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  One




  The gates to the house lay on a blind curve in the road. It was easy to miss it, to go on towards the sea, where the road ended and the water met the sky. Even though she had

  been coming here since she was a baby, still, sometimes those gates were a surprise.




  Beyond the rusted iron gates lay a long drive that seemed to lead nowhere. The dark trees obscured everything for a quarter of a mile or so, and then suddenly, there was a clearing, and you

  could see the house. It was grey stone and symmetrical, the kind a child might draw: a front door at the centre, with identical eight-paned windows in a row to either side and above, topped by

  smaller attic windows set into the slate roof. It was a house engraved inside Kate’s head; a house that she walked through when she could not sleep at home in London; a place preserved as the

  single fixed point in what might otherwise be the blurred landscape of memory; the last house, before the land gave way to waves. Nothing seemed to change inside the house – the polished

  wooden floors; the rust mark where the tap had dripped forever in the nursery enamel bath; the clocks that chimed not quite in time with each other; the willow-pattern plate hanging on the

  dining-room wall, with a faint crack across the middle, the lines of which Kate knew off by heart. Only the people inside the house changed, though Kate half hoped they would not.




  The house belonged to Kate’s uncle and aunt. Her uncle Charles had been born here – the eldest of two boys – and now he lived in the house with his family. Charles was married

  to Bella, who was Kate’s mother’s sister. Kate had fitted these things together in her head when she was about five, like an intricate jigsaw. She was part of the jigsaw – which

  made her feel safe, because there were holes in the rest of her life; absences and blank bits and places that fell away into nothing.




  Her uncle and aunt had built a family as apparently symmetrical as their house: boy, girl, boy, girl – two years between each raven-haired child. Paul was the oldest; then came Isabel,

  Julian and Harriet. Julian was the same age as Kate, though he was bigger than her. But when she went to stay with her cousins, she shared the girls’ bedroom with Isabel and Harriet, tucked

  into a truckle bed between the two of them, safe inside clean, freshly ironed linen sheets.




  Truckle. That was a word Kate learnt the summer that she was seven, when she spent the holidays in the house without her parents, the time she could not forget (even though, years later, she

  wondered if her memory of that summer was somehow flawed, like the willow-pattern plate). Her mother had explained that they were separating. Kate remembered that – the sound of the word, how

  it fell apart into bits (and how was it that the plate did not separate, but held together, despite its cracks?). At first Kate thought she meant that the three of them – this already too

  small family – were separating from each other, severed, to live alone; but her mother said no, after the summer Kate would come home to London to live in the same flat as before, with her

  mother, though her father would be somewhere else. Kate didn’t know what to think. She felt hollow inside, and guilty as well: a sort of sick, sinking feeling. Truckle, she said to herself,

  to fill the space: tucked up in a truckle bed.




  Kate’s mother was called Judith. She and Bella were twins. It seemed to Kate that having a twin must be a magical thing: exciting, yet also safe, more solid than your reflection in the

  mirror. There was safety in numbers, which was why Kate did not like hearing herself described as an only child. Kate’s father, Sebastian, was also an only child – and he seemed to her

  to be a strange, solitary creature, not a father, exactly; not like the way her uncle was a father to his children. Sometimes Sebastian roared; sometimes he cried. Father. She spelt the word out in

  her head, but sometimes it turned into farther.




  The night before she had come to her uncle’s house, she had heard her father weeping. Kate was supposed to be sleeping, but she could hear him on the other side of the wall – too

  close, as if the bricks and plaster had dissolved in his tears. ‘What were you doing in the water?’ he cried. ‘What were you thinking of?’ Kate heard her mother’s

  voice murmuring – no words, just something soft. What was her mother thinking? Kate didn’t know. When she fell asleep, at last, she dreamt that her mother was porcelain white, standing

  at the top of the high stairs in her uncle’s house, and then Kate watched her fall down the stairs – did she fall, or jump, or was she pushed? – and at the bottom, her mother was

  cracked; not crumpled, but broken; her face was broken into jagged pieces, all separated now, no blood, no flesh, just broken china. And when Kate tried to speak – to scream – no sound

  came out, her throat closed up, and she was silent, like her broken mother.




  In the morning, after the dream, her uncle’s brother, Luke, came to the flat and Kate said goodbye to her parents. Luke lived in London, but Kate didn’t know him very well. He was

  younger than Charles and had no children of his own; he looked at Kate as if she might bite, or was he looking at her father? Her father wasn’t looking at anyone; he was just sitting in the

  corner, staring at the floor, rocking himself, making a low moaning sound that frightened Kate. She got into the back seat of Luke’s car, and her throat was hurting like it had done in the

  dream, burning, tight, but she wasn’t dreaming. This was real, though the world looked different through the rear window as she waved to her mother; wrong, somehow, as if she had slipped

  through the crack in the willow-pattern plate, to a skewed and shifting place.




  Luke drove her to the house. The house was called Elverson House. That was its address: Elverson House, Elverson, Norfolk, England, Great Britain, the World, the Universe, Infinity. Julian told

  her that. She wrote it in the red writing book that her mother had given her for the summer holidays. Then she wrote her name on the next line, as neatly as she could, to avoid the possibility of

  mistakes (not like last year, when she’d got confused, mixed some letters up the wrong way round). Kate Linden. Aged seven.




