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With the dawn came the light. And with the light came the pain. The light shone into the house. The pain throbbed through her body. The light brightened the dried blood on her hands and her face. It glanced across her swollen eyes so she winced and her eyelids closed of their own volition. She tried to sit up, to move towards the window, to draw the curtains to keep out the light, but she couldn’t lift her legs. Not even to crawl on her hands and knees over the polished floorboards. She could do nothing. Nothing to protect herself. Nothing to save herself. Nothing except lie as still and as quietly as she could. And hope that he had satisfied himself. And that he was gone.


She wrapped her arms around her body. And she listened. The house was quiet. Perhaps she could sleep for a few minutes. And when she woke she would feel better. Stronger. Braver. And she could pick herself up and tiptoe to the door. And open it. And creep out onto the landing. And listen. Always listen. For the sound of his footsteps in the hall below. For the sound of his fist. For the sound of his voice. And if she waited quietly and heard nothing she could put one hand on the banister and begin to walk downstairs. And maybe then he would not be there any longer. He would have decided that enough was enough for one day. That he had got everything that he could. And he would leave her and her daughter in peace.


But as she lay on the floor she heard him. Not his fist, not his footsteps. Just his voice. He was shouting. She lifted her head and held it up. She tried to twist around towards the door, but her neck was stiff and so sore that she could not move it. She laid her head down again. Tears dribbled from the corners of her swollen eyes. They stung as they slid down into the cuts on her face. She could hear what he was saying.


‘I have the hourglass, Lydia. And you know what that means. I have all the time in the world. Time means nothing any longer, nothing for you, and everything for me.’


But it didn’t matter what he said. All that mattered was how he said it. And what he was going to do. And she knew from the tremors that rose up through the house. She knew what he was going to do. He was coming back for her. And this time there would be no way out.





ONE



The first time Adam saw the house was from the river. He’d come in from a couple of days’ fishing off the Fastnet. The weather was breaking. Storm-force winds were forecast. They were heading for the safety of their mooring upstream. He was sorting nets, tidying up the deck. But the sight of the house made him stop what he was doing. Lean back against the wheelhouse, push his cap out of his eyes and stare at its slated roof and long windows as they slipped past just visible through the trees.


‘Nice, eh?’ Pat Jordan, the skipper, grinned at him. ‘Nice one, don’t you think?’


And all he could do was nod and grin back.


And afterwards, when they’d washed out the fish holds and left the boat tied up at the pier and were sitting in the pub, a pint and a plate of cheese and ham sandwiches on the counter in front of them, he asked Pat, asked him about the house.


‘That’s Trawbawn. Where old Ma Beauchamp lives.’


‘Beauchamp.’ Adam savoured the name. ‘That’s a funny one. Not what you’d expect around here. A blow-in, is she? Like me?’


And Pat laughed as he supped his pint.


‘You could say that. Cuckoos in the nest more like, Lydia and that useless husband of hers. Got the place when Daniel Chamberlain died. Now,’ he paused, and took a deep drag of his cigarette, ‘there’s a story.’


‘Yeah? Tell us, tell us all.’


But Pat just smiled and shook his head and called for another round. While outside the rain began to lash against the windows and the wind roared like a bad-tempered bull.


Later, when the storm had passed over and the skies had cleared and the sun had come out and cast its sparkling sheen across the newly washed countryside, Adam drove along the river road. There were more gates than he’d noticed before. The first couple he tried brought him into farmyards, modern houses built next to tumbledown cottages, tractors parked beside heaps of manure and dogs who barked with a frenzy that made him disinclined to get out of the car. The next one led to a small slip with a couple of punts tied up on running moorings and a jumble of nets and lobster pots. And then half a mile further on, just where the road bent and straightened again, there were high wrought-iron gates set in an ivy-swagged stone wall, closed and locked with a length of chain wrapped around them.


He slowed and pulled the car onto the verge. He got out and put his face to the bars. A long gravelled drive stretched away in front of him, an avenue of trees on either side, smooth grey trunks with branches that spread to form a canopy. He bent to examine the chain and the padlock. The padlock was hanging open and the chain was loose, so it was easy to reach in and lift the rusty latch and push the gates apart. He stepped back to get a better look at the wall. Then noticed the door to one side, sagging on its hinges, standing half open, the ivy pulled roughly away from it. He looked around. No one or nothing, just the low rumble of a tractor somewhere over the hill and the sudden silence as the sound of the last passing car died away. Nothing but a fresh breeze that made the stiff leaves of the ivy rattle.


Adam pushed through the door and walked slowly down the drive. His shoes raised little puffs of dust from beneath the gravel. It was so quiet here. Just the soft murmuring of the leaves from the ash trees. And the sudden loud shriek of a seagull as it glided above him. He followed the wide sweep of the drive and there, in front of him, was the house. It wasn’t particularly huge or grand. Not awe inspiring. Not the kind of house that would make you gasp or shrink back or marvel at its opulence. It was just very beautiful. Three storeys with a curved bay from roof to basement. Windows of perfect proportions. A roof slated in blues and greys. Tall chimneys. A front door with an elegant fanlight. And as he stood on the lawn that surrounded it on three sides, he could see through the windows that its rooms were of perfect proportions too.


The front door stood open. A canvas deckchair was outside it on the wide stone step. A book lay face down on the seat. Beside it was a glass, half full. He picked it up and sniffed. Gin, he thought. He held the glass to the light. There was a deep red smear on its rim. He swirled it around. Ice cubes tinkled. He dipped his finger into it and licked it carefully. It was gin all right. He fitted his mouth to the shape of the red lower lip and drank. The cold liquid danced on his tongue and snatched at the back of his throat. He bent down and placed the glass where he had found it, then straightened up and moved slowly away.


