


  She started when she saw Deborah and St James. But rather than hurry by them, she marched right up and, without ceremony or introduction, grabbed the suitcase that St James had lifted from the boot of the car. She peered inside and snatched up his crutches as well.


  ‘Here you are,’ she said, as if she’d been searching them out by the river. ‘Bit late, aren’t you? Didn’t the register say you’d be here by four?’


  ‘I don’t think I gave any time at all,’ Deborah replied, in some confusion. ‘Our plane didn’t land until—’


  ‘No matter,’ the girl said. ‘You’re here now, aren’t you? And there’s plenty of time before dinner.’ She glanced at the misty lower windows of the inn, behind which an amorphous shape was moving under the distinctive bright lights of a kitchen. ‘A word to the wise is in order. Skip the beef bourguignon. It’s the cook’s name for stew. Come on. This way.’


  She began lugging the suitcase towards a rear door. With it in one hand and St James’ crutches under her arm, she walked with a peculiar, hobbling gait, her Wellingtons alternately squishing and slapping against the cobbles. There seemed to be nothing to do but follow, and St James and Deborah did so, trailing the girl across the car park, up a set of back stairs, and through the rear door of the inn. This gave way to a corridor off which opened a room whose door was marked with a hand-lettered sign saying Residents’ Lounge.


  The girl thumped the suitcase onto the carpet and leaned the crutches against it with their tips pressing onto a faded Axminster rose. ‘There,’ she announced and brushed her hands together in an I’ve-done-my-part gesture. ‘Will you tell Mum that Josie was waiting for you outside? Josie. That’s me.’ This last she said stabbing a thumb to her chest. ‘It’d be a favour, actually. I’ll pay you back.’


  St James wondered how. The girl watched them earnestly, waiting for reply.


  ‘OK,’ she said. ‘I can see what you’re thinking. To be honest, she’s “had it with me”, if you know what I mean. It’s nothing that I did. I mean, it’s lots of stupid stuff. But mostly it’s my hair. I mean, it doesn’t generally look like this. Except it will for a while. I s’pose.’


  St James couldn’t decide if she was talking about the style or the colour, both of which were dreadful. The former – an ostensible attempt at a wedge which seemed to have been rendered by someone’s nail scissors and someone else’s electric razor – made her look remarkably like Henry V as depicted in the National Portrait Gallery. The latter – an unfortunate shade of salmon that did battle with the neon jacket she wore – suggested a dye job applied with more enthusiasm than expertise.


  ‘Mousse,’ she said apropos of nothing.


  ‘I beg your pardon?’


  ‘Mousse. You know. The stuff for your hair. It was s’posed to just give me red highlights, but it didn’t actually work.’ She drove her hands into the pockets of her jacket. ‘I got just about everything going against me, see – try finding a fourth form bloke my height sometime – so I thought if I made my hair look better, I’d get some notice from a fifth or lower sixth bloke. Stupid. I know. You don’t have to tell me. Mum’s been doing that for the last three days. “What am I go’n’ to do with you, Josie?” Josie. That’s me. Mum and Mr Wragg own the inn. Your hair’s awful pretty, by the way.’ This last was addressed to Deborah whom Josie was inspecting with no little interest. ‘And you’re tall as well. But I expect you’ve stopped growing.’


  ‘I think I have. Yes.’


  ‘I haven’t. The doctor says I’ll be over six feet. A throwback to the Vikings, he says and he laughs and pats me on the shoulder like I ought to get the joke. Well, what the H were the Vikings doing in Lancashire? That’s what I want to know.’


  ‘And your mother, no doubt, wants to know what you were doing by the river,’ St James noted.


  Josie looked flustered and waved her hands. ‘It’s not the river, exactly. And it’s nothing bad. Really. And it’s only a favour. Just a mention of my name. “Young girl met us in the car park, Mrs Wragg. Tall. Bit gawky. Said her name was Josie. Quite pleasant she was.” If you’d drop it like that, Mum might unknot her knickers for a bit.’


  ‘Jo-se-phine!’ A woman’s voice shouted somewhere in the inn. ‘Jo-se-phine Eugenia Wragg!’


  Josie winced. ‘I hate it when she does that. It reminds me of school. “Josephine Eugene. She looks like a bean.” ’


  She didn’t, actually. But she was tall, and she moved with the clumsiness of a young teenager who has suddenly become aware of her body before she’s got used to it. St James thought of his own sister at this very same age, cursed by height, by the aquiline features into which she hadn’t yet grown, and by a wretchedly androgynous name. Sidney, she would introduce herself sardonically, the last of the St James boys. She’d borne the brunt of her schoolmates’ teasing for years.


  Gravely, he said, ‘Thank you for waiting in the car park, Josie. It’s always nice to be met when one gets where one’s going.’


  The girl’s face lit. ‘Ta. Oh, ta,’ she said and headed for the door through which they’d come. ‘I’ll pay you back. You’ll see.’


  ‘I’ve no doubt of that.’


  ‘Just go on through the pub. Someone’ll meet you there.’ She waved them in the general direction of another door across the room. ‘I’ve got to get out of these Wellies quick.’ And with another querying look at them. ‘You won’t mention the Wellies, will you? They’re Mr Wragg’s.’