  Paul, Isabel, Julian, Harriet. There were so many of them. Kate felt shy at first, but Isabel and Harriet held her hands, Isabel on the left, Harriet on the right. ‘Katie, Katie, kiss me,

  Kate,’ said Julian. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ said Paul, who was eleven, so he was going to big school in September. Bella had made a cake for tea. It had strawberries in the

  middle, dripping pink into the cream. ‘I picked the strawberries this morning, didn’t I,’ said Harriet, ‘in the garden, all by myself?’ Bella smiled at Harriet.

  ‘Sweetpea,’ she said, ‘what a lovely girl you are.’




  ‘What about me?’ said Julian, pulling at his mother’s arms while Paul pulled a face at him.




  ‘You’re lovely, too,’ said Bella. ‘You all are. Five lovely children. How lucky I am.’ She smiled, again, and Kate searched her face for clues about her mother.

  Bella and Judith were meant to be identical twins – that’s what other people said – but Kate knew differently. They both had hazel eyes and light brown hair (‘mouse,’

  said Judith; ‘honey,’ said Bella), just like Kate did, but her mother’s hair was short and feathery, while her aunt’s came below her shoulders. Judith was skinnier; Bella

  was softer. Bella had freckles scattered across warm tawny skin; Judith was pale-faced and always felt the cold. They were quite old now; Kate knew that. They were thirty-three years old. Kate was

  seven years and one month. Julian was two months older than her, and two inches taller. She tried to keep on top of these figures. They were important to her.




  After the strawberry cake, Bella told the children to go into the garden, and they played hide-and-seek. Kate hid behind the oak tree that had been there since before her uncle Charles was born.

  Maybe it was older than his parents, who were really old, thirty-eight, maybe, but it wasn’t polite to ask. They lived up the road now, nearer to the village, in another house with fewer

  rooms. They weren’t Kate’s grandparents; they belonged to Paul and Isabel and Julian and Harriet. It didn’t seem fair. Kate only had two grandparents – her mother’s

  parents, who lived in Sussex – because her father’s parents were sort of dead. ‘Dead to me,’ said her father, ‘monstrous people.’ Kate did not like to think of

  these half-dead monsters.




  When it was getting darker, after bath time, her uncle came home. Sometimes he worked at home, in his study with his books, but sometimes he went to the university, to look at the stars. That

  was his job – the stars. Kate’s mother had taught her a rhyme about the evening star: a magic rhyme that meant you could have a wish if you said it right, in the twilight. Kate knew it

  off by heart, like a prayer: ‘Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight, wish I may, wish I might, wish upon a star tonight.’ Sometimes, when she stared hard at the first star

  in the sky, she wondered if it was just a tiny hole in the darkness, a pinprick that let the light behind shine through, heaven’s light, perhaps; but maybe that was wrong, and the star was

  the only bright thing in the black night and there was nothing else out there, nothing beyond the sky, only the end of everything, for ever and ever, Amen.




  Bella and Judith had learnt the starlight rhyme from their mother, too, but Charles didn’t believe in it. He believed in physics, not magic, he said. Physics was a hard word to spell, and

  his job was even harder: physicist; only Paul could spell the job properly, without help from Bella. Her uncle’s name was Dr Charles Reid. She could spell that (but you had to remember the

  spelling broke the rules, because usually it was i before e, except after c. ‘It’s an exception that proves a rule,’ said her mother, which Kate didn’t

  really understand, even though she had nodded, to show how good she was at listening). Charles was tall – taller than her father, taller than her mother, like the oak tree – and he

  leant down, as if from a great height, to kiss Kate on the tip of her nose. ‘How nice to see you,’ he said when he walked into the kitchen. ‘Thank you for having me,’ she

  said, like her mother had reminded her to say. Her uncle laughed.




  Charles looked like his children; or did they look like him? Kate wasn’t sure which was the right way round. They had dark hair – almost black, but not quite – and grey-blue

  eyes, like the evening sky before the stars came out in winter. He smelt of soap when she hugged him; and something else, something cold, which she told herself was starlight. ‘The summer has

  started,’ he said, and it was as if God had spoken.




  In the morning Kate picked raspberries from the kitchen garden with Bella and Isabel. They put the raspberries in a blue china bowl, decorated with the same willow pattern as the plate that hung

  on the dining-room wall, but it wasn’t broken – not like the plate, which was cracked in the middle of the picture of a little bridge across the water. You couldn’t see what was

  on the other side of the painted river; there was just a path that disappeared between the willow trees, a hidden place that Kate longed to see. (Once, not this summer, another time, her uncle had

  found her looking at the plate and he’d told her that it wasn’t really broken, the line across the picture was called a hairline fracture. Kate didn’t know what fracture meant,

  but later Paul said it was broken bones, and Kate wondered if the tiny person she could see in the picture had a fractured head, underneath her hair, perhaps.)




  Inside the house Mrs Cox the cleaning lady was polishing the floors with beeswax. Nobody polished floors in the flat where Kate lived. Judith was busy trying to write a book (‘a fairy tale

  about the stars,’ she told Kate, ‘but not for children’) and Sebastian said that housework was irrelevant. Sebastian was a Marxist; Kate didn’t understand what that word

  meant, either. He worked in a university, like her uncle, but a different one. He didn’t look at the stars. ‘I deal in the real world,’ he used to say. Kate’s mother

  sometimes smiled when he said that. Sebastian said she had a mocking smile. Mocking, locking, rocking, shocking. Kate made up rhymes in her head when her parents shouted at each other.




  Nobody seemed to shout at Elverson House. Bella hummed; Harriet sang; Julian whistled. Charles was teaching Paul to play chess in the drawing room. The drawing room was not for drawing (even

  though Kate sometimes imagined that the green leafy wallpaper was a picture, like the willow pattern, and if you found the right place, you could slip away into it and hide, lost in the leaves).

