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‘Unknown and yet well known, dying and behold we live’

Inscription on the grave of the Unknown Warrior, Westminster Abbey






DURHAM CATHEDRAL, NOVEMBER 1918






Chapter One

He shuts the door on the wind. Stepping into the absolute stillness of the cathedral is like entering a different atmosphere, and he breathes in the smell of damp stone and burning beeswax. He puts a hand through his hair – he feels all tugged out of shape by the wind – and blinks in the dim light. This place is all space and distorted sound. For a moment it is full of the rush of his own breath, the whole great height of the cathedral echoing with the rhythm of his own breathing, an almighty stone ribcage, but then it is just the whisper of other people’s prayers, and the whistle of the east wind around the door, and the echo falls from his ears like a dropped seashell.

A movement drags his eyes up; a flicker at the top of the pillars. There’s a bird trapped inside the building, and he turns then as he watches it streak between light and shadow. It flits between the arches and lunges at the vaulted ceiling. He moves down the nave, following its fluttering progress above, until it soars up the height of the tower, up the great tapering trunks of stone, and into the sudden brightness of the lantern windows. Twenty feet up. Fifty feet. A hundred feet now, and more. He spins and it dizzies him; gazing up at this circling height is like looking down a well, and his knees feel unsteady.

The stone cross spirals above with pigeon wings all around it. Trapped within the height of stone, there is something both miraculous and distressing about the bird’s flight, and he feels for the creature as it lurches at the glass of the windows. Its confinement. Its confusion. The noise of the wings, amplified by the architecture, is brittle and fragile. The bird hurtles and loses height. How many times has it already plunged up the tower, lunged at the light, and failed? How many more times before its strength gives out and it just keeps on falling? He wants to look away, wants to sit down and steady himself, but can’t take his eyes from it.

He only becomes aware of the woman’s presence when he hears her getting to her feet. She lifts her hand and he sees her fingers extending towards him. Has she been watching him all this time? He turns away, but the carvings of the choir stalls look like burned bones, and he retreats back down the north aisle. His boots squeak on the marble floor, and he is torn between the desire to be away from the woman’s staring eyes and stretching fingers, and the sense that it is wrong to break the sanctified silence of this place. But he can hear her footsteps too, knows she is following him, and when he turns she is there, right behind him. He can feel the woman’s eyes moving over his face. He watches the dart of her pupils and feels eaten by her eyes. She puts her hand out towards him and there is a tremble in her touch. He shuts his eyes as her fingers move over his face. It is not objectionable until he hears her crying, and then her touch is more forceful than kind. Peter, she calls him.

She shouts the name after him as he walks away. Her scream is like a tear in the cathedral silence, there is something desperate in that sound, something animal in it, and he needs to get away from her. He is running now and can hear his own ragged breath. When he reaches the chapel he pushes the door closed against her clamouring hands. He wants to shut out the woman in black and her needy tears. He knows he is not Peter.

This chapel is like a petrified wood. The image of another wood glimmers fleetingly, where the ground was soft, and the branches sharp, and where he’d been afraid, but he shuts it down. It is an effort of will, but by blinking in the here and now, by focusing on the edges of the carving and the texture of the flagstones beneath his feet, he can make it stop. He doesn’t mean to let it start again. His fingertips circle the stone columns as he takes in all the details of this chapel. He could be standing in a forest, or a plantation, only great arcing branches of geometry shoot from these slender trunks. Pineapples and pomegranates sprout from this strange Moorish architecture, but there is no hiding amongst these trees.

He crouches down behind a tomb. His parapet is a vase of flowering camellia; his forward defence is a row of altar candlesticks. He thinks about the trapped bird as he listens to the woman’s circling footsteps. He knows it will not get out, that in a few days it will fall from the stony heights, plunging down, swooning dead to the marble floor. He pictures its fallen body. Its feathers stir. He holds on to the square stone of the tomb and thinks that he can smell the bones of saints.

He watches the shadows turn and time takes the tension from his fingers. She has gone. He is sure of it. He heard her crying as her footsteps retreated and that name again, Peter, stretching through the silence. He leans his back against the sarcophagus now. There are hints of apostles and kings stained into the stone above. A crucifix, perhaps, where the whitewash has been picked back. Fragments of sinners. Flakes of martyrs. The pigments are more suggestion than statement now. They are barely there, these wall paintings, but so forcefully present.

The evening light slants through the windows and pushes out the colours of the glass. It is the colour of miracles, and shimmering tints of green and gold and purple reach across the flagstones towards him. He puts his hand out experimentally and turns it in the ethereal jewel colours and the projected faces of angels. It makes him want to paint. He remembers the piece of chalk in his pocket.

He looks out from behind the tomb. The silence is thick now and he knows that he is the only person in the cathedral. He takes the chalk from his pocket and smiles as he puts it to the stone. It makes a smooth line; its mark is satisfying; it is soft and decisive. He curves a line, his arm arching. A cross-hatching of shadow. Forks of feather. He draws the bird in upwards flight, a phoenix roaring from the flames, Icarus soaring, or a saint arising to heaven, its wings full of acceleration. He is rapt in the act of drawing. Absorbed in it. There is only this and only now. He doesn’t hear the footsteps approach.

The chalk falls, the man shouts and he is running again, back through the cathedral and its streaming candles and black baroque – past the organ pipes, and the stone bishops, and the memorials of soldiers – past the chrysanthemums, and the lilies, and the names of the blessed dead. He knocks a candlestick over in his flight and it clatters to the ground. He doubles back across the altar and plunges through a stockade of pews. The door is heavy, but he is out then into the light. His feet hammer at the flagstones, his heart hammers in his chest, but the noise of the man’s breath and boots is still there behind him. He flashes through shadow and sunlight, skids on the corners, and dives for the next turn. The breath roars in his lungs and he is just raw fear and speed and spent now. This cloister is a maze, then, and a trap. He is an animal circling in a cage. There is no escape.

‘It’s the end,’ says the voice of the man behind him.

He knows it. He turns. He nods.






Chapter Two

‘Name: ____________’

The hairs rise on his forearm and he hugs his knees to his chest. It is cold in the cell. They have taken his clothes away and he feels every breath of air from the window above. His naked body is familiar to him and yet not. He knows his own hands, but he can’t remember the scars on his arms, or the lice bites that cover his body. He scratches the backs of his knees and sees that there is blood on his fingers.

Your name, they said. We need a name. We can’t start without it. You need to give us your name.

It comes back at him again, that insistent question. All through the night. No starting, but no stopping. He would have told them, if he could.

The walls of the cell are blistered with damp. The plaster ripples and glistens. The walls are as pockmarked as his skin and the whitewash comes away on his shoulder when he leans against it. There are scales of lime in the creases of his hands and chalk down his fingernails. Five white condemning crescents. It is the chalk that has put him in this police cell.

Where’s your identity disc? they asked. Your pay book? Your service number?

Looking at the new bruise blooming on his arm makes him ashamed. The constable had walked him through the town with his arms in a grip. It wasn’t so much that it hurt, but he had felt humiliated when the people’s eyes flicked towards him and then away, and chastened by the words that they mouthed. He wanted to tell them that he’d done nothing wrong. He wanted to shout it out. He wanted to tell them that this wasn’t him.

What’s your battalion? What regiment? Where are you stationed?

They had emptied his pockets while the sergeant questioned him. Every item was catalogued and inspected. Every coin was turned over. Every pebble. Every piece of chalk. This scrutiny made him feel as though his pencil stub and box of matches were specimens in a museum requiring labels. But what should their labels be? Could these innocent items condemn him? They told him that they were taking his belt away so that he wouldn’t hang himself.