Colm had told him about the house. He had told him about the river, the bay, the islands, the sea, the rocks, the birds and the fish. He had lain on his bunk and talked and talked. Through those long nights when the landing lights burned holes in their eyelids. And the prison noises kept them ever on the alert.


‘You go there when you get out of here. It’s a good place. There’s more than one living to be made over there. There’s fishing, there’s farming, there’s always building work. There’s bar work, there’s plenty there, plenty for a lad like you. With a busy brain and a willing body. Isn’t that right, Adam, isn’t that right?’ As he reached up to take his hand and hold it against his face. Hold it, stroke it, smooth down the tight young skin, then turn it over and press his lips against the soft palm.


Now Adam walked across the lawn, watching the house as he moved away from it. From a distance the windows looked black and empty. No sign of life within. When he reached the trees he turned. He followed the path that wound through the wood, down to the riverbank. It was low tide. Sticky black mud, criss-crossed with runnels of murky water, stretched away towards the river’s sluggish flow. He leaned on the low wall. It was warm to the touch. Above his head a gull banked, drifted, flapped its white wings, and banked and drifted again. He began to walk along the margin of the riverbank, running his hand lightly across the top of the wall. A smell of salty mud rose up and filled his nostrils. There was flax planted here, exotic among the briars and brambles, the bracken, the twisted shoots of wild rose. And here ahead was a clearing among the trees. Gravestones, some fallen and scattered. Others still upright. Slabs of limestone, carved and decorated. He stopped and stood and leaned down to trace the names. Thomas, Rebecca, William, Judith, Margaret, Jane, David and Daniel. Plain, no-nonsense Christian names and all with the same surname. Chamberlain. Except for the newest of the lot. Alexander Beauchamp. Born 1933, died 1995. Beloved husband and father. Rest in Peace. He leaned over the smooth grey stone and pressed his index finger into the carved shapes. It was warm to the touch. He climbed onto it, then turned over and lay with his back pressed flat, feeling the hardness against his shoulder blades, his ribs, his hip bones. Hard and unyielding, like the floor of the punishment cell. But here, when he opened his eyes wide and gazed upwards, the sky was the blue of a baby’s blue eyes, and the smell was of the sea and the earth, not the stench of the overflowing piss pot in the corner.


He took a deep breath, sucked in the air, felt it push his lungs up into his chest. He was hungry. He felt empty. When he lifted his head to look out at the river the movement made him feel sick. He hadn’t quite adjusted. To meals at irregular hours. Seven years of eating at 8.30, 12.30 and 5.30 had trained his body, given it expectations. Needs that had to be satisfied. But it wasn’t like that any longer. Now that he could eat whenever he felt like it, half the time he didn’t feel like it at all. Except now. Now he wanted food. And quickly.


He swung his feet to the ground and stood up. It was cooler than before, the sun beginning to dip beneath the trees on the far bank of the river. He moved away from the small graveyard, and took the path again. The growth was more dense here. Rhododendrons towered above his head and pressed in against him. He recognized their huge shiny leaves, so bright and glossy that they looked almost good enough to eat. The ground under his shoes was carpeted thickly with last year’s leaves. His feet scuffed through them and he wondered for a moment what might lie beneath. For a moment he felt as if he might vomit. He could feel his toes curling up away from the thick rubber soles of his shoes. He couldn’t bear the thought that there might be a mouse or a rat hiding somewhere, watching him, waiting for him to slip and fall. Then he remembered what Colm had said to him once, one Sunday afternoon, when they were shut in together and he’d woken out of a nightmare, the same one, the one that always came back to him. The rats running over his body, their tails flicking across his mouth. The fear that he might catch something from them. The shame that anyone might know. That a rat had sat on his chest and reached out its delicate little paw and touched his chin, touched his cheek, crawled up to kiss him on the lips. Woke screaming, sweat streaming down his face, his back, his chest, feeling the warmth of the piss as it flooded down his legs. And the smell, the sweet, sickly smell.


But Colm was there beside him. Holding him, soothing him, speaking to him in a language he didn’t understand. Mo chroí, mo chroí, a ghrá, a ghrá, over and over again until his heart slowed and his sobs ceased. And Colm stripped him and washed him, wrapped him in a dry blanket and soothed him and said to him,


‘Don’t mind those rats. Aren’t they even more scared of you than you are of them? Aren’t they even more determined to stay out of your way than you are out of theirs? Sure, don’t you know that? Aren’t you a great big fella who’s well able to look after yourself? Aren’t you, Adam? Aren’t you?’


But still and all, even though he could hear Colm’s words and Colm’s voice, still he walked more and more quickly until, breaking almost into a jog, he saw that he had come to the walled garden, its wooden gate closed, but a rope handle to pull and a latch to open. And here was safety. Rows and ordered rows of vegetables, and against the wall, warmed by the afternoon sun, a greenhouse filled with strange flowers, great hanging trumpets of yellow and orange, pots of tomatoes still to ripen, and cucumbers and peppers, and a vine too, grapes, small and round and green, hanging down above his head, not yet ready for his mouth.


But canes of raspberries, luscious and red, the juice dripping from his fingers as he stripped the cone-shaped fruit, leaving behind the white pointed centre they clung to. And burrowing into the beds of straw for the strawberries, sweeter than the raspberries, feeling the indentations in the skin as he crushed them to the roof of his mouth with his tongue. Then turning on a tap that stood by the side of the compost bins and sluicing cold water over his face, bending his mouth to it, feeling it drip down onto his T-shirt, as he closed his eyes and felt the stickiness, the cloying sweetness washed away by the chill of the drenching stream. His eyes closed so he did not see the hand that reached out to turn off the tap. Did not hear the quick steps on the brick path behind him. Heard and saw nothing, until the voice saying, loudly, angrily without fear.


‘Who are you? What do you want? What on earth makes you think you can come into my garden and help yourself to my fruit? Answer me, answer me, do you hear? Before I kick you out of here. Answer me.’





