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How doth the little crocodile


Improve his shining tail,


And pour the waters of the Nile


On every golden scale!


How cheerfully he seems to grin


How neatly spreads his claws,


And welcomes little fishes in


With gently smiling jaws!


from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


by Lewis Carroll
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That night she dreams of Jimmy: his almond eyes and chubby red cheeks, his lips curled into a smile as though permanently amused by life; a little boy scarcely touched by the cares of the world, who lived each day as it came, blithely unaware of his difference. A boy who loved ball games, the twinkling lights at Christmas, lemonade, biscuits, steak-and-kidney pudding and mashed potato with gravy. Who fell in love with anyone who showed even the smallest gesture of kindness; who wouldn’t shake hands but preferred to hug people instead, even people he barely knew. 


He’s pestering her with endless questions, speaking with surprising fluency. Why does the sun come up in the same place each day? Why do they call those stars a ‘plough’? What are we going to do today, Molly? What’s for supper? She shouts at him to leave her in peace for just a few seconds, for pity’s sake.


She feels his hot body in bed beside her, finds herself irritated by his snoring. She takes him back to his own room, only to find him returned again, entwined around her. And then . . . and then . . . she sees him floating, far off on the other side of the lake. His eyes are open, his lips are smiling. Yet even from here she can tell he is dead. 


She wakes with that familiar knot in her stomach. She knows it well, its weight, its position, its shape and even its colour as she imagines it: a deep charcoal-grey. But perhaps, now she’s so old, it’s actually turning into a physical tumour that has taken up permanent residence, that will grow and spread throughout her body. A cancer that will kill her in the end. Maybe that would be a blessing, she thinks. The last thing she wants is to linger on, being a nuisance to everyone.


Then she remembers why the knot has reappeared. The police are coming. Whatever can they want from her, after all these years? She recalls the hours of questioning, sitting on the sofa in her shorts with the woolly upholstery prickling her legs as the rain battered the vicarage windows, Pa pacing outside the door, the overwhelming feelings of guilt, the ‘if only’ loop going round and round in her head. The endless, futile prayers and that crushing sense of emptiness and helplessness. 


All she can tell them now is what she told them then. She had, and still has, absolutely no idea what happened, or why. She toys with the idea of pretending she has dementia and can’t remember anything. Except, of course, she can recall everything. Every moment, every sight, sound, smell, and all the players in the tragedy of that terrible summer: Kit, beautiful Kit, whose memory even now sends darts of electricity through her body; Jimmy’s sweet innocence; her father’s inconsolable sorrow and terrifying descent into madness. 


She does not want to remember, does not want to go back. When journalists come to interview her they always ask: ‘When did you first start writing children’s stories?’ or ‘What was the title of your first book?’ She always lies. All these years, all those dozens of stories later, after all the books that have made her famous and turned her into a household name, giving her the chance to meet children of all nationalities and cultures on book tours around the world, she has never even taken it out of its cardboard box. It is still stored in the darkest, furthest part of a deep bottom drawer: her very first book, the stories she wrote for Jimmy, the book that started it all. The Ugly Dragon.


But it seems she will now be forced to remember.


Yesterday – was it only yesterday? – she’d settled herself in her favourite chair, placed so that she can see anyone coming up the path to her front door from the lodge where the wardens live. She spends most of her daytime hours here these days, reading or dozing in the warmth of the sun, which, if it’s shining, will reach her by ten in the morning and won’t leave until mid-afternoon. 


She’d just made her morning cuppa when she saw one of the wardens – Gillian, the nicer one – emerging from the office and starting up the wheelchair-friendly path towards the bungalows, looking more preoccupied than usual, stern even. 


Dear God, Molly thought, hoping it wasn’t bad news. Let it be a false alarm or, at worst, a minor alarm. The only other resident she knows personally is her right-hand neighbour, Fred, who used to enjoy a game of whist but cannot even remember his own name these days, poor old boy. But Gillian took the route leading to Molly’s door. She knocked and let herself in. 


‘Cooee, Mrs Goddard. How are you feeling this morning?’ She pulled up a stool without waiting to be invited. ‘May I join you?’ 


‘Of course.’ Any company was welcome these days. 


‘I need to tell you that the police telephoned me this morning. Nothing to be concerned about, I’m sure. Just routine enquiries, they called it.’ Gillian leaned forward and took Molly’s hand, warm and comforting. ‘But you’re not to worry, my dear.’ 


Hah! That phrase so perfectly calculated to cause instant panic. That’s what they said when Jimmy went missing. Like the old joke: ‘Start worrying, details to follow’. Only it wasn’t a joke. Not funny at all. And they never got the details.