He watches the silverfish scurry. There are cobwebs in the corners and chains on the wall of the cell. They are crumbling, rusting old chains, the kind prisoners have in storybook dungeons, and he suspects they are there more for warning than purpose. He hears the spyhole in the door click again. They have been doing this all night; coming to look at him, checking on him. Why did they imagine that he might hang himself?

Home address? You must have a home address. You must have come from somewhere.

He tries to remember. He genuinely tries. He recalls the barns and sheds and ditches of the past few weeks, but nothing before that. He slept on a bench in a church porch some days ago. An old woman handed him a bowl of warm milk in the morning. A young cleric gave him a blanket that smelled of laundry soap. He tries to remember what home feels like, what it smells like. It smells of damp and disinfectant and urine in this cell, and the sweat on his own skin.

Place of birth? Date of birth?

‘Born to raise the sons of earth,’ the voice in the next cell crescendos. ‘Born to give them second birth.’ It’s Christmas carols now. The disembodied voice has been singing hymns all night; eight hours of rhyming trials and tribulations, mysteries and mercies, and green hills far away.

It was a desecration of a place of worship, they told him. It was a serious offence. He’d laughed when they said that this was the sort of filthy thing the Germans had done in France. They told him it didn’t help his case that he laughed. They asked him why he did it. What was he thinking? What made him want to do such a thing? He could only reply that he didn’t know.

Next of kin?

Nothing. He apologized. He could see their frustration. He didn’t want to frustrate them. It wouldn’t do him any good, the sergeant said, if he didn’t speak up, if he didn’t co-operate. He would have to go back to his regiment, they said. The authorities would need to be informed. Was he home on leave, they wanted to know. Was he due back with his battalion? Had he gone absent?

What were you thinking, lad? they asked. Are you a deserter?

The electric bulb buzzes and casts a cold white light. It has been left on all night, the moths dancing foolishly around it. He picks them up off the floor now and they crumble to dust between his fingers.

The sergeant had brought him a tin mug of tea, bread and butter and a jug of hot water. He’d told him that he should wash. That he stank. When he put his hands to his face he realized that he hadn’t shaved for several days. He can’t remember his own reflection. He felt the new shape of his face with his wet fingers. The sergeant had leaned against the wall as he watched him wash. He said that he lost his son to the war last year. That Colin was a good boy. That his mother wouldn’t ever get over it. There were dark shadows under the man’s eyes.

Where’s your mother, lad? Does she know where you are? Don’t you want to be a good boy for your mother?

They showed him the charge sheet, turned it round to face him, the empty white spaces that ought to be filled. Where he ought to have a date and place of birth. Where he ought to have a residence. A next of kin. A name. The inspector’s finger jabbed at the paper.

What are you called? he asked it again. They keep on asking it. What’s your fucking name?






Chapter Three

‘Adam Galilee’

‘They’ve made me Adam,’ he says. ‘Like in the garden of Eden.’

‘Haworth. James Haworth.’ The man shakes his hand.

‘Well, we had to call him something,’ the police sergeant explains, ‘so we christened him Adam Galilee, because he was in the Galilee chapel, you see? It sounds a bit fanciful now, doesn’t it?’

The man called Haworth smiles. ‘We all need a name. Are you happy to be Adam for the moment?’ he asks.

‘I have probably been called worse things,’ he replies.

Haworth nods. ‘Well, I hope that it will only be a temporary cloak. I’m here to help you remember who is underneath.’

The police sergeant pats his shoulder. ‘Good luck, lad. Good luck, Adam,’ he says.

They will call him so many names. He had been Peter to the woman in the cathedral, but soon he will be Mark and Robert and Ellis. He will fill the spaces of Franks and Phillips and Daniels. So many hopes and voids. They will want him to be a George and an Edward and a John. They will believe him a Stephen, a Sidney and a Benjamin. They will need him to be a Luke and a Jack. So many false hopes. So many unfillable voids. For the moment, he is Adam, but he doesn’t particularly want to remember who he may be underneath.



The train pulls out and he watches the cathedral slide. He stands, puts his hands to the glass, so that he can see it angling into the distance.

‘It’s like something geological,’ he says to Haworth, as he turns away from the window. ‘Don’t you think? Like an almighty eruption of rock.’

Haworth raises an eyebrow. ‘They told me that you didn’t speak.’

‘Only if I don’t know the answer to the question.’

Haworth nods. ‘Sergeant Lonsdale has a theory that you just fell out of the sky.’

‘Like a fallen angel? He said that? No. It was a bad thing that I did. They used the word desecration. That means I took something sacred away, doesn’t it?’

‘It was only chalk, though. They told me that it brushed off. It might have worked out differently had you decided to give the cathedral a coat of red paint.’

He sits back down and looks at Haworth. His face is one that could be caught on paper in a few economic lines: strong brows, sharp cheekbones, a long, straight nose and a wide mouth. It’s a face of particular architecture, of angles rather than curves, but his heavily lidded grey eyes are expressive. When Haworth smiles, his eyes crease, and he looks as though he means it. He is conventionally a handsome man, Adam supposes, particularly when he smiles, but his resting face is scribbled all over by melancholy.

‘What?’ He looks back at Adam and laughs. ‘I feel appraised. I’m not sure that we’re getting this the right way round.’

‘I’m sorry. They tell me that I have a bad habit of staring.’

He is a doctor, they told him, a doctor of minds. Haworth would take him to a place where he would get put back together again, they said. It made him think about a sing-song rhyme and all the king’s horses and all the king’s men.

Doctor Haworth has bitten-down fingernails and his hands move all the time. They must always be turning a pencil, or twisting together, or adjusting the crease of his trouser legs. He slits a new packet of cigarettes open with his thumbnail now and proceeds to fold the silver paper into neat pleats. He winds it between his fingers then, and Adam can see that this is a regularly repeated, but unconscious ceremony. As he watches his hands, Adam supposes that Doctor Haworth may suffer with his nerves.

‘Sergeant Lonsdale is an old friend of Doctor Shepherd,’ says Haworth. ‘That’s why I’m here. That’s why we’re making this journey. Shepherd treated Lonsdale’s wife long ago, very successfully, from what I’m told. He will look after you too. We will look after you. It’s not a hospital or a prison, you must understand that. We focus on rehabilitation. We offer rest, tranquillity, pastoral care, remedial occupation. We’ll help you to get it all unravelled and put right.’

He looks at Haworth. He is not sure that he wants to be unravelled. As he looks at Haworth’s fidgeting hands, he’s not sure that he has entirely been put right.

‘I’d offer you a cigarette, only I’m not certain you should be near naked flames.’ Haworth holds the packet out towards him.

‘I’ll take the risk.’

He is glad to breathe in Haworth’s cigarette smoke. There is a dank smell in the compartment, an old dirt smell from the upholstery, and below it all the chemical reek of his own clothes. They have fumigated his uniform and it smells strongly of creosote. They have shaved his head and scrubbed him with carbolic soap. They watched him, supervising, while he cleaned under his fingernails and brushed his teeth. It had been strange to see the colour of his hair on the floor of the police cell. The sergeant gave him polish for his boots and told him that he could keep the tin. At this moment it is his only possession.

From Durham there are hedgerows and then brown fields with a green haze of winter wheat showing, stretching to low hills and cirrus clouds streaming east. The terraces of Chester-le-Street roll past and then they are into the darkness of a cutting, the black-green of the earth bank and the flicker of a man’s face. He sees his own reflection in the window, moving over the slowing branches, and it is like seeing the face of a friend from long ago. He puts his fingers to the bridge of his eyebrows, to his nose, to his mouth. Haworth watches him, but then looks away. It is a private moment and he is grateful for the sensitivity of the man at his side.

‘You haven’t had a mirror?’

‘No.’

‘Do you recognize yourself?’