  The drawing room was for sitting and being quiet in, said Bella. Kate was quiet – her words were silent inside her, swallowed by her hollow stomach. Outside, Julian climbed up the oak tree.

  He was very brave. ‘Don’t go too high,’ said Kate. ‘You might fall.’




  ‘I won’t fall,’ said Julian. ‘I’m very safe.’




  Kate went to find Bella, who was clipping the lavender bushes that grew in a circle around the rose garden. The cat lay in the warm grass beside her, twitching its whiskers as a bee came too

  close. You had to be careful with cats. Sometimes they patted you, with claws safely in; sometimes you got scratched. ‘When is my mum coming here?’ said Kate.




  ‘In a while,’ replied Bella. ‘She’s got lots of things to sort out right now.’




  ‘Next week?’ said Kate.




  ‘Maybe the week after that,’ said Bella.




  ‘OK,’ said Kate, looking at her fingertips, instead of her aunt. The raspberry juice had stained them red, like blood. She walked back to the oak tree, but Julian was hidden in the

  branches, almost as high as the sky. She nibbled the knuckles on her hand. Knuckle, truckle, dead. Dead didn’t rhyme right. She bit her hand harder. It didn’t hurt, however hard she

  bit. Once her mother had told her a bedtime story that she had made up out of her own head, about a little girl who washed in a bowl of starlight, instead of water, and afterwards she never ever

  bled again, even when she cut herself with a knife.




  For lunch they had egg-and-cress sandwiches. Isabel’s chickens had laid the eggs, but there weren’t any chicks inside, just yolks. Paul had grown the cress from seeds planted in wet

  cotton wool, for his science homework project. Kate tried not to think of the cotton wool or the baby chickens when she ate her sandwich, because she still felt sick, and her tongue tasted of

  metal. Afterwards, she helped Mrs Cox do the drying up. ‘What a good girl you are,’ said Mrs Cox, ‘just like your auntie.’




  ‘My mum’s good, too,’ said Kate, but she wasn’t sure if this was true. Her mother seemed shadowy now that Kate was here, in the sunlight.




  ‘You need plenty of fresh air,’ said Mrs Cox. ‘Brighten you up before you go home to London. Out you go, dear, go and play in the garden.’




  The afternoon seemed to go on forever, but then it was tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. Kate’s mum still didn’t arrive, though her grandparents – Bella and

  Judith’s parents – came to visit for a weekend. Their names were Mr and Mrs Michael Scott, but Kate called them grandma and grandpa. They were quite grand, actually: rather tall and

  thin, with lots of silvery white hair swept back from their faces, and sharp noses like birds. Grandma said that Kate was a dear child. She gave Kate a little silver cross on a chain to wear around

  her neck, and reminded her to say the Lord’s Prayer at bedtime. ‘Sebastian won’t approve,’ said Bella.




  ‘Sebastian is neither here nor there,’ said Grandma. This was true. Where had he gone to, exactly? Her father (not Our Father, who art in heaven – but what did that mean, did

  he paint pictures in the sky?) wasn’t in the flat; he had moved out – Kate’s mum said so. One night Kate dreamt that she met her father beside the stream that ran through the

  Elverson grounds and down to the church. It wasn’t a deep stream, but he held her face beneath the water so that she couldn’t breathe. In the dream she seemed to be in two places at

  once, floating in the air above herself, watching her father push her down, a silent wide-eyed doll child in the water. She woke up from the dream in the middle of the night, choking and sweating

  and even more guilty. The sheets of the truckle bed had come untucked.




  The next morning – or it might have been another one, these things got mixed up – Charles drove Bella and the children, all squashed in the back of his big car, to the sandy beach.

  It wasn’t the nearest beach, the one you could cycle to from Elverson – that beach had round pebbles on it, they made a noise like broken bones – but a bigger one along the coast

  road. Charles parked the car, and then they had to walk a long, long way, past the pine trees and through some muddy bits, and then there was the sand. It stretched so far, Kate could hardly see

  the sea at the end of the sand. The wind blew; it nearly blew her dream away. ‘Come on,’ said Julian, taking her hand. He pulled her up the highest sand dune. They stood at the top, and

  they could see the sea, silvery, not blue like in the pictures Kate painted at school. ‘I’m the king of the castle and you’re the dirty rascal!’ shouted Julian.




  ‘I’m not a rascal,’ said Kate.




  ‘OK,’ said Julian, ‘you’re the queen of the castle.’ He laced his warm fingers through hers, and then pulled again, and they were running down the sand dune, faster

  than she had ever run before, all the way down, but they couldn’t stop and they ran and ran towards the sea. ‘Be careful in the water!’ cried Bella behind them, her voice small in

  the wind. The sea was cold, and Kate didn’t want to go too deep, she let go of Julian’s hand, and he kept running, splashing, till he was just a dark head bobbing in the water, Paul on

  one side, their father on the other. Kate looked for shells along the water’s edge, like she always did. The best ones to find had a little hole in them, so you could thread them together

  into a seaside necklace. She didn’t want the broken shells, or cracked ones, or razor shells, which might cut your fingers, or your neck. After a while, Isabel came to help Kate, and she

  found a small grey cowrie, tiny edges curved in on each other, so you couldn’t see inside. ‘Maybe there is a secret in the shell,’ said Kate.




  ‘Like a message in a bottle?’ said Isabel, who was clever. ‘A sea fairy would have had to put it there – people are too big and clumsy.’




  ‘Or a child,’ said Kate. ‘A sea child.’ Isabel regarded her, unblinking even though she had a few grains of sand at the end of her dark eyelashes.




