

[image: Cover-image]






The Other Half of Me


Morgan McCarthy


[image: images]




 


Copyright © 2012 Morgan McCarthy


The right of Morgan McCarthy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012


This edition published in 2016 by Tinder Press an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN : 978 0 7553 8876 9


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House 


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ




www.tinderpress.co.uk
www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


[image: image]


Morgan McCarthy lives in Berkshire. She is the author of four novels: THE OTHER HALF OF ME, THE OUTLINE OF LOVE, STRANGE GIRLS AND ORDINARY WOMEN and THE HOUSE OF BIRDS.








Praise for Morgan McCarthy:




‘Dark, addictive. . . stunning’ Cosmopolitan




‘Gripping and atmospheric, this is a cracking read’ Sun




‘This is an accomplished debut novel which captures every tear and smile of the two enthralling main characters as they grapple with life… McCarthy’s exquisite storytelling points to a promising literary career’ Edinburgh Evening News




‘Gorgeously written’ Heat 




‘A beautiful, brooding novel. . .  Darkly lush, filled with an irresistibly sad glamour’ Kirkus




‘[A] moving debut’ Woman’s Weekly




‘Brideshead Revisited meets Dynasty in this enthralling family saga’ You 




‘[An] evocative debut… culminating in a tear-jerking conclusion’ Publishers Weekly




‘[An] accomplished first novel’ Booklist




‘Exquisitely written…a gripping tale of the burden of legacy and secrets’ We Love This Book




By Morgan McCarthy and available from Tinder Press




The Other Half of Me


The Outline of Love


Strange Girls and Ordinary Women


The House of Birds










About the Book




Jonathan and his little sister Theo live in a world in which adults play little part. Their father has always been absent and their mother is usually too numbed by gin and prescription drugs to notice her children at all. And so the pair are left to look after each other and roam the imposing family estate that serves as their home.




Until, that is, their grandmother Eve Anthony returns to the fold. Eve, a world-famous hotel magnate and philanthropist, is at once dazzling and formidable and she takes the children in hand, filling the holes in their family history that have always gaped wide.




But as Jonathan and Theo grow older, Eve’s version of the past begins to show its cracks. As Theo becomes consumed with the need to uncover the truth, Jonathan can’t distance himself far enough away from it. Either way, it could be enough to send the Anthony family’s house of cards toppling.
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2008



It doesn’t take long to divide an old life from a new life – a few minutes, not even that. One quick, unfair blow, and you find yourself looking back across the uncrossable, to a place that can’t ever be reached again, despite the fact that you were there – brushing your teeth or reading a paper or wondering where you left your umbrella – just a moment ago. But that’s over, the kind, old life, and you have to go out into the unknown, unbalanced world, where everything important is wrong. People vanish, the scenery changes. Things you loved become meaningless, and meaningless things stay that way.


Since this happened to me last November, one of the worst things has been the swap between the hemispheres of asleep and awake. I used to shake myself out of my dreams with relief; I would rush into the day and not look back. But now I start to wake up from a dream of my old life, in the uneasy, empty twilight of the morning, and I think no all over again, with the same force as the no on the telephone that day, standing in the arctic blank of the hotel room, gripping the receiver with my locked-up fingers, as if that could stop her disappearing.


This morning I turn away from it, diving down after my dream, which sinks like a coin falling through dark water, giving a faint flash (sun on glass, a voice) as it turns. The more I try to remember it, the more I wake up, until I am just in bed – lying angrily in the bed, drawing my eyelids open like stiff shutters, onto my new life. The brown walls and carpet of my rented room, the grey light seeping in at the window, the framed picture of a miscellaneous khaki countryside. Then my situation comes back to me; filing in one piece at a time. I am in England. I am alone. Trailing along at the end of the queue – a little late, but reliable as always – is the guilt. It settles in with its familiar weight, humming like a faulty appliance. I was wrong.


There is a knocking at the door, which must have been what woke me up, knocked my precious dream out of my head. The only person who comes to my door is my landlord, Mr Ramsey. He tends to visit early, which spoils my routine of sleeping for as long as I can, in order to skip as much of the day as possible.


‘Mr Anthony?’ he calls finally. I imagine him plucking at his cuffs, wondering if I have committed suicide in the night, and how much this might cost him in unpaid rent, paperwork and cleaning bills. ‘Are you awake?’


When I go to the door I am startled to see that he has applied an unconvincing smile to his face, like a false moustache, and is holding out a flowered teacup along with the usual Sunday papers.


‘Good morning, Mr Anthony, I took the liberty of making you tea. I have been meaning to check that your rooms are perfectly satisfactory – no problems, Mr Anthony?’


I look at him uncertainly. Mr Ramsey usually reminds me of a scarecrow, or a Bonfire Night guy – something sagging and stuffed, with his lumpen Argyle jumper and old trousers, creased jowls, curlicues of grey hair. Now something has shaken and patted him into shape; he looks almost lively, watching me intently as I take my tea and papers.


‘No, everything is fine,’ I say, taking a step back to signal an end to the conversation. But he persists, standing in the doorway saying ‘It’s a pity about the weather,’ rambling through his insights into the weather, the Met Office, the myth of climate change, and back to the weather again, before finally running out of unrequited small talk and retreating back along the brown landing, giving me one last curious look, and vanishing through his beige door.


I sit back down on the edge of my bed, confused, and pick up the paper. A broadsheet now can last me three hours. I used to churn through the newspapers in ten minutes each morning, picking out paragraphs on architectural commissions or awards, but these days I have an excess of time to fill. It wells up, it swells sluggishly, like dough. I read everything: twins joined at the head, who will probably die, nurses in care homes killing the patients, wars in the Middle East. Then, amidst the assorted misfortunes of the world, my own face appears.