‘I can’t tell you. Yes and no. I look like an older version of someone who I might have known years ago.’

The view turns to rail yards and goods yards, to wobbling lines of cemeteries and allotments. Two men wave at one another in between rows of leeks and bronze dahlias, or they might be waving fists. Newcastle is warehouses, big ships, steaming funnels and spires, and so much arching iron. He looks down at the hubbub of the quayside, and up to castle crenulations and the spikes of a cathedral steeple. A filigree of crossing railway lines stretches ahead.

‘It might occur to you to run,’ Haworth says, as he rises to disembark. He is taller than Adam when they’re side by side, but thin for his height, so that he seems all knees and elbows. He looks like a man who doesn’t sleep well, Adam thinks. ‘You might want to lose me now and, if you mean to, there’s not much I can do about that. But, please, believe me that I’m on your side. I want to help you and I’d like to be your ally. Will you trust me? Will you stay with me?’

‘Yes.’

The railway station is a rush of steel and steam, porters and trolleys and the taste of smoke. He follows Haworth’s back through the noise and push of the crowded platform, all the while wondering where this pledge of allegiance might lead, and whether he ought to be running away instead.



He looks out from the train and the warehouses turn to pitheads, then back to hedgerows, and there are fishing lines dipping in the shallow waters of the South Tyne. He spies grand houses on the tops of hills, grazing sheep and the landscape is all soft folds. He leans his cheek against the cool of the window and watches it slide by.

‘I suppose I should tell you about myself, should I?’ says Haworth.

Adam doesn’t feel he needs to, but it seems the man must. He nods. ‘If you wish.’

‘I was a medical student before the war. Shepherd was my tutor. He meant to set up in private practice and asked me to join him, though events rather got in the way. But it did end up happening in a roundabout way. He always said that, when the war was over, I should think about it again. Doctor Shepherd owns Fellside House,’ he clarifies. ‘Fellside is where we’re going.’

Adam looks out and watches the gentle, curving, nursery-rhyme landscape. He would like to follow the lines of the stone walls and know what is hidden in the folds of the fields. He is not sure that he wants to be in a house being practised upon by a junior doctor. The low sun picks out the patterns on the ploughed fields and the bare trees are like ink sketches of themselves. He sees the shapes of elm and beech and hornbeam and his hand itches for a pen. There are stipplings of late foliage clinging on and catching the light, but he sees the glint of gorse here and there, and catkins are brightening on the hazel. Gulls dip and rise in the wake of a plough and rabbits scatter across a tawny field.

‘Thank you,’ he says, as it seems to be the expected response. ‘I’m grateful to you.’

He sees factory chimneys and terraces, the smoke of steelworks, mountains rising in the distance, and as they slow into a station, a sign for Carlisle.

‘We have to change again, I’m afraid.’ Haworth rattles the coins in his trouser pockets as he stands. ‘We’ve half an hour before our next train comes.’

They wait in the refreshment room and Adam thinks about what changes and challenges he might face at the end of this journey. Haworth doesn’t look back as he stands at the counter. He nods at the woman with the tea urn and Adam sees her smile as she places spoons in saucers. He grips the arms of his chair and feels the momentum in his muscles. He could go now, make a break for it, and perhaps lose Haworth in the bustle of the station; he could run for the exit, or try to get on a train; he could be away, back on the roads, free of well-meaning nods and watching eyes. But he had been frightened on the road and his eyes connect with Haworth’s now as he turns with the tea tray.

‘I wondered if you’d bolt,’ he says as he sets cups and saucers down on the table. ‘I was half expecting to see an empty chair.’

‘I did think about it.’

‘Naturally,’ Haworth says as he stirs the teapot. ‘You’re not in my custody, you know. You’re not my prisoner. But I will be your guardian and friend. I think that, right now, you might perhaps be in need of a friend.’

‘Yes,’ he concedes over the rim of his cup.

‘Do you want to remember?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he replies in all honesty. ‘Sometimes I see things that I might remember and I don’t like them.’

‘Things?’

‘Places. Faces. They don’t join up, but then I don’t really want to make them fit together.’

Haworth nods as if he can understand. Adam can hardly imagine how he might understand. ‘But you must want to remember your name? Where you come from?’

‘What if I had good reason to forget? What if I’m not a good man? What if I don’t like the person I was? What if I’ve done something bad?’

‘Something worse than desecrating a cathedral?’

He is grateful for the glimmer of humour in Haworth’s eyes, but he nods. Sometimes the disjointed faces and places are horrific, are terrifying, like the scenes of hell on the walls of old churches, and Adam doesn’t know if he has caused them to be that way.

‘Do you fear that you’ve done something bad? Do you feel that you might?’

‘I know I’m not a fallen angel,’ he replies.

‘Wasn’t Lucifer a fallen angel?’ Haworth shrugs. His teaspoon rattles in his saucer. ‘In all likelihood, you’ve a home and a family somewhere, possibly a wife, maybe even children. Don’t you want to see them again?’

Adam considers. ‘Do I? I’d remember that, wouldn’t I? Surely I would, if it meant something. What if it’s a home and a family that wasn’t happy? What if I made it unhappy? Would they want me back? Should I want that back?’

‘Maybe if it wasn’t right before, you could make it right now?’

‘Redemption, you mean?’

‘What a very biblical choice of word.’ Haworth raises an eyebrow. ‘I do momentarily forget that you came into being in a cathedral. Is there incense in your veins?’ His smile stretches and then sobers. ‘Maybe you have a second chance? Maybe you can be delivered from sin?’

Redemption sounds like a journey, and if that means travelling back through the scenes that sometimes flash at him in the night, Adam is not presently sure that he wants to go there. ‘I don’t know.’



From the train he looks into back yards with hen runs and pigeon lofts and clothes lines, and into cobwebbed attic windows. He glimpses an old man sitting in a doorway polishing shoes to a satisfactory shine. A woman is shaking out a tablecloth, a girl is carefully carrying out crumbs for the birds, and a boy at a table turns the pages of a newspaper. All these lives continue without an upward glance for the train, without so much as seeming to notice it go by, so that to look in on them makes Adam feel like a god or a ghost. Was his life once such as this? Might it be again? At this moment he would rather look out at other people’s lives, at their dramas and domesticities, than try to find a way back to his own.

South of Carlisle the trees cast long shadows in the sun. A river meanders along the side of the railway line and the landscape begins to change. The square fields give way to curves south of Penrith and the horizon rises. The sky seems low at Shap, farmland turns to moorland and he stands to watch a hare streak into the distance. There are rushing becks then, and steeply rising peeks, and Haworth asks him if he would like living in this landscape. Adam looks out at the hawthorns and yew trees and the old stones, this landscape that he’s sure he has never known before, and answers, ‘Yes.’

There are flags out all along the length of the platform as they pull into Oxenholme station, swags of bunting and strings of paper flowers in red, white and blue. It has the appearance of a celebration, all the trimmings of a party about to start, but the people on the platforms look more startled than festive.

‘What is it?’

‘Didn’t you see the newspapers yesterday?’ Haworth asks.

He shakes his head.

‘It finally happened. The war ended yesterday. There’s an armistice.’

‘An armistice?’ He looks at James Haworth’s reflection in the window against the flags and flowers. Haworth’s face doesn’t seem sure of what emotion it means to communicate.

‘A truce. A ceasefire. It’s all finished,’ he says. ‘The war is over.’

‘Which war?’ Adam replies.






Chapter Four

James Haworth, Loughrigg Hall, Westmorland, November 1918

He can’t quite fathom it as he approaches – this odd grouping of fur and feather on the frosty lawn. As James gets closer he sees that one of the housemaids is tickling a stuffed calf with an ostrich-feather duster. There are foxes, ferrets, pine martens, a pug dog and a two-headed lamb.