‘They simply want a word with you,’ Gillian went on. ‘Something to do with a lake, they said. But I told them they’d have to wait until your daughter was here. I’ve given her a ring and she’ll be over tomorrow morning. The police will come back then.’
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A lake. The word shimmers in Molly’s mind, like sunlight glittering on the surface when the water is disturbed by a gust of wind. A lake known as the Mere, its corners dark and hidden, surrounded by overgrown willows and dense billows of bramble bushes. The humps of the islands fringed with sedge and bulrush. When the weather was calm, the sky, clouds and trees were reflected in perfect reverse, creating a double image that she remembers as clearly as though it were yesterday and still believes to be one of the most beautiful sights in the world. 


Even now, her eyes are dazzled by the brilliant yellow of the marsh marigolds and her nose giddied by the sweet, medicinal scent of water mint. She can feel the smooth squelch of the grey-blue mud clinging between her toes, with its earthy, metallic odour. The air is filled with the sounds of small lives: the gentle cluck of a mother duck shepherding her flotilla of tiny ducklings, the sharp tick-tick of an alarmed coot, the distant call of cattle on the water meadows beyond. In the sky there is the squeal of swifts swooping low over the surface and, from time to time, the harsh, bossy squawks of geese as they circle before coming in to land, their webbed feet outstretched, like squadrons of small feathered aircraft.


Above all the noises of nature, if she listens carefully, she can hear the regular, unmistakeable thud of oars in rowlocks followed by the swish of the water as they pull forward. She leans over the side of the boat, trailing her fingers in the cool water. In the shallows are glimpses of a secret underwater world: grey shoals of minnows, tiny striped snails, worms, dragonfly nymphs and other murky creatures. In deeper water the lake grows black and mysterious, concealing all kinds of unknown terrors. 


The memories are calling her, luring her back, but she resists them with all her might. At times they press into her head so ferociously that she is overwhelmed. Most of the time she manages to keep them at bay, but now, this very morning, the police are coming to ask her about a lake. She takes a deep breath, then another, trying to calm her thrumming nerves. 
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Bella arrives, flustered as usual. From where she lives on the other side of Colchester, the traffic is often unpredictable. The journey leaves her edgy and impatient, and she usually spends the first half-hour rushing about, clearing or cleaning, making the bed, taking an inventory of the fridge and the kitchen store-cupboard, wiping the worktops – busy, busy, busy – when all Molly wants is for her to sit down with a cup of tea to chat about life’s joys and woes, about her troubled, troublesome clients and Lewis’s latest sporting triumphs. She depends on her daughter to reconnect with the world outside. 


Today is different. Bella takes off her coat, puts on the kettle, kisses her mother on the cheek and immediately draws up a chair. ‘Whatever mischief have you been up to now, Mum?’ she says, without preamble. ‘What’s all this about the police wanting to question you?’


Molly shakes her head. There’s no point in trying to explain, when she doesn’t even know what the police want to ask her. And she has already decided not to tell them much, so why alert Bella to the fact that she knows more? 


‘No idea, love. How would you like to make some tea?’ 


Half an hour later a car, garishly decorated in chequered dayglo yellow and blue, enters the gates and stops outside the lodge. Two people climb out, a girl who looks barely out of her teens, the man older, bearded. He hoicks up his trousers and the woman smooths her rather too-tight skirt as they glance around before approaching the warden’s door and ringing the bell. 


Soon enough they’re following Gillian up to the bungalow, being invited inside and introduced to everyone. The room feels suddenly very small. At least they are not PC Stubby and his mate, Weasel Face, Molly thinks. How could she forget them, with their sorry-sad expressions and the persistent grilling that made her feel as though it was all somehow her fault, when she could barely think straight for worry and lack of sleep?


Neither of these present-day coppers wears Dixon of Dock Green helmets and she can see no sign of truncheons or handcuffs, although they are garlanded with technology: phones, cameras, walkie-talkies. She supposes they’re assuming that an eighty-four-year-old will go quietly, and is briefly diverted trying to picture the scene, should she choose to resist arrest. Imagine the scandal! What a treat it would be for all the other residents watching from their windows: an old woman being manhandled down the pathway by a burly copper.


Bella offers tea or coffee, the warden excuses herself and leaves. ‘Let me know if you need anything,’ she says. Finally they are all settled. 


The beard does most of the talking. He’s tall and awkward and rather poker-faced, while the girl smiles a lot. Whatever could a pretty young thing like her want with chasing criminals? Both perch themselves uncomfortably on the hard kitchen chairs that Bella has pulled up for them, and there’s a smattering of introductory small talk. 


‘Apologies for inconveniencing you like this, Mrs Goddard. I hope you are feeling up to a little chat? Can you hear us all right?’


She feels like shouting, For heaven’s sake, stop patronising me. Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. But she remembers, in time, that she has determined to present herself as a sweet and slightly dotty old lady. 


‘It’s all right, my dears. I can hear you both perfectly well, thank you,’ she says with as much grace as she can muster. ‘But perhaps you can tell me to what we owe this unexpected pleasure.’