TWO



Lydia had seen the top of his head, his hair bright, almost golden in the afternoon sunlight. Not golden now as the water from the tap sluiced over his face and dripped down onto his clothes. Now in the sudden shade of the walled garden his hair looked dull and mousy rather than blond. But as he looked up at her, surprise and anxiety distorting his features, and he moved quickly away from her into a patch of sun, she saw how it gleamed again. Fine, pure, yellow. Her daughter’s hair. Grace’s hair. And a smile to match. A smile that stopped her in her tracks and slowed the angry flood of words from her mouth. So they stood, the old woman and the young man, face to face. Silence, then birdsong suddenly loud in their ears.


She had been upstairs when she saw him first. Called from her chair and her drink and her book by the phone ringing, a sudden sense of urgency as she hurried into the hall to answer it. But it was nothing of any great moment. An enquiry from the local hotel as to when the gardens would be opening to the public. They had an American couple staying who had heard of the Beauchamps’ collection of tender perennials. They had seen the photographs in an in-flight magazine.


‘Tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow morning. Tell them to come at eleven. I’ll have coffee and freshly baked scones for them after we’ve done the tour.’


But as she stood in the drawing room, the phone in her hand, listening to the voice at the other end, she felt such a pang of loneliness, of isolation, that when the call ended she walked out into the hall and quickly up the stairs and into her bedroom at the front of the house and sat down for a moment on the chair by the window and looked at herself in the long gilt-framed mirror on the far wall. Just to reassure herself that she was still the woman she had always been. Small, lithe, strong. Hair which had once been black, now streaked with grey, but still thick, curly, springing back from her forehead. And still her own face, the familiar bones beneath the betraying skin. And she still had the full lips of her young days. And she stood and picked the lipstick up from her dressing table and dabbed at her mouth, filling in the gaps in the colour, pressing her lips together firmly, as her eyes drifted from her reflection across to the treetops, beyond them the river, above them the sky. And saw movement down there, unfamiliar movement. And as she stepped across to the window to get a better view, she saw the head, fair and bright, pushing through the trees and the shrubs away from the house.


And the thought came slithering into her mind, the joyful thought that the fair head bobbing through the garden was Grace. Her beautiful Grace. Her daughter, Grace.


She pressed her hands against the glass and leaned her forehead against it too. Her breath fogged the window. She moved back and wiped it clean. But she had lost sight of the head now. Whoever it was had gone beyond her view, disappeared behind the tallest of the trees, the beeches which stood in a tight grove between the house and the water’s edge. She walked to the door. The landing was bright, lit by the afternoon sunshine. The doors to the other bedrooms were open as always. She passed by them, her footsteps still light and quick, although she felt as if she might need to lean against the wall to catch her breath, such was the pain that flooded through her as she glanced to right and to left. At the rooms, their beds made, their floors swept, their shelves dusted. Ready for those for whom they waited.


Outside it was still warm. She leaned down to pick up her drink. The ice had melted. She bent her head to it, then raised it to her mouth and drank. And stood for a moment, the glass in her hand, looking out across the lawn towards the trees which stood between the house and the river. Saw Grace climbing the monkey puzzle, her bare legs scratched by its scaly branches. And Alex holding out his arms to catch her as she jumped. His hands sliding up her thighs. Alex with his hair bleached by the summer sun and his wide smile and his bright blue eyes crinkled up against the light. Closed her eyes against the memory. And opened them and thought: Alex dead, Grace gone. Just me here now, all on my own. She spread out her hands, gnarled, spotted with age, wrinkled, reddened. And turned them over, looked at the thick blue vein that travelled down each wrist. And the lines scored deeply into her palms. Turned them back again and clenched them into fists. Walked away from the house, along the path that led to the small shed to the back and side of it. Stepped inside, picked up a spade and swung it as she walked back to the lawn, across it and into the trees.


And now as she walked she could see the young man who had invaded her garden. He was making no attempt to hide. He moved with ease and sureness ahead of her. She hung back and watched him. She saw him in the little graveyard, saw the way he lay down on her husband’s tomb. Waited to see what he would do next. Watched him as he walked on ahead, sensed an urgency and anxiety in his movements, a sudden tension and lack of ease in the way his shoulders hunched, his hands clenched. Hung back and watched as he pushed open the door to the kitchen garden. Saw the way he plunged into the raspberry canes, his hands and face red with their juice, scrabbled on his hands and knees for the strawberries. And realized he reminded her of whom, of what? His hair like Grace, but there was something else in him too. An elegant sense of glee, as he roamed through the garden. That reminded her of whom? She couldn’t put a name or a face to it. But it was there. Somewhere in her memory.


She struck the ground with her spade, but he did not hear her. She watched as he reached for the tap, watched his hand twist it, and waited. For just a couple of minutes until he had drunk his fill, and then she began to move as quickly as she could, along the brick path, straightening her shoulders, filling her lungs with air, feeling a sense of righteous anger puff her up, so by the time she was close enough to touch him she was ready. To shout out loud.


‘Who are you? What do you want? What on earth makes you think you can come into my garden and help yourself to my fruit? Answer me, answer me, do you hear? Before I kick you out of here. Answer me.’


Saw the sudden panic in his face. Then the smile, that slow movement of his mouth that stopped her words. Turned them off. Rendered her, like him, dumb.


*


They sat in the large basement kitchen. She poured tea from a flowered china pot. She offered biscuits, half-covered in dark chocolate. He took one, then on her insistence he took another. A small tabby cat drowsed on her lap. He wanted to drowse too. Put his head down on the table and drift off.


He had used his smile. His granny always told him: never forget your smile. It’s your greatest asset. And she was right. Right about so many things. He had smiled at the old lady with the wild black hair streaked with grey and the spade held in her hand like some kind of a weapon, and she had smiled back, then leaned the spade against the wall and looked away.