James shakes Alan Shepherd’s hand. ‘It looks like an escape bid from one half of the ark.’

‘Charlotte insists that they must be put out to sweeten in the winter sun. She hopes the frost might kill off any fleas.’

‘Is she not just trying to edge it all out of the house?’

‘Very possibly.’

While Fellside was built for a Liverpool sugar merchant in the last century, and is all whimsical gables and finials, Loughrigg Hall is the Gothic original, complete with castellated chimneys, crenulated towers and extents of ornate ironwork. There are green men and griffins in the architecture, James sees, and all this dark frontage seems oddly balanced between the secular and sacred. When James had worked for Shepherd in the hospital in Cheadle, he’d no idea that this rational, modest man stood to inherit two eccentric Westmorland houses; it is slightly difficult to equate the pre-war city nerve doctor with the Cumbrian gentleman who seems so at home amongst all this slightly unnerving history. James steps between posed polecats and the motionless wings of owls. Stuck butterflies quiver on their pins and look as if they might take flight.

‘Did you collect it all?’

‘No. God forbid! It came with the house. It’s all my father’s fault. They were a terrible generation for accumulating clutter. As a set of siblings they haunted auction rooms. They even bid against each other. Only now they’ve left it all behind to overcrowd and haunt us.’

‘You could always take it back to auction.’

‘Heaven forfend. Then the senior Shepherds really would come back to exact retribution from beyond the grave.’ Shepherd casts his eyes skyward and gives James a side-on grin. ‘I did strip your flat of it all. We took boxes of this stuff out of Fellside. Is Caitlin settling in?’

‘Yes. I think so. We took a boat out onto Windermere at the weekend. She says this place looks like a notion of English landscape on China plates; that it’s all an exaggeration; the hills fly up too fast and too high, she says, and the trees look as if they’ve been placed there by an interior decorator. I think it was meant as a compliment.’

Shepherd laughs. ‘But the house, I mean – is she settling into the house?’

‘Yes. The flat was crammed full of packing cases last month but, bit by bit, they’re exiting. Caitlin’s pottery wheel is coming up next week and there’s a chap in Ambleside who is willing to let her have some of his kiln space. It’s fortunate how it’s worked out. Caitlin hit it off with him and he’s been introducing her to lots of local contacts.’

‘Not hit it off too well, I hope?’

‘No danger. He must be in his sixties. I think he might actually be looking for a successor. We could find ourselves putting down roots here.’

‘Good. God bless the amiable potter.’

‘She’s very grateful to you for letting her set up at Fellside. It’s all been in storage since she left London and I rather feared she’d packed her ambitions up too.’

James has left Caitlin arranging her plates on the kitchen dresser, talking of patterns and glazes and clay pits, and he had felt lifted to hear a note of excitement in her voice.

‘She told me this will be the first proper home that you’ve had together.’

‘It’s true. Our brief snatches of marital togetherness have been in parental parlours and parks and gardens. Our chattels are the contents of two adolescent bedrooms and three canteens of inherited cutlery. We’ve been married for five years and have never lived together yet. Bizarre isn’t it? I’m really rather hoping that we get along.’

‘It’s a shame that your first real home is an office on-the-job, as it were. Are you certain Caitlin doesn’t mind?’

‘Having the space to set up her studio is definitely a sweetener. Thank you. She wants to make it work and I believe she will.’

‘Excellent. I hope so. I do understand that living in Fellside is not what every young wife might want.’

James hadn’t been convinced that she would agree to it. When Shepherd had offered him a permanent position, Caitlin had brightened; when he added that it would mean living in the institution, James had seen that brightness fade. Her eyes had clouded with questions.

‘Come in.’ There are paintings of moors and castles and Highland cattle all along the length of the hallway, and antique maps of Westmorland with hills and houses that look fantastical. It smells of lingeringly damp mackintoshes and wet dogs. Somewhere in the house a piano is picking out phrases of Tchaikovsky. ‘Come through.’

The door to Shepherd’s study is propped open with a large piece of quartz. The interior is more shabbily domestic than the monumental facade of the house suggests, but the ceiling beams are painted to look like they belong in the Middle Ages, their design picked out in reds and greens and gilt. Shepherd gestures for James to sit. He shakes his head to a glass of whisky.

‘Caitlin says that your house makes her think of Wuthering Heights.’

‘It’s draughty enough. Does she see me as Heathcliff? I’m complimented. I must remember to curl my lip at her. I do start to think that this house is getting too big for us, though. We’ve closed the dining room and the library. We seem to be retreating into fewer and fewer rooms.’

There are photographs of Alpine peaks in Shepherd’s study, crumbling abbeys and college cricket teams. These additions, so obviously Shepherd’s own, don’t seem to fit with the imposing furniture and grandeur of the decorating schemes. The bookcase is like a church altar. The dimensions of the desk take inches from Alan Shepherd’s height.

‘I thought she looked well when we saw you last week.’

‘Caitlin? Yes. She’s like a photograph of herself. She never seems to get any older. I sometimes wonder if it’s witchcraft.’

‘Undoubtedly.’ Shepherd smiles and pours himself a whisky.

He does look older, James thinks. His dark hair is flecked with grey at the temples now, and the lines that define his face have all become deeper over the past five years, but his voice still has that old warmness and the vaguest hint of long-ago Liverpool schooling.

‘Anyway, how was your patient? You didn’t have any difficulty on the way over?’

‘He was fairly docile,’ James replies. ‘More eloquent than I expected, but I do think he’s scared.’

‘Scared?’

‘Not so much of the here and now. I wouldn’t say he’s jumpy, but it’s very apparent that he’s gone through some trauma and isn’t willing, or ready, to address it.’

‘I bumped into Sally in the village yesterday and she told me that Mr Galilee had arrived with terribly dirty fingernails. She said that she’d made him wash his hands, but five minutes later he’d got himself in a mess again. By Sally’s diagnosis, this is a very messy mind.’ Shepherd laughs. ‘Did he resist recall?’

‘I don’t know that it’s a matter of volition, at least not in any active way. He seems to have only snapshots of recall, not joined up, but they’re evidently sufficiently distressing that he doesn’t want to make the effort to piece them together.’

‘And you said he’s having nightmares?’

‘Yes. He has no memory of them afterwards, he tells me, none at all, but he wakes in a panic and has clearly experienced something terrifying. And that sensation, that fear, is contributing to his reluctance to look back; he doesn’t want to remember his dreams, or the episodes that he’s probably revisiting in his sleep.’

‘It’s a grandly biblical name, Adam Galilee. Why did you choose it?’

‘It was the police sergeant who gave him the name. He was found in the Galilee chapel.’

‘Of course. It was in the newspaper, wasn’t it? Did he cause much damage?’

‘No. Not at all. It was only chalk. The story got entirely exaggerated. The poor lad’s face took a bit of a battering, though.’

‘I saw he had a black eye. He resisted arrest?’

‘He was cornered. He panicked. I don’t think he’d normally be violent.’

‘Good. Lonsdale said that our Mr Galilee looked as though he’d been on the road. Have we any idea for how long?’

‘A few weeks, I’d guess.’

‘And is there anything specific as regards that journey? Does he recall locations? Where he started from? Where he was aiming for?’

‘He’s drawn several venerable trees and a number of tumbledown barns for me, but that’s as documentary as it gets. He’s a good draughtsman, he has a great facility in sketching, which could be useful, but there are no place names and no sense that he was heading for a particular destination. He’d evidently walked some distance, though. His boots were nearly worn through. He says that his first memory is the image of his feet on the road.’

‘Do you sense he was running away from something?’

‘Perhaps. There does seem to be some dread nagging at him; he’s frightened that he might have done something bad.’

‘Bad? It’s no use looking at recent military absconders?’