It was a picture taken just after I graduated from Cambridge; there was a party, a hired photographer. The day comes back to me: the rain in the morning – even though the sun had come out by the afternoon, we were all sinking into the grass – the awkwardly social lecturers. After the picture I turned to a girl whose name I can’t even remember. She kissed me on the mouth, I spilled her champagne.


It hasn’t been long since that day, but I find it hard to see myself in this boy. He looks straight into the lens, wearing a pale shirt, his face pared down and exposed, giving nothing away.


The photograph is actually incomplete; Theo was originally standing next to me. I can see what looks like a fault, a fringe of light in the corner to my left – her hair, just visible after the crop. I try to fill in her face, assemble her features, but I can only capture each one in isolation. Narrowed, vagrant eyes, hopeful smile. When we were young she always used to resist having her picture taken; her face in the albums is usually in flight, a blur of heightened colour, mouth downturned. As a result, there was only one framed picture at Evendon of the two of us as children. Theo’s face was uncertain, caught briefly in the moment before she moved. She wore a dress like layers of whipped cream, patent-leather shoes. Our mother, Alicia, had always dressed her in those insipid whites and pinks, as if to neutralise her, but the effect was never quite right. Theo’s hair was too yellow, her eyes too bright a blue, her lashes too black, like an old photograph where the colour has been added with dyes. In her doll clothes she looked stagey, made-up, like a child star.


In this picture I looked nothing like Theo. My eyes, combed-down hair and eyebrows were almost black. Only a year older than her, I resembled a small forty-year-old, standing stolidly in a grey suit with a little tie, frowning in the flash, in which my face became simple, blocks of light and dark.


I don’t go over the print. The headline is enough for me – ‘Anthony Heir Missing’. I suppose this explains the obsequious tea-offering of Ramsey, which is unlikely to make him rich. Even if the scale on the surface is ignored, its murky depths do not tempt investigation.


I’ll have to move now, away from recognition, the touch of eyes on me, like creeping searchlights. I had felt a sort of safety here. The only other lodgers are two faded old ladies, and a family on a long weekend, who look increasingly puzzled and more subdued as each day brings greater awareness that the ‘Sunny Seafront’ bed and breakfast is not the charming find of their brochure. The women have a harmless, gentle interest in me; the family ignore me. Yet I felt we had something in common, sitting opposite each other in the breakfast room with its lace tablecloths and antiquated hostess trolley, the light thickened and discoloured like stagnant water; all of us bruised in one way or another, let down by our expectations.


I go to the window and look out over the grey sea, where a thin strip of sun has fought its way out from behind the clouds. The sight of it brings the morning’s dream back, clear and piercing. I was at Evendon, in the drawing room on a summer afternoon, the doors onto the terrace opened to let in the facing sun, a small procession of petals blown in across the polished squares of light. Outside, I could see Theo and Sebastian sitting on the steps, playing cards. (Sebastian had once tried to teach Theo poker, but she could never learn to bluff: her eyebrows shot up, she giggled, spoke too deliberately.) As if the doorway were a train window, the view beyond it shifted, sped up, stopped. In the next moment of stillness I saw Maria. She was standing with the beach behind her; she was smiling. I could almost smell her perfume in the movement of air off the sea.


Those thoughts are better left forgotten, I know. I haven’t thought about Maria since I came here. Remembering her now brings a strange feeling, of old desire, unfamiliar with disuse. I feel the longing I had for her like trying to remember music, a strain here and there, a flute note, touches of sweetness. I try to imagine what she might say to me now, what she would do if she were in my position – but I can’t. I used to think I understood her, but I didn’t, not at all.


Later, I think about Eve. She was absent from the dream, but then her absence always was a stark space, forcing the eye to notice it. What would she say, if she found me here? I expected better of you, Jonathan. I see myself as she would see me, the grandson of Eve Anthony, mouldering in damp brown anonymity, in undignified grief.


Eve, standing – as she always seems to now – within the confines of a film reel, asks me: What good can the past do the living? She has her arms folded; her dark mouth glitters under the lights of photography, which swirl and condense around her like sparks.


But I have nowhere else to go, I tell her. Eve has nothing to say to this. She blinks her glossy black eyes, hardening like tar. She shrugs.





PART ONE



1988
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. . . so we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.


F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby











ONE



When I look back for a place to start, I always think of the same day – a day that didn’t seem unusual at the time, but was necessary to what came next. It is the last day of a backwards trajectory: I arrive at it as if tracing a thrown ball back through the air to the spot where the thrower stood. At the time, of course, you don’t know that a ball was thrown. You hear the glass smash, then you rush to the window and look out, trying to see the culprit.


This particular day begins with a summer morning; the lawn burning green, the new, nectared sunlight. I was nearly eight years old, sitting on the grass next to a patch of earth, having uprooted some irises to clear room for a castle made out of Lego blocks. I could see the top of Theo’s head through the remaining flowers. She was picking up ladybirds and snails and putting them lovingly into a toy pram, keeping up a gentle monologue of chatter and song that – unusually – didn’t seem to need my participation, and which I had mainly tuned out.


Behind us the house sat indistinctly, the sun dazzling off its many windows, too bright to look at without squinting. Evendon, built sometime in the gloomy fifteenth century and embellished in the ambitious nineteeth by a slightly insane ancestor, was nothing like the other manors in Carmarthenshire, pale and genteel and homogenous. It was grey – all different darknesses of grey – steeply slate-roofed, with crow-stepped gables, pale cornerstones, black and white facings on the eaves, arched windows with white brick edging. It resembled an Escher palace for a witch, baroque and severe, sometimes beautiful, sometimes absurd – overly grand – standing out like a hallucination in the tame planes of the garden. Even to us there was something odd about it.