The man clears his throat, pulls a small notebook and pencil from his pocket. How charmingly low-tech, Molly thinks to herself, just like the bobbies who questioned her back then. 


‘Mrs Goddard.’


‘That is my name, yes. Molly Goddard. Not “Mrs”.’


Bella darts a look that says: Don’t be difficult, Mum. It’ll only cause trouble.


‘Msss Goddard.’ He holds on to the ‘s’ for too long, so that it sounds like an angry fly.


‘If you insist, Constable.’ She has been single for so long – after that disastrous short-lived marriage – that she can barely remember a time when she was Mrs, but neither has she ever accepted being a Ms, or a Miss, and it irritates her when officials always insist. Her young readers know her as Molly Goddard. Dear Molly, they write in their wobbly, unformed hand as though they know her personally, and she considers it a great compliment. 


He clears his throat again. ‘We understand that for a short period from December 1949 to September 1950, your father, John Goddard, was the vicar of Wormley, in Suffolk?’


‘That is correct. We lived in the vicarage, with my brother and a housekeeper. My mother had died the year before.’


‘And we understand that in the late summer of 1950 your brother James—’


‘Jimmy,’ she interrupts.


‘Your brother Jimmy disappeared.’


The lump in Molly’s stomach moves higher, pressing on her lungs and making it difficult to breathe. ‘Yes,’ she whispers. ‘Everyone gave up looking, and we never got any explanation.’ 


Bella puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘Are you all right, Mum?’ 


‘If this is too distressing, we can stop,’ the policewoman says. ‘We can come back another time, if you like?’


‘No, let’s carry on. I want to know why you are here, after all these years. Has anything happened? Have you found something?’


The girl takes up the story. ‘Well, Ms Goddard, you might have read in the papers about the local water-company project to build a pipeline from the River Stour to reservoirs in Essex?’


Molly shakes her head. She never reads the newspapers these days. They’re too full of politicians preening themselves. 


The girl goes on: ‘Unfortunately, an unpredicted consequence has been that local water levels have dropped, in particular at Wormley Mere. It has lost at least three-quarters of its water, and there are fears it might actually dry out completely before the work is finished.’


Molly finds this impossible to imagine. They always said the lake was bottomless. 


‘The residents are up in arms, of course, particularly the wildlife lot and the anglers who lease the lake these days. There’s talk of lawsuits. The company is confident of correcting the problem.’ She pauses, glancing sideways at her colleague before carrying on. ‘Meanwhile, their contractors have reported some unusual findings.’


The lump has slipped even higher. It is now where Molly’s heart should be, knocking at the inside of her ribs. 


‘These findings,’ Bella asks gently. Her social-work training comes in handy for managing delicate conversations. ‘What are they, exactly?’


The girl looks at the man again. He nods and she carries on. ‘Well, erm, they appear to have found some bones.’ She pauses for a second, and adds more quietly, ‘Human bones.’


Bella’s hand slips into hers, squeezing it gently. Molly tries to breathe, slowly, in-out, in-out, like they teach you for childbirth. 


The beard takes over. ‘They’ve been sent to the lab for DNA testing. Are you aware of what this might mean, Ms Goddard?’


She tries to speak but nothing comes out. Her throat has closed.


‘It might help you find out . . .?’ Bella says. 


‘That’s right,’ he says, gently. ‘So, if you are willing, we’d like to take a sample from you, too, Ms Goddard, so that we can prove, one way or another . . .’


A sample? Molly’s mind rebels. She hates needles.


‘And what does that involve, exactly?’ Bella asks. 


He reaches into his bag and pulls out an envelope, which he opens to show two small plastic tubes containing long sticks with cotton buds on the end. ‘It’s very simple and quick. We just have to rub the inside of the cheek to get a few cells. It takes a couple of seconds, and doesn’t hurt at all.’


Bella turns to her. ‘Mum?’ 


‘I don’t mind,’ Molly says. Not if it helps find out what happened to Jimmy, she thinks. Not knowing feels like a hollow ache that, in all these years, has never lessened. Perhaps to know might ease the pain, at last. She opens her mouth obediently. 


When the procedure is over, he puts the cotton buds back into their tubes, seals the envelope, writes on it in biro and places it back in his bag. 


‘Well done, Mum,’ Bella says. ‘Will that be all, Officer?’


‘There’s just one more thing.’ He reaches for his shoulder bag and takes out a slim sheaf of what look like colour photographs. 


‘No, I don’t think it’s a good idea . . .’ Bella says, quickly.


‘No, not to worry, Miss,’ he says. ‘This is something else.’


‘Let me see them first, please.’


He flips through the prints until he reaches the one he wants, and shows it first to Bella. After a quick glance she passes it to her mother. At first Molly can’t make it out; it looks like a tangled mess of mud and old branches, but then she sees, amid the browns and greys, a glimpse of something red. She manages to stifle a gasp. 


‘Have you any idea what this red material could be, Ms Goddard?’ 