‘Where would you start?’

‘Can we be sure he even was a serving soldier? I mean, we’re making an assumption that the uniform he was wearing was his own, that his condition has been triggered by an experience while on active service, but are we making too many presumptions?’

‘I’ve asked myself the same question, but, no, I don’t think the assumption is mistaken. His uniform was fitted to him. It was worn and shaped to his body, as if he’d been wearing it for a long time. The boots fit his feet and he looked like he’d been in his underclothes for weeks.’

James had smelled it on him too; though they’d de-loused him in Durham, and he stank of creosote and carbolic on the train, there was another smell that came off him as he changed into new clothes back at Fellside. It was something that James recognized. He knew Adam had been in France.

‘There’s also a scar on his leg. A glancing bullet wound, well healed, from at least a couple of years ago.’

‘So you have no doubt, then?’ Shepherd asks.

‘I have many doubts, but not that he was wearing his own uniform.’

‘There’s no question that he might be faking the memory loss, do you think? There’s no suspicion that he knows more than he’s letting on?’

‘No. I don’t think so. I was watching him on the train. He sat forward in his seat for the whole journey and barely took his eyes from the window. I watched his eye movement and it was as if he was seeing everything for the first time. He’s perfectly lucid in the moment, he’s very much awake in the here and now, but there seems to be a cut-off point, and beyond that it’s all gaps and disjointed images.’

‘Retroactive amnesia following emotional shock?’

‘I’d say so. Although there’s nothing physical to give us any clues as to what that shock might have been. Apart from that wound to his lower leg, and some old scars on his arms, there’s no sign of physical injury.’

‘And the triggering incident is forgotten?’

‘Entirely.’

‘There are no other symptoms?’

‘The inability to recall particular events seems to be his only disability, as far as I can tell at this early stage. He has absolutely no recollection of his name, his home, his family or having spent any time as a serving soldier. There’s a pretty extensive tract of his former life that he’s unable to access, but much else is intact. He can speak quite fluently when he gets onto a subject that interests him, and there’s evidently a lot of retained knowledge. All of that gives me some grounds for optimism, but something strong within him is resisting recalling the pertinent parts.’

‘You’ll have to be patient. Talk to him. Give him time.’

James nods. ‘I will. I mean to. As long as you’re willing to have him at Fellside, I don’t see that there’s a need to hurry. It’s likely that there are memories that will be intensely distressing, so I’d prefer to gently encourage rather than press him. I only wish I was more convinced that he wants to remember.’






Chapter Five

Adam, Fellside House, Westmorland, November 1918

They keep asking him for his first memory and he knows that they want a scene from his childhood, a few recalled words of friendship, or a glimpse of his mother’s face, but at this moment, Adam can’t recall that he has ever had a childhood, a friend or a mother.

‘Roll back,’ they say and smile. As if it were that easy. ‘Tell me what you first remember.’

But it isn’t like that. It isn’t linear. That’s not the way it works. It doesn’t have momentum or a narrative arc, and he doesn’t know where it starts. It surprises him, if they are doctors of minds, that they can’t understand that.

Adam lies back in the warm bath and wriggles his wrinkled toes. It all starts to become joined up with the memory of his feet on the road. That’s the first scene that exists in any detail. He woke up in coppiced woodland (it might have been weeks or months ago), where there were other men with split boots and blackened faces. The men said that they needed to keep moving on, that it didn’t do to dally here, and so there his feet were on the road. He has no idea, not remotely, how he came to be on that particular stretch of road.

‘And what did you feel?’ they asked him today.

Feel? Frightened. Bloody terrified. He admits that. He didn’t know any of the men and their faces were strange, like they’d known long hardship and sorrow. Of course, he soon realized that they didn’t mean him any harm, but that’s not to say that he trusted them. These men carried knives in their broken boots and told tales about bare-knuckle fights and the inside of police cells. He didn’t know what the inside of a police cell looked like at that point, and neither did he want to know the feel of a knife or a fist. So, because these men spoke their words as if they were wisdom, and liked to spend time sharpening their knives, when they said they must move on, Adam did. He wouldn’t have dared to contradict and wouldn’t have known where to go otherwise.

‘Did you know the names of any of these men?’ the doctors ask him.

‘Of course. Dear fellows. We do mean to keep in touch, but I’m afraid I might have mislaid their business cards.’

No. It wasn’t like that. Names weren’t offered and he wouldn’t have had the nerve to ask. He remembers numbness in his fingers and a racing in his chest as he had set off on the road on that first day and, in part, that was caused by the company he was keeping.

He scrubs his finger ends with the nailbrush now. The woman who says he must call her Sally keeps telling him that he has to do this, as if his mental well-being balances on the cleanness of his fingernails.

It was not knowing how he got there that frightened him most, though. The chasm of blank. The edgeless emptiness that might swallow him up again at any moment. It was like not knowing what was solid, where the boundaries existed between one object and the next. The road beneath his boots might as well have been a tightrope. What was to stop him from falling off again at any moment? And what had he done, where had he been, who had he been in the void? He isn’t sure that he would recognize his own personality.

But he doesn’t want to dwell on the questions. When he wakes up with the panic, he knows that his sleeping imagination has been back into the void, and then he’s glad that he can’t remember. Adam thinks about the blanks on antique maps now, as he lingers a minute longer in his bathwater, and sailors who feared falling off the edges of the earth once upon a time. Aren’t the blanks best avoided, and can’t life continue if we steer clear of the edges? Isn’t it best just to keep on walking forwards? On the afternoon of his first day on the road he had turned round on a crossroads to make sure that he still had a shadow. If he walks towards the light, it stays behind him.

‘And so you just kept on walking?’ Haworth had asked.

What else was he meant to do? He didn’t know where he was going, but equally there was nowhere to go back to. The men told him the names of the hamlets that were charitable, and those that were best avoided, about farm dogs and vicarages and workhouses. He should keep to the small roads, they said.

The water spirals clockwise down the plughole now and then jinks anticlockwise. He is not sure which is right. He dries himself and dresses, knowing that the clothes he puts on belong to someone else; the trouser legs are slightly too long and the shirt is short in the sleeves. It is only in his nakedness that he feels he’s not pretending to be another person.

‘Would you remember the road that you walked down?’

‘Possibly. I’m not sure.’

None of it had any meaning until he had started naming the trees. But he had found that he could do that, that the names were there in his head, and then so were the flowers and the insects, the butterflies and the birds. The void had filled with names then, with species and varieties, and those words were like a life raft or a guy rope. And so then his head had been full of the oaks and the elders, the beeches and the limes, the hairstreak, the tortoiseshell, the merlin and the mistle thrush. Suddenly every mile was like a poem and that was what had kept him moving.

‘Could you retrace that road? Follow it back?’

‘I suppose. Maybe. But why?’

He knows that they want him to push back, but all that comes before is unknowable and unmanageable. Surely what matters is what he makes of the day ahead and the person who he’ll be in the next week? Isn’t the important thing discovering and being and becoming? He now knows that he has a shadow, but he doesn’t need to keep checking that it’s following him. Adam wants to keep walking towards the light. He can’t see the point in looking back.






Chapter Six

James, Fellside House, December 1918

It is cold in Adam’s room. The wind breathes in the chimney and stirs the ashes in the hearth. James has told Sally that the fire must be kept lit, but Adam lets it go out. He doesn’t seem to feel the cold, though James sees that his finger ends are white and knows that his feet are red and swollen with chilblains.

‘Are you not frozen?’

‘No,’ he says, as always.

James busies himself with remaking and lighting the fire. He triangulates kindling and blows on the embers, which bloom and then die. Sap hisses and at last there are the small flames. It leaps, gasps into life, and he sits back on his haunches and warms his own hands. Behind the crackle of the fire, he can hear starlings twittering around the chimneys.