  Then Julian came out of the water, dripping wet, shaking off the sea from his brown body, black hair in tendrils as he pushed it away from his eyes. ‘Look at my footprints,’ he said

  to Kate. ‘Put your feet on my footprints and see if they fit.’ She stepped into them, carefully, balancing, but her feet were just a little bit smaller than his. ‘Do you think

  there is anyone in the world that has exactly the same footprints as me?’ said Julian.




  ‘Probably not,’ said Isabel, shrugging.




  ‘In the whole universe, there must be two people with the same footprints.’ he said. ‘That’s what infinity means, that’s what Dad says.’




  ‘No, he doesn’t,’ said Isabel.




  ‘Does,’ said Julian.




  ‘You think you know everything,’ said Isabel, and walked away.




  ‘Look, Julian, mine are nearly the same as yours,’ said Kate, still standing in his footprints in the sand.




  ‘Very nearly,’ said Julian. ‘Maybe you are almost me . . .’ Kate did not reply, just looked at her feet, sinking slightly in the sand, as the tide began to turn and the

  water washed the footprints away.




  

     

  




  Two




  8 River Lane, Crouch End, London N8, England, Great Britain, Europe, the World, the Universe.




  Kate looked at her son’s new diary. This could be seen as an invasion of his privacy, but apart from the address and the date – January 1st – he had so far written nothing

  apart from a short list of New Year’s resolutions: (1) get a dog, (2) learn how to do magic, (3) swim across the sea. Kate had not committed her own list to paper, but she told herself that

  she was resolved, even so, to: (1) go swimming at the local pool twice a week, and do yoga at weekends, (2) be mindful of the beauty and joy in small things, (3) meet an accountant; fall in love

  and marry him.




  Sam was seven, an apparently uncomplicated child; ‘sunny-natured and even-tempered’ said his end-of-term report from school. (Kate sometimes wondered if that meant his teacher

  thought he was boring, unremarkable, ordinary; not that ordinariness was necessarily a bad thing.) Still, Kate wanted some more clues. Did Sam hide a secret unhappiness, given that his

  father did not live with them? Was he a lonely only child? What was her son thinking, in the quiet corners of his mind, between the empty lines?




  Upstairs Sam slept peacefully, the cat curled up beside him. He breathed so gently that Kate reached out to touch his warm cheek, to check that he was still alive. He smiled equably, eyes

  closed, unreachable behind translucent lids in a place she could not see. Kate stood there for a moment, adoring her sleeping child, before returning downstairs to the kitchen to read her horoscope

  for the coming month. She was a Gemini – a thirty-five-year-old Gemini – with one son, one cat and one ex-husband. ‘Time for your unique brand of original thinking,’ said

  the horoscope in her magazine (hers, in that she wrote for the magazine, as well as read it). ‘You know you have great ideas to share with the world – so go ahead, be brave,

  shine!’ Kate had some knowledge of the inside workings of these horoscopes – as a former assistant editor on the magazine, a glossy monthly which concerned itself more with Hollywood

  stars than those of the firmament, she had, nevertheless, when necessary, polished up the astrologer’s eccentric prose (an avalanche of clauses, and not much in the way of full stops). These

  days, as a part-time feature writer, she only went in to the office once a month, or less: uncomfortable occasions, when she felt badly dressed and out of place, dull, alongside the girls with

  shiny hair and wide smiles and expensive names that ended in ‘a’, like Angelica. (It seemed improbable that she had once looked like them; but she had – or at least an

  approximation of a girl like that, in low-slung Calvin Klein jeans that now no longer fitted her.) Mostly she worked from home while Sam was at school, mooching from desk to fridge and back again

  in sagging baggy tracksuit bottoms, talking to nobody for hours at a time except her computer screen, or the occasional bright-voiced yet faceless PR person ringing with news of the latest skin

  cream or fashion show. Tonight, having got behind with her paltry schedule in the Christmas holidays, Kate knew she should be finishing her feature on celebrity morning beauty routines (‘How

  the Brightest Stars Rise!’). But it was too depressing for words.




  She considered ringing her cousin Julian instead, but that might also be depressing, in a more damaging way. Julian was married to Jessica and lived in an immaculate Georgian rectory in Suffolk.

  Jessica did not work – she didn’t need to, with Julian’s substantial City salary – and stayed at home instead, to care for their two children: four-year-old Rafael

  (‘an angel,’ said his father, at every opportunity, with no apparent sense of irony) and Madeleine, who was almost two. Julian was still handsome, and Jessica – a former stylist

  at a glossy interiors magazine – was beautiful, and their children were growing up in an unbroken family, blessed with a large garden, a swimming pool and two white ponies, that, like

  Jessica, never appeared ungroomed in any way. It was the sodding ponies that always got Kate in the end. When she was eight she had spent hours filling in the forms for the W.H. Smith ‘Win A

  Pony’ competition, composing careful sentences of less than ten words, as specified in the rules, concerning the various merits of different equine breeds; but nothing had ever come of it.

  Kate did not win competitions. Her five premium bonds – bought for her by her maternal grandparents when she was born – had failed, resolutely, to bring in any prize money at all. Her

  lottery tickets were equally unproductive and Sam’s school raffle tickets proved to be consistent failures, as well. She was ill-starred, clearly. Shining was not an option right now.




  It might have been more comforting to ring Julian’s older sister, Isabel, but she was not yet back from the Maldives (Kate did not begrudge her this, as she begrudged Julian the ponies,

  because Isabel was never smug and lived alone, and deserved a break from her job as a psychiatrist in an underfunded north London hospital where mad people shouted at her all day). Instead, Kate

  knew she should speak to her parents, much as she dreaded the prospect. She started with her father.