  Which went a long way to explain why she’d been flopping about like a swimmer wearing flippers. ‘My lips are sealed,’ St James said. ‘Deborah?’


  ‘The very same.’


  Josie grinned and slipped through the door.


  Deborah picked up St James’ crutches and looked about at the L-shaped room that served as the lounge. Its collection of overstuffed furniture was tatty, and several lampshades were askew. But a break-front sideboard held an array of magazines for guests to peruse, and a bookcase was crammed with a good fifty volumes. Above pine wainscoting the wallpaper appeared recently hung – poppies and roses twining together – and the air bore the decided fragrance of pot-pourri. She turned to St James. He was smiling at her.


  ‘What?’ she said.


  ‘Just like home,’ he replied.


  ‘Someone’s, at least.’ She led the way into the bar.


  They had arrived, apparently, during off-hours, for no one was present behind the mahogany bar or at any of the matching pub-issue tables which beer mats dotted in small round splodges of orange and beige. They dodged their way past these and their accompanying stools and chairs, under a ceiling that was low, its heavy timbers blackened by generations of smoke and decorated with a display of intricate horse brasses. In the fireplace, the remains of an afternoon’s blaze was still glowing, giving an occasional snap as final pockets of resin burst.


  ‘Where’d she get off to, that blasted girl?’ a woman was demanding. She spoke from what was apparently an office. Its door stood open to the left of the bar. Immediately next to it, a stairway rose, with steps oddly slanted as if strained from bearing weight. The woman came out, yelled ‘Jo-se-phine!’ up the stairs, and then caught sight of St James and his wife. Like Josie, she started. Like Josie, she was tall and thin, and her elbows were pointed like arrow heads. She raised one self-conscious hand to her hair and removed a plastic barrette of pink rosebuds which held it haphazardly off her cheeks. She lowered the other to the front of her skirt and brushed aimlessly at a snowfall of lint. ‘Towels,’ she said in apparent explanation of the latter activity. ‘She was supposed to fold them. She didn’t. I had to. That sums up life with a fourteen-year-old girl.’


  ‘I think we just met her,’ St James said. ‘In the car park.’


  ‘She was waiting for us,’ Deborah added co-operatively. ‘She helped us in with our things.’


  ‘Did she?’ The woman’s eyes went from them to their suitcase. ‘You must be Mr and Mrs St James. Welcome. We’ve given you Skylight.’


  ‘Skylight?’


  ‘The room. It’s our best. A bit cold, I’m afraid, at this time of year, but we’ve put in an extra heater for you.’


  Cold didn’t really do justice to the conditions of the room to which she led them, two flights up, at the very top of the hotel. Although the free-standing electric heater was ticking away, sending out palpable streams of warmth, the room’s three windows and two additional skylights acted like transmitters for the cold outside. Two feet in any direction from them, one walked into a shield of ice.


  Mrs Wragg drew the curtains. ‘Dinner’s from half-past seven till nine. Will you be wanting anything prior to that? Have you had your tea? Josie can pop up with a pot, if you like.’


  ‘Nothing for me,’ St James said. ‘Deborah?’


  ‘No.’


  Mrs Wragg nodded. She rubbed her hands up the sides of her arms. ‘Well,’ she said. She bent to pick a length of white thread from the carpet. She wound it round her finger. ‘Bath’s through that door. Mind your head, though. The lintel’s a bit low. But then all of them are. It’s the building. It’s old. You know the sort of thing.’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  She went to the chest of drawers between the two front windows and made minute adjustments to a cheval mirror and more adjustments to the lace doily beneath it. She opened the clothes cupboard, saying, ‘Extra blankets here,’ and she patted the chintz upholstery of the room’s only chair. When it became apparent that there was nothing more to be done, she said, ‘London, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ St James said.


  ‘We don’t get lots here from London.’


  ‘It’s quite a distance, after all.’


  ‘No. It’s not that. Londoners head south. Dorset or Cornwall. Everyone does.’ She went to the wall behind the chair and fussed with one of two prints hanging there, a copy of Renoir’s ‘Two Girls at the Piano’, mounted on a white mat going yellow at the edges. ‘There’s not a lot likes the cold,’ she added.


  ‘There’s some truth in that.’


  ‘Northerners move to London as well. Chasing dreams, I think. Like Josie does. Did she … I wonder did she ask about London?’


  St James glanced at his wife. Deborah had unlocked the suitcase and opened it on the bed. But at the question, she slowed what she was doing and stood, a single feathery grey scarf in her hands.


  ‘No,’ Deborah said. ‘She didn’t mention London.’


  Mrs Wragg nodded, then flashed a quick smile. ‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it? Because that girl’s got a mind for mischief when it comes to anything that’ll take her from Winslough.’ She brushed her hands together and balled them at her waist and said, ‘So then. You’ve come for country air and good walks. And we’ve plenty of both. On the moors. Through the fields. Up into the hills. We had snow last month – first time it’s snowed in these parts in ages – but we’ve only frost now. “Fool’s snow,” my mum called it. Makes things a bit muddy, but I expect you’ve brought your Wellies.’