At this early time in the morning Evendon held only two people, both of whom were still asleep. The first was our mother, Alicia. She didn’t like us much. That is not to say that she disliked us; she just didn’t seem to have enough energy to feel one way or the other. The second was our nanny, Miss Black, who genuinely disliked us.


The rest of the house’s inhabitants would arrive as the morning went on: Mrs Wynne Jones the housekeeper, Mrs Williams the cook, then the temporary maids and gardeners whose names were never in currency long enough to be remembered. It was in these people that the hurry and noise of Evendon was contained; they took it home with them in the evening and brought it back in the morning, and so for the moment everything was still, as if no one was in the house at all. Theo and I, on our hill with the silent house on one side and only the end of the rising grass and a strip of distant sea on the other, could have been all alone at the top of the world.


Theo broke off from singing to her collection of insects and called, ‘Jonathan?’


Her face floated up over the flowers, one hand waving. Her nose was already red from the morning sun.


‘Jonathan?’ she asked. ‘Do you think bees get hot? With all their fur?’


By the time I realised she was holding up a bee for me to see it had twisted, fizzing with outrage, and stung her. She stared at me for a moment, her mouth fallen open and her finger pointing as if she were in the middle of a speech. Then she clutched her hand and started to cry.


I tugged Theo back to the house to find Alicia, who had woken up and was now sitting in the shade in the drawing room reading a magazine. Her blonde hair was almost colourless in the sudden dim, her eyes like raindrops, cool and vague. She looked at us with languid surprise when we ran in, Theo gulping and gasping nearly silently, holding her hand out like something in flames.


‘What on earth are you two doing?’ Alicia asked.


‘Theo got stung by a bee,’ I explained. Theo held up her finger and Alicia peered unwillingly at it.


‘Oh dear . . . Miss Black!’ she called. ‘Miss Black! How awful.’


Miss Black failed to appear, but in the kitchen we discovered the newly arrived Mrs Williams, who was in the process of transferring lasagne from its supermarket packaging into a baking dish. She jumped when she saw us and put her hand over her heart.


‘You two are going to kill me one of these days,’ she said. ‘Not a word to your ma about this now. Though I don’t know how people expect me to do everything. Think I’m bloody Superwoman or something. I’ve got problems of my own, I have.’ She paused and noticed Theo’s distress. ‘What’s up with you, lovey?’


Theo held her hand out again and Mrs Williams looked at it with satisfaction, as if she had previously warned us to watch out for bees and was now vindicated. This expression of hers was a familiar one: worn at nearly every household mishap.


‘That,’ she said, ‘is a bad sting. What we need for that is lemon juice. Or vinegar. It neutrifies the sting.’


We followed her to the fridge, where she found some lemon vinaigrette and doused the finger with it until Theo stopped gasping, and screamed.


‘Is that wasps, then?’ said Mrs Williams. ‘I don’t remember what it is for bees.’


When Theo’s finger was rinsed and plastered and her sobs had subsided, we hung around the kitchen while Mrs Williams lit a cigarette. She had a lighter in the shape of a matador, which she told us her son Gareth had brought her from a holiday. She let us click its feet to make flames come out of the top of its head, and gave us some of her extra-strong mints. Then she sat back and put her feet on a stool and puffed speculatively. Mrs Williams was around fifty, a short, round woman with bright yellow hair, which was frazzled and acrylic-looking. She had indeterminate numbers of children and other relatives, who she would tell us about in the same way as she discussed the characters in soap operas, so that it was impossible to tell which were real and which fictional. ‘Whatever you say about Gareth, he’s good to his ma,’ she said now. ‘It were those . . . those solicitors that were the problem.’


Theo was sitting at the counter, her face tightly crimped.


‘Does your finger still hurt?’ I asked.


Theo shook her head, then started crying again. ‘Why was that bee angry with me?’


‘It wasn’t angry with you,’ I said, carefully, aware that if I told Theo that she’d frightened the bee she’d be even more upset and I’d have to play by myself.


‘Was it angry because it was hot?’ Theo asked. ‘Because of its fur?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I suppose so. Do you want to go back outside now?’


Theo cried even harder. ‘That poor bee,’ she sobbed. ‘Why does it have so much fur?’


I considered telling her that the bee would be dead now anyway after losing its sting, but thought better of it. ‘Do you want to go back outside and play?’ I asked again.


‘You two better play inside now, with that sunburn,’ Mrs Williams said to Theo, smoke rising around her face as if she were some kind of ancient oracle. ‘And you – keep an eye on your sister. Letting her get herself stung!’


This was so unfair that I decided not to answer, a punishment that went unnoticed by Mrs Williams, who had already switched the television onto her favourite show and was soaking up its fractious noises, her head tilted to one side like a canary. ‘Don’t tell me she’s the murderer!’ she exclaimed.


‘Come on, Theo. We can play in the library,’ I said, helping myself to another mint.


As we left, Mrs Williams said, ‘Families ought to look out for each other,’ though whether this was intended for me or the television, I really couldn’t say.


In the library at Evendon, where Theo and I piled books to make leathery castles or pushed at the shelves to find the magical one that would revolve us into a black and secret corridor, our ancestors could be found. They had once gazed majestically over the staircase, but in a past act of irreverence someone (Eve) had demoted them to the library, where there wasn’t quite enough space, and so the walls were crammed with paintings of the dead Bennetts, with the longest-dead beginning at the door and my great-grandparents tailing off into a corner.


Miss Black had shown us the pictures of our great-grandfather George and his wife Louisa Bennett. She told us that George was a famous archaeologist, who had discovered Mayan temples in the rainforests of Honduras and was buried at Westminster Abbey. ‘Only very important people are buried there,’ she said, managing to imply that George’s greatest achievement had been his admittance to London’s most exclusive soil. Similarly, the only thing Miss Black could remember Louisa doing was dying, before she was even thirty. ‘She was a very ill woman,’ she said, with disapproval.