And he had held out his hand. And said, ‘Sorry for upsetting you. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to trespass. It’s just this place,’ he gestured around him, ‘it’s so beautiful.’ And he smiled again and said, ‘My name is Adam, Adam Smyth.’


And she smiled back at him and took his hand. Her grip was firm, her palm was cool and her voice when she spoke was clear and strong.


‘And my name is Lydia Beauchamp. How do you do?’


It was cool here in the half darkness. But not cold. He shifted on his chair and its legs grated on the tiled floor. He grinned apologetically. She nodded but said nothing. A clock chimed somewhere in the house. It was a pretty, musical sound. He sipped his tea and ate another biscuit. She watched him closely. He had the strangest eyes. The left was a frosty greeny blue, like water beneath ice, and the right was light hazel with dark flecks like a piece of Russian amber. He returned her gaze. She held out the plate of chocolate biscuits. Her hands still had a certain elegant grace. She wore a ring with a dark red seal on the little finger of her left hand. The finger next to it bore a wedding ring, a wide circle of buttery yellow gold. As she moved her hand it slipped up as far as her knuckle then slipped back again. Around her wrist was a plain gold bracelet and around her withered neck a heavy chain of the same colour and weight as her wedding ring.


‘So how did you find us? Was it chance?’


The first lie. ‘Chance, that’s right. By chance. I saw the house from the river and wanted to get a closer look. I’m sorry for trespassing. But I couldn’t resist it.’ He smiled at her as he bit into his biscuit.


‘Not good with temptation, no?’


‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Not good at all. Always in trouble when I was in school. Always getting into mischief, always getting sent home with a note. Always driving my mother crazy.’


‘Girls?’


‘Girls, fun, parties, horses, dogs, cars, you name it.’


‘And now, what about now? How old would you be now?’


‘Twenty-eight. Not quite the big three-oh yet.’


‘Big three-oh, that’s nothing, that’s barely out of infant-hood. Wait till you get to my age.’


‘And what would that be?’


She smiled and showed her teeth. They were still white, still straight, with a small gap between the front two.


‘That’d be telling, wouldn’t it? Did no one ever warn you that it’s not good manners to ask a lady her age?’


‘That’s what I mean.’ He reached for another biscuit. ‘Can’t resist doing what I’ve been told not to. Can’t resist it at all.’


The clock in the hall began to chime. It was six. She stood up. He half-rose with her.


‘No, no, you stay where you are. It’s not often I get the opportunity to entertain such a young and handsome man, even if you are a trespasser and a thief.’ She smiled at him again to take the sting out of her words. ‘Let’s have a drink. I always have a drink at six. And it will make a change not to be drinking on my own.’ She reached into a cupboard and brought out a bottle. ‘Gin OK?’


The thought of the drink snatched at his throat and he felt again the stickiness of her lipstick on the glass.


‘Of course,’ she said, ‘gin wouldn’t really be your drink, would it? Young men like you drink all those fancy beers. Straight from the neck, isn’t that what they call it?’


‘Not me, I like wine best. But gin is pretty good too.’


The second lie. Just a little one, not as big as the first. It slipped out so easily. It lay between them on the kitchen table as his gaze shifted to the box of empties by the back door and the rack of full bottles in the corner.


‘Wine. I see. That’s a good vice to cultivate. My husband, my late husband, was a wine drinker. He thought for a while that we might be able to grow grapes here. Make our own. But, you know, the weather, too unpredictable.’ She paused. The gin splashed into the glasses.


‘Your husband, when did he die?’


She looked at him. She lifted her glass and drank. She set her glass back down on the table.


‘You know,’ she said. ‘You saw his grave, didn’t you?’


‘His grave? That one there …’


‘That one, there. The most recent one. The one with his name on it. Alexander Beauchamp. The one you saw down by the river.’ Her smile was gone.


‘Of course,’ he began to stammer, ‘of course, of course, your husband.’ He could feel the cold of the stone against his back, its hardness against his ribs and his hips, against the back of his head.


‘So it was chance, was it?’ She raised her glass again and drained it. She stood up and walked to the fridge. She opened it, pulled out the ice tray, and the bottle of tonic. She turned her back on him as she poured herself another measure. ‘I’m never quite sure about chance, coincidence, happenstance, serendipity, call it what you will. I’m never quite sure that there isn’t someone, somewhere, who rolls the dice, or lets loose the golden thread, then raises the scissors and cuts it, just,’ she gestured with her right hand, ‘just like that. And just like that it all begins, or alternatively it all ends. Depending on which way you look at it.’ She turned towards him and held out her hand for his glass. He lifted it, drained it and handed it back to her. She turned away again and he heard the tinkle of the ice, the splash of the gin, the fizz of the tonic. She moved towards him and put out her index finger and pushed it beneath his chin. Her bone met his bone. He could feel the sharp tip of her nail, pressing into his skin as she forced him to look up at her. He wanted to wrench his face away but somehow he couldn’t. He tried to look down but he could not escape.


‘So.’ She raised her glass with her free hand. ‘What’s it to be, Adam? Chance or fate? Which one do you pick?’


He smiled again, but this time it didn’t seem to have the same effect. She didn’t move away from him. He lifted his arm and caught her, quickly before she had time to react, around her wrist. He could feel how fragile she was, how little flesh covered her bones. He held her gently and eased her hand away from his face.


‘I’d go for fate. If I had to choose, that is,’ he said, and he lifted his glass, drained it, put it back on the table and stood. He saluted her, index finger resting for a moment just above his eyebrow as he turned and walked away down the corridor, up the stairs, along the hall and out into the evening sunshine.





THREE



It was quiet in the ward on the top floor of the hospital. So quiet that it seemed to Johnny Bradshaw as he sat beside his mother’s bed that he and she were the only two people in the building. There were others. But they were all, like his mother, terminally ill. There was none of the bustle and clatter of the usual hospital ward. No medicine trolleys rattling, no bang and crash of food trays, no visitors bearing bunches of garish flowers or boxes of chocolates. There were no get-well cards propped up on bedside lockers. There was just a quiet air of resignation and acceptance.