  ‘Hello, Dad,’ she said, when he picked up the phone on the other side of England, in a cottage halfway up a windswept Herefordshire hillside. ‘It’s me.’




  ‘Who?’ said her father.




  ‘Me, your daughter, Kate,’ she said, trying not to sound irritable. ‘Happy New Year! How are you?’




  ‘Oh, you know, depressed,’ said her father, who did not like the winter, ‘and plagued with an irritable bowel, or maybe it’s worms inside me. But I’m trying to

  sleep my way through January. And you – how are you and Sam?’




  ‘Fine,’ she said.




  ‘Good,’ he said, and sighed, so deeply that Kate held the phone away from her ear for a second, as if his breath were somehow contagious. ‘I’ve written another poem.

  I’ll post it to Sam tomorrow, OK?’




  Her father, who had retired from his university post as a history lecturer last year, had taken to writing very gloomy poetry, much of it concerning the Holocaust. The last poem he had sent Sam

  – whom he adored, from a distance – was about a little boy who finds himself on a train to a nameless destination, probably a concentration camp, where death awaited him.




  ‘That would be lovely,’ said Kate, who did not want to hurt her father’s feelings at this, the bleakest time of year, when he was crabbiest (claws out, yet also somehow

  defenceless). ‘Would you like to come and stay with us next weekend?’




  ‘I am penniless,’ said her father, which was true, as he had donated most of his small pension to the Socialist Workers Party, even though he professed himself to be a nihilist.

  ‘And I hate London. It reminds me of all that is anomic in the world. You can feel the chaos and despair in the air that you breathe.’




  ‘It’s not that bad,’ said Kate. ‘But never mind, we’ll see you soon.’ She put the phone down feeling quite relieved – firstly, that she had done her

  duty as a daughter, by offering hospitality; secondly, that her father had turned her down, as usual; and thirdly, that she wasn’t as miserable as he was. Unlike Julian and Jessica, who were

  constantly receiving windfalls from deceased distant relatives, Kate told herself she had inherited nothing – neither her father’s clinical depression, nor the mania that followed it,

  nor her mother’s propensity for silent despair. In a recent card that approximated as a Christmas greeting from her father (it had Munch’s The Scream on the front), he had

  suggested she might like to know the details of his current medication, given that manic depression was doubtless genetic. She did not, however, take Prozac – unlike many of her friends

  – and though she liked little better than to go to bed with a sleeping pill, she had just managed a fortnight without a prescription, which was an achievement, definitely. Her pots of

  lavender in the front garden appeared to have survived last night’s heavy frost, and a few snowdrops were already flowering in the back – those that had escaped the rapacious squirrels

  – and while a bitter east wind was blowing litter across the filthy city pavements, at least the sun had shone today; and she and Sam had seen a robin perched outside on the kitchen window

  ledge. (There had been a single, baleful magpie, as well – ‘one for sorrow,’ her mother used to say – but Kate had negated the potential bad luck that accompanied the bird

  by whispering, as she always did on such sightings, ‘Hello, Mr Magpie. Give my regards to your wife and family.’) Tonight her house was peaceful – quiet and far more calm than it

  had been when her ex-husband the photographer was still living there, filling it up with all his shiny cameras, magpie-like himself – and she told herself that she was peaceful, too. Almost,

  maybe . . .




  But as midnight drew nearer, the whisper of anxiety in her head grew louder, as it often did at this time of night. Sam seemed happy enough, but could something bad be brewing? What about money?

  Her ex-husband (christened Sneaky Pete by Julian – not that her cousin had any right to be rude, given his own imperfect record) had agreed that she should stay in the house, but he might

  change his mind and demand they sell up, if his series of affairs turned into another marriage, and another child. Quite apart from all of that, where was she going in life? There would be no place

  for a forty-year-old feature writer on a magazine engaged primarily with the cult of blessed youth; and even if there were, it was too shaming a prospect – though Kate had learnt the value of

  the apparently meaningless. (‘There is safety in the shallows,’ she told her father some time ago, after he had remarked that she might do more with her first-class degree in English

  literature.)




  It was now too late to ring her mother for advice – late, in every sense, because her mother was dead, though not gone – and anyway, what would her mother have to say?

  ‘Mum,’ she said, out loud, ‘what were you thinking of?’ Kate tapped her nails on the table, an unintelligible Morse code to the Other Side. Her mother died before Sam was

  born – before he was even imagined; though Kate believes that he must have lived inside her, before he was conceived (just as her mother seems to still). Her mother drove off a road on her

  way back to London from Elverson House when Kate had just embarked upon her second term at university. A blind bend, it must have been; another one, as treacherous as the way that led to Elverson.

  (Blind, mind, unkind, wrote a childish hand inside her head, from force of habit; round the bend, round the twist, round the houses . . .) It was an icy night, like tonight; the kind of night when

  green leaves shrivel in the cold.




  The morning after her mother died, her uncle came to Cambridge to tell Kate what had happened, and she sat and stared out of the window of her college room. There was nothing in the sky –

  no message, nothing but the grey. Charles had held her in his arms, briefly, but his face was empty, and then he left. Not long after, Julian arrived, out of breath from running. ‘I just

  heard,’ he said, and he took her hand. He kept her hand in his for the rest of the day, as if she might otherwise disappear; and that night she said to him, ‘Don’t leave

  me,’ and he climbed into her bed, her narrow college bed. ‘I love you,’ he said, but she could not speak, there was nothing but tears inside her, and then they were spilling

  everywhere, warm tears on her face, and on his.