‘My wife says this house is damp. She’s always pointing at dark patches on the wallpaper.’

James looks around and sees that there are a lot of damp patches on the walls of Adam’s room. He isn’t sure what is pattern, and what is mould. With the cracks in the plaster and the regions of damp, the walls of Adam’s room resemble the pages of an atlas, James thinks, with fantasy mountain ranges and mighty rivers. He must mention it to Shepherd.

‘It’s because we’re under the hillside,’ says Adam.

‘I think these used to be the servants’ rooms. With all the slanting walls it reminds me of being in a tent. Doesn’t it you? Are you happy enough up here?’

He nods. ‘I don’t know when I last slept in a bed, or had my own door to close.’

Adam’s room is in the eaves. It is all triangles and tricks of light. Six mirrors, evidently salvaged from various attics, bounce the angles of the room around. James knows that surrounding Adam with his own reflection is a deliberate action. But the glimmer of the mirrors triggers a flash of memory for James, and he is back five years ago, tentatively stepping through a blasted house, where there might well be tripwires and traps. The mirrors are still on the walls of this house, but all askew, and James catches glimmers of himself at odd angles and doesn’t know his own face. He feels like a ghost in the blasted house, but he’s also all too aware that he might set off a detonation at any moment.

‘You don’t object to the mirrors?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘If you find them too disturbing, I can talk to Doctor Shepherd.’

‘Am I not meant to find them disturbing? Isn’t that the object?’

James can’t entirely deny it. ‘The object is to help you, not to torture you.’

‘Don’t worry. They don’t upset me. But I’m grateful for your consideration.’

Adam often looks at his reflection, James notices. It’s seemingly not out of any sense of vanity – indeed he shows little regard for his own appearance, but rather his eyes look as though they are searching. When James walks into the room, he often finds Adam at the glass. Their eyes meet in the mirror.

‘I like being this high up,’ Adam says. ‘I leave the window open when it’s raining because I enjoy hearing it gurgling down the gutters. And I open the curtains again at night so I can look out at the hillside. I can see the stars paling away and the morning light creeping in between the oak trees. When I lie with my head on the pillow, I can see the tops of the trees against the sky.’

‘You sound like a poet.’

‘Again?’

Adam has been several poets over the past few days. James believed he had made a breakthrough at the start of the week when Adam had given him a name. At first he had thought that he was speaking of a comrade, but then realized that he was putting himself in the third person. He had said that Henry Alford was injured in France. He had described the incident, and details of the subsequent hospitalization. He had given James a date of birth and a town of residence. James had started to seek out the relevant medical records, in order to pin some substantiating fact to the testimony, and it had felt like a victory. But then he had been Thomas Ashe the day after. And William Broome the day after that. When they had got to Clough and Coleridge, bells had rung and James had finally realized that they were working through The Oxford Book of English Verse.

Adam shakes his head as he looks out of the window now. ‘I have stopped being poets.’

While Adam might like to direct lyrical thoughts at the hillside, James has noticed that Caitlin closes the curtains early. When he has asked her, she has said that the proximity of the patients isn’t a worry to her, that she has no objection to living here, but he’s not absolutely sure he believes her. He remembers, on the day that they had moved in, how she had turned as the morning light slanted through the sitting-room windows and it had made a halo of her hair. Only, there’s so little light in the winter. He hopes that with the arrival of her wheel, and the occupation of setting up her studio, she will feel more settled.

‘The house was a hospital during the war,’ James says. ‘An ordinary military hospital, I mean. There are photographs of the library full of bedsteads and men in bath chairs playing ping-pong on the dining-room table. A lot of people have moved through here. This morning my wife asked me if anyone had died here.’ He makes a face. ‘What do you say to such a question? I didn’t know what to reply, to be honest. I think she suspects it’s haunted.’

‘Isn’t it?’ Adam asks, but there seems to be no question on his face.

James instantly regrets bringing up the idea. He’s not sure that the possibility needs planting in Adam’s imagination. As James stands, Adam’s image bounces around the room in the mirrors. For a moment he sees Adam at all angles, crowding around him. ‘But you’re comfortable enough?’

‘Yes,’ he replies. ‘I’m glad that I’m allowed out, though. I saw a fox in the garden yesterday morning; it stepped out of the mist, and I followed it. But it slinked through the bars of a gate and then I couldn’t watch it any longer. It went into a walled garden. The gate is locked. Are we not permitted to go in there?’

‘The old garden? No, there’s nowhere that’s out of bounds. I’ll ask Doctor Shepherd about it. I don’t know if there’s a key, or if the gate has just rusted shut. Did you want to look in there for any particular reason?’ James asks.

‘I was only curious. I could see the greenhouse at the far end and the fruit trees on the walls. I wanted to explore what it might have been.’

James nods. ‘There are no boundaries. Nothing is off limits. You can explore as much as you like, walk as far as you feel inclined, but I hope that Fellside will seem like a home and you’ll want to come back here at the end of the day.’

He’s pleased to see the interest that Adam is taking in the garden and the surrounding landscape. When he’d first left the house, James hadn’t been certain that he would return, but then he had come back in the evening with pockets full of fossils that he’d found in the old quarry. Adam hadn’t woken with the panic that night, and the next morning he’d told James that he’d been tired with the air and exertion, and had gone to sleep with a head full of new sights. James has resolved that he perhaps ought to take more exercise too.

‘Thank you,’ Adam says. ‘I’m grateful to have my own space. I’d also like to look at more of the collectors’ cabinets.’

‘Good. Excellent. I’ve brought more up today. It was a lifetime’s collection, so there’s plenty to keep us going.’

It had worked well last time. James had brought a couple of the drawers up to Adam’s room yesterday and it had prompted conversations. He’d seemed contented to discuss these objects, was obviously genuinely interested, and it gave James the opportunity to hear his voice, how he expressed himself, and to gauge the extent of his knowledge and experiences. There are conch shells and butterflies lined up on the green baize between them now, beetles in lustrous gem colours, corals, agates, fluorspars, flints and sharks’ teeth. Adam’s finger moves over a drawer full of birds’ eggs, variously speckled and green and blue.

‘I’m happy someone likes them,’ James goes on. ‘Sally was dusting them yesterday. I wasn’t aware that she knew so many swear words.’

The house is full of the collections of Alan Shepherd’s aunt. A lifetime of obsessions is catalogued in the cabinets that line many of the rooms; fossils and minerals, seahorses and sea urchins lie in wait in rosewood drawers; there are shelves of carved jade and Islamic silver, and the finger bones of saints crumble in silk-lined boxes. The whole house is a cabinet of curiosities, and James supposes that it’s perhaps not so inappropriate that a collection of psychiatric abnormalities has now taken up residence in its rooms.

‘Do you know this one?’ James’ finger points.

‘Easy. Robin’s egg.’

‘And this?’

‘Magpie. And redstart, and starling and wren.’ Adam’s finger moves along the line as he matches a name to a particular tone and complexion of eggshell. He looks up at James and smiles as if he feels he has passed a test.

‘I wouldn’t begin to know that,’ James replies. ‘I might have been able to pick out the robin, but that would be it.’ They had gone through a similar exercise yesterday with the trays of butterflies and then, walking through the garden, Adam had produced the Latin names of all the trees. Whatever might be blocked in Adam Galilee’s mind, whatever might be refusing to roll backwards, it isn’t impairing his evidently expansive knowledge of the taxonomy of the natural world. ‘It’s like talking to an encyclopaedia.’

‘I know everything’s name but my own,’ Adam says. ‘I have all the words apart from the ones that you want.’

‘It’s not that I want it. It’s not for my sake.’ He watches the delicacy with which Adam lifts an egg from the box and holds it to the light. ‘You have had a great passion for this, haven’t you?’