Or so it seemed to Johnny. He didn’t know what his mother thought or felt. She was in a deep coma. She had been like that for the last two days. Another stroke had sent her far from his reach. Now she lay, motionless, pale, silent. Her breath was irregular. Sometimes it seemed to have stopped altogether. But when he leaned forward to scrutinize her mouth and nose, she would breathe again, a deep, sudden sucking in of air as if she was telling him that she was still in the room with him.


From time to time a nurse would appear. She would rest her fingers on his mother’s wrist, checking her pulse against her watch. Then she would smile and nod and leave him alone. He didn’t mind. He liked it here with his mother. She had always been a quiet woman. Not one for sparkling conversation or quick-fire witticisms. She kept her own counsel and only spoke when she had something important to say. When his father had been alive she had left most of the talking to him. And after he died, three years ago, she had become even more silent. Sometimes she would phone Johnny and when he lifted the receiver and said hello, there would be no response. So he would tell her about his day, how he was getting on with his class of sixth-formers, what films he had been to see with his girlfriend. He would chatter on and on, until he would hear her sigh. And then she would hang up.


Which was why he was so surprised when she phoned him and told him she wanted to talk to him. It was a couple of weeks after she had first become ill. A stroke which had paralysed her left side, made her face droop and her speech slur. She was still living at home, just about managing with the help of a few kind neighbours, but he could see as he made her tea and sat with her in the sitting room, that soon she would not be able to manage on her own.


‘Johnny,’ she said, then stopped.


‘Yes?’ He waited.


‘You know, don’t you, that you’re adopted?’


‘Yes, you and Dad told me when I was a kid.’


‘We did, didn’t we?’ She looked up at him and smiled as best she could with her poor, distorted face.


He didn’t remember when or how they had told him. He just knew. He had always known. He hadn’t minded. He had boasted about it at school. He liked that it made him seem different. And sometimes it was useful. When he looked at his mother and father and saw that they were older than the other kids’ parents. That they didn’t care about money or possessions or package holidays to Spain. That they were happy with their dusty old second-hand bookshop in a back street in Chichester. He could dismiss them with a wave of his hand. He felt guilty now when he thought of it.


‘Well, there’s something I want you to have. It’s up in the attic and I can’t climb the stairs now to get it. I want you to go up for me. Just on the left of the trapdoor there’s a bag. It’s what they used to call a vanity case. Bring it down to me, will you?’ She sat back against the cushions, exhausted, the cup and saucer rattling on her knee.


The bag was where she had said it would be. He’d noticed it before, the last time he had gone up there. When he was finally moving into a flat of his own, and he’d packed up all his old junk from his bedroom. School books and pictures that he had drawn in art class, that he’d once thought were good enough to stick up on the wall. His collection of model aeroplanes and battleships, and the little silver cups he’d won for swimming. He’d thought the bag looked out of place, not the sort of thing either his mother or father would have owned. Now he put it on her lap and sat down again. She clicked open the shiny gold clasp with her one good hand.


‘Here.’ She gestured to him. ‘You take it. You see what’s in it.’


He reached over and pulled it towards him. He reached inside. His fingers felt the softness of wool. He looked down. It was a baby’s cardigan. White, with a decorative trim of blue sailing boats. He looked up at his mother. Tears were running down her cheeks.


‘You were wearing it when we got you. There’s a little bonnet and bootees to match. They’re hand knitted. Your mother had made them for you.’


‘My mother? You’re my mother.’ His voice broke as he spoke.


‘No, darling. Not really. I’m not going to be here for much longer. I know it. You’ll need someone. You should go and look for her.’


He looked down at the tiny clothes.


‘No,’ he said. ‘She gave me up for adoption. You and Dad took care of me. You’re my mother. You’ll always be my mother. Not some woman who I don’t know and who doesn’t know me.’


‘Johnny, listen to me.’ She leaned forward. ‘I know you feel like this now, but when I’m gone you may feel differently. She was very young when she gave birth to you. Only a child really. She was from Ireland. Things were different there, then. She must have loved you to make these clothes. Take them and keep them. And if you change your mind, remember that you have my blessing.’ She sank back against the cushions and closed her eyes. He reached over and took her cup from her.


‘It’s all right, Mum, really. It’s all right,’ he said and kissed her on the cheek.


But it wasn’t all right. A week later she had another stroke and another. He went with her in the ambulance to hospital. And sat and watched as she slipped further and further away. And every night when he went home he opened the little bag with its heart-shaped mirror on the inside of the lid, and looked at the tiny white cardigan. Decorated with the blue sailing boats and the blue bonnet and the blue bootees to match. And he began to wonder. As he looked in the mirror at his thick, black curly hair, and his dark brown eyes. At his small, lithe body. At his hands with their square fingers and jointed thumbs. At the space between his front teeth. And when his mother died, when he heard the last breath come from deep within her chest. And felt the last traces of warmth go from her body, he remembered what she had said.


‘You’ll need someone. You should go and look for her.’





FOUR



Adam could take to this life. It was one great big bowl of cherries. He lay in the large bed, in the brand-new holiday home beside the pretty blonde he had met three nights ago in the local hotel. She snored rhythmically, a little puff of alcohol-scented breath popping from between her full lips. He pushed himself up on his shoulder and looked down at her. He drew his index finger down the hollow between her large pale breasts.


Colm had been right, he thought. There was plenty going on here. Plenty for a bright lad like him. The weather was perfect for a start. The fishing was good. He had as much work as he wanted on a variety of boats. There was Pat’s trawler, heading out past the Fastnet every three or four days. He was always happy to have Adam on board.