  The next morning he drove her to Elverson House, and they were all there, together again – Charles and Bella and Paul and Isabel and Julian and Harriet and Kate. Her father came the

  following day, looking smaller than she remembered him, shrunken inside a black winter coat (a greybeard, rather than Bluebeard, after all). Everyone was wearing black; bloodless white faces

  against black clothes for the funeral; like magpies, thought Kate. Bella had picked snowdrops for the grave. (‘Bad luck,’ said Mrs Cox, shaking her head. ‘Don’t bring those

  collywobble white flowers in the house, or we’ll see another shroud before the year is out.’) They went in a procession of undertaker’s cars, all polished and dark, driving so

  very slowly to the nearby church that she wanted to scream, or laugh; but she was silent, as silent as the rest of the mourners in the back seats, their sighs misting up the windows, though Kate

  felt as if she were holding her breath. Her mother was ahead of them, leading the way from inside her hearse. Kate had not seen her mother’s body, but she imagined it as wax, like the

  unreal-looking white lilies that covered her coffin; a porcelain head on the wax-doll body, her face cracked, though not yet fallen apart. When the vicar said ‘ashes to ashes, dust to

  dust’, Kate imagined only china dust, the powder scattered on the floor after a plate is broken.




  Kate walked back from the grave, along the footpath that led from the church to the house. The January mud had gone, turned to ice, and the stream was frozen over so you could not see what lay

  beneath. Julian walked beside her, but she did not look into his eyes. Her hands were cold, deep inside her pockets, clenched so hard her shoulders ached, and the ache spread down her legs. By then

  the sky had filled with clouds, rose tinted and ragged against the fading blue, drifting towards the sea. When it was dark, the last of the violet clouds sinking with the wintry sun, everyone was

  gathered in the house; but she followed her uncle outside again, onto the stone terrace that looked over the rose garden, with its bare black spikes cut low to the ground, the lavender flowers all

  gone now. ‘Is there an equation that explains accidents?’ asked Kate, knowing that his mind moved in mathematical ways.




  ‘We are all made of stardust,’ he said, gazing up into the unlit night. ‘That is where we come from and where we return.’




  ‘No figures?’ she said.




  ‘No words,’ he replied.




  Kate can’t remember much more. She saw her grandfather crying, for the first and last time; and her grandmother said, no, I couldn’t eat a thing, but Kate was hungry – well,

  not hungry, exactly, but empty, so she ate the dense fruit cake that Mrs Cox had baked, and drank sweet tea. That night she slept alone, in a spare bedroom, and dreamt that her mother was swimming

  away from the shore, out to sea. Charles was standing at the edge of the water and he said to Kate, ‘You can’t follow her.’ And there were words written on the sand, but she

  couldn’t read them, and numbers in the sky, but the wind blew them away.




  Ho hum. No use dwelling on what was long gone. 1 January. A new year, a new beginning. Time marches on. (‘Darling, do try to avoid clichés,’ said her mother’s voice in

  her head. ‘You can talk,’ said Kate. ‘But I don’t,’ said her mother. ‘Talk, that is.’)




  

     

  




  Three




  Day two of the New Year: how many left to go? Kate was bad with numbers. It was time for her tax return, and nothing added up. Now that she was no longer on the staff of the

  magazine – merely an anxious contributor, her freelance income supplemented by occasional book reviews for a Sunday newspaper – the tax return was unavoidable, yet insurmountable. She

  gazed at her dwindling bank statements, which didn’t seem to make any sense – surely she had not spent so much last month; could the bank be stealing from her in a complicated computer

  fraud? – and then decided to give up until next week, when Sam was back at school. Today she was driving them both to Elverson House, having made an excuse to avoid Christmas there. (Quite a

  good excuse, really – Pete had come round on Christmas morning with presents for Sam, which was fine, fortified as she was by a small dose of Valium borrowed from her friend and neighbour

  Maria, who needed larger doses to cope with the seasonal deluge of in-laws, outgoings and ill-will.)




  New Year’s Eve had passed off without incident as well – a few hours across the road at another neighbour’s house, with Sam and lots of other children and parents from his

  school. The talk was of street crime spiralling with property prices, of organic paint and linen sofas, and whether the world would be taken over by tiny sinister robots in the next decade (yes,

  said a journalist who lived around the corner, and had written a gloomy newspaper piece saying so; no, said a local aromatherapist, who believed that the earth would heal itself, because that was

  the natural order of things; bollocks to all that, said Maria’s husband, we’ll all be drowned in the rain, but then Maria told him it was whisky he was drowning in, and a robot would be

  more fun to live with). Kate had felt exhausted by ten o’clock, unlike Sam, who was high on excitement and lemonade, but she’d managed to last out until ten past midnight, and then

  insisted they both come home – much to Sam’s disgust – to the quiet comforts of their respective beds. (Sleeping alone had much to recommend it, she told herself, in her familiar

  mantra against bedtime loneliness, given that Pete had snored and sweated through the night, kicking against her presence, or so it had seemed at the time.)