She shrugs, trying to feign nonchalance. ‘Could be anything, I suppose. Something blown in off the field, an old plastic fertiliser bag? Litter gets everywhere these days, doesn’t it?’ 


But she knows immediately what it could be. She would recognise that particular shade of red anywhere: Jimmy’s red mac, the one he was wearing when he disappeared. Or Kit’s canvas boat, the one they christened Robin with a bottle of champagne. 


Over the buzzing in her ears she can hear Bella saying, ‘I think it might be time to give my mother a rest, if that is all?’ Soon enough the police are on their feet, looming over her once more, saying their goodbyes, promising to be in touch as soon as they have any results – probably by the end of the week, depending on how busy the lab is – and thanking them for their time. 


Molly wants to shout at them, Oh, just shut up and go away, will you? Instead she closes her eyes. In the blessed silence, once they are gone, Bella returns to her seat and takes her mother’s hand. 


‘Do you want to talk about this, Mum?’


She shakes her head. ‘Not now, love. Not now.’
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The next thing Molly knows is the knock of the evening carer bringing her supper. She must have been asleep here in her chair for several hours. The plate of sandwiches Bella made is still beside her, their edges already curling in the dry heat. The cup of tea is stone-cold. 


For a moment she has forgotten what happened this afternoon and feels content. It’s not a bad life for someone of my age, she tells herself. Eighty-five next March, for heaven’s sake. However did she manage to hang on for so long? She’s a bit creaky in the leg department and can no longer shop for herself, but she still has all her marbles, which counts for a lot. 


Although she rarely sees them, there is comfort in knowing that all around her, in the other nineteen bungalows, there are people like herself. Not that they socialise much; most of them are too immobile, or too demented. She doesn’t feel lonely, though. She loves listening to audio books, and the best of the readers seem to become her friends so that, by the end, she’s sorry to bid them goodbye. 


Bella comes at the weekends, sometimes with Molly’s grandson Lewis, who appears to have grown into a fully-fledged adult without notice. There are twice-daily visits from carers, and the warden drops by every evening. She counts herself fortunate.


This evening’s carer enters with a waft of sweet fresh air. ‘Hello, my dear,’ she says breezily. ‘You look as though you could do with a bite of something hot. How does shepherd’s pie sound?’


Mention of shepherds reminds Molly of Eli and his hut. ‘In them old days the shepherds’d drag it from field to field, so’s the sheep could get the best grass,’ he’d say, settling himself on the steps, clay pipe in hand. She’d never seen anyone else before or since smoking one of these, except in old photographs. ‘Them old wheels ’on’t turn no more but just here suit me fine, my little ’uns.’ His eyes would twinkle as he took a long draw, exhaling clouds of aromatic smoke that he claimed kept away the midges. ‘Cos from here I can keep an eye on that dratted dragon.’


And they would peer down through the trees to the bottom of the valley, to where the lake glimmered silently in the last of the daylight, half-longing and half-fearing what they might see. 









[image: image]


2


All night she tosses and turns, dreaming vividly again, only this time her dreams are populated with red boats, black waters, white bones. 


Waking with a start, Molly knows what she must do. She must go back to the village. 


She has never returned, not once. Not since they took her father off in an ambulance, and the police gave up their search and she’d gone to live far away with an aunt she barely knew. Even though it is only an hour’s drive, she has actively avoided the area as much as possible. It holds too many memories. 


But after what the police have told them, she knows she can’t bury the memories forever. Unless she sees the place for herself one more time before she dies, she will never rest easy. The prospect of the lake half-drained of its water feels terrifying but she feels compelled to witness it, just in case. 


In case of what? She refuses to let her imagination wander any further. Not yet. Not till they get the results of the tests. But she must visit anyway, to honour the memory of Jimmy. 


‘Hello, love,’ she chirps cheerfully when Bella answers. It’s so quick to phone, now her grandson Lewis has added something he calls speed-dial. ‘I want to ask a favour.’


‘What time is it?’ her daughter groans. ‘Oh. For heaven’s sake, Mum, it’s six-thirty in the morning. Sunday morning.’


‘Is it? I’m so sorry, darling. It’s already light and the birds are singing their little hearts out. I thought it was at least nine. But while I’ve got you . . .’


‘Go on.’ She can hear Bella yawning.


‘I need to go there, one last time. To Wormley. Can you take me? Today?’


‘Today? It’s Lewis’s football, Mum.’


‘Can’t Andy take him?’ Bella’s ex is a fireman. Molly was sad when they split, because she now sees so little of him. They’d been together so long – since Bella’s schooldays – that she’d come to think of him as a son. 


‘Possibly. Depends on his shifts. I’ll have to ask.’ A pause. ‘You’ve never wanted to go back before, Mum.’