‘You’re a lucky lad,’ he’d said to him, pinching his cheek with an oily hand. ‘A very lucky lad.’


And if he didn’t feel like a trip out of the sight of land, there was work on the mussel beds off the island. It was harvest time, hard work out in the punt with the outboard idling as they hauled in the strings of shellfish. But after the heavy stuff was over, they’d head back to the island for a few pints. Sometimes Adam would stay overnight, find a floor to sleep on or a warm bed and an even warmer embrace. Those were great nights. Darkness hardly seemed to fall at all. The light would stay in the sky long after the blood-orange ball of the sun had dropped beneath the horizon. Was it light? he wondered. He didn’t really think you could call it light. It was more like an absence of darkness. It was an in-between kind of state, neither one thing nor the other. But whatever it was it was fucking wonderful. It was a great scene. He’d never known people drink so much. And there were drugs for every occasion. Mostly draw, hash, but also Ecstasy for the weekends and word had it that as the summer season got going and more and more visitors came down from Dublin and over from London and even, so he was told, all points west, there’d be coke too.


Anything you want,
You got it,
Anything you need,
You got it.
Anything at all.
You got it.
Baby!


Sort of the way the song went. He sighed and rolled over on his back. The sun slanted through the skylight above his head. It shone down into his eyes. It would soon be time to go. He shifted his weight and the bed beneath him creaked. The woman lying beside him, her arms thrown over her head, groaned and turned away from the light.


‘What time is it?’ she whispered.


‘Time I was going, Maria, that’s what time it is.’ He sat up straight and leaned back for a moment against the wall behind him.


‘Christ.’ Her voice was hoarse. ‘What did we do last night?’


‘Too much of everything, that’s what.’


‘Oh, God.’ She reached out for the glass of water on the bedside cabinet and gulped it thirstily, then scrabbled for her watch among the pile of discarded jewellery. She pushed her hair from her eyes and squinted at the dial. ‘Oh, God, they’ll be here in less than four hours. How am I going to get myself together?’


‘Good question.’ He swung his legs out of the bed. She reached out and touched the tattoo on his shoulder blade. The skin was puckered and ridged beneath her finger tip.


‘I like that,’ she said. ‘Where did you get it done? I’d like to get one.’


He didn’t reply. He stood up. He bent down and pulled on his underpants and jeans. Picked his shirt and his jacket from the chair by the door. Felt in his pockets for his wallet and his keys.


‘Hey.’ She sat up straight.


He opened the door, his back to her.


‘Hey, when am I going to see you again?’


He didn’t answer. There was no need. He was surprised she even asked the question. He walked from the bedroom onto the landing and took the wooden stairs two at a time. He paused in the hall. Light flooded in from the huge picture windows. The view of the sea was overwhelming. It filled the space from edge to edge, a shining, glinting blueness. He could taste the salt on his lips. He stepped over the pile of toys on the floor. Her name was Maria Grimes. She was thirty-five. She’d told him about her family, her husband and her three children. They were expected to arrive sometime this afternoon. She had come down from Dublin a few days earlier to get the house ready after the winter.


‘I always do it,’ she told him that first night in the bar after she’d introduced herself. ‘I leave the kids at home with the au pair and I come down and get everything sorted. My husband is very particular. I clean the house and air it, and do the shopping – do everything.’


‘And he doesn’t help you with it?’


‘No.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘No, he’s very busy. You know the way it is. He always likes to invite some of his colleagues from his company to stay. It’s part of the whole business thing. It pisses me off. I never get a break. As soon as he and the kids arrive it’s work, work, work. Everything has to be just right. Food and drink served up all the time, to this boss and that boss and sometimes the bosses’ shagging wives too. So,’ she finished her drink with a large gulp, ‘I kind of deserve this time on my own. I get so little of it. And sometimes I can make the most of it.’ She gestured towards his glass. ‘It’s a pint, isn’t it?’


‘Wait.’ Now he heard her bare feet on the floor above. ‘Wait, hold on, just a minute.’


He picked up a bunch of keys from the hall table and unlocked the front door. He stepped out into the early morning sunshine, then closed the door quietly behind him. He walked quickly towards his van. She wouldn’t follow him outside. She wouldn’t want to attract her neighbours’ attention. He put the keys into his jacket pocket. Just in case he might want to pay her a visit again. Then he pulled out his phone. He punched in a number.


‘Hey, Pat, how’s it going? Yeah, that’d be great. See you in a few minutes. How long will we be out for? Fine, terrific. Cheers, mate.’


Just what he needed. A couple of days’ fishing. Get him away from any messy scenes. And when he came back he’d have money in his pocket. And she would have her husband and her children to keep her busy. She’d be out of his hair.





FIVE



The boy called Adam reminded Lydia so much of Grace. Stupid, she chided herself. You’re a stupid old woman. You’re imagining things. You’re a prey to wishful thinking. He’s just another charmer. A boy who thinks he’s a man. With his golden hair and those unmatched eyes.


And what was Grace? She pondered the question as she sat in the walled garden in the midday sunshine. A butterfly, a painted lady, passed before her, hung in the still, warm air, then drifted off towards a patch of nettles and perched, wings languidly opening and closing, absorbing the heat, the light, the energy. Lydia watched it. Held out her hand. Wondered if it would be trusting enough or stupid enough to think her finger was a branch or a twig, if it would rest its slight body on her wrinkled skin.


But of course it didn’t. It landed gently on a clump of nettles, then as a soft breeze stirred, lifted itself up, and fluttered off. She watched it as it went. She remembered. It was a butterfly, probably a painted lady too, that Grace had been chasing all those years ago, when she had fallen just here on this same brick path. A three-year-old who wanted to be a thirteen-year-old. Bossy, aggressive, loud. Rushing ahead of them, her sandals noisy in the hushed stillness of the late afternoon. Tripped and landed heavily on her bare knees. Lifted her head, her mouth open, silence for what seemed like forever, then a scream of pain and rage, her cheeks suddenly scarlet and a torrent of tears starting from her eyes.