  ‘We have.’


  ‘Good. You ask my Ben – that’s Mr Wragg – where’s the best place to walk. No one knows the lay of the land like my Ben.’


  ‘Thank you,’ Deborah said. ‘We’ll do that. We’re looking forward to some walks. And to seeing the vicar as well.’


  ‘The vicar?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Mr Sage?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Mrs Wragg’s right hand slithered from her waist to the collar of her blouse.


  ‘What is it?’ Deborah asked. She and St James exchanged a glance. ‘Mr Sage’s still in the parish, isn’t he?’


  ‘No. He’s …’ Mrs Wragg pressed her fingers into her neck and completed her thought in a rush. ‘I suppose he’s gone to Cornwall himself. Like everyone else. In a manner of speaking.’


  ‘What’s that?’ St James asked.


  ‘It’s …’ She gulped. ‘It’s where he was buried.’


  2


  Polly Yarkin ran a damp cloth across the work top and folded it neatly at the edge of the sink. It was a needless endeavour. No one had used the vicar’s kitchen in the last four weeks, and from the looks of things no one was likely to use it for several weeks more. But she still came daily to the vicarage as she had been doing for the last six years, seeing to things now just as she had seen to things for Mr Sage and his two youthful predecessors who had both given precisely three years to the village before moving on to grander vistas. If there was such a creature as a grander vista in the C. of E.


  Polly dried her hands on a chequered tea towel and hung this on its rack above the sink. She’d waxed the linoleum floor that morning, and she was pleased to note that when she looked down, she could see her reflection on its pristine surface. Not a perfect reflection, naturally. A floor isn’t a mirror. But she could see well enough the shadowy crinkles of carrot hair that escaped the tight binding of scarf at the back of her neck. And she could see – far too well – her body’s silhouette, slope-shouldered with the weight of her water-melon breasts.


  Her lower back ached as it always ached, and her shoulders stung where the overfull bra pulled its dead weight against the straps. She prised her index finger under one of these and winced as the resulting release of pressure from one shoulder only made the other feel that much worse. You’re so lucky, Poll, her mates had cooed enviously as undeveloped girls, lads go all woozy at the thought of you. And her mother had said, Conceived in the circle, blessed by the Goddess, in her typical cryptomaternal fashion, and she swatted Polly’s bum the first and final time the girl had spoken about having surgery to reduce the burden dangling like lead from her chest.


  She dug her fists into the small of her back and looked at the wall clock above the kitchen table. It was half-past six. No one was going to come to the vicarage this late in the day. There was no reason to linger.


  There was no real reason at all, in fact, for Polly’s continued presence in Mr Sage’s home. Still, she came each morning and stayed beyond dark. She dusted, cleaned, and told the church wardens that it was important – indeed, it was crucial at this time of year – to keep up the house for Mr Sage’s replacement. And all the time that she worked, she kept an eye watching for a movement from the vicar’s nearest neighbour.


  She’d been doing that daily since Mr Sage’s death when Colin Shepherd had first come round with his constable’s pad and his constable’s questions, sifting through Mr Sage’s belongings in his quiet, knowing, constable’s way. He’d only glance at her when she answered the door to him each morning. He’d say, Hullo, Polly, and slide his eyes away. He’d go to the study or to the vicar’s bedroom. Or sometimes he’d sit and sort through the post. He’d jot down notes and stare for long minutes at the vicar’s diary, as if an examination of Mr Sage’s appointments somehow contained the key to his death.


  Talk to me, Colin, she wanted to say when he was there. Make it like it was. Come back. Be my friend.


  But she didn’t say anything. Instead, she offered tea. And when he refused – No thanks, Polly. I’ll be off in a moment – she returned to her work, polishing mirrors, washing the insides of windows, scrubbing toilets, floors, basins and tubs till her hands were raw and the whole house glowed. Whenever she could, she watched him, cataloguing the details designed to make her lot lighter to bear. Got a weak chin, does Colin. His eyes are nice hazel but far too small. Wears his hair silly, tries to comb it straight back and it always parts in the middle and then flops forward so it covers his brow. He’s always messing it about, he is, raking his fingers through it in place of a comb.


  But the fingers generally stopped her dead, and there the useless catalogue ended. He had the most beautiful hands in the world.


  Because of those hands and the thought of them gliding their fingers across her skin, she’d always end up where she started from at first. Talk to me, Colin. Make it like it was.


  He never did, which was just as well. For she didn’t really want him to make it like it had been between them at all.


  Too soon for her liking, the investigation ended. Colin Shepherd, village constable, read out his findings in an untroubled voice at the coroner’s inquest. She’d gone because everyone in the village had done so, filling up the space in the great hall at the inn. But unlike everyone else, she’d gone only to see Colin and to hear him speak, her eyes fixed hungrily on his face.


  ‘Death by misadventure,’ the coroner announced. ‘Accidental poisoning.’ The case was closed.