‘Everything is different now,’ she says.
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A few hours later Molly is being trundled down the path in her wheelchair, helped into her daughter’s scruffy old car and trying to find a place for her feet in a footwell deep with the detritus of empty crisp packets and fizzy-drink cans.


The sun is shining and Bella seems to have recovered her good humour. 


The traffic is light this Sunday morning, and they are soon skimming along the rolling switchback road through the county she has long considered her own. It is May, and the verges are laced with cow parsley, the hedgerows so white with blossom that they look like banks of snow. The long-forgotten memory of a sad poem she learned at school rises to the surface of her mind and she tells Bella about it: ‘Lie long, high snowdrifts in the hedge, that will not shower on me. It’s a dying soldier longing to see his home country one more time.’


‘That’s a bit gloomy for a lovely spring day,’ her daughter replies, accelerating past a tractor the size of a two-storey house. They make them enormous, these days, Molly thinks. Not like the little machines that trundled back and forth along the village street, past the vicarage, several times a day. 


How curious she’d been, when they first arrived in Suffolk, to see all that agricultural machinery on the roads and in the fields. Having only ever known London, she was completely unaware of the rhythms of the seasons, the wild flowers that came and went with the passing months, or the focus of the community on growing livestock and cultivating the deep, fertile fields. She remembers being told about the harvest festival – the day when the village thanked the earth for its bounties and decorated the church with sheaves of real wheat and barley, piles of red apples and enormous green marrows. But she never got the chance to celebrate it. 


Molly is so absorbed in her thoughts that almost before she has noticed, they have passed Sudbury. A gracious town, she recalls, with Georgian houses lining wide streets, a large church dominating the square, and the bronze statue of an artist flourishing his paintbrush and palette. She remembers going on a market day when, after the livestock sales were done, grizzled farmers would gather in the pub on the Market Hill, putting the world to rights. Around lunch-time they would be joined by their wives, who were laden with the spoils of a morning’s haggling: the best cuts of meat, the greenest greens and whitest potatoes. 


But they see none of this today, following a bypass punctuated with roundabouts, past unlovely industrial buildings in varied states of prosperity or decline. They make a short detour through a council estate, and soon enough they are on a road that seems to writhe like a snake as it follows the contours of the river. 


Ah, the river, just a gentle meandering stream these days that has somehow, through the ages, carved out the wide valley along which they are now passing, a landscape that inspired great artists like Constable and Gainsborough, its floodplain creating lush pastures that fed the medieval wool trade and the prosperity that helped to build many of its mighty churches. 


Now they are over the humpback bridge at Bures, past the pub on the corner, and The Pines looms ahead. It was such an iconic landmark in those days, that grove of ancient evergreens high on top of the hill, but the storm did for it that night and it has never recovered. Many of the trees have gone, and even those that remain look ragged and forlorn.


As the countryside becomes increasingly familiar and the stone weighs increasingly heavy in Molly’s gut, her earlier resolve seems to leach away. Whatever is she thinking, going back there, she chides herself? But it’s too late to change her mind now. The die is cast.


The road climbs through a deep cutting in the hillside, carved before the days of tarmac by centuries of countless carts and carriages. On either side, steep banks are covered in bluebells that, when they catch the sunshine, are of such an intense cobalt-blue that it almost hurts her eyes. 


A painful memory punches through her consciousness: her father seated in a deckchair on the back porch of the vicarage, newspaper in hand, teacup close by, enjoying the spring sunshine. She sits down on the step beside him and they rest there for several minutes: a rare moment of calm and quiet time together, just the two of them. And then there’s a shout, and Jimmy is running towards them across the lawn with tears streaming down his face, waving a bunch of wilted bluebells. 


‘What’s up, Jim?’ Pa asks.


‘For . . . you . . . they . . .’ His speech was never clear at the best of the times, but he found the word at last. ‘Dead,’ he shouts, tossing them violently to the ground before running into the house. They listen to his clumsy footsteps clomping through the hallway and up the stairs. Neither of them moves. 


‘Had I better go after him?’ 


‘He’ll be all right,’ Molly murmurs, reluctant to break the spell. 


‘He picked them for me – I’d better go.’ Pa heaves himself up from the deckchair. The moment is lost. How she’d hated her brother in that moment, ruining everything, as usual. 
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‘Nearly there,’ Bella says, slowing the car. ‘Here’s the turning.’ 


‘How did you know?’ Molly says, as they start down the narrow lane.


‘I’ve been here before, Mum.’


‘You’ve been here? Without me?’


‘I wanted to see where you lived with Grandpa.’ 


‘I didn’t know you knew so much about it.’


‘I don’t, Mum. But remember that photo? The one they took when you first arrived?’ Molly remembers it well: Miss Calver, editor of the Village News, produced a camera and made them stand outside the church. 


‘But I never knew about the lake,’ Bella says.


‘The Mere.’


‘Mere, then. So where is it?’


‘Past the church, down the hill.’