And who had picked her up? Risen unsteadily from the same wooden bench on which she now sat, one hand clutching his stick, the other reaching down to the child? Daniel Chamberlain, that was who. They’d heard all the stories about him since they’d left Dublin and come to live here. He was eccentric at the best, mad at the worst. His only son had died in a boating accident years ago. Bereft and grieving, Daniel and his wife had taken solace in their garden. And when she became ill with cancer he had nursed her by himself at home, wouldn’t allow her to go into hospital. Now he lived alone in the house. And the house? People threw their eyes up to heaven when it was mentioned. What a state. The roof leaks. The basement is awash. He’s letting it fall down around his ears. And what about the rest of the family? The cousins, the second cousins, the first cousins once removed who live nearby? He hates them, haven’t you heard? He’s sworn they’ll never get the estate, that he’ll let it slide into the sea before he’ll leave them a blade of grass or a single brick.


But here he was, bending over, bending down, holding out his free hand to Grace. A stick of barley sugar in its cellophane wrapper in his thin white fingers, the sun glinting on its spiralled, gleaming surface. And somehow Grace had stopped crying, had pulled herself up, clutching at his faded flannel trousers, pointing at her scraped and bloody knee. And he had put his balding, age-spotted head close to her soft fair curls and whispered something to her, so she stood still, reached out for the barley sugar, waited patiently while he untwisted the cellophane, then took it from his hand and put it to her mouth.


Was that how it all began, that bright spring day in the garden? The old man and the child, head to head over the barley sugar and the bloody knee? If Grace hadn’t fallen, if she hadn’t cried. If Alex hadn’t said that he wanted to see the gardens and the house. That his mother had been there once years ago. That she had told him about the gaff-rigged fishing boats which were sailed on the river. He was sure it was the same place. And he wanted to go and find it. Although Grace had sulked and whined and said she wanted to make a sandcastle and go for a paddle.


‘And you promised, Mummy, you promised we would, and now he says we’re going to a house and a garden, and I hate him,’ her face turning red and her bottom lip quivering. While Lydia tried to placate Grace, her daughter, and support Alex, her new husband, and make them both happy. But if she had taken Grace’s side, and they had gone to the beach that day, they’d still have met Daniel. Lydia was sure of it. Daniel Chamberlain was always going to come into their world. If it hadn’t been that Sunday it would have been the next or the next or the next.


Now she got to her feet. She was nearly as unsteady as Daniel had been all those years ago. He used a stick. She wouldn’t. I’m fine, I can manage, she said to all who tried to help, or interfere as she thought of it. She steadied herself then began to walk slowly down the brick path towards the flower borders. She gathered together a bouquet. There were tall stems of campanula, blue and white. The yellow daisy-like heads of rudbeckia. Hollyhocks, taller than she was, in pale pink and white. She cut an arching branch of philadelphus. The cream flowers gave off the heady scent of orange ice cream. It reminded her of the ice pops Grace used to suck as a child, the coloured rivulets of melting ice water running down her chin. Daniel had told her the philadelphus was his wife’s favourite. Darling Elsie, he had called her. Always darling Elsie. The long mahogany table in the dining room was always laid for two, even though she had been dead for years. Until Lydia and Alex and Grace had come to live, first of all in the gate lodge, and then in the big house. After that first afternoon when they had met in the garden and he had walked with them to the boathouse and showed them all that was left of the fishing boats’ rotted hulls. And he and Alex had stood and talked while Lydia and Grace had roamed the gardens together. And as they were leaving to go back to their damp rented cottage, with the outside toilet, Daniel had asked Alex if he needed some work. And Lydia’s heart had nearly stopped. As she waited for Alex to pretend. That he was working already. That money wasn’t a problem. To smile his friendly grin which hid all his fears. And shake his head.


But he didn’t. He told the truth. That he and his wife and his stepdaughter, Grace, had come from Dublin with nothing.


A cloud glanced across the sun and for a moment it was dark. And she remembered. The first winter they had spent at Trawbawn. Living in the gate lodge at the top of the long drive. Alex working in the gardens. Lydia working in the house. Thankful for the roof over their heads. And the night of their first storm. When their relationship with Daniel suddenly changed. There had been thunderclaps over the house like giant hands breaking giant paper bags against their ears. A sudden flash of lightning made even brighter as all the lights in the house went out at once. Candles casting a buttery glow over the kitchen. Lighting up Grace’s small face as she demanded to be allowed to hold one of the light sticks, as she called them. A sudden sense of gaiety as they clustered around the Aga for warmth and Daniel felt his way to the wine cupboard under the stairs and emerged with cobwebs in his hair and a bottle in each hand. And insisted.


‘You’ll all stay here and eat with me tonight.’


She remembered it so clearly. That night in the kitchen when the lights went out. They drank the bottles of wine and then Daniel went again to the cupboard and came back with Calvados and she made coffee and Grace stood on a chair and stirred the egg custard on the top of the cooker and they ate it hot and creamy poured over the apple pie that had been warming in the bottom oven.


And Alex sang all his favourite songs. ‘The Foggy Dew’ and ‘The Mountains of Mourne’ and ‘Trotting to the Fair’ and ‘My Bonny Lies Over the Ocean’. And Daniel told ghost stories and Grace fell asleep on his knee. And when Lydia had done the washing up and tidied everything in readiness for the morning, and they had made as if to wrap Grace in a blanket to take her out into the storm and up the drive to the lodge, Daniel had insisted,


‘You’ll stay here in the house. Make up the bedrooms on the top floor, Lydia. You won’t go out in this weather.’


The first time they slept there.