  But closing the case didn’t put an end to the titillated whispers, the innuendoes, or the reality that in a village like Winslough poisoning and accidental constituted a sure invitation to gossip and an indisputable contradiction in terms. So Polly had stayed in her place at the vicarage, arriving at half-past seven each morning, expecting, hoping day after day, that the case would re-open and that Colin would return.


  Wearily, she dropped onto one of the kitchen chairs and eased her feet into the work boots she’d left early that morning on the growing pile of newspapers. No one had thought to cancel Mr Sage’s subscriptions yet. She’d been too caught up with thinking of Colin to do so herself. She’d do it tomorrow, she decided. It would be a reason to return once more.


  When she closed the front door, she spent a few moments on the vicarage steps to loosen her hair from the scarf that bound it. Freed, it crinkled like rusty steel wool round her face, and the night breeze shifted it the length of her back. She folded the scarf into a triangle, making sure the words Rita Read Me Like A Book In Blackpool! were hidden from view. She put it over her head and knotted its ends beneath her chin. Thus restrained, her hair scratched her cheeks and her neck. She knew it couldn’t possibly look attractive, but at least it wouldn’t fly about her head and catch in her mouth as she made the walk home. Besides, stopping on the steps beneath the porchlight, which she always left burning once the sun went down, gave her the opportunity for an unimpeded look at the house next door. If the lights were on, if his car was in the drive …


  Neither was the case. As she trudged across the gravel and plunged into the road, Polly wondered what she would have done had Colin Shepherd actually been at home this evening.


  Knock on the door?


  Yes? Oh, hullo. What is it, Polly?


  Press her thumb against the bell?


  Is there something wrong?


  Cup her eyes to the windows?


  Are you needing the police?


  Walk direct in and start up talking and pray that Colin would talk as well?


  I don’t understand what you want with me, Polly.


  She buttoned her coat beneath her chin and blew grey, steamy breath on her hands. The temperature was falling. It had to be less than five degrees. There’d be ice on the roads and sleet if it rained. If he didn’t drive careful coming round a curve, he’d lose control of the car. Perhaps she’d come upon him. She’d be the only one near enough to help. She’d cradle his head in her lap and press her hand to his brow and brush his hair back and keep him warm. Colin.


  ‘He’ll be back to you, Polly,’ Mr Sage had said just three nights before his death. ‘You stand firm and be here for him. Be ready to listen. He’s going to need you in his life. Perhaps sooner than you think.’


  But all of that was nothing more than Christian mumbo-jumbo, reflecting the most futile of Church beliefs. If one prayed long enough, there was a God who listened, who evaluated requests, who stroked a long white beard, looked thoughtful, and said, ‘Yesssss. I see,’ and fulfilled one’s dreams.


  It was a load of rubbish.


  Polly headed south, out of the village, walking on the verge of the Clitheroe Road. The going was rough. The path was muddy and clogged with dead leaves. She could hear the squish of her footsteps over the wind that creaked above her in the trees.


  Across the street, the church was dark. There would be no evensong till they got a new vicar. The church council had been interviewing for the past two weeks, but there seemed to be a scarcity of priests who wanted to take up life in a country village. No bright lights and no big city seemed to equate with no souls needing to be saved, which was hardly the case. There was plenty of scope for salvation in Winslough. Mr Sage had been quick to see that, especially – and perhaps most of all – in Polly herself.


  For she was a long-time, long-ago sinner. Skyclad in the cold of winter, in the balmy nights of summer, in the spring and fall, she had cast the circle. She had faced the altar north. Placing the candles at the circle’s four gates and using the water, the salt and the herbs, she created a holy, magical cosmos from which she could pray. All the elements were there: the water, the air, the fire, the earth. The cord snaked round her thigh. The wand felt strong and sure in her hand. She used cloves for the incense and laurel for the wood and she gave herself – heart and soul, she declared – to the Rite of the Sun. For health and vitality. Praying for hope where the doctors had said there was next to none. Asking for healing when all they promised was morphine for the pain until death finally closed all.


  Lit by the candles and the burning laurel’s flame, she had chanted the petition to Those whose presence she had earnestly invoked:


  Annie’s health restored be.


  God and Goddess grant my plea.


  And she had told herself – convinced herself utterly – that her every intention was wholesome and pure. She prayed for Annie, her friend from childhood, sweet Annie Shepherd, darling Colin’s own wife. But only the spotless could call upon the Goddess and expect response. The magic of those who made the petition had to be pure.


  Impulsively, Polly traced her steps back to the church and entered the graveyard. It was as black as the inside of the Horned God’s mouth, but she needed no light to show her the way. Nor did she need it to read the stone. anne alice shepherd. And beneath it the dates and the words Dearest Wife. There was nothing more and nothing fancy, for more and fancy were not Colin’s way.


  ‘Oh Annie,’ Polly said to the stone that stood in the even deeper shadows where the wall of the yard skirted round a thick-branched chestnut tree. ‘It’s come upon me three-fold like the Rede says it would. But I swear to you, Annie, I never meant you harm.’


  Yet even as she swore, the doubts were upon her. Like a plague of locusts, they laid her conscience bare. They exposed the worst of what she had been, a woman who wanted someone’s husband for her own.