The church tower is visible before any other building, flintwork gleaming in the sunshine, and the sight of it makes Molly’s heart contract. An unwelcome vision: her father high above them, standing precariously on the parapet, arms outstretched, shouting, ‘Take me, God, I’m coming.’


She takes a few deep breaths, trying to calm her thoughts. 


As they approach the church gate, the lane is almost blocked with cars parked carelessly on either side. ‘Whatever’s going on?’ Bella asks, manoeuvring past. 


‘Sunday-morning service. Looks like there’s still a healthy congregation. Let’s go on down to the lake. We can come back afterwards.’


She is expecting to see the vicarage at any moment, but her view is obscured by a new wall of bright-red brick. Bella stops by gateposts topped with a pair of badly modelled concrete lions, comic-book renderings of those noble creatures. A slate sign with sharply laser-carved lettering reads: VICARAGE CLOSE. 


‘Oh my Lord,’ Molly gasps, peering through the curlicues of wrought-iron gates. The old vicarage has gone, and in its place are four mock-Georgian executive-style houses set in perfectly manicured green lawns surrounded by newly planted box hedges. Like dolls’ houses in a toy town, she thinks. 


‘The poor old place was looking a bit derelict last time I was here,’ Bella says. ‘But there was scaffolding up the chimney, so I assumed they were restoring it.’


After her initial surprise, Molly feels strangely unmoved. She never loved that vicarage, it never really felt like home. A plain four-square building of no great historical importance, cheaply constructed in the interwar period, its rooms were voluminous, the plumbing basic, the windows ill-fitting, with no insulation and certainly no central heating. The fireplaces were greedy for coal and far too small to keep the place warm in winter. 


The best thing about it was the garden – those spreading acres on which these new houses now stand. It had seemed, to her young city-bound eyes, to stretch away to infinity, merging without fence or hedge into the woodland and fields beyond. This was her childhood, or a part of it at least. And now it is gone. ‘Good riddance,’ she mutters under her breath. 


‘Where now?’ Bella asks.


‘Down to the Mere. It’s at the bottom of the hill.’


‘You’re sure about this, Mum?’


‘Never been more sure,’ she says, although her heart quails at the thought.


They pass the Old Crown pub, offering ‘local ales and fresh cooked food’, and agree to return for a sandwich later, before the drive home. The houses thin out as they leave the village, with the woods to their left, down to the bottom of the hill where the road levels onto the river’s floodplain. The Tudor brick chimneys of Wormley Hall are just visible, peeping over the tops of the trees. 


The first sign they see is hand-painted in uneven capital letters, nailed roughly onto an unsteady-looking post: SAVE WORMLEY MERE. Next is a larger official notice: 


EASTERN WATER STOUR VALLEY PROJECT.
STRICTLY AUTHORISED VEHICLES ONLY.
DANGER, HEAVY PLANT TURNING.
NO ENTRY.


‘Heavy plants don’t sound too dangerous.’ Molly’s attempt at a joke is met with a sigh. 


‘So where is this lake, anyway?’ Bella says, pulling up beside a gate leading to a rough farm track.


‘Just over there. The only way by car is along this track.’ Molly opens her window and the twittering song of invisible meadowlarks floods her ears from high above. She takes a deep breath, inhaling the smells of warm grass and spring blossom, with a hint of cow manure. 


‘That’s that, then,’ Bella says. ‘There’s no way I’m pushing your wheelchair along there. It’s far too rough.’ She gets out of the car, goes to the metal gate, gives it a push and rattles the chain fixing it to the gatepost. ‘Anyway, it’s locked,’ she says, with a hint of triumph. 


But something has become dislodged. The jaws of the heavy padlock have parted, and the chain now hangs free. The gate starts to swing open of its own accord. As it gains momentum, Bella lurches forward to close it, but Molly shouts, ‘Hold on, love. Now we can drive down.’


‘“No entry,” it says. Can’t you read the sign?’ Bella climbs back into the car. 


‘If we don’t go now, I may never see it again,’ Molly says. ‘It’s Sunday, love. No one is here to stop us.’ 


Bella rests her forehead on the steering wheel. ‘That just about tops it. My eighty-four-year-old mother is telling me to break the law.’ 


‘It’s not the law, love, only a company notice. Please. It’ll only take a few seconds.’


It is my last chance, she thinks. My last chance to . . . She cannot actually bring herself to say it, even to herself. But she knows her daughter too well: there is no point in pleading, so she sits quietly and waits. 


After a few moments Bella sighs and starts the car, puts it into gear and cautiously drives through the now-open gateway and down the track. The gravel is surprisingly smooth and in no time at all the lake, or at least the area where it used to be, comes into view. But it is nothing like Molly remembers. Where water once glittered there is a deep, muddy crater, its edges churned into chaos by wheel tracks and footprints. Red-and-white plastic tape is strung from posts and trees, and more signs – ironic now: DEEP WATER, DANGER OF DROWNING. At the bottom of the crater is a puddle of tea-coloured water.