Louisa Bennett looked vaguely guilty in her picture; perhaps for being ill. She was sitting very straight but looked cautious, unsure of her right to canvas. Next to her, George stood with one hand resting on a jewelled skull. He had a block-shaped face with a moustache, and small, square blue eyes. He looked impatient.


Sometimes Mrs Williams would tell us different stories about our family. There was the story of how George’s father Sir James Bennett spent all the family money, drinking and drinking until his parents died of disappointment, before dying himself, drunk, falling off a horse he had been jumping over a fence for a bet. But – she added – the thing about Sir James was his kind heart. He didn’t think he was too good to sit and talk to the locals at the pub, something George would never have done. Then there was the story about Louisa being nothing more than the daughter of someone who made pencils (‘Married her for her money, see’). She explained to me that George made all the family’s money back and more (‘more money than was right’) but that the same bad luck got him in the end.


‘It was that staircase out there,’ Mrs Williams said, inclining her head in the direction of the marble-floored entrance hall with its twin pillars and the curling staircase that divided in two, like the mouth of a giant long-petrified snake, stone teeth and forked stone tongue. ‘Now one day – don’t you go telling your sister this and upsetting her – one day, he must have tripped when he was going down it, and that was it, he went cartwheeling all the way down. There’s no stopping. You only stop when you get to the bottom. And what do you think happened to your great-grandfather then?’


‘What happened?’


Mrs Williams paused and lit her cigarette. She knew how to draw a story out when she wanted to.


‘He was dead, that’s what,’ she said. ‘They found him dead at the bottom of the stairs.’


The most beautiful of the family portraits was separated from the Bennetts in the library, because it was the only image of a living person: Sir James’s granddaughter, George and Louisa Bennett’s daughter, Alicia’s mother, and our grandmother. Eve Anthony.


Her picture hung in the dining room, gazing down at the table with watchful benevolence, as lovely as Snow White with her black hair and pale skin, her eyes tapering to points like arrowheads. Her dress was such a bright, wounded red that even though I had grown up under the picture, I always glanced up at the unexpected colour when I went into the room.


Eve owned Evendon, though neither Theo nor I, who had lived here as long as we could remember, had ever met her. She had inherited the estate after her father died, but had left for America instead, and it was more than twenty years before she came back, after her second marriage had ended. She found the house filled with mice and mildew, said Miss Black; almost everything had to be thrown away, the woodworm-mazed floorboards burned, the damp plaster scourged from the walls. All that was left was a floorless, windowless house, like a skeleton. Then she waved her wand of money at it and turned into a palace, filled with chimerical treasure. She decorated the morning room in red silk, with Turkish carpets and two carved Great Dane-sized elephants from India (given to Eve back in the seventies by an infatuated rajah), gilded with real gold. The chandelier-hung drawing room was cream, filled with bowls of lilies and roses, ivory damask fauteuils perched in gatherings like doves. She lined the disused library with shelves of glassed-over books, put the long walnut table and its stately guard of chairs into the dining room.


Then, only a few years later, she left again, called back to America by the siren song of international business, leaving her rooms locked until the day when she would be back. No one seemed to have much faith in this day. Miss Black said it wasn’t likely Eve would want to live in the middle of Wales. (She said ‘middle of Wales’ in the same way as Mrs Williams said ‘high-flyin’.’ ‘Too high-flyin’, Mrs Anthony is, to come back here.’)


What we knew of Eve, living as we did in her ghostly footprint, was all second-hand. We were told that she was a famous tycoon now but had been a politician in America a long time ago. Miss Black showed us television footage of a speech she gave: Eve – she was US Representative Eve Nicholson then – standing on a platform in crackling, slightly off colours, her hair set into doll-like waves. It was her portrait brought to life; we watched entranced. The recording turned her motions stately; talking, then waving from her platform, across the stiffness of time. Her voice preserved in amber, round and smooth. We were not told much about what she actually did; it was the standing on the platform that was supposed to be significant. Miss Black said that Eve led the way for women who came after her.


‘Are there a lot of women like that now?’ I asked.


‘It’s not the numbers that are important so much as the . . . principle.’ said Miss Black.


Eve had also appeared on television in her most recent incarnation: Eve Anthony, the philanthropist and hotel magnate. The significance of these titles, and of her company, Charis, was lost on me. We saw her on the news cutting a ribbon outside a large building, wearing a white suit. Except for her hair, which was in a cohesive curl to her shoulders, she looked the same as in the earlier film. Her eyes dipped and rose seriously as she said to the camera, ‘Yes, I have a personal love of restoring the past; of bringing something back that might otherwise be abandoned.’


Then there were the Eves we saw every day: the misty debutante Eve Bennett framed in the drawing room in her full-skirted cream dress, Eve Nicholson in a pale blue hat and pearls in the morning room, the Eve Anthony Theo found in a magazine, with her blazing smile, standing with another, less beautiful woman wearing a crown. I couldn’t feel like this person was my grandmother. She reminded me more of Theo’s paper dolls with their cut-out wardrobes, endlessly dressed and re-dressed. She too was multiple, always two-dimensional, always with the same face, the dark irises, the red and white mouth. When Theo was younger, she regarded Eve as a creature of fairy tale, a sparkling Tooth Fairy (‘Can Eve fly?’ she asked. ‘Can she vanish?’) and I wasn’t sure that she even believed in her now. But then, the more Eves I saw, the harder it was to believe in her – not because she didn’t seem real; it was that she was too real, more real than anything else.