  ‘You did what you could, Polly,’ Mr Sage had told her, covering her hand with his own large mitt. ‘No one can truly pray away cancer. One can pray that the doctors have the wisdom to help. Or that the patient develops the strength to endure. Or that the family learns to cope with the sorrow. But the disease itself … No, dear Polly, one can’t pray away that.’


  The vicar had meant well, but he didn’t really know her. He wasn’t the sort who could comprehend her sins. There was no absolution saying go in peace for what she had longed for in the foulest part of her heart.


  Now she paid the three-fold price of having invited upon herself the wrath of the gods. But it wasn’t cancer that they sent to afflict her. It was a finer vengeance than Hammurabi could ever have wrought.


  ‘I’d trade places with you, Annie,’ Polly whispered. ‘I would. I would.’


  ‘Polly?’ A low, disembodied whisper in return.


  She jumped back from the grave, her hand at her mouth. A rush of blood beat against her eyes.


  ‘Polly? Is that you?’


  Footsteps crunched just beyond the wall, gumboots snapping on the icy dead leaves that lay on the ground. She saw him, then, a shadow among shadows. She smelled the pipesmoke that clung to his clothes.


  ‘Brendan?’ She didn’t need to wait for confirmation. What little light there was shone itself on Brendan Powers’ beak of a nose. No one else in Winslough had a profile to match it. ‘What’re you doing out here?’


  He seemed to read in the question an implicit and unintended invitation. He vaulted the wall. She stepped away. He approached her eagerly. She could see he held his pipe in his hand.


  ‘I’ve been out to the Hall.’ He tapped the pipebowl against Annie’s gravestone, dislodging burnt tobacco like ebony freckles on the frozen skin of the grave. He appeared to realize the impropriety of what he had done in the very next instant, because he said, ‘Oh. Damn. Sorry,’ and he squatted and brushed the tobacco away. He stood, buried the pipe in his pocket, and shuffled his feet. ‘I was walking back to the village on the footpath. I saw someone in the graveyard, and I …’ He lowered his head and seemed to be studying the barely discernible tops of his black gumboots. ‘I hoped it was you, Polly.’


  ‘How’s your wife?’ she asked.


  He raised his head. ‘The renovation at the Hall’s been tampered with again. A bathroom tap left on. Some carpet’s got ruined. Rebecca’s worked herself into a state.’


  ‘Understandable, isn’t it?’ Polly said. ‘She wants a home of her own. It can’t be easy, living at her mum and dad’s, with a baby on the way.’


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not easy. For anyone. Polly.’


  At the warmth of his tone, she looked away, in the distant direction of Cotes Hall where for the last four months a team of decorators and craftsmen had been pounding away at the long-abandoned Victorian structure, attempting to ready it for Brendan and his wife. ‘I can’t think why he doesn’t arrange for a night watchman.’


  ‘He won’t be bullied into a watchman, he says. He’s got Mrs Spence right on the grounds. He’s paying her to be there. And by God she ought to be bloody enough. Or so he says.’


  ‘And does—’ She worked at saying the name and betraying nothing as she said it. ‘Does Missus Spence never hear any mischief being made?’


  ‘Not from her cottage. It’s too far from the Hall, she says. And when she makes rounds, no one’s ever there.’


  ‘Ah.’


  They were silent. Brendan shifted his weight. Icy soil crackled beneath him. A gust of night wind soughed through the chestnut’s branches and blew at the back of Polly’s hair where the scarf couldn’t manage to hold it in place.


  ‘Polly.’


  She heard both the urgency and the plea in his voice. She’d seen them before on his face when he asked to join her at her table in the pub, appearing as if with preternatural knowledge of her movements each time she went to Crofters Inn for a drink. Now, as on those other occasions, she felt her stomach knot and her limbs grow cold.


  She knew what he wanted. It was no different from what everyone wanted: rescue, escape, a secret to cling to, a half-formed dream. What did it matter to him or to any man if she – Polly Yarkin – was hurt in the process? On what account book was ever written the payment exacted for damage to a soul?


  You’re married, Brendan, she wanted to say in a tone that combined both patience and compassion. Even if I loved you – which I don’t, you know – you’ve got a wife. Go on home to her now. Climb into bed and make love to Rebecca. You were willing enough to do that at one time.


  But she was cursed with being a woman not naturally given to either rejection or cruelty. So instead, she said only, ‘I’ll be off now, Brendan. My mum’s waiting supper,’ and she headed out the way she had come.


  She heard him following. He said, ‘I’ll walk with you. You shouldn’t be out here alone.’


  ‘It’s too far,’ she said. ‘And you’ve just come that way, haven’t you?’


  ‘But on the footpath,’ he said with an assurance suggesting he believed his answer was the height of logic. ‘Across the meadow. Over the walls. I didn’t walk along the road.’ He matched his steps to hers. ‘I’ve got a torch,’ he added, pulling it out of his pocket. ‘You shouldn’t be walking at night without a torch.’


  ‘It’s only a mile, Brendan. I can cope with that.’


  ‘So can I.’


  She sighed. She wanted to explain that he couldn’t simply take a walk with her in the dark. People would see them. They’d misunderstand.