  Kate was inclined to agree with Sam, who said that New Year’s Eve came too soon after Christmas (why not have it after the summer holidays, he’d suggested, when grownups

  weren’t so tired?). But there was no escaping the relentless New Year, not entirely, even though it felt stale already on its second day, after she’d stuffed her crumpled invoices and

  bank statements back in their box underneath her desk; and by 11 a.m. she had done the washing-up, reminded Maria to feed the cat, found Sam’s favourite teddy, and packed them both a bag. She

  double-locked the front door, got into the car, got out again to check that she had, in fact, locked the back door, re-locked the front door, got back into the car, checked for the third time that

  Sam’s safety belt was securely fastened, and set off towards the motorway. (Why couldn’t these obsessive symptoms manifest themselves in more useful ways, she wondered? A loss of

  appetite would be better than the double-locking compulsion, or how about an urge to visit the gym instead?) Sam was dozing before long, as London faded behind them; so that left Kate in the

  silence, without the comforting familiarity of his chatter or the radio (she didn’t want to disturb Sam and, anyway, the signal crackled and was lost once you were halfway up the motorway).

  At times like this, in the car, Kate was sometimes sure that she felt her mother’s cold breath on the back of her neck; that if she turned round fast enough she might catch a glimpse of her

  face. This was partly reassuring – ‘Yes, Mum, I am driving carefully,’ she muttered out loud – but there was an undertow of fear, because if she did turn her head to look

  behind her, her eyes would not be on the road.




  As she drove north beyond the city, the muddy fields that lined the road turned white with hoarfrost, and by Stansted there was a thin covering of snow on the ground, sparkling white against the

  pearl-grey sky. Sam loved the snow – for its rarity, and the miraculous cold. ‘I love winter,’ he said, often; though he loved the summer, too. Others might consider Kate unlucky

  in life – unfortunate, at any rate – but she felt herself to be so blessed by Sam and his good humour (not constant, for he was a child rather than an angel, but comforting

  nevertheless), that it was impossible to agree with those who pitied her. Whatever Pete had done wrong – wherever she had failed, as well, in her haphazard mothering – Sam appeared

  relatively unscathed, so far; and for that she was grateful – if not to God, then to fate. (But might she be tempting fate to say so? Or was there a rational physics of fate, which ruled

  these matters? She must ask her uncle.)




  Two hours out of London she turned onto the road that led to the place where her mother had died. You came through the woods – except her mother would have been coming in the opposite

  direction and not yet in the forest when she crashed – and out onto the other side, and there you were. Here you are. ‘You couldn’t see the woods for the trees,’ whispered a

  papery voice in Kate’s head – as it had done often before, so she ignored it (and found herself thinking instead of something her uncle had once said: that our minds were not

  necessarily in our heads, we only imagined them there – but he did not explain where our minds might otherwise be, which troubled Kate, for where was her mind now, if not in her brain?

  Floating free from the car, perhaps, though surely that would not make for safe driving).




  She switched on the radio to drown out the workings of her mind – it didn’t matter if Sam woke up now – and listened to the weather forecast, hoping for some familiar

  certainties. Snow in eastern England overnight, though not in coastal areas. Elverson was probably too close to the sea – and there was no snow to be seen now, and they were only twenty miles

  or so away from the house – but still, she prayed, for Sam’s sake, if not her own. ‘God,’ she said, feeling faintly embarrassed, as she did when she talked to solitary

  magpies, ‘I don’t ask you for much, but I am asking you now, please, out of the goodness of your heart, to allow the snow to fall out of the heavens. Thank you. Amen.’




  Bella believed in God; Charles said he did not, though the little Kate knew of his physics seemed, to her at least, to have a mystical slant. He had become a Cambridge professor – grand

  enough to be interviewed on Sunday night television programmes about the mystery of the universe – and even though he cited lengthy mathematical equations by way of explanation, his apparent

  belief that the universe was a thing of beauty, order and perfect symmetry suggested that God might lie at the unspoken heart of it. Not that Kate was ever quite sure what her uncle was

  actually thinking. He, like God, was a mystery.




  Five more miles to Elverson, and the sun slanted low over the fields – another winter sun, from a distant place beyond a break in the clouds. (When she was little, she had drawn a picture:

  three lines; the sky at the top, where God was, and the earth, where she lived, and down below the black line, where who knows what preyed.) And then she was there, here, at the blind bend, and her

  heart quickened, just a beat, and she had not missed it this time, she was through the gates and driving past the trees and up towards the house. Behind her, Sam opened his eyes – clear blue

  eyes, his own colour, not hers, beneath red-gold hair quite unlike anyone else’s in the family – and she smiled at him in the rear-view mirror, and he smiled back at her.




  It was bitterly cold when they climbed out of the car – Norfolk in winter always felt ten degrees below London – so she hurried Sam to the front door, out of the wind. Bella’s

  dog, a rough-haired, sweet-faced Jack Russell called Poppy, reached them first – barking and licking and jumping up on hind legs in a frenzy of joy. (Kate had so far managed to avoid

  Sam’s pressing requests for a puppy – Poppy’s puppy, in fact, which was what he had really wanted for Christmas, though the skateboard she bought him seemed to just about

  fill the breach – by explaining that he would have to wait until Poppy got pregnant, an event that Kate dreaded most of the time.) After Poppy came Bella, in one of the well-washed navy

  sailor’s sweaters that she seemed to have been wearing since Kate was old enough to notice other people’s clothes. ‘Kate, Sam, how lovely to see you,’ said Bella. ‘You

  must be longing for some lunch.’




  They followed her down the hall, which smelt of beeswax and lavender, as ever, and into the kitchen, where Harriet was making a large pot of tea. Sam looked a bit shy – he hadn’t

  seen Harriet since Guy Fawkes’ Night – but went to her, nevertheless, when she beckoned him. ‘I have a very special Christmas present for you,’ said Harriet, who had no

  children of her own, and was good at avoiding boring, educational, guilt-ridden gifts. She handed him a small package, which he unwrapped before taking his coat off; inside was a new Gameboy

  – of such high playground status that Sam’s face broke into a wide smile. ‘Wow, that’s wicked!’ he said.