Later in the day I judged – correctly – that Mrs Williams would have forgotten that she had told us not to play outside, so we went back out into the hot, still afternoon, moving out of sight of the windows and wandering beyond the long reaches of the gardens into the arches and gullies of the woods, where we unearthed various fascinating relics: a child’s wheelbarrow turned over in the tall ferns and completely covered in rust, an evening glove, a dead crow, a pair of scissors, all nearly vanished in the undergrowth.


The greatest discovery came at the end of the day. Our explorations had brought us to the beginning of a paved path that led from the grass into what appeared to be impenetrable ferns and trees. We fetched sticks and shears and cleared our way into the woods, kicking at the roots and weeds that laced the regular stones. As we got further in, the light of the sun faded, breaking through the willows and birch only in a haze flaring around the leaves, becoming cool and distant.


‘Where are we going?’ Theo asked from behind me.


‘We’re just following the path,’ I told her. ‘To see where it goes.’


‘Maybe we’ll end up in heaven,’ Theo said. (She had heard the Lord’s Prayer recently, and was not to be persuaded that heaven was not a tangible place, something that could easily be found just up the road, near Laugharne or St Clears – except with less rain perhaps, and more chocolate.)


After a protracted struggle through the flail and scratch of the briars, tripping on tree roots and drunken paving stones, we broke free from the trees into a clearing at the edge of a large expanse of water. The pool was oddly radiant with the green and silver light, covered in water lilies, underneath which small, murky fish could be seen. Around it there were ruins: the stone-paved path visible under the nettles, a marble nymph on a pedestal, leaning morosely to one side, ivy wrapped around her pale neck. It was a strange place, long ago choked off from the gardens, hushed under the pressure of abandonment.


‘Does somebody live here?’ Theo asked me, touching the nymph’s frozen hair cautiously.


‘No,’ I said, without confidence.


‘This isn’t heaven, is it?’


‘No.’


We tried to walk around to the far side of the pool to see where it ended, but the way was blocked by nettles and brambles. Then we tried and failed to catch the fish, lying on our stomachs and sneaking our hands through the water, until the light turned evening-coloured and mosquitoes massed ominously above us. Green-stained and disappointed, we tried to find the original path through the trees back to the house, but as the light had faded, the scenery had reshaped itself, so that what had once been a clearing was now a willow tree, what had been a willow was a cluster of ferns, and where there had been a cluster of ferns was only darkness.


‘Are we lost?’ Theo asked. I tucked away my own uncertainty and said, ‘Don’t be stupid. It’s this way.’


I plunged into a corridor between the trees and found myself on a steep, wrong path, Theo following silently, so that all we could hear was the whining sally of mosquitoes, the crackle of the undergrowth, our own worried breathing. The track sent us upwards, blocked our way, twisted us back and around, then finally relented and dropped us down, where we found ourselves back in familiar land, on the old stone paving of the original path.


‘I told you we weren’t lost,’ I said, pompous with relief. ‘Here’s the path. Here’s the yellow ivy, and the missing paving stone, and the old oak. Just like I remembered.’


Theo gazed around with admiration. ‘You are clever, Jonathan.’ She jumped from paving stone to paving stone, arms out, ending at the oak with a cry of delight. ‘Did you write that for us? A secret message?’


‘What?’


She pointed at the tree, where – deeply, scoring through the cracks and gullies of its crocodilian skin – someone had carved a heart. It was old and its lines were grey and vague with lichen, but the letters laid out inside were still readable. MC. AA.


‘What does it mean?’ Theo said, touching it.


‘I didn’t do that,’ I said, wondering at it. ‘It must have been our parents.’ I ran my finger around the border of the heart. It occurred to me that this abandoned graffiti, something our father probably forgot about almost as soon as he had finished it, was the only real thing we had left of him.


Our father – Michael Caplin – had left the week after Theo was born and only a year after I was born. Miss Black, who had never met him, said that he went to Australia, where he died in a car accident. Nobody talked about him; he was missing from even the wide-ranging, richly populated gossip of Mrs Williams. Whatever I asked Alicia about him, her answer was always the same; she frowned and said she couldn’t remember, and after a while I stopped asking. There were no photographs of him; no groom standing next to a flowery-haired Alicia, no new dad holding a bottle or nappy with game bafflement. Some kind of tornado had destroyed this early time, flinging out nothing salvageable. After the tornado hit there was no Eve and no father. Eve was back in America, being a business tycoon and philanthropist; our father – MC – had been carried away for good.


When we emerged from the trees, disentangling ourselves from the last of the brambles, the sky had become a dark, deep blue, with a glowing paleness streaking up from the horizon. A few lanterns were lit, the stones of the terrace glowing and shivering in their faulty luminescence. The lawns we passed were a strange green, waved like a sea blown with the wind off the trees, which carried in it the heavy sweetness of the roses.


I had thought that we might be in trouble, but it was as if some time dilation had occurred in the house, and Alicia and Miss Black were just as we had left them hours before. The arrival of the Sunday newspapers, read and then dropped, had turned the gold parlour at the back of the house into a wasteland of scattered pages like dead birds; the two women themselves were draped, nearly motionless, on the sofas.


‘We found the secret lake,’ Theo announced.


‘A lake?’ Alicia said, glancing up. ‘A lake or a pond?’


‘A large pond,’ I said.


‘Oh, a large pond.’ She thought for a moment. ‘No . . . I don’t think there’s anything like that here.’


‘A small lake, then.’


‘I’ve never seen a small lake,’ said Alicia, turning to Miss Black. ‘Have you?’


‘I hope you’re not making up stories again,’ Miss Black said to us.


Miss Black was young and plump like a gingerbread figure, with her thick plait and little raisin eyes, but if she was gingerbread she was cold and uncooked; her fullness was not comforting. She never smiled at us, only at Alicia, who she liked to talk to. They would discuss Alicia’s friends’ love affairs and marriages in scientific, bored voices, as if they themselves had transcended such things.