All around one end the trees have been felled and the boggy area where the stream used to feed into the lake, where the marsh marigolds bloomed every summer in such profusion, has been pulverised by the tracks of heavy vehicles. Two of them, a lurid orange, lurk in the far corner of the field like giant insects with their long arms folded, ready to pounce. 


Molly puts her face in her hands. ‘And to think that’s where Jimmy’s been, all these years.’


‘We don’t know that.’


‘I know it. In my heart.’ She hammers her chest with a fist. Molly accepts Bella’s tissue and wipes her eyes.


In the end, everyone said Jimmy must have drowned, but no one had ever explained why his body was never found. At fifteen, she’d read enough crime stories to know that bodies always surfaced somewhere, possibly months later, unless they were weighted down, in which case it had obviously not been an accident. But who would do such a thing to a small, harmless boy? And even if he’d just got caught somewhere, in branches or tree roots, why had the police divers never discovered him?


‘Let’s go,’ she says, suddenly. ‘I’ve seen enough.’
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Back up the hill, outside the church, the cars have mostly disappeared.


‘Nearly time for lunch,’ Bella says. 


‘Good idea. Shall we take a look inside first, now the service has finished?’ 


Bella pulls up the car. ‘That path looks reasonable for your chair. Let’s try it. Then lunch?’


‘Then lunch.’ 


It is the smell of the church, rather than the sight of the interior, that takes her back: old prayer books, furniture polish and dust, the cloying scent of lilies dying in their vases. She is immediately transported back to her teenage self, wriggling uncomfortably on the hard wooden choir stall, listening to Pa droning on about parish notices, jumble sales and whist drives, not to mention the endless readings from the Bible and, worst of all, his interminable sermons.


He would usually start promisingly, with a story about something that had happened to him or to an acquaintance, or something he’d read in a book or seen in the newspapers. But about five minutes in, with dreary inevitability, the topic would revert to the religious text. He would quote a passage from the Bible, or a psalm, and then he’d be off for the next twenty minutes, explaining what the passage meant and what we should learn from it. 


‘Can’t you make your sermons a bit shorter?’ she’d asked him once. ‘Or even tell a joke or two?’


‘Believe me, I would if I could get away with it,’ was his answer. ‘But if I try lopping off even five minutes, someone always complains they’re not getting their money’s worth. And I’ve come a cropper in the past, telling jokes. Believe me, some people have no sense of humour.’


Another time she asked him if he really believed – as he’d claimed in his sermon the previous day – that all human beings are essentially good. 


He’d paused for a moment before replying, ‘I think we’re born good, sweetheart, but our lives shape us, and sometimes not always for the better.’


‘Like Mr Blackman?’


He gave a curious hollow laugh. ‘Yes, even someone like him was good, once upon a time.’


‘I hate him,’ she’d said. ‘I hope he goes to hell.’ 


Pa’s smile dissolved in an instant. ‘Listen, Molly. The war changed everyone, and not always for the good. We all lost someone, or lived for weeks and months expecting to die ourselves at any moment, or were horribly injured. And most of us saw things no human being should ever be expected to witness.’


‘But why should that make someone evil?’


He shook his head. ‘Only God knows these things, darling. All I know is that the legacy of war is all around us, and we should give people the benefit of the doubt.’ 


‘The other day I heard you calling him the devil incarnate.’


His face was severe now. ‘Listen, you must never, ever repeat that, my darling. In my position, I have to be neutral in all things, as you know. If I lose the support of my congregation, I may as well pack up and go home now.’


‘Home? Where?’


He’d laughed again, then. ‘It’s a manner of speaking, sweetheart. I mean, give up the parish and go somewhere else.’


‘Don’t you sometimes wish you could go somewhere else, to get away from Blackman?’


He sighed. ‘Yes, I do. But there are many good souls here in this parish, and God tells me I must do my best to mediate, to make their lives easier. To restore harmony. And that, my love, is exactly what I am trying to do.’


He did his best, the poor man. But it broke him, in the end. 
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She’s tried to prepare herself for it, but it still comes as a shock, all the same. At the head of the north aisle there is a kaleidoscope of bright colours in the window that was once filled with plain glazing.


‘Can you wheel me over there, love?’ 


As they approach, Bella starts to laugh. ‘Heavens, Mum, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen in a church window. A crocodile, eating a pair of legs? What on earth . . .?’


The top half of the stained-glass design is traditional enough, a classic Arts and Crafts interpretation of a medieval knight and his lady. But at their feet is another knight, surely St George, slaying what is plainly not a dragon, but an enormous, green crocodile in the process of devouring a pair of legs that hang, comically, like strands of spaghetti from its fearful-looking teeth. 


‘A crocodile? Whatever’s a crocodile to do with Wormley?’ 