‘They’re beautiful, aren’t they?’

He nods. ‘You remember all the things that you like.’

‘And not those that I don’t?’

‘Very probably. How lucky you are. And it gives you pleasure to draw these things?’

‘Yes.’

‘Because you like to record them?’

‘When I draw them, I look at them properly. I really see them. I see how they’re made. How they work. Why they appeal to me. And lots of things don’t last, do they?’

‘No.’

James looks around the room. He had given Adam a sketchpad last week and there are drawings everywhere now. He often sees him in the garden with a white flash of paper in his hand, bent over a subject, or sitting there for hours observing. He seems to spend much of his time drawing, James notices, and clearly derives some contentment from it. Looking at the papers cast around the floor, he observes that it is mostly details of nature (a study of ivy leaves here, the winter shapes of ash trees, and there a repeated meditation on a pheasant feather), but also a repeated female face. It is the only face that he draws, James realizes as he looks around, the only image of humanity that finds its way into Adam’s catalogue. There are no other figures, no man-made objects, no human hand or thought spoils the scenes that Adam chooses to record. It is nature crisply intact. In the story that Adam tells on paper, the wood is primordial and all the people have been pushed out of this valley; other than this woman’s face, Adam’s drawing is a world where no humans walk, and that makes her seem all the more important. Is it the case that he sees this woman as a part of nature, rather than as a person? He repeats the same features over and over.

‘You draw this woman a lot.’

He nods.

‘Always the same woman?’

‘Yes. I remember her face. I generally can’t remember what I dream, but I know that I’ve seen her in my sleep.’

‘You remember her? Do you know who she is? How she relates to you? Is she your wife?’

‘I don’t know that.’

‘Is she a woman with whom you have had a relationship – a sexual relationship, I mean?’

Adam looks away. His face reflects in iterations all around the room. James looks up and sees himself surrounded by slightly different versions of Adam.

‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be indelicate.’

‘I understand that.’ Adam shakes his head. ‘But I just don’t remember.’

‘What do you feel about her? What does it make you feel when you draw her?’

‘That I like her face. That I miss her, I think. That I don’t want to forget her.’

James nods. ‘That’s good.’






Chapter Seven

James, Fellside House, December 1918

‘His room is full of mirrors now,’ says James. ‘Alan has brought them in from all over the house and he’s surrounded by his own reflection. I can’t imagine it puts him at ease. I don’t think I could live with it. It would nag at me, having to look myself in the eye all the time.’

‘Isn’t that precisely Alan’s intention?’ Caitlin’s blue, steady, level-lidded eyes look out. James watches her fingers picking out a tune on the windowsill.

As Adam’s room is all triangles, so this room is all squares. The wide window, looking out at the facing hillside, is divided into sixteen squares, and Caitlin has filled all the ledges with glass bottles, adding her collection to Fellside’s own. The first of them were dug from their childhood garden, James knows, Caitlin and Nathaniel exploring the banks together, like two junior archaeologists. He can picture their faces as they rinse their finds in the river and hold the newly recovered colours to the sky. Some of them are old poison bottles, Caitlin has told him; there are jewel-green ink bottles, cobalt blue apothecary jars, flasks of sulphur yellow and cranberry glass. The colours stretch and glimmer now on the evening floorboards and James wonders if their presence, and the memories they project, is making her feel more at home.

‘I like the light in here,’ she says. ‘But I do occasionally feel as though we’re actors in a play. Don’t you ever have that sensation? I’m not complaining. It’s great to have big windows, but it’s also rather comforting to be able to draw a curtain across them at night. All our actions are our own then, aren’t they?’

‘Do you mean that?’ He looks at her with concern.

‘I’m sorry. I’m being daft, aren’t I? But don’t you ever feel like someone is watching us?’

‘No. Never. Seriously? Have you ever actually seen someone out there?’

‘No, it’s just a feeling. A sense. A notion. I feel someone’s eyes are on me, but I can never spin my head quite fast enough to catch them.’ She turns from the window and her gaze holds his for a moment before she breaks away. ‘Or maybe it’s Nat? Sometimes he’s there right behind me, you know. I’m absolutely certain of it. I can almost feel his breath on the back of my neck; he’s as real and as present as you are now. And occasionally, when I catch my reflection, he’s there in the mirror too, like a blur in a photograph or an echo; I see his outline overlapping mine, there at the very edge, but I never get to see his face.’ She smiles. ‘You’re looking at me like I’m silly. This is your line of work – you’re meant to tolerate this sort of silliness and nod learnedly at it! Oh, I know, I can hear myself sounding loopy, but really I do sometimes feel that Nat’s watching over us and that thought comforts me.’

‘I have never once thought you silly. I wouldn’t dare.’ James winds his fingers through her hair and kisses her. ‘I’m only sorry that Nathaniel’s not really here.’ He so sincerely wishes it could be otherwise. He closes his eyes and breathes in the scent of her neck. ‘If the thought of him being around comforts you, carry on.’

‘Really? So I don’t get a case file yet? I need to get to work. That’s the truth of it: I need to be occupied. Get busy. I don’t think idleness is good for my imagination. I’m afraid I might not be a natural hausfrau.’

‘There are five black fingerprints on your cheek.’ He wipes soot from her face with a licked handkerchief and he feels such tenderness towards the soft apple-blossom bloom of her skin as he does so. ‘You made a perfect print of your hand.’

‘I remade the fire earlier. It had gone out and I had to start it all again.’

James imagines Caitlin making the gesture, putting her hand to her face like that, and the emotions that may have occasioned it. Does she really feel Nathaniel standing behind her? He’s not certain that he’s comforted by that thought. ‘There, you see, your reluctant domestication is progressing faster than you credit.’

‘I scorched one of your shirts with the iron and tried to make a cake but forgot to add the baking powder,’ she says.

‘I’m sure you scorched it beautifully.’ He pushes a strand of hair back behind her ear. ‘And I don’t care a jot if your cakes don’t rise.’

‘But I ought to look in a mirror before you get home, shouldn’t I? That’s what a good wife is meant to do, isn’t it? I never know when you will be home, though. This house is full of footsteps, but when I think I hear the approach of your feet on the corridor, I always get it wrong.’

‘Nobody troubles you? Nobody else comes to the door?’

‘No. No, it’s not that. Percy left me a wet newspaper cone full of gorse flowers on the step the other day. He told me that he’d walked past it and was instantly transported back to his kitchen at home and watching his wife taking coconut macaroons out of the oven. He smiled so beautifully as he said it. And it’s true; it smelled like desiccated coconut. Then Adam left me a branch of witch hazel and a piece of flint this morning. It looks like an arrowhead. He said he dug it up in the garden. I caught him at the end of the corridor. He was sneaking away, but I could see his shadow and hear his breath, so I made him stop and speak. He’s promised to take pelargonium cuttings for me in the spring.’

‘I didn’t know that you had admirers. I may have to start coming home earlier.’

‘You must.’ She smiles.

The plates on the dresser reflect the last of the winter sunlight. The room is swinging back into its familiar shadows. He remembers when they had first looked at the apartment. Is it really only three months ago? Shepherd had asked them to Loughrigg Hall for dinner and then he had sprung the offer of the job on James. He recalls following Caitlin along the corridor later that evening. The electricity was off and so she was carrying a lantern. The candlelight flickered ahead, picking out cornicing and ceiling mouldings, and her three-quarters face had turned towards him with an expression that was somewhere between fear and excitement. They had stood side by side in front of the overmantel mirror, the shadows making their faces unfamiliar, framed in ebony and mother of pearl.

‘We’re like a portrait of a couple from long ago,’ she had said.