  ‘Say thank you,’ said Kate, automatically.




  ‘He has,’ said Harriet, and gave her a hug.




  Harriet’s job was something to do with computers that Kate didn’t understand; but she did know that Harriet enjoyed it and made a great deal of money. She lived in Primrose Hill in

  the sort of covetable flat that Kate imagined herself in, if she was single and childless (creamy suede sofas draped with dove-coloured cashmere throws; ash-blond floors, unmarked by scuffing feet

  or sticky fingers; and a well-stocked walk-in wardrobe lined with fragrant cedar-wood, to keep her new season Prada free of moths and dust). Harriet, like her flat, was very fashionable, in a way

  that Kate admired – never looking as if she had tried too hard, in faded jeans that showed half an inch of her tanned, taut stomach (the result of thrice-weekly yoga and no doubt athletic sex

  with a part-time boyfriend, who was currently residing in Seattle). Harriet, unlike Kate, had no need of baggy jumpers to cover up her waist, let alone her thighs; moreover, Harriet had beautifully

  cut glossy dark hair and clean unbroken nails and not a trace of a shadow beneath her almond eyes; yet for all that, Kate loved her.




  ‘Cool,’ said Sam, pointing at Harriet’s new silver trainers.




  ‘Oh, lord,’ she said, ‘do I look ridiculous? Tell me Kate, you must know about these things.’




  ‘No, you’re perfectly gorgeous, like always,’ said Kate, ‘and so thin I can’t bear it.’




  ‘You’re thin, too,’ said Harriet, slipping into their familiar routine.




  ‘I’m not,’ said Kate, grabbing a handful of her belly, floppy, like a cat’s, ‘I’ve got middle-aged spread, look, all wobbly and disgusting.’ And

  it was true, she was a stone heavier than when Pete had left her five years ago, but she didn’t really care any more: at least, not enough to turn down Bella’s home-made

  shepherd’s pie followed by apple crumble and double cream. (Anyway, Isabel, who was a psychiatrist and therefore knew about this stuff, had often said that the only men who were attracted to

  painfully thin women – skinny waifs, like Kate used to be – were repressed homosexuals or sadists; though to be honest, much as Kate would have liked to label Pete as one or the other

  or both, he had shown no signs of being either, as far as she could tell; shown no sign of being anything but his unruffled, unreadable, unknowable self.)




  ‘How was your Christmas?’ said Bella, as she dished out lunch for the four of them.




  ‘Oh, you know, low-key,’ said Kate. ‘How about yours?’




  ‘Lovely,’ said Bella. ‘Everyone came – Paul and Becky and the twins – gosh, how they’ve grown . . .’




  ‘Ten going on eighteen,’ said Harriet.




  ‘And Isabel – she’s so tired, poor lamb, she really needs that holiday – and Harriet, of course, and Julian and Jessica and the children.’




  Kate was gratified that at the mention of Jessica, Harriet pulled a small face (it was comforting not to be the only one who curdled at the thought of her). ‘Jess-sick-a,’

  said Harriet, drawing out the syllables, ‘says that Ralph Lauren is desperate for her to be his new consultant – apparently Ralph is longing to base a new campaign around her and her

  lovely home – but she thinks not, it would be too disruptive for the family.’ Harriet stuck her fingers down her throat and made retching noises, which was practically the most cheering

  thing that had happened to Kate all week.




  ‘Darling,’ said Bella, ‘don’t be horrid.’




  ‘Jessica, Jessica, always knows best,’ said Harriet. ‘You know, when I bought their kids some clothes for Christmas, Jessica asked for the receipt so she could take everything

  back to the shop, because she doesn’t want them wearing stuff from the Gap. It undermines her taste, apparently, and her authority in the family. She’s clearly deranged.’




  ‘Julian might drive over later,’ said Bella, ignoring Harriet, ‘but only if he doesn’t have to go and pick up Jessica and the children from her parents’

  house.’




  ‘For God’s sake, he’s such a spineless sap,’ said Harriet. ‘Why can’t Jessica drive herself home? It’s only thirty miles or so, and they’ve got

  two cars.’




  ‘Three,’ said Kate. ‘The Land Rover, the Mercedes estate, and a new sports car for Julian. He told me the new one was a present to himself on Christmas Eve.’




  ‘I can’t bear it,’ said Harriet. ‘I think I may actually have to be sick.’




  ‘To them that have shall be given,’ said Kate.




  ‘What does that mean, Mum?’ said Sam. ‘We have a car, so why can’t we be given a new one? A racing car – that’s what I’d like. We need a new one, anyway

  – our car has got a scratch down the side, and it smells like sick.’




  ‘It does not smell like sick,’ said Kate. ‘I cleaned it only yesterday.’




  ‘Come on, Sam,’ said Harriet, ‘shall we go out into the garden and climb the oak tree before it gets dark?’




  ‘Do be careful,’ said Kate.




  ‘Don’t worry!’ said Harriet, and took Sam’s hand.




  After they had gone, pursued by the yelping dog, Kate helped Bella load the dishwasher (no more Mrs Cox; though her arthritis had not prevented her from making half a dozen pots of Seville

  orange marmalade for Bella). ‘I’ve got a lovely cleaning lady who comes every morning now, from the village,’ said Bella, ‘but she’s poorly today, and of course,

  Charles doesn’t even know how to switch on any domestic machinery . . .’
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