Mrs Williams came in at that moment with the tea, as if she had just appeared and had not, in fact, been hovering behind the door eavesdropping, and said, ‘I know that pool. It’s not safe, that place. That’s where Eve fell in years and years ago, when she was little. Wandering about by herself, see. Had to be rescued by a gardener.’ She put Miss Black’s tea down so it spilled down the side of the cup. (In her opinion – she had told us in the kitchen – Miss Black should get her own bloody tea.)


‘So anyway,’ said Miss Black, ‘you two should stay away from that pool.’ She put on a strict voice for the benefit of Alicia, who had stopped listening and had picked up her magazine again.


‘Didn’t you write in the tree, Mama?’ Theo asked. ‘Did you and Daddy’ – this ‘Daddy’ was a new addition to her vocabulary, and had an experimental feel – ‘write in the tree?’


‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Alicia asked, quicker than usual, so that Miss Black looked up at her with surprise.


‘Daddy,’ Theo repeated. ‘His name is in the tree. And your name.’


There was a short pause, then Alicia frowned and said, ‘You aren’t making any sense at all, Theodora. You two should go and play somewhere else. Quietly.’


Theo was reddening with hurt, so I took her arm and tugged her out of the room. ‘Come on. There wasn’t much point talking to them about it anyway.’


‘What do you think of alligator, Alicia?’ Miss Black asked, behind us.


‘Vulgar,’ said Alicia.


We went to the pool every day after that, though we never managed to catch any of the fish. I liked it there, the odd, foggy personality of the water, the unknown depth of it, the broken-backed trees. Then the initialled tree, like a marker, or the lamp post of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, showing the way to the open door. It seemed suitable – nicely unsettling – that the place had the story of a near-drowning, of Eve’s near-drowning. Like the marble staircase that our great-grandfather George fell down, these places of death and almost-death brought our missing antecedents nearer to us, even if it was just as ghosts, haunting their former home. I didn’t tell Theo this thought, however – it being the kind of thing that upset her.


Towards the end of the summer our Uncle Alex came to visit. It was the first time we had seen him in a few years. Alex was Alicia’s older brother and was a doctor of something at a university. I didn’t realise that not all doctors practised medicine, and when I found out before his visit that he would not be bringing a stethoscope, my disappointment was sour and intense. I was slightly suspicious of the doctorate itself, and felt Alex might be something of a fraud.


Mrs Williams was of a similar mind. ‘Sociology,’ she said to Mrs Wynne Jones. ‘What’s sociology when it’s at home?’


‘It’s actually a science,’ said Mrs Wynne Jones. ‘My Jane is studying it for A level.’


‘Well, it sounds like a silly sort of science to me,’ Mrs Williams said conclusively. (She had told me and Theo more than once that Mrs Wynne Jones was a stuck-up cow – and for no reason, because her husband only worked at the petrol station.)


The age difference between Alex and Alicia was only a couple of years, but Alex, with grey staining his hair and frown lines barring his forehead, seemed much older. His eyes were a worn china blue behind his glasses, his skin the off-white colour of clay, as if he were a recently unearthed artefact, only just exposed to the light. He greeted me and Theo diffidently, as if unsure of how to handle us, looking between us and Alicia as if she might explain us better, but Alicia only murmured something about the weather being tiresome, and that Alex really needn’t have come all the way down to Wales from Oxford – which I thought was a pretty pointless thing to say, seeing as he was already here.


I felt not quite affection but a sort of gentle pity for Alex, his frangible ceramic body and his awkwardness with us, as if we weren’t children but something more important, more worrying. It was a strange moment, then, when his eyes were reluctantly towed into contact with mine, and I realised that he had been avoiding looking at us not out of awkwardness, but because he felt pity too – and I was confused, because I had no idea what he could pity us for.


After the initial small talk of arrival, Alex and Alicia didn’t seem to have much to say to each other. They just occupied the same rooms, cooling the air with their pale eyes and making occasional comments such as ‘The rain seems slightly less heavy today,’ until the night arrived and Theo and I were sent gratefully away.


At the time it used to be one of mine and Theo’s games to pretend to go to bed, then sneak out of our rooms later and camp in one of the house’s hiding places: under a spare bed, under the dining table. (Really, it wasn’t much of a game, as Miss Black never noticed we weren’t in bed, but we didn’t know this yet and our camping was delicious with the fear of being found.) That night we had dragged our pillows and bedclothes down to the morning room, and made ourselves a nest behind one of the sofas.


Theo fell asleep first, and I was half asleep myself when Alex and Alicia walked in and turned the lights on. I contracted, in a panic, but they didn’t see me and sat down at the other side of the room. Alicia was saying something I couldn’t hear, to which Alex said, ‘She will come back.’


I slowly extended my head out from behind the arm of the sofa to see my mother refilling her glass from the decanter, not answering.


‘What are you going to do when she does? Just keep on pretending that nothing happened?’


There was a pause, and then Alicia said, ‘I don’t understand what you mean.’


‘Bullshit.’


‘Please don’t use that language.’


‘Fine. We don’t have to discuss it. Business as usual. I don’t know how you stand it, that’s all. How you remember what to lie about. Where, so to speak, all the bodies are—’


Alicia put her glass down with a sharp noise, and Alex stopped speaking. There was a while of silence, after which Alicia sighed and picked up the glass again. It was hard to tell from the sigh whether she was angry, or sad, or tired. They were quiet for a long time, then Alex continued more gently, ‘Remember when we were young, in that big house in California. Remember the maid? Leonie? I’d love to know where she is now. She always used to sing us that song . . . you used to dance to it . . . how did it go?’