  But she knew in advance how he would respond to her explanation. They’ll just think I’m walking to the Hall, he’d answer, I go out there every day.


  What an innocent he was. How imperfect was his understanding of village life. It would matter little to anyone who saw them that Polly and her mother had lived twenty years in the gabled lodge at the mouth of the drive that led to Cotes Hall. No one would stop to think of that, or to think that Brendan was checking on the Hall’s renovation in anticipation of moving there with his bride. Assignation by night, the villagers would label it. Rebecca would hear of it. There’d be hell to pay.


  Not that Brendan wasn’t paying already. Polly had little doubt of that. She’d seen enough of Rebecca Townley-Young throughout their lives to know that marriage to her under the best of conditions would not be a particularly nurturing affair.


  So among other things, she felt sorry for Brendan which is why she allowed him to join her at Crofters Inn in the evening, which is why she now just kept walking along the verge with her eyes fastened on the steady, bright beam from Brendan’s torch. She didn’t attempt to make conversation. She had a fairly good idea where any conversation with Brendan Power would ultimately lead.


  A quarter of a mile along, she slipped on a stone, and Brendan took her arm.


  ‘Careful,’ he said.


  She could feel the back of his fingers pressing against her breast. With each of her footsteps, the fingers rose and fell, acting the part of distant cousin to caress.


  She shrugged, hoping to disengage his hand. His grip grew firmer.


  ‘It was Craigie Stockwell,’ Brendan said diffidently into the growing silence between them.


  She drew her eyebrows together. ‘Craigie what?’


  ‘The carpet at the Hall. Craigie Stockwell. From London. It’s a ruin now. The drain in the basin was plugged with a rag. Friday night, I should guess. It looked as if the water had run all weekend.’


  ‘And no one knew?’


  He shrugged. ‘We’d gone down to Manchester.’


  ‘Doesn’t anyone go inside when the workmen aren’t there? Check things are in order?’


  ‘Mrs Spence, you mean?’ He shook his head. ‘She generally just checks the windows and doors.’


  ‘But isn’t she supposed to be—’


  ‘She’s a caretaker. Not a security guard. And I imagine she’s a bit nervous out there alone. Without a man, I mean. It’s a lonely spot.’


  But she’d frightened off intruders at least once, Polly knew. She’d heard the shotgun herself. And then a few minutes later came the thudding of two or three frantic, shouting runners, and the gunning of a motorbike afterwards. The word went out to the village after that. People didn’t mess Juliet Spence about.


  Polly shivered. The wind was rising. It blew in brief, frigid gusts through the bare hawthorn hedge that bordered the road. It promised a heavier frost in the morning.


  ‘You’re cold,’ Brendan said.


  ‘No.’


  ‘You’re shivering, Polly. Here.’ He put his arm round her and drew her snugly next to him. ‘Better, isn’t it?’ She didn’t reply. ‘We walk together at the same pace, don’t we? Have you noticed that? But if you put your arm round my waist, it’s even easier going.’


  ‘Brendan.’


  ‘You haven’t been to the pub this week. Why?’


  She didn’t respond. She moved her shoulders. His grip remained firm.


  ‘Polly, have you been up Cotes Fell?’


  She felt the cold in her cheeks. It insinuated itself like tentacles down her neck. Ah, she thought, here it comes at last. Because he’d seen her there one evening last autumn. He’d heard her petition. He knew the worst.


  But he went on easily. ‘I find I like hiking more and more every week. I’ve been out to the reservoir three times, you know. I’ve done a long tramp through the Trough of Bowland and another near Claughton, up Beacon Fell. The air smells so fresh. Have you noticed that? When you reach the top? But then, I suppose you’re too busy to do much walking.’


  Now he’ll say it, she thought. Now comes the price I’ll have to pay him to hold his tongue.


  ‘With all the men in your life.’


  The allusion was a puzzle.


  He shot her a glance. ‘There must be men. Lots, I’d guess. That’s probably why you’ve not been in the pub. Busy, aren’t you? Dating, I mean. Someone special, no doubt.’


  Someone special. Without consideration, Polly gave a weary chuckle.


  ‘There is someone, isn’t there? A woman like you. I mean. I can’t imagine a bloke who wouldn’t. Given half a chance. I would. You’re terrific. Anyone can see that.’


  He switched off the torch and put it in his pocket. Freed, his other hand grasped her arm.


  ‘You look so good, Polly,’ he said and bent closer. ‘You smell good. You feel good. Chap doesn’t see that needs his head examined.’


  His steps slowed then stopped. There was reason for this, she told herself. They had reached the drive at one side of which sat the lodge where she lived. But then he turned her to him.


  ‘Polly,’ he said urgently. He caressed her cheek. ‘I feel so much for you. I know you’ve seen it. Won’t you please let me—’


  A car’s headlamps caught them like rabbits in its beam, not coming along the Clitheroe Road but bumping and jolting along the lane that led beyond the lodge up to Cotes Hall. And just like rabbits, they froze in position, Brendan’s one hand on Polly’s cheek, his other on her arm. There could be no real mistaking his intentions.