He’d pushed a door open and revealed what appeared to be a room full of icebergs, but they’d found a mahogany bedroom suite hidden beneath. They had sneezed and laughed as they pulled off the dust sheets and the room full of ice had become a space full of flapping sails. He remembers her hand placing the lantern down on the floor, the shadows all shifting and her laughter in his ear.

James crushes his cigarette out and puts his arm around her now. ‘Are you happy?’ he asks. ‘Is it okay here? I do want you to be happy.’

‘Of course I am.’

‘I love that you’re sensible and determined, but you must tell me if anything worries you, won’t you? You don’t always have to be sensible.’

‘If you’d seen me swearing at the iron earlier, you wouldn’t think me at all sensible. But are you happy?’ she goes on. ‘I was watching you in the garden this afternoon. You kept lighting cigarettes and then tossing them away.’

‘I did?’ He wasn’t expecting her to throw the question back at him. ‘Perhaps that’s why I always seem to be at the end of a packet.’

‘His hands are stiller than yours.’ She takes James’ hand in hers and turns it. She examines his palm with the lightest touch of fingertips, and a focused frown, and looks as if she is about to pronounce a prophecy, but then her fingers tickle and he can’t help but laugh.

‘His?’

‘Adam.’

‘Are they? He always seems to have a pencil in his hands at the moment.’

‘Maybe you ought to take it up,’ she suggests.

He thinks about how he would portray Caitlin on a page, how he might break her down into lines and define her colours. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

If he were parted from her, might he repeat her features on paper, as Adam does with his woman? He senses the longing that Adam must feel for this woman whose face he is compelled to draw over and over. Surely it’s worth pushing him to remember, and encouraging him to recross difficult bridges, if that journey can bring her back to him? Surely he would ultimately want that, wouldn’t he? Surely it’s the right thing to do?






Chapter Eight

Adam, Fellside House, December 1918

The gate has rusted closed. Adam puts his shoulder to it, but it won’t give. The metal has crusted over, like a badly healed wound, and sealed the old walled garden in. Amongst the tawny mass of frost-touched weed and the white mist of milk thistle, the odd dahlia and chard stalk are splashes of enduring colour. The climbing roses have outgrown themselves and great curlicues of thorn bend from the walls. There is something slightly frightening about how feral it all is, how lavishly ruinous, but there’s also an enchantment in that. Nature alone has been left in charge and all the polite formality has burst.

The groundsel and nightshade have taken over, the teasels and the nettles, the ragwort, the willowherb and the brambles. It is lordly, this disorder, it’s enthralling, but the garden is suffocating itself, he thinks. How long is it since it has been tended? Five years? Ten years? All the clues are still there as to its former structure and purpose. He can see the winter branches of the espaliered apple trees, which must once have been carefully trained, the shapes of blackcurrant and gooseberry bushes, and the collapsed cold frames. The red-brick walls are still in good condition, albeit much scrambled over by bindweed and ivy, and even on this frosty day he can picture them pulsing back August’s warmth. Adam leans his face against the bars and grips the cold metal, but he is no longer a prisoner in a cell and when he looks into the garden beyond, he feels an urge to dig and scythe and tire his bones into dreamless exhaustion.

He hasn’t been asked into the room where they question him today. Has it then finally stopped? In order to end their interrogations, he has been seven men over the past week; on Monday he decided to be Henry Alford, Thomas Ashe on Tuesday, William Broome, William Cartwright, George Chapman and then Arthur Clough on Saturday. He had taken the names from the shelves of the library, and invented birthdates, families, memories and homes for these men. But on the Sunday he was Samuel Coleridge, it was too close to home, and with that they’d found him out. They haven’t asked him his name today. They haven’t asked him any questions. Is it then perhaps at an end?

He leaves the gate and walks on, skirting the walls of the garden. The grass has been mowed around the house, but it all runs ragged at the edges. Ferns fringe the far side, tinted pink and amber now, and beyond it is a jungle of overgrown holly hedge, rhododendrons and camellias. In times gone by this garden was planned, he sees; the yews and the pines are thoughtfully placed, and there must have been vistas from the windows, a studied working-together of the decorative wild and the tame, but undomesticated nature is winning now and pushing in the boundaries. Rooks rise and cry from the hillside ahead, circle and are gone again.

He follows the chatter of blackbirds, and a blue flash of a jay’s wing, and picks a path through the rhododendrons. He sees his own footprints from earlier that day trampling the grass ahead, and a robin is now busy where his hands had then pulled the roots of ivy from the bank. He has ventured out this far before, had brought in armfuls of greenery for Mrs Haworth that morning, all festooned with berries for Christmas, but when Adam puts his boot up onto the bank, and finds a handhold in the rocks, he is pushing out the boundaries of his own territory.

Over the past month they have examined his body for distinguishing marks, recorded his voice so that they may pick through its sounds, and had him copy out paragraphs of the Bible in order that they may analyse his handwriting. He wonders what science they will extract from the gradient to which his letters lean, the diameter of their loops and the spaces between his words. He presently feels like an experiment, a weary object of wonder, and at this moment he desires nothing more than to look outside and beyond his own physicality. He places new footprints on the frosty bank and the untrodden hillside opens up ahead of him.

He uses the tree roots and low-hanging branches to pull himself up. The damp earth slips under his feet in places and, here and there, stone crumbles away, but he ascends quickly and is soon looking back at the peaky gables and smoking chimney pots of Fellside House. It is a strange sort of a building, Adam considers; the Gothic gabling verges on whimsical, and the leaded diamond windows make it look like a jewel box. Too fanciful to be an everyday home, it has the aspect of a gentleman’s weekend residence, he thinks – the sort of house to which a wealthy man might bring cousins for boating and picnics. It is preparing for Christmas today; a fir tree has been brought into the hall this morning and Caitlin Haworth is hanging paper chains from it, while Sally, the kitchen girl, is spiking cloves into oranges. Haworth says that it is the first Christmas of peacetime, that they must make something of it, and bring all of the festive colours of the garden inside. The smell of pine needles and citrus, of cloves, ginger and allspice has reached up as far as Adam’s attic room.

He knows they want it to be homely, and that’s what the collectors’ cabinets, and carpeted corridors, and the dressing of the Christmas tree are all really about; that they mean to keep the fires lit, and to have all the customs and comforts of a house in which a family still lives, but the faces of the men who inhabit Fellside suggest they aren’t quite entering into the spirit of things. They don’t look like a family, and Adam is finding it difficult to connect with these other men. They are unpredictable, as yet, these strangers; they have sudden moods and make sudden noises, and all their eyes look at him when he walks into rooms.

They are required to sit around the dining table as a group, and encouraged to play board games and walk in the garden side by side, but none of them really want to let each other in. They are all curled in upon themselves, these men, and they talk behind each other’s backs; they all give each other’s secrets away, as if each thinks himself the superior, the saner, man. Thus Adam has learned that Warner is a tailor who is no longer able to thread a needle because his hands shake, that Evans puts his fingers down his throat after every meal, Jones wets the bed at night, Marlow has been sent here by his wife because he doesn’t want to sleep in her bed any longer, and Laffin has taken off his belt and used it on his children. Adam is not sure that he wants to spend more time with these men and their spilling secrets.

He turns away from the rooftops and scrambles up the last of the bank, his breath clouding around him with the effort of the incline, drawing the cold, clean air down into his lungs. He feels his blood pump, his skin tingles and his head is full of chilly clarity. As the gradient levels out, he finds himself looking into an endless wood. The sky is blue between the branches and his steps are drawn on through the filigree shadow of the antique oaks. He knows that he is the only person in the wood, and he feels as though he has stepped out of society and time; this is his private, safe place and only nature’s rules apply. The benign wind touches his skin and he feels admitted to this wood’s secrets.
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