It has everything to do with Wormley, Molly thinks to herself. Old Eli said the creature would bring evil and he was right enough, in a way, even though everyone mocked him for his prophecies. Poor Eli. So kind, so gentle, so lonely. So damaged by war and bereavement, like most people around that time. Except for Blackman, of course, who’d profited while others suffered.


Suddenly she feels terribly weary. Remembering is exhausting. What she would most like to do now is lie down with her cheek resting on the stone flags and stay there, until the cold seeps into her body with a heavy forgetfulness and she can slip away to join Father and Jimmy, wherever they are.


Bella’s voice comes from somewhere far away. ‘You look as though you could do with a bite to eat, Mum.’ The window slips from view as Molly’s chair is turned, and she is being wheeled back down the aisle towards the church door. 


Later, when they are sipping soup of the day in the warm recesses of the pub, Bella says, ‘Tell me about that window, Mum. Whatever is a crocodile doing in an English country church?’


Molly puts down her spoon. Where on earth to start? 









PART TWO:


DECEMBER 1949
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We arrived in the village in early December. The countryside was like a foreign land to me and Jimmy, you understand. Until then we’d only ever lived in the city. 


He was ten, I was fourteen, and we were only just beginning to get used to life without Mum. I say ‘getting used to’ but we never really got used to it. The word ‘cancer’ had been whispered when the adults thought we were out of hearing, but we had sharp ears. Whatever it was that killed her took a long, long time. But even with all that warning, when the end came it was a hideous shock. 


At first I simply couldn’t believe it, nor could Jimmy. Someone had told him that Mum had gone to heaven and he sobbed every day because he didn’t know his way there. How do you respond to that? To say that to go to her, he’d have to die as well? That Pa and me wouldn’t be coming with him, not just yet? Or that we all have to die, sometime? There is no consolation. Death is final, and they are gone forever. 


I wept too, of course, and got angry, stomping around the flat and cursing God with all the worst swear words I knew. But mostly I just felt numb. Everyday activities, like getting dressed and making toast, going to school and coming home, felt like wading through thick fog. For a long, long time I was sure I’d never properly feel anything ever again. 


Pa dropped his bombshell barely nine months after that. Since returning from the war he’d been one of several curates at St Martin-in-the-Fields, the beautiful church on the corner of Trafalgar Square, right in the centre of London. I loved it for its great columns, the light from its tall windows, the cheerful sound of its bells and those enormous bronze lions in the square. And I always imagined it having once been in the centre of green pastures, for why else would it have been given that name?


Best of all, the curacy came with a two-bedroomed flat just twenty minutes’ walk away, in the heart of what they call Bloomsbury, which is where, Mum told us, lots of famous writers and artists used to live before the First World War. There were still great gaps in the terraces, like broken teeth, where houses had been reduced to piles of rubble by German bombs. In fact, our own had cracks in the walls and the windows didn’t fit very well, so that the rain came in at the corners and we had to hide the damp patches with strategically placed pieces of furniture. But we didn’t mind. There were parks nearby, and Mum seemed happy enough. Until she got ill, that is. 


Neither of them had ever talked about it to us, but I’d come to understand that Pa had had such a difficult time as an army chaplain that his nerves were shredded and he suffered terrible nightmares. So when he was demobbed, the church authorities offered him the curacy at St Martin’s, because the work was not too demanding and there would be plenty of others around to support him. Now, so it seemed, they thought he had recovered enough to take on his own parish. We would be moving out to the country.


‘It’s a great honour,’ he said, his face more cheerful than I’d seen it in a long time. ‘I’m thrilled. We’ll have a lovely big vicarage, and lots of countryside all around for you two to explore. It’ll be a new start for all of us.’ 


It was so unexpected. We’d never lived in the country, except for a few brief months when we’d left London to avoid the Blitz. Moving to a new parish would mean leaving school, all of my friends and the people at St Martin’s who’d been so kind when Mum was ill. It would be a complete upheaval of our lives. 


‘Couldn’t they find you a parish in London?’


‘I suppose if I waited . . .’ He paused to think, pulling his left earlobe. ‘But don’t you think it’ll do us all good to get out of the city for a while? The war’s taken a toll on everyone, darling. Not just on the buildings, but in our hearts and minds. We’re all a bit broken. What I hope is that living in the countryside for a while will heal us, help us grow stronger.’


What none of us knew, of course, was that the tentacles of war reached everywhere, even to the most tranquil, remote parts of the country. They may not have been bombed in the way that cities were, rationing may not have been so painful and you did not see so many people with disabilities and disfigurements, but the scars of war were there all the same, the trauma hidden deep in people’s heads, as we were to discover all too soon. 


But for the moment my concerns were about more everyday matters. ‘What about school? Will there be one for Jimmy, like here?’ My brother loved the bright, sunny school ten minutes’ walk away, where there were plenty of other children like himself. His speech had improved, he could even tie his own shoelaces now and eat his meals with a knife and fork. 
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