  ‘Brendan!’ Polly said.


  He dropped his hands and put a careful two feet between them. But it was too late. The car came upon them slowly, then slowed even more. It was an old green Land Rover, mud-spattered and grimy, but its windscreen and windows were perfectly clean.


  Polly turned her head away from the sight of it, not so much because she didn’t want to be seen and gossiped over – she knew that nothing would spare her from that – but so she wouldn’t have to see the driver or the woman next to him with her blunt greying hair and her angular face and, Polly could see it all so vividly without even trying, with her arm stretched out so that the tips of her fingers rested on the back of the driver’s neck. Touching and twining through that slicked-back, undisciplined, ginger hair.


  Colin Shepherd and Missus Spence were having another lovely evening together. The gods were reminding Polly Yarkin of her sins.


  Damn the air and the wind, Polly thought. There was no justice. No matter what she did, it came out wrong. She slammed the door behind her and drove her fist into it once.


  ‘Polly? That you, luv-doll?’


  She heard the roll of her mother’s heavy footsteps trundling across the sitting-room floor. The sound of wheezing accompanied this, as did the clink and clatter of jewellery – chains, necklaces, gold doubloons and anything else her mother saw fit to deck herself out with when she made her wintertime morning toilette.


  ‘Me, Rita,’ Polly answered. ‘Who else?’


  ‘I dunno, luv. Some good-looking chappie with a sausage to share? Got to keep yourself open to the unexpected. ’At’s my motto, that is.’ Rita laughed and wheezed. Her scent preceded her like an olfactory harbinger. Giorgio. She sprayed it on by the tablespoon. She came to the door of the sitting room and filled it, so large a woman that she ballooned out in a shapeless mass from her neck to her knees. She leaned against the jamb, working hard to catch her breath. The entry light glistened against the necklaces on her massive chest. It cast a grotesque Rita-shadow on the wall and made a fleshy beard of one of her chins.


  Polly squatted to unlace her boots. They were thick-soled with mud, a fact that did not escape her mother.


  ‘Where you been, luv-doll?’ Rita jingle-jangled one of her necklaces, an affair of large cat heads fashioned in brass. ‘You go for a hike?’


  ‘Road’s muddy,’ Polly said with a grunt as she forced off one boot and worked on the other. Their laces were sodden, and her fingers were stiff. ‘Wintertime. You forget what it’s like?’


  ‘Wish I could, I do,’ her mother said. ‘So how’s things in the metropolis today?’


  She pronounced it metro-POH-lis. Deliberately. It was part of her persona. She wore a guise of spurious ignorance while in the village, an extension of the general style she adopted when she came home for her winters in Winslough. Spring, autumn and summer, she was Rita Rularski, reader of tarot, thrown stones and palms. From her shop front in Blackpool, she foresaw the future, expounded on the past and made sense of the troubled, fractious present for anyone willing to part with the cash. Residents, tourists, holiday-makers, curious housewives, fine ladies looking for a giggle and a thrill, Rita saw them all with equal aplomb, dressed in a kaftan big enough to fit an elephant, with a bright scarf covering her grizzled brambles of hair.


  But in winter she became Rita Yarkin again, back in Winslough for a three-month stay with her only child. She put her hand-painted sign on the verge of the road and waited for custom which seldom developed. She read magazines and watched the telly. She ate like a docker and painted her nails.


  Polly glanced at these curiously. Purple today, with a tiny strip of gold crossing each one diagonally. They clashed with her kaftan – it was pumpkin orange – but they were a decided improvement over yesterday’s yellow.


  ‘You tiff with someone this evenin’, luv-doll?’ Rita asked. ‘You got an aura shrivelled to nothing, you do. That a’nt good, is it? Here. Lemme take a look at your face.’


  ‘It’s nothing.’ Polly made herself busier than she needed to be. She banged her boots against the inside of the woodbox next to the door. She took off her scarf and folded it neatly into a square. She put this square in the pocket of her coat and then brushed the coat itself with the flat of her hand, removing both speckles of lint and non-existent splatters of mud.


  Her mother wasn’t to be easily side-tracked. She pushed her huge mass from the doorjamb. She waddled to Polly and turned her round. She peered at her face. With her hand palm-open and an inch away, she traced the shape of Polly’s head and her shoulders.


  ‘I see.’ She pursed her lips and dropped her arm with a sigh. ‘Stars and earth, girl, stop being such a fool.’


  Polly stepped to one side and headed for the stairs. ‘I need my slippers,’ she said. ‘I’ll be down in a minute. I can smell supper. Have you done goulash like you said?’


  ‘Listen here, Pol. Mr C. Shepherd a’nt so special,’ Rita said. ‘He got nothing to offer a woman like you. Do you not see that yet?’


  ‘Rita …’


  ‘It’s living that counts. Living, you hear? You got life and knowledge like blood in your veins. You got gifts beyond anything I ever had or seen. Use them. Damn it all, don’t throw them away. Gods above, if I had half what you have, I’d own the world. Stop climbing those stairs and listen to me, girl.’ She slammed her hand down on the banister.