Alicia shrugged and sipped her drink. She looked very beautiful in the light suspended from the chandeliers, the dusk coming in at the window; her eyes lowered so the lashes formed shadows on her cheeks. The ice chimed against the side of her glass.


‘I’m afraid I can’t remember any of the maids,’ she said.


I tried not to fall asleep, in case Alex and Alicia said something to explain what Alicia might lie about, or what bodies might be hidden, or whether Eve was the person who might come back, but they didn’t, and I couldn’t help myself. I rested my head on the cushions and my thoughts folded in on themselves like cake mixture, heavy and soft, unformed shapes.


I carried on thinking about Eve, who I was familiar with only in the past or future tense; the ways everyone spoke about her. The only place she didn’t exist was the aimless present, where we all lived under the sense of her absence, dried out and husked by Evendon’s silence, the feeling that something important was missing. Because it wasn’t just Eve, it was all of the lost people of Evendon: our great-grandfather George, in the corridors of the ruined temple with his flashlight; our father, carving his initials carefully into a tree. Eve was the one who had known them, heading a pantheon of characters more vivid than Alicia, who wouldn’t answer anything, and Alex, who looked at me with pity.


I wondered what would happen to Evendon if Eve came back, but sleepiness was obscuring her image, switching it in and out of focus. Eve in her painting like Snow White, holding an apple, Eve standing on her podium like a statue, in the moment before she began to speak, Eve turning and smiling, the professional shimmer of her teeth in the camera’s – in my own – unblinking eye.


Alex went back home the next morning, with an abrupt kiss on the cheek for Alicia, who accepted the contact with her usual mild distaste, and an uncertain ruffle of the head for Theo and me. After the door closed, the three of us stood in the hall for a silent moment before Alicia turned and went back up to bed.


‘Uncle Alex doesn’t like it here,’ Theo said.


‘Of course he does.’ I was defensive of Evendon. ‘He wouldn’t visit if he didn’t.’


‘But he only comes once a year. And no one else visits us.’ Theo spun on the marble with her arms out, hair flying. ‘We visit other people. Like for birthday parties. But we don’t have our own birthday parties.’


She said all this matter-of-factly, inexperienced in the art of resentment. But I was older and further along; I silently hopscotched the next steps. People didn’t come to Evendon because Alicia didn’t want them to come. Eve never came. Therefore, this was likely to be Alicia’s fault.


That afternoon I went to find Alicia, who was having her usual rest in her room. I knew we weren’t meant to disturb her at these times, but I also knew that no one had ever specifically told us this, so I pushed the door a little way open and slid along it and into the room like an eel. The curtains were closed, but they were white, like the walls and the sheets on the bed, so the room was filled with a dull, pale shade, like clotted light. Alicia was lying on her bed on top of the sheets, her eyes open. She was wearing an oyster-coloured dress and a string of pearls, almost the same colour as her skin, as if she were herself a pearl in a shell. She rested her head on one hand to avoid disturbing her hair, and turned it to look at me. Her eyes were slow and distant.


‘What are you doing in here?’ she asked without altering her tone, so that it sounded as if she wasn’t actually asking a question.


‘When is Eve going to visit us?’ I asked.


There was a pause, before the dreamy dissipation of Alicia’s gaze abruptly clarified, like dust blown off a glass surface.


‘Have you spoken to her? Did she call here?’ she demanded.


‘No . . .’ I was surprised by the change in her, her bare eyes still fixed on me. ‘I was just wondering.’


Alicia turned her head away so that she was looking at the ceiling. ‘Good,’ she said, and said something to herself I couldn’t hear.


As I hadn’t actually been sent away, and Alicia seemed in an odd, reactive mood, I lingered by the bed. The room itself was nearly empty; no photographs, no pictures, no stray clothes or shoes to indicate that a woman might inhabit this space. The only personal objects in the room aside from the two of us were a carafe, a glass of water by the bed and a paper packet that I read sideways: Valium. Diazepam.


I looked again at Alicia. Usually I would have heard one of her standard three responses now: I can’t remember. I have a headache. I don’t understand what you are talking about. But she just lay there, eyes pointing upwards.


‘You don’t want her back,’ I said.


Alicia laughed, a dry, white rustle, and said without looking at me, ‘I don’t decide anything. It isn’t up to me. She does what she wants to do. She wouldn’t care whether I wanted her here or not.’


Then the spell that had been on her broke – with a blink – and she was herself again. She looked at me as if I had only just arrived.


‘I have a headache,’ she said, with cold tiredness, and waved me away. ‘Shut the door quietly after you.’





TWO



In September, Theo and I went back to pre-prep, a small school a half-hour drive away. Each morning the weather out of the car window became cooler and greyer, until most days the window itself would be covered in rain. We saw the familiar hills of Carmarthenshire through a lens of water, thinner, wiped of colour.


I liked school; it was a warm circle of brightness, stuck together with glue and Sellotape, a perfect papier-mâché globe. I had formed a ruling partnership of this tiny world with the small-headed and noisy Charlie Tremayne; we directed ball games in the playground and deconstructed the props of our lessons: potato clocks, plastic skeletons. Charlie’s marks suffered for our bad behaviour; mine did not.


I didn’t see Theo very much at school, partly because we weren’t in the same classes, partly because I had banned her from bothering me and my friends. At lunch she sat with a table of girls from her year, whispering and giggling just like the others, indistinguishable aside from her hair, a little dazzle of blonde. Despite my school rules, I’d often feel her watching me hopefully, waiting for me to turn around so she could wave, her smile full-blown like a white sail, excited just to have been noticed.


After Christmas, Charlie Tremayne came to stay with us. His own parents were going to Antigua and his nanny had apparently insisted on taking two weeks off over the holidays. ‘How awful,’ Alicia sighed on the telephone to Anne Tremayne. Our own Miss Black had no such demanding social life and arrived back promptly on Boxing Day, so Alicia was unruffled about the prospect of another child in the house. ‘It won’t be any trouble,’ she said to Miss Black.


Charlie Tremayne, the playground hero, didn’t translate so well at Evendon. He was too shrill, too effortful. I found myself looking forward to the end of his visit.


‘Have you two seen any horror films yet?’ he asked us. ‘I saw one at the cinema last week. It was about zombies.’


‘You’re too young,’ I said, to stop him telling Theo about it.


‘They let me in anyway,’ Charlie said. He had also told us that a week ago he caught a cobra in his garden. ‘I let it go,’ he added.


Finally I offered to take him to the secret pool, where I hoped to enjoy the necessary silence of fishing. We hadn’t been since the summer, mainly because Theo didn’t want to, and after making her go with me a few times (when she would sit, uneasily, and wait for us to leave), I had given up.


‘Oh no, let’s not,’ she said now. ‘Mrs Williams says it’s haunted.’


‘But no one drowned there. You shouldn’t have told her we went back there. She’s just trying to put us off.’


‘Please, Jonathan,’ Theo said. ‘It’s night-time . . . it’s scary. Let’s not.’


We looked outside, where the gardens had almost vanished into the darkly drawn-down evening and the horizon shone a fiery white edge at the rim of the hill. The view was suddenly unfamiliar, as inky and cold as the bottom of the sea.


‘I don’t mind doing something else,’ said Charlie.


‘Scared?’ I said, hitting him on the arm.


‘Don’t be stupid,’ he snapped, shoving me in the back as I opened the door and led us out, Theo trailing miserably behind. ‘You don’t have to come,’ I said to her, but she only shook her head, because no matter how much she hated what I was doing, to not be able to follow me was the worse option. As we crossed the terrace I looked through the windows into the bright morning room. Miss Black was facing away from us and Alicia was falling asleep, her hand sagging around her glass. Neither of them noticed us go. The thin air had the tang of frost in it; the winter evening furled over us, a thick clouded dark. The grass tugged wetly at our shoes as we got closer to the beginning of the trees.


‘If I saw a ghost I’d punch its head off,’ Charlie said. ‘Baff.’ He mimed a punch, then stuck his hands in his pockets and started whistling. I didn’t know how to whistle, though I had tried, and the sound – high and hostile – irritated me.


We got to the trees and forced our way through the ferns to the alleyway of willows, the dark, pewtery tunnel lit by faint patches of evening light, like a subterranean goblin path. We looked for the initialled oak but it was too dark to find it, and Charlie wasn’t interested anyway (‘Sounds stupid’). When we reached the pool it was glimmering and quiet, reflecting the dark sky like an old, spotted mirror. It seemed different now that the summer had withdrawn, taking all its light and friendliness back. There was something damp and burdensome in the air, catching at our skin. When we stood still, we could hear water moving slowly, the sodden, prickling sound of the moss.


‘So . . . this is our pool,’ I said uncertainly.


‘What if the ghost comes out?’ Theo asked, holding onto the sleeve of my jumper. ‘What if it doesn’t want us here?’ I shook her hand off.


‘There’s no ghost, Theo. Shut up.’


‘We’ll see its face through the trees.’ Theo pointed to where the darkness was thickest on the far side of the water, so dark it was only a heavy emptiness, the virulent colour of a bruise. We all stopped talking to listen to the low creaks and scuffles of the leaves and branches shifting in the dispirited wind. The dim light rose and fell in pieces above us. Theo looked around nervily until Charlie caught the unease and started doing the same. I made a scornful ‘pfff’ sound, which was promptly gulped up by the dark.


‘We’ll see it looking around . . . staring with its enormous ghost eyes – looking for us,’ she continued. ‘And then it’ll see us . . . and it will reach out with its horrid claws, because it’s hungry, and it’s angry . . . and then – it will float right out and get us.’


This pronouncement was rewarded with a loud cracking noise in the trees behind us, and we all jumped.


‘The ghost!’ Charlie yelped, turned, and ran. Theo followed him, wailing. I sauntered after them at first, then, looking behind me, I scurried out too, until we all got to the edge of the trees and ran as fast as we could down the hill, sliding and tripping and starting to laugh. Evendon, reassuringly, was just below us, its windows coloured with interior light, and we ran towards it.


Charlie and I, energised, chased along the grass and gave Red Indian howls, leaping and shoving each other. Theo hung back until I stopped and waited for her.


‘Cheer up.’ I buffeted her shoulder and ran around her in circles, until her smile uncertainly hovered, unfolded, and finally was restored to full beam. But she said later, reflectively, ‘That scary person nearly got us.’


‘What is it – a ghost or a person?’


‘A ghost person. A dead person. We shouldn’t go back there.’


After that night Theo refused to go anywhere near the pool. It was the first time she’d been prepared to separate herself from me – a shadow pulling her feet free – but if I went without her, it was with the guilty knowledge that she would be at home; not playing by herself, but waiting at the window for me to come back. And though I didn’t like to admit it, the pool wasn’t so much fun alone, muffled with the cold quiet of winter, broken only by the occasional flurry of wind through the dry remanants of leaves, hissing and sudden, so that in the end I abandoned the whole thing – pool and fish and tree and ruins – and didn’t go again.


After Christmas something changed in Alicia, as if an oddity had appeared in her tranquil glassiness, a chip only seen from certain angles. She still read the same magazines, but she frowned at them, or stared at a page for a long time, and I could tell she wasn’t reading. Sometimes she was snappish; she asked Mrs Williams why her food was burnt or undercooked, rather than just leaving it on the plate as she used to. Her face was not so still as it once was; there was a drawn-up energy about her, puckering and fraught, disturbing her smooth forehead.
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