And the next day he said to her, ‘I want you to move in. Too much room for me. Can’t possibly find a use for all this space. Makes me feel guilty. And please, you will eat with me, won’t you? Darling Elsie would want it. I know she would.’


And he showed Grace where all the boxes of silver cutlery were kept, and gave her the polish and a rag.


‘A penny a piece, dearie. Your job now, to keep them clean.’


The cloud moved and the garden was sunlit again. Lydia bound the flowers tightly with a piece of plastic twine, then moved quickly along the margin of the curving pond towards the woodland by the river. She pushed through the rusty gate and into the small graveyard. Today was the last day of July, the same day that Daniel had died. She laid the flowers on his slab of stone. She stood for a moment, her head bent. Then she opened her eyes and stepped back from the grave. A shadow fell across the grass. She looked up. A heron flew with stately sweeps of its huge wings above her head towards the river. She stopped and watched its slow, elegant progress. It looked prehistoric, its long neck stretched to its fullness, its thin legs moving as if paddling through the air. They had watched the herons together, she and Daniel, on those long days when he had lain in bed, too weak to get up, and she had sat with him, watching over him.


‘They look like me, don’t you think, Lydia?’ he had said.


‘No,’ she protested, slipping her fingers beneath his wrist to find his pulse. ‘Of course they don’t.’


But she smiled as she said it and noted the long beak of a nose, the angular face, the bones barely concealed beneath his white skin.


The last day of July, the day that Daniel had died. It was very early in the morning. Four thirty-eight to be precise. Lydia heard the breath come from his mouth and then the silence that followed. She waited. She sat down beside him and reached for his hand. It was warm and pliant, soft to the touch. She kissed it, then held it to her cheek.


‘Goodbye, Daniel,’ she whispered. ‘Goodbye and thank you.’


She had nursed Daniel, washed him, fed him, stayed with him until that morning. She had used her skills, learned when she was in her twenties in the hospital in London. Kept him hydrated, kept him clean, tried to keep him pain free. The local doctor who was young and new to the practice wanted him to go into hospital, but Daniel wouldn’t hear of it. He had cried, tears trickling down his thin face, like a small child instead of a man in his eighties. The doctor shrugged his shoulders and swung his stethoscope from one hand to the other, then looked at her for support.


But she just stared out of the window, at the river beyond the treetops, then said, ‘Well, you know, I am a registered nurse. I have all my papers. I can look after Daniel here, if you just prescribe whatever drugs are necessary and whatever equipment I’ll need. I can do it. It’s no problem.’


Now she turned and followed the heron’s course towards the river. Nestled beneath the overhanging pines was the stone boathouse. She pushed open the slatted door. Inside it was dark and cool. She waited until her eyes had adjusted to the gloom, then she took a couple of halting steps forward on the wooden decking. The boats were clustered together, their bows nudging each other. They reminded her of young horses at a gate, waiting to be fed. There was a sudden ripple of movement on the water outside and the boats began to rock, their gunwales gently rubbing. She could hear the noise of an outboard. Its mosquito whine buzzed in her head. She waited until the sounds outside had retreated. Then she stepped carefully down into the wooden punt that was tied closest to the water gate. She loosed it from its neighbour and pushed gently with the boat hook until it began to slip away. The boat floated free of the boathouse, its prow rising up on top of a long, low wave, the wake from another craft which had passed a few minutes before, she thought. She and the boat rocked gently up and down.


Alex had loved the river. He had been so happy here, for those first few years when Daniel had been alive. During the day he worked in the garden. He got stronger and healthier. Gone was the pallor of the city. At night she watched him undress. His back and chest were brown. His muscles flexed and the hairs on his upper body shone in the lamplight. They lay together in the old iron bed and he told her about his dream, his project. He had gone out to the islands and spoken to the fishermen about the rotting timbers in the boathouse. He explained it all to her. He was going to rebuild one of the boats. He drew a diagram with a stub of a pencil on a scrap of paper.


‘I can do it, I know I can,’ he said. She had never heard such conviction in his voice. ‘I’ve spoken to Daniel. He’s going to pay for the wood. You wait, Lydia. This time next year we’ll be sailing. You’ve no idea what it will be like. It will be wonderful.’


Now she watched the ripples widen and spread out across the broad expanse of the river. In the distance above the crowns of the trees the slated roof of the house gleamed as the light stroked it. She bent down and trailed her fingers through the cold water. There was a strong smell of salty mud. Beneath her she knew the mud was thick and black. At low tide it gleamed, its smooth oiliness pocked with shells, with worms, with the tracks of birds and other small amphibious creatures. Sometimes the carcass of a cow or a sheep would be revealed by the outgoing tide. Sometimes it would be something else that lay, curled foetus-like or sprawled, limbs in an exaggerated cross, half-submerged beneath the mud’s blue-black coating.


Still the boat rocked. She heard the sound of another engine. Diesel, inboard. Something that would take a trawler all the way to the middle of the Atlantic. It was still a good distance away, further down the river, nearer the sea. It would have to be careful. Even at high tide the river was treacherous. Filled with sandbanks and rocks. The skipper, whoever he was, would have to have his wits about him. Not that that was of concern to her. Her boat was almost flat-bottomed. Just the smallest amount of keel to keep her steady.


Alex had done what he said he would. All that winter he had worked by himself down in the boathouse. He had come home late every evening with wood shavings in his hair and down the back of his trousers. His hands were calloused and scarred with the cuts he had given himself as he struggled to control the chisels and saws. But he didn’t care. His sleep was deep and dreamless. And he was up every morning before she stirred, barely able to wait to get in a couple of hours more before he began his work outside. Sometimes she wondered, as she heard the sound of his boots on the stairs, if he was hoping that some elves would have done their magic in the night and the boat would be finished by the time he got there. But she could see how much he loved the process. He brought home little presents he had made for them. A crude wooden doll with hair of coiled shavings for Grace and a bowl and spoon for Lydia.
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