  Polly felt the stairs tremble. She turned, blowing out a gust of resigned breath. It was only the three months of winter that she and her mother were together, but in the last six years, day tended to drag upon day as Rita used every excuse she could find to examine the manner in which Polly was choosing to live her life.


  ‘That was him went by in the car just now, wasn’t it?’ Rita asked. ‘Mr C. Shepherd his precious self. With her, wasn’t he? From up at the Hall. That’s what you’re feeling the pain of now, isn’t it?’


  ‘It’s nothing,’ Polly said.


  ‘And there you’ve got it right. It’s nothing. He’s nothing. Where’s the sorrow in that?’


  But he wasn’t nothing to Polly. He never had been. How could she explain this to her mother, whose only experience of love had ended abruptly when her husband left Winslough on the rainy morning of Polly’s seventh birthday, headed to Manchester ‘to get something special for my extra-special little girl’, and never came home.


  Deserted was not a word Rita Yarkin ever used to describe what had happened to her and her only child. Blessed she called it. If he didn’t have the sense to know what kind of women he was walking out on, they were both better off without the ugly toad.


  Rita had always seen her life in those terms. Every difficulty, trial or misfortune could be easily redefined as a blessing in disguise. Disappointments were wordless messages from the Goddess. Rejections were merely indications that the most desired pathway was not the best. For long ago, Rita Yarkin had given herself – heart, mind and body – into the safekeeping of the Craft of the Wise. Polly admired her for such trust and devotion. She only wished she could feel the same.


  ‘I’m not like you, Rita.’


  ‘You are,’ Rita said. ‘You’re more like me than me in the first place. When did you last cast the circle? Not since I’ve been home, surely.’


  ‘I have done. Yes. Since then. Two or three times.’


  Her mother raised one sceptical, line-drawn eyebrow. ‘You’re the discreet one, aren’t you? Where you been casting?’


  ‘Up Cotes Fell. You know that, Rita.’


  ‘And the Rite?’


  Polly felt prickly heat on the back of her neck. She’d have chosen not to answer, but her mother’s power was becoming stronger every time she made a reply. She could feel it quite distinctly now, as if it were oozing from Rita’s fingers, slithering up the banister and through Polly’s palm.


  ‘Venus,’ she said miserably and tore her eyes from Rita’s face. She waited for the mockery.


  It did not come. Instead Rita took her hand from the banister and studied her daughter thoughtfully. ‘Venus,’ she said. ‘This i’n’t about making love potions, Polly.’


  ‘I know that.’


  ‘Then—’


  ‘But it’s still about love. You don’t want me to feel it. I know that, Mum. But it’s there all the same and I can’t make it go away just because you’d have me. I love him. Don’t you think I’d stop it if only I could? Don’t you think I pray to feel nothing for him … or at least to feel for him nothing more’n what he feels for me? D’you think I choose to be tortured like this?’


  ‘I think we all choose our tortures.’ Rita lumbered to an ancient rosewood Canterbury made lopsided by the absence of two of its wheels. It leaned against one of the walls in the entry beneath the stairs, and with a grunt to rock her weight to one side, Rita bent as much as her legs would allow and wrestled open its single drawer. She brought out two rectangles of wood. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Take it.’


  Without question or protest, Polly took the wood. She could smell its unmistakable odour, sharp but pleasant, a permeative scent.


  ‘Cedar,’ she said.


  ‘Correct,’ said Rita. ‘Burn it to Mars. Pray for strength, girl. Leave love to those who don’t have your gifts.’


  3


  Mrs Wragg left them immediately after making her announcement about the vicar. To Deborah’s dismayed, ‘But what happened? How on earth did he die?’ she said guardedly, ‘I couldn’t quite say. A friend of his, are you?’


  No. Of course. They hadn’t been friends. They’d only shared a few minutes’ conversation in the National Gallery on a rainy, blowing November day. Still, the memory of Robin Sage’s kindness and his anxious concern made Deborah feel leaden – struck by a mixture of surprise and dismay – when she was told he was dead.


  ‘I’m sorry, my love,’ St James said when Mrs Wragg closed the door upon her own departure. Deborah could see the worry darkening his eyes, and she knew he was reading her thoughts as only a man who had known her all her life could have possibly read them. He didn’t go on to say what she knew he wanted to say: It isn’t you, Deborah. You haven’t death’s touch, no matter what you think … Instead, he held her.


  They finally descended the stairs between the bar and the office at half-past seven. The pub was apparently in the process of serving its regular evening crowd. Farmers leaned against the bar engaged in conversation. Housewives gathered at tables enjoying an evening out. Two ageing couples compared walking sticks while six noisy teenagers joked loudly in a corner and smoked cigarettes.


  From the midst of this latter group – among which, accompanied by the ribald comments of their mates, one couple necked heavily, with an occasional pause from the girl to nip at a flask and from the boy to drag deeply on a cigarette – Josie Wragg emerged. She’d changed for the evening into what appeared to be a work uniform. But part of her black skirt’s hem was falling out and her red bow tie was hopelessly askew, dribbling a long, unravelling string down the prairie expanse of her